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                                                        AMERICANS
Americans
                                                                              by Fred Skolnik

First prize was an all expenses paid trip to Hollywood with the woman of your choice and as much money as you any man would ever need. That meant you could just pick a woman, any woman you wanted, even if she belonged to someone else, and you could have millions of dollars and your picture would be in all the papers and they would interview you on television and everyone would listen to what you said and you'd get invited to the White House and then you'd live in a mansion with thirty-six rooms and have a staff of twenty people and your own plane and a dozen cars. Everyone entered the contest. You'd have had to be crazy not to.
   	John entered the contest. He was a short order cook in a greasy spoon in Brooklyn. He lived in a rented room and had seventy-five dollars in the bank. He liked action movies and popular music. He was a high school graduate and had served in the navyNavy. His parents were still living and he had an older sister. 
   	Charlie entered the contest. He was a used car salesman in Memphis. He was married and had two children. His wife was a receptionist in a dentist's office. They had a dog. He subscribed to Reader's Digest and was a Titans fan. On their twentieth anniversary he had taken his wife to New York, where they had gotten mugged.
   	Joe entered the contest. He was a laid-off welder at Ford Engines in Cleveland. He was divorced. His wife had run off with his best friend. He bowled and drank a lot of beer. He weighed 325 lbspounds. His nickname was Tiny. 
   	Tom entered the contest. He was a bellhop at a downtown Boston hotel. He had a season ticket to  the Red Sox games. He was a heavy bettor. He slept with a whore named Flo twice a month. He had six brothers and sisters.   	 
   	Dick entered the contest. He was a truck driver in Alexandria, Virginia. He had married late in life and had no children. His wife had a heart condition. They lived in a mobile home and were having trouble with their medical insurance.   	
   	Harry entered the contest. He was a lumberjack in Portland. He had four sons. The oldest one was studying horticulture at the state university. His wife had worked at Wal-Mart for a while and liked to watch Oprah and Dr. Phil on daytime TV. They were still paying off their mortgage. 
   	For weeks and weeks everyone talked about the contest. The President himself had said that anyone any redblooded American could win, regardless of race, religion or color. Everyone wanted to have millions and millions of dollars and the woman of his choice. There had been previous contests and everyone could see how well the winners were doing. Some of them played basketball and others sang songs, some traded in pork bellies and others traded in junk bonds. Some became powerful people. You could be a Supreme Court justice or governor of a state or the chief of staff or a talk show host or even a senior analyst at CNN. 
   	John wrote in his entry form: "I want to win an all expenses paid trip to Hollywood with the woman of my choice and all the money I will ever need because that is the American Dream. The woman of my choice is Jennifer Lopez or Jennifer Aniston. If I had millions and millions of dollars I would buy everything that rich people have and live in Bel-Air or Beverly Hills."
   	That was more or less what everyone wrote, though not necessarily choosing Jennifer Lopez or Jennifer Aniston. Charlie chose Andie MacDowell. Dick chose Julia Roberts. Tastes differed. Joe wanted to live in Shaker Heights. Tom wanted to live on Beacon Hill. Everyone wanted a Porsche.
   	Charlie had a satisfactory marriage and his kids were doing all right but he was not satisfied with his lot. "There's more to life than this," he would tell his wife on certain occasions. "Like what, hon?" she'd reply, and he'd be forced to say, "Oh, I don't know." Charlie had always daydreamed about having millions and millions of dollars and the woman of his choice. He daydreamed before he fell asleep at night and when he woke up in the morning and during the commercial breaks in the football games, and sometimes he tossed a football around with the kids.  
   	After the layoff Joe hadn't worked for a year. He'd had to sell the house in the divorce settlement and had used up most of the equity. He felt betrayed and brooded a lot. He needed those millions of dollars and the woman of his choice to get his life back on track. Otherwise he thought he might do violence to himself.
   	Tom also daydreamed about winning millions of dollars but had always thought it might come at the track or the card table. He spent a lot of time reading the scratch sheets and looked like a jockey himself. Tom knew the contest was a swindle. All contests were swindles but you entered them anyway. When he was a kid he'd had a post office clerk standing by with his stamp in the air in one of those earliest postmark radio contests and still he'd lost. The experience had soured him. Until then he had believed in his dreams.
   	People won all kinds of prizes in America but the big prizes were hard to get. Everyone wanted them, so the competition was fierce. Some people said they didn't care if they didn't win because there were more important things in life than being rich like honor and decency but deep in their hearts they did. Some people took losing pretty hard. When it turned out they hadn't won the tears filled their eyes. "That's the only chance I'll ever get," they said.
   	Dick was tired of driving a truck. The money was good but he was on the road most of the week and with a sick wife he needed to be home more. Winning millions of dollars would have changed his life. He'd make sure his wife got proper care and maybe buy her a house and go off to Hollywood with Julia Roberts. Then he'd see.  
   	Harry had the four sons to put through college and he was barely scraping by. The wife looked worn out while he was a healthy type. If he had millions and millions of dollars he'd maybe send her to the beauty parlor and let her get some new clothes. Then she could sit around with her sister gossiping all day while he took the woman of his choice out on the town.
   	John had gone out with a woman for a while and for a while it had looked pretty serious. She was a few years older than him and had been around the block. She stayed with him one or two nights a week in his room, where they were squeezed together on the narrow bed so that neither of them could really sleep and sometimes he just sat in a chair smoking until the morning and wondering how it was going to end. Neither of them had any prospects so maybe they made a good pair because they drank together and got maudlin together and he got to thinking that maybe her mind was a little shot. Sometimes he'd buy a big bag of groceries and some wine and fix her something nice when she came over and that was romantic just like the movies. In any case it hadn't worked out because he'd caught her with another man and there'd been a fight and he'd broken a bottle over his the man’s head and was lucky he hadn't killed him and was lucky they didn't call the cops. 
   	Charlie had had a rough spot when the commissions weren't coming in and for a while they'd had to get by on what the wife was making, which wasn't much, and Charlie cursed all the dentists in the world and all the automobile distributors in the world who kept raking it in and living off the fat of the land. That was the spell when he got cynical and took to muttering under his breath when he saw the fat cats and fast talkers on TV. "Did you say something, hon?" his wife would purr. Despite being a tiny woman with veiny arms and legs, she was a real southern belle, wrapped in a cocoon of sugary sweetness like cotton candy. They sat in TV chairs side by side with just a little table between them where they kept the snacks. The kids sat on the sofa and kept the snacks in their lap. 
   	Joe's brother lent him some money to tide him over and he got an apartment in a three-story walkup in a rundown neighborhood full of empty buildings and abandoned warehouses. He tried to get a job bagging in the supermarket but they didn't give it to him because he looked too fat to work with the public so he ended up doing janitorial work in a ballbearing factory for a cleaning service. Every Sunday he had dinner with his brother and his family. His sister-in-law tried to cheer him up because he looked so depressed and told him all kinds of amusing stories about her clients in the beauty parlor where she worked as a manicurist. Joe wasn't amused. The clients reminded him of his ex-wife, who'd had red hair and red toenails and kept her bra on when they made love.
  Tens of millions of Americans entered the contest, maybe even a hundred, maybe more. The organizers were pleased. The sponsor was pleased. The President was pleased. "This is what makes America great," he said between foreign policy speeches. "It makes me proud to be an American to know that anyone can win millions and millions of dollars and the woman of his choice. That was what our forefathers had in mind when they framed the Constitution."  
   	When he wasn't at the race track or the ballpark Tom usually spent his free time in the poolroom where his bookmaker sat at a card table in the back sorting slips. It was a pleasant environment, populated by high school kids and working stiffs like himself. Tom didn't play much pool. He was more interested in placing his bet and then stood around like everyone else watching the action with half an eye and only occasionally getting interested and putting down a sawbuck or two. The regulars all had the green poolroom pallor and Runyunesque nicknames like the Genius and Max the Ax and Tooty-Fruity. Tom was sometimes called Phil after the old Philip Morris ad. They were maybe a colorful bunch but they sure as hell weren't going anywhere.
   	Dick did long haul driving and knew the waitresses on highways all across the land. They told him their troubles and he told them his. That's how it was on the road. Everyone had troubles. For years he was faithful to his wife but then she'd gotten sick so sometimes he'd take one of these waitresses back to her bungalow or trailer and they'd have a few drinks, usually with a kid sleeping in the other room, and go to bed. Once he was hijacked and got pistol-whipped. They caught the gang but he couldn't identify anyone. One of the cops called him chickenshit and one of the hijackers winked at him. That riled him. He'd have nailed them if he could. He wasn't afraid of anyone. Dick was his own man. He'd been a brawler in his younger years. He'd fought with everyone, his brother who thought he'd been screwing around with his wife, which he was, his brother-in-law who called him a thief, which he wasn't, and finally his old man, who he popped in the mouth before taking off for good. Fuck them all, was what he said.
   	Harry liked the outdoor life. He had a great crew and liked to hang out with them more than being at home. His wife was a nag. The boys didn't need him anymore. He'd set them straight fast enough and they had become God-fearing young men who never failed to call him sir. He liked hunting and fishing and killing things. He liked the way the deer dropped when he caught them between the eyes. He figured he could survive in the wilderness if it ever came to that and could see a day when the forces of good would be arrayed against the forces of evil and people like himself might have to take to the forests. They'd talked it over in the crew and swore they'd stick together.
   	 People went about their business but they were thinking about the contest all the time. Previous winners appeared on television and shared their experiences with the viewing audience. Some endorsed products and some delivered learned opinions sitting around big tables from morning till night. Whenever you saw someone on television you could be pretty sure he had won unless it was someone talking about what not winning was like. Some of those who didn't win went to jail but sometimes someone who won went to jail too. That was odd. People really couldn't understand it. Not even the President understood it. He said as much answering a reporter's question before flying home for a short vacation.  
   	When John got out of the Nnavy he'd been full of hope. He thought he'd find the right woman and a good job and be set for life but it hadn't worked out. He'd bummed around for a few years, moving out to Chicago and then going down to New Orleans by way of Louisville and ending up in Miami where he'd worked for a while doing maintenance in a beachfront hotel until he got into a fight and they fired him. Then to New York where he'd signed up with the merchant marine as a utilityman and shipped out on an oil tanker running raw petroleum to the West Coast and then a coal barge coming out of the Great Lakes and then down to Norfolk and then New York again. Once he thought he'd be a chef but though he'd been a ship's cook no one wanted him in the good kitchens. He was a helper once in a fancy restaurant but they fired him after two days when he came in smelling of alcohol and he waited in the alley and slugged the chef when he came out for a smoke and that got him 90 days but didn't stop him from brawling and boozing until he felt the juices draining out of him. John was starting to lose confidence in himself. He figured this was his last chance. He had no real friends now. There were a couple of people in the building he said hello to but that was it. It was just a rooming house with a lot of transients that he rented by the month instead of by the night or week. He was glad he had his day off in the middle of the week. When he'd had his day off on Sundays he'd go nuts and spend the day reading the papers and watching TV. Now he went into Manhattan from time to time and walked around. There were plenty of good-looking women in Manhattan in expensive-looking clothes but he couldn't get near them. That was why he wanted to win all those millions of dollars. 
   	Charlie wanted to take the family to Disney World when the commissions started coming in again but the experience in New York had made his wife balky about traveling. She liked it just fine where she was and the kids would just as soon spend their time with their friends. They went to Graceland instead. Charlie regretted that he would go through life without seeing Disney World and started thinking about all the other things he'd never done. He'd started working on the lot just a few years after getting out of high school and had married Ginny soon after and they had bought the little house with the seedy lawn and that was it. They'd had a fine old time for a couple of years and then the kids had come and they had settled in and twenty years had passed and he had nothing really to show for it, just barely enough for a rainy day and the lines getting deeper and deeper in Ginny's face and the veins getting stringier and stringier in her arms and legs and he himself feeling under the weather occasionally and barely able to crank up the arm to toss the football around. Sometimes Charlie felt like an enormous weight was sitting on his chest and he couldn't breathe and dreamed about being at the bottom of a pile of big bodies and no one getting off and not being able to move his arms and legs and feeling the panic coming over him. That was what his life was like, he thought. He couldn't get out from under the pile.
   	Joe had known Christine in high school but had never gone out with her. He wasn't fat then but somewhat stout and she was a fairly popular girl with big tits that were the talk of the school, a kind of standard by which boys measured the size of their hands. They'd run into each other at someone's wedding and he'd reminded her that they'd gone to high school together and she'd remembered him well enough and there was a brief courtship and satisfactory honeymoon but after they settled into the house he'd bought he'd had to negotiate her out of every article of clothing she wore to bed and the bra stayed put. At first this had been a kind of coyness but as time went on she barely tolerated his now distinctly corpulent body on top of her for the 30 seconds or so it took him to detumesce and then pushed him off with a look of disgust. Then one day she was gone. Joe took it hard and on top of that he was laid off too, which she led him to understand at the divorce hearing at which she got half the house, only confirmed the wisdom of her move, as though she had been prescient and had known enough to abandon a sinking ship burdened with more cargo than it could safely bear. His best friend took her to another state. His other friends consoled him. He put on another 50 lbspounds. Fat women didn't appeal to him and thin women wouldn't go near him. Things just went from bad to worse. He felt like a giant beach ball rolling down a hill.
   	If anyone wanted a whore at the hotel for one of the rooms it was usually Tom who took care of it. He just gave Flo a ring. She didn't necessarily come herself. If she was busy she gave the trick to one of her friends. Tom thought of himself as having a special relationship with Flo. She never took money from him up front and she'd let him kiss her on the mouth which made him come in two seconds flat, which may have been her intention though he liked to believe it wasn't. Tom was small in every respect. He'd always been self-conscious with women despite his bravado at the front desk. She called him her little boy and liked to ask him when she was in an especially playful mood if this was his first time and he had to swallow his pride and play along. Aside from Flo there was nobody, but otherwise he led a busy life. He'd been sleeping with whores since he was a kid and hadn't been with a straight woman more than once or twice. Straight women wanted to get under your skin and run your life. He'd been crazy once about a pint-sized girl who drove him wild and she'd seemed just right for him, they would be two little people in their own little world, but she wanted things too, things he didn't have to give, and the thing had run its course. That had been his best shot. He knew there'd never be another unless a miracle occurred.  
   	Dick took good care of his wife when he was home. He pampered her and sat her outside with a blanket on her lap when the sun was out. Sometimes he fixed the meals. She was pretty much an invalid now and her hair was gray like his and they hadn't slept together for years though sometimes he could tell she wanted to. She'd been an active womaen, running a little stationery shop. He was driving a van for one of her suppliers at the time and that was how they'd met. He'd moved into her neat little apartment and then they'd bought the home, figuring they might do some traveling but except for a trip to the Grand Canyon they really hadn't been anywhere. Now Dick had been everywhere and he was tired of it. He'd wanted to start up his own trucking operation but the wife needed a transplant and they weren't fully covered so he went on running the long hauls and put aside as much as he could. One of his neighbors in the park had had a similar problem and his wife had died. It wasn't something he wanted to think about.
   	Harry had lived in Portland all his life and aside from a few trips to Las Vegas and L.A. had never been out of the state. He'd married his high school sweetheart after missing out on a football scholarship and they'd had the four boys and lived in a house full of hunting trophies. Harry's father had been a hunter and a lumberjack too and was always telling him how the country had begun to change just about when Harry was born and those Kennedys got in the White House and brought the hippies and pornography to Washington. You could get the pornography on TV now and sometimes Harry sat in the den late at night with a bottle of beer just for the extra hot look they gave you in certain movies, the young breasts and the big nipples and the woman wide open, and then woke up his wife and got between her legs before she knew what was happening. Once he'd caught one of his sons with a girl in the house and threw the girl out and beat the living daylights out of the boy calling him a hippie scumbag. That had straightened him out. His wife didn't like him hitting the boys, or hitting her for that matter, but as soon as everyone knew his place there wasn't any need for hitting. Harry was out of work for long stretches of time and had tried professional wrestling and local lumberjacking competitions for a while. He'd also worked as a tourist guide and dreamed of running a tourist camp out in the wilderness for tenderfoots who wanted to impress their women. He could show them a trick or two. But all that took cash he didn't have. Not having cash made him surly and mean. Other people had it, why couldn't he?
   	 The better the economy did, the President said, the more winners there would be. That was a simple law of economics. Things always started moving at the top and then worked their way down. In the end everyone shared in the wealth. Therefore he was cutting taxes for the rich. That would serve as an incentive and consequently there would be more contests and more sponsors and more people getting rich. A reporter asked him if he was going to enter the contest himself. "I've already won," he said.
   	 John worked mornings or nights. That meant 6:30 a.m. till 4 p.m. or 4 p.m. till 1 a.m. They switched every week, or sometimes, for whatever reason, he'd work mornings or nights two weeks straight and once for a solid month, like when Mac, the other cook, got married and wanted to be with the wife at night. When he worked nights the whole day was shot. He'd get up late in the morning and hang around the house until it was time to go to work, at the most doing a little shopping or maybe his laundry. When he worked mornings he could lead a normal life, which meant having a proper dinner and maybe seeing a movie and afterwards stopping in at a bar and having a couple of beers. Mostly he stayed home and watched TV, which he figured was what most people were doing with their time. He didn't mind working nights on weekends since he had nothing special to do so sometimes he switched with Mac at the end of the week and did two straight weekends at night. He envied Mac, who it turned out had been in the navy Navy too. He had married a waitress from a place down the street where he'd tried to get a job before landing at the greasy spoon and they were able to coordinate their schedules so they'd be together most of the time. Their whole life seemed to revolve around getting their hours straight. The waitresses at the greasy spoon were nothing to look at and most of the time he was busy slicing and weighing and washing and scrubbing if he wasn't actually cooking so he was on his feet for hours at a time. He wore a chef's hat and a dirty apron and lined up dishes at the service window for the waitresses to take away. At first he'd liked taking orders, never knowing what was coming next, the tuna on rye or the poached eggs or the cheeseburger, but there were only so many dishes on the menu and after a while it didn't matter what he got, he was on automatic pilot most of the time, his mind a total blank. At the end of the shift his feet and back ached and he felt the grease all over his skin. When he got home he couldn't sleep right away but had to decompress for an hour or so, so he took a shower and watched TV for a while. He worked for a little more than the minimum wage with minimum benefits and nothing for nights. The waitresses gave him something out of their tips. Dishwashers were a problem. They came and went. Once he'd had to do a double shift for nearly a week sharing the dishwashing with Mac. Everyone treated him like a hero and Mr. Lipmann, the owner, gave him an extra fifty bucks. Mr. Lipmann would come by with his wife from time to time wearing his expensive camel's-hair topcoat and leather gloves and smoking a cigar. They never ate in the place and who could blame them.
   	Charlie was a social type. That was why he'd gone to work on the lot. His wife was social too. They were always having barbecues on their seedy lawn or getting invited to barbecues on other people's lawns. Charlie played cards once a week and jumped down to Tunica a few times a year for the riverboat gambling. He wasn't really much of a gambler but he liked the milieu. He liked crowds and parades and festivals. Ginny was on all kinds of church committees. There were plenty of people in Memphis just like them and they all got along fine. Once in a while Charlie got depressed, even when the commissions were coming in. If it wasn't one thing it was another. There'd be some incident on the lot or the roof starting to leak or a death in the family. When he got depressed he sat around drinking and muttering for a spell. Ginny didn't notice such things. She was always bright and cheerful, seeing the world in rosy colors. Nothing upset her and nothing surprised her, or if something did it was hidden behind her languorous locutions. Charlie was more vocal though he seldom raised his voice. More often than not life confused him. He couldn't understand why he wasn't getting ahead or why the years were passing by so quickly with so little to show for them except a bald spot in the middle of his hair and a little paunch and the creaky joints. If something didn't happen soon it wasn't going to happen at all, he knew.
   	After all the entry forms had been received by midnight of the appointed day a panel of three judges began to read them. They were to be judged most of all by sincerity. Spelling didn't count. However, as most of the entry forms were identically phrased, or pretty near so, and in any case the judges couldn't possibly read the millions of entry forms pouring in every day, even with an army of assistants to help them out, it was deemed advisable to devise a system of random selection. The system was approved by the President himself and put into law by Congress. The system devised was to blindfold one of the judges and have him or her wade into the ocean of entry forms that were being stored in the Los Angeles Coliseum and pick one out. A certified public accountant was on hand to make sure there wasn't any monkey business. In this way everyone had an equal chance. The winning entry was kept in a vault until the announcement of the results.
   	Joe showed up at the plant at 7 a.m and started on the toilets on the factory floor. Some of them got stopped up good and proper, not like the executive toilets upstairs. He figured the big boys didn't want to have their shit all over the place and look like ordinary mortals. Aside from which, they were scrubbed down about every 20 seconds whereas the downstairs toilets were only cleaned after the shifts where you'd have ribbons of used toilet paper trailing along the floor and big turds swimming in the bowls. He still retched from time to time. He'd developed various techniques for cleaning out the bowls, holding his breath or going in with air freshener first, but nothing really helped. When he finished the toilets he took a break and then he started washing down the floors in all the corridors. He wore a nylon jumpsuit that made him sweat and had the name of the cleaning service stitched on the back and all the pockets sewn up tight to make it hard to steal. He got the minimum wage with full benefits and time and a half for overtime and his crew boss was a regular guy so he really couldn't complain. He would rather have been welding but the automation had come to the big plants and there was little chance he'd ever find work as a welder again unless he retrained and maybe worked in a garage but he wasn't too nimble anymore and knew he'd have trouble on the floor. He knew he was developing a heart problem, his breath was short and he could hardly get up stairs. His body was a burden. He was carrying it around like a sack of potatoes. It was doubtful if the woman of his choice would give him the time of day in his current shape and he thought it might be a good idea to lose some weight before winning those millions and millions of dollars so at least he'd get off to a good start and then of course he could hire a personal trainer. From time to time he thought of Christine. He had desired her and regretted losing her. He had desired many things in his life and had gotten few of them. Christine had been one of those things with her big tits that he hadn't seen or touched more than once or twice and that had only lasted for a while. He'd always liked eating though and hadn't stinted. That had been the only real satisfaction in his life. Over at McDonald's he could put away three or four burgers at a sitting and a gallon of coke. At the plant they gave you subsidized meals that always left you hungry so he'd have two of them. The first time he'd gone to a whore after the divorce they'd had to reposition themselves for a quarter of an hour until he could get it in. Fortunately she'd been a patient girl. Joe's life didn't seem to going anywhere. He'd wanted to build something but he hadn't. He was back to square one, so to speak, and for him too time was running out.
   	Tom had made some killings in his time. He'd had his ups and downs. In the hotel he was someone to be reckoned with. He wasn't a physical type so he had to get by on finesse and personality. There were some pretty girls at the front desk but he knew they didn't see him as a romantic option so he let them call him Phil and giggle behind his back knowing that sooner or later they'd find out who he was and change their tone, not that he'd ever be in a position to take advantage of them or even thought to. All he wanted was respect and that was what he generally got. In addition he got around $400 a week plus tips and the occasional sawbuck for services rendered above and beyond. Half of that he needed to live on and half for the gambling. When he won big he went on a binge and blew it all in a day or two and felt good. When he lost big he regrouped and bounced right back. He wasn't an introspective type and the gambling and hopping kept him busy and Flo was a kind of bonus he had to look forward to. Whenever he got to feeling sad he would shake it right off. He felt sad about not being the type who could knock a woman off her feet or make himself heard outside the poolroom or the bellhop station. The first time he'd hopped had been at a summer resort in the Berkshires when he was 16 and some fool in the personnel department kept asking him if he'd brought a truss and a few of the women seemed interested in him but apparently had second thoughts in the little silence just before they handed him his tip so he had to settle for the skinny whore from the nearby town who they whisked through the security gate passing her off as a guest and even got into the dining room to fatten her up but the lines were too long and when he got back to the city he started looking around for a classier act and finally found Flo who told him about her johns when they lay in bed and they had a laugh about that and he sometimes stroked her cheek as he might have stroked a wife's and missed the intimacy when he went to bed alone and was sad then too.
   	Dick's wife encouraged him to make it up with his family. She was a genteel woman who had tamed him in many ways and he never cursed in her presence and people noticed that he was a different man when he was around her. He thought it was unjust that she should have been stricken in this way and might die but she never complained, she just sighed and smiled in her apologetic way. However, he had no desire to make it up with his family, he only regretted not having one of his own. There were just the two of them and the years going by. When he was on the road he forgot he had a wife and lived a trucker's life, bedding down in the sleeper behind the cab in a row of trucks at the side of the road and living on hash browns and greasy burgers. He'd always liked trucking, he'd like the power behind the wheel and the rough men on the road and the women at the pit stops but now it was a chore and people saw that he was slowing down and asked him what was wrong and he opened up soon enough and they commiserated with him and cursed whoever it was who made the rules by which they lived. On the short hauls Dick ran down to Richmond, which was a city he loved. There'd been a woman there before he met his wife, it had been the great love of his life, it was so long ago but he could never forget her fiery temperament, she was a like a gypsy woman under the hot Southern sun, but she had married a doctor and they had gone north passing out of his life and he often remembered her and wondered what she looked like now. He'd never told his wife about her but she had told him about a man she loved and how he'd used her and how it had made her shy of men for many years until Dick came along and she knew he would be good to her because he was at heart a gentle man made hard by life and he had to admit that this was true, life had made him hard, it hadn't been fair to him, or to her.  
   	When Harry got the call from the probation officer at juvenile hall he couldn't believe what he was hearing. One of his boys and a friend had tried to rob a 7-Eleven store with a toy gun and had then run out with the hysterical store clerk right behind them and it wasn't long before the cops had them in cuffs with their faces in the gutter. The first thing Harry wanted to do was strangle his wife whose mollycoddling had undone every lesson he'd ever taught them. The second thing he thought of doing was to tell her that the boy could rot in hell for all he cared. But at the hearing, after a titanic effort on the part of the lawyer his sister-in-law had found for them and a great show of contrition with many tears on the boy's part, he was released into their custody. Harry didn't talk to him for a month. The four boys and his wife would sit around the dining room table almost every night talking in whispers and he was excluded and felt put out and cursed them all when he was a little drunk and waved his hands around in the familiar threatening way but it didn't have any effect, they ignored him and waited for him to run out of steam and go away. Being together like that gave them courage. Harry would kick the furniture and knock things off the table and then have some more beer and fall asleep in his clothes and no one would bother waking him up and in the morning he'd stink and feel even meaner and slam the door when he left the house and not come back till midnight and sometimes sit in the den all night drinking and cursing.
   	The contest was sponsored by a beer manufacturer so that each entry form had to be accompanied by a great many bottle tops while TV commercials showed previous winners drinking the sponsor's beer. In this way the beer manufacturer hoped to increase sales and retrieve old bottle tops which could be reused in the beer manufacturer's bottling plants and therefore produce considerable savings in view of the tens of millions of bottles of beer that were consumed each day by consumers throughout the land and the tens of millions of entry forms that were arriving at the Coliseum. This ingenious link between the consumption of beer and the dream of winning millions and millions of dollars was mentioned by the President in his talks with the Russians as an example of how a modern Western economy worked.
   	People who did not consume the sponsor's beer or win contests were shown in an unfavorable light. They were never seen having a good time or surrounded by beautiful women. They drove battered cars and had bad posture. Often they were seen being searched by state troopers or the local police. They had low credit ratings and were turned away at the better restaurants. This made more and more people enter the contest and drink beer, further stimulating the economy, though for reasons the President couldn't understand the dollar kept dropping against all known currencies.
   	John seldom saw his family. His sister had three kids but she was living in Pittsburgh. Her husband was managing a supermarket there and they were doing fairly well. His folks had retired to Orlando. It seemed to him that they had more or less written him off. His folks had never showned him any real love and he had always fought with his sister. In effect he was alone in the world. Sometimes he felt sorry for himself and drank himself into a stupor but most often he was sober and got through the day without doing any damage to himself or others. When he drank in company he sometimes became expansive and convivial, talking about the things he'd seen like a seasoned traveler and people listened and told him he'd had an interesting life and he'd say, "Yeah, that's for sure," and tip back his drink in a cocky way and get a nice lift for a moment or two before he came crashing down again. He'd used drugs for a while and that had given him a lift too but he was clean now, he'd known it could kill him and had taken himself in hand right after he broke up with that woman and preferred to drink, which was cheaper, though he knew that that could kill him too. When he'd gotten out of jail he'd checked into a cheap hotel and lay on the bed smoking and staring at the ceiling where the neon lights from across the streets kept blinking on and off and made patterns like the bars on a prison wall and he went downstairs and found a whore and felt better than he'd felt in years. But the good feeling hadn't lasted a day. It never did. He'd had these few good days in his life and the rest had been like prison days or shipboard days or days in the greasy spoon. He was just punching in and punching out now. All his dreams were like wads of crumpled paper.   	   	  
   	Charlie's boy was studying business administration at the community college and the girl had gotten a job in Walgreen's and neither of them was around a lot. The girl had a boyfriend too, a gangling, pimply type who looked like he had hayseed in his hair but it turned out he had a basketball scholarship at the University though he wasn't a starter or anything and the girl went to every game and both Charlie and Ginny started watching the telecasts looking for him on the bench and the girl in the stands and once they saw her jumping up and down and had a big laugh about it and when she came home told her they'd seen her on TV and treated her like a celebrity because nothing like that had ever happened in the family before. Down at the lot they did TV ads but Charlie had never been in one. He was a good salesman. He had an easy manner that inspired confidence and aside from the few rough patches did pretty well though not well enough to lift him out of his circumstances and thought of himself as being stuck on the lot for life, not liking his boss who never had a good word to say and treated him like an indentured servant. Ginny, on the other hand, loved her job and thought her dentist was a god. A word of praise from him and she'd float around the house as though he'd pumped her full of laughing gas. She only worked the mornings and had her own car, devoting her afternoons to her social life. They ate dinner together at seven and the kids too if they were around and chatted for a while before settling down in front of the TV though if Ginny got on the phone it could be for hours. She had a sister in Georgia and another one up north. Charlie's brother and widowed mother still lived in Memphis and they'd get together from time to time for a family day with the barbecued pork ribs. Charlie's brother had a boy with leukemia and they were at the hospital a lot and sometimes his wife looked like a wreck so he didn't envy them though his brother was the head of a regional marketing office and had a $400,000 house in Germantown. Life was like that, Charlie reckoned. It always managed to knock you down, but most often it didn't let you get up.
   	Joe daydreamed about Christine sometimes, mostly about getting off her bra, tearing it off her and making her do whatever he wanted, and sometimes about hurting her too the way she had hurt him. He knew they'd looked funny in the street together and she was ashamed to be seen with him. He was just 5'8" so he'd been a roly-poly type, shaped a little like an egg, even before he put on the extra pounds. and she was a knockout with her big tits and all in all perfectly if solidly made. Joe had thought once of becoming a professional bowler but he wasn't good enough. He had wondered what you had to have to put you in a different class. Was it some endowment, or just character? Bowling might have been his ticket out of the factory but it wasn't, he was just another little fat man with a bowling bag who could put together a few strikes when he was in the zone. The country was full of such people and some of them were cleaning toilets just like Joe. Christine's family hadn't liked him though he'd been making good money and they'd put the pressure on him to get the house with all his savings and hadn't put in a cent themselves so she was a gold digger at heart though with half a brain she could have done a lot better for herself from the start. Go figure it, he'd tell his brother, and even got to thinking that maybe there was something to him after all, a notion he was disabused of soon enough. For sure she'd been sleeping around and sometimes she'd tease him too, walking around in a slip or a nightie and not letting him touch her. They were married just two years. There'd never be another woman like her, or any woman, he was sure, and he needed one just as he needed those millions of dollars to help him forget who he was, as he had in those first few weeks when he thought she loved him. Scrubbing his hands and climbing out of the nylon suit at the end of every shift he'd put the toilets behind him and have a couple of beers with the crew. Then he'd walk all the way home for the exercise and to save the carfare. He could hardly make it up the stairs and knew he'd have to move before he found himself stuck somewhere and needing the fire department to get him out. This didn't stop him from consuming 5 lb.-pound bags of potato chips and endless quarts of ice cream as he half lay on his king size easy chair and watched the bowling on ESPN. And then to sleep on his king size bed.   	 
   	Tom was honest on the whole though he'd stolen from a few guests when the opportunity presented itself. And once a drunken guy had handed him a hundred dollar bill instead of a five. And once he and a few of the hops had rolled a drunk behind the hotel at three in the morning. But that was in his younger days. He didn't go in for the rough stuff. He preferred to work with his head. The hotel belonged to a chain now and had been remodeled and upgraded and Tom had thought he might make captain but the new management had passed over him and that had embittered him somewhat though they told him how much they appreciated his long service and hoped he'd continue there for many years to come. The hotel had been a favorite of ballplayers once and once he'd spotted some Seattle Sonics on the subway who he knew were staying at the hotel and they looked lost so he took them there himself and they couldn't thank him enough and they had stood in the lobby together for a quarter of an hour just shooting the shit and he told Flo about it and the other hops and was still telling the story today and lots of other stories about the ballplayers and the women who followed them around and people listened because he was on the inside like one of those reporters who hangs around politicians and can give you the lowdown on everything and you can't contradict them because they're there. Once some guy had come sniffing around the station and Tom had wanted to tell him off but was lucky he hadn't because he turned out to be some vice president in the chain, he'd asked them all kinds of questions, and one of the hops got fired the next day, and once Flo got her face messed up by one of her johns and Tom wondered where her pimp was but he never came around and the whole thing was a mystery until she told him the john was a sadistic cop. Tom had seen it all. He was on the inside but he was on the sidelines too. He wasn't part of the big show. It was other people who made the world go round.   	 
   	Dick and his wife had long talks when they sat outside on Sundays and he could see that she was resigned to her fate and worried about how he'd manage after she was gone and urged him to marry again and Dick didn't want to tell her how easy it was for him to manage without a woman though he had to admit she'd given him something he hadn't had before. He missed the days when she'd had the stationery shop and had been so efficient and independent and yet waited breathlessly for him to get back when he was on the road, like a schoolgirl really, and tried so hard to please him. She seemed to like the idea of having a rough-hewn husband and he of course liked the idea of possessing a genteel woman and she loved to listen to his stories of the road which were like stories from adventure books and loved to watch him eat amazed and delighted that he could consume so much food and he loved to watch her in the shop where everything was laid out so neatly in a perfect little world like a little house of dolls. They were just the two of them alone in the vast land closing out the night in the safety of their mobile home which he would know how to defend if it ever came to that. And at the same time it seemed to him that there was another country just out of reach, a fabulous land where dreams came true. He never saw it in the flesh, only on the TV screen and in glossy ads and movie theaters and yet he knew it was real, so many prizes waiting to be claimed by the lucky few. He'd wanted those prizes when he was young and then he'd settled for something less and now he wanted them again.
   	Harry brooded and let his wife go her own way and took less interest in what the boys were doing, withdrawing the little he had invested of himself in them like a disgruntled customer closing a bank account. The older boy had a girlfriend and they came around the house and he was civil. His real life was in the woods. Families emasculated you though he affirmed their worth and wouldn't hear of anyone knocking traditional values though he'd never been a churchgoer or a real family man, just someone who ruled a woman and four boys with an iron hand, but a patriot for sure. He had a flag raised outside his house and in the woods the men talked about how the country was going to the dogs. This was the real life, in the woods, logging and hunting and drinking beer and coming out for the barbecue on the Fourth of July and getting a little big in the belly and having arms like hams and not bothering about the fine print and the verbal sparring of pasty-faced little men in thousand dollar suits but cracking heads when the logs got jammed. Harry was bitter and disgruntled and tended to be short-tempered now. For a while his circumstances had seemed ideal, four sons and a pretty wife, and men had envied him, but then it all seemed to fall apart, there was nowhere really for him to go, the boys breaking away from him, the wifely charms fading fast. He brooded and drank more than he should have but he stayed afloat like millions and tens of millions of men like himself and pulled himself along like those sea turtles making their way across the beach with their heavy shells to drop their eggs in the sand and disappear.   	   	   	
   	Millions and millions of Americans waited for the results of the contest. So many dreams were on the line, more dreams than you could count. John waited. Charlie waited. Joe waited. Tom, Dick and Harry waited. Someone called Gus won. Everyone else lost. 

