Buddha in a Monte Carlo

Find an old neighborhood, mostly 1950’s pseudo colonials and story and a half and story and three quarters. Crowd the houses together, a dozen feet between. Take off down alleys and angled streets. Don’t hit the utility pole at the corner of the alley; make a sharp right around it. She can see it when she looks out behind the shade at 3:00 a.m. and she can see who didn’t take a sharp right. The cars that lit up the room are slid in around it like a loose log jam. Everything is quiet now, just the steady breathing of engines. The white plume of surrender is sent up from the Monte Carlo’s radiator. The driver cracks his door, seems to consider for a moment, then emerges. As if on cue all the white cars open their doors and slightly over half a dozen weapons come to rest on the hoods and roofs. She laughs involuntarily at the sight of the driver, about three feet tall, raising his hands above his hooded head--eyes of an ancient primate, round in the headlights.

Any humor is lost along with the short peace after the sirens as the police shout him down to the concrete.  No expletives, just “Get down on the ground, get down, get on the ground, down.” Like a Greek chorus gone awry. She can’t imagine what crime anyone would be committing on a night like this. The eight officers who have emerged from their squads and this sweat-shirted imp of a perpetrator all have thick clouds of steam emerging from them with each breath; it is supposed to be thirty below. The chill coming through the window and her flannel pajamas reminds her of the brutality of this by-the-book arrest. The inner triangle of cars have their spots swung onto the grey and blue lump on the pavement, his tennis shoes untied and his bare hands laced behind his head. An officer with a crew cut and mustache goes forward to pat him down and when he finds nothing, all but one of the other officers get gratefully back into their cars. The later pulls the little one’s arms down behind him to twist tie behind his waist. The hands are still bare; the face still lay against the pavement. 

While watching all of this, she pulls on her jeans over her pajama bottoms, they bunch-up over the top like a gang-banger’s boxers. Downstairs she pulls out her down coat from the closet, then her husband’s army coat, stuffs an extra pair of gloves from the basket into the pocket. Her husband will be pissed. On second thought she takes off her coat and put on the jacket with his name over the pocket, the bars on the sleeve. Her coat is maroon and generic anyway, but a good one from Land’s End. Out the back door into the sea of light from the cars so she can pick her way through the piles of dog shit all the way to the back alley. Five of the cars have meandered off towards the Lake or 35E or downtown or Maryland Avenue. No one seems to have noticed her until she is almost on them, the officer has lifted his charge onto his feet and shoves his elbow into her as he reaches for his gun again, he rests it there.

“Lady, go back to bed.” He sighs at her.

“I thought he might be my nephew. He has an old car like that.”

“Take a look at this kid, he ain’t your nephew.” His black stubble skull mostly hidden, his pale face dusky under the grey hood, his nose and eyes stretched in a flat plane. She is painfully Scandinavian, blond and tall and thick-boned.

“No, my brother and his wife adopted and I think they’re out of town this weekend. Can he have this coat? One of your guys can check it out. I’ll drive down after you.” The boy is gazing at her without hostility. Actually he almost seems to be smiling. She notices his shirt under the hoodie is a bright honeysuckle orange. The feeling of his smile makes her cast down her eyes and not from embarrassment.

“He’s your nephew? We’re going to have to see some ID, he sure doesn’t have any. We’ll still have to call the parents.” The officer pulls a wad of Kleenex out of one pocket and three cough drops out of the other, lets them fall to the ground, gives her back the coat. She drapes it around the boy’s shoulders even though he gives no appearance of being cold.

She tries to think of a number of a friend she knows is out of town, because her brother and his girls live out state. She wonders why she is lying for this kid. She wonders why he keeps smiling, not so much at her, just smiling.

Apparently the kid has already given the police a number that they have gotten no response to. “Well, you can come down, but we’re still going to have to book him. He’s got no driver’s license, he was driving 60 on a residential street and the plates on this car are expired.”

She runs back into the house to grab her purse and check book off the kitchen counter. She is moving on a strange sort of autopilot, a feeling that she remembers from driving her mother to the hospital when she was having a stroke, shoving baby aspirin Mother had for the dog into her mom’s sliding mouth and driving off at a fast but careful pace. She wasn’t sure what had put her into this state for a complete stranger, but there was something about his complete lack of belligerence, silence even, in the face of what had happened. What had he been doing? What was she doing now?

At the station they sat side by side in the molded orange chairs, waiting for the paper work to get filled out. He had been sitting with his hands clasped as if in prayer when he reached out and put his hand on her arm.

“I have to go now, there’s been an earthquake. You’ll be ok.” He said in a soft voice looking directly into her eyes. He slipped a string of smooth wooden beads from his wrist over hers. She wanted to say something. But as she and the duty sergeant looked on, the boy, now dressed only in that honeysuckle orange down to his toes, walked out the door.

The sergeant only nodded to her, so she picked up her maroon coat, put it over her arm and drove home.

She stood for a long time in the baby’s room, a room she had not gone in since the red blood dried, since the thick blue cord wrapped round the blue face had become the pigment of dreams only.  The side of the empty crib held her up, the sound of the wooden beads clicking over the rail as she stroked it calmed her. She had nine months with him while her husband had only the pressure against his hand when they had managed to catch a kick. Yet she had been angry at his ability to carry on, to not feel the hole in her, to not see the blue face night after night. Her anger grew past the boundaries of their bed as the months passed without word: from anyone. Now it had come. 

The wooden beads beat out a slow Morse code as she drew them over the bars one last time. She went down to the couch where her husband had been sleeping the past month and fit herself in next to him, fetus style.

