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Bullet in the Brain

nders couldn’t get to the bank until just before it
£ A closed, so of course the line was endless and he got
stuck behind two women whose loud, stupid conversatigon
put him in a murderous temper. He was never in the best of
tempers anyway, Anders—a book critic known for t
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weary, elegant savagery wi i i
e gghe s V%ed}f with which he dispatched almost
With the line still doubled around the rope, one of th
tellers stuck a “POSITION CLOSED” sign in }{e; V:/indov:
and. walked to the back of the bank, where she leaned
agamst a desk and began to pass the time with a man shuf-
ﬂmg papers. The women in front of Anders broke off
thelf‘ cor.wersation and watched the teller with hatred. “Oh
that’s nice,” one of them said. She turned to Ander.s and’
added, confident of his accord, “One of those little hum
touches that keep us coming back for more.” -
Anders had conceived his own towering hatred of the
teller, but he immediately turned it on the presumptuous
crybaby in front of him. “Damned unfair,” he said ”’P}ra ic
really. If they’re not chopping off the wrong leg, (;r barib-’

£or V1

Ing your ancestral village, they're closing their positions.”
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She stood her ground. “I didn’t say it was tragic,” she
said. T just think it's a pretty lousy way to treat your cus-
tomers.”

“Unforgivable,” Anders said. “Heaven will take note.”

She sucked in her cheeks but stared past him and said
nothing. Anders saw that the other woman, her friend, was
looking in the same direction. And then the tellers stopped
what they were doing, and the customers slowly turned,
and silence came over the bank. Two men wearing black ski
masks and blue business suits were standing to the side of
the door. One of them had a pistol pressed against the
guard’s neck. The guard’s eyes were closed, and his L
were moving. The other man had a sawed-off shotgun.
“Keep your big mouth shut!” the man with the pistol said,
though no one had spoken a word. “One of you tellers hits
the alarm, you're all dead meat. Got it?”

The tellers nodded.

“Oh, bravo,” Anders said. “Dead meat.” He turned to the
woman in front of him. “Great script, eh? The stern, brass-
knuckled poetry of the dangerous classes.”

She looked at him with drowning eyes.

The man with the shotgun pushed the guard to his
Kknees. He handed the shotgun to his partner ‘and yanked
the guard’s wrists up behind his back and locked them to-
gether with a pair of handcuffs. He toppled him onto the
floor with a kick between the shoulder blades. Then he

took his shotgun back and went over to the security gate at
the end of the counter. He was short and heavy and moved
with peculiar slowness, even torpor. “Buzz him in,” his
partner said. The man with the shotgun opened the gate
and sauntered along the line of tellers, handing each of
them a Hefty bag. When he came to the empty position he
looked over at the man with the pistol, who said, “Whose
slot is that?”

Anders watched the teller. She put her hand to her
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throat and turned to the man she’d been talking to. He nod-

ded. “Mine,” she said.
“Then get your ugly ass in gear and fill that bag.”
“There you go,” Anders said to t
him. “Justice is done.”
“Hey! Bright boy! Did I tell you to talk?”
“No,” Anders said.
“Then shut your trap.”

“T™id von hear that?” Andere caid ¥ ‘R
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to the woman in front of
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out of ‘The Killers.” ”

“Please be quiet,” the woman said.

“Hey, you deaf or what?” The man with the pistol
walked over to Anders. He poked the weapon into Anders’
gut. “You think I'm playing games?”

“No,” Anders said, but the barrel tickled like a stiff fin-
ger and he had to fight back the titters. He did this by
making himself stare into the man’s eyes, which were
clearly visible behind the holes in the mask: pale blue and
rawly red-rimmed. The man’s left eyelid kept twitching.
He breathed out a piercing, ammoniac smell that shocked
Anders more than anything that had happened, and he
was beginning to develop a sense of unease when the man
prodded him again with the pistol.

“You like me, bright boy?” he said. “You want to suck
my dick?”

“No,” Anders said.

“Then stop looking at me.”

Anders fixed his gaze on the man’s shiny wing-tip
shoes.

“Not down there. Up there.” He stuck the pistol under
Anders’ chin and pushed it upward until Anders was look-
ing at the ceiling.

Anders had never paid much attention to that part of
the bank, a pompous old building with marble floors and
counters and pillars, and gilt scrollwork over the tellers’
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cages. The domed ceiling had been decorated 'thh r;\g:i}:;
logical figures whose fleshy, toga-draqped~ uglm;ssft noer
had taken in at a glance many years egrher and afterwa '
declined to notice. Now he had no choice but to scm:x;gd
the painter’s work. It was even worse than he .rem;}ri\ erﬁs;
and all of it executed with the utmost gravity. e a !
had a few tricks up his sleeve and used.them ;galil ags
again—a certain rosy blush on the urrldLermde -(,)f the ; f(;ljms,
aicoy backward glance on the faces. of the cupxusban ﬁ;e oné
The ceiling was crowded with various dramas, but e on
that caught Anders’ eye was Zeus and Europa«“}')o(r1 raiy\a :
in this rendition, as a bull ogling a cow from behin ad h)e/r
stack. To make the cow sexy; the painter had cante1 S
hips suggestively and given her long, droc.)y;\y e;;e awelw
through which she gazed back at the‘e bu.ll wit qu fy ek
come. The bull wore a smirk and his eyebfowD ﬂ: ;t
arched. If there’d been a bubble coming out of his mouth,
would have said, “Hubba hubba.”
“What's so funny, bright boy?”
"]\\{I(izh:;:igr;k I'm comical? You think I'm some kind of
clown?” R
“No.” ’
“You think you can fuck with me?’
”;Isck with me again, you're history. Capi?he?” "
Anders burst out laughing. He covered 1}’18 mouth v:tl :
both hands and said, “I'm sorry, I'm sorry,” then stl‘ncz; ed
helplessly through his fingers and said, i‘Caplch.szott; oiS:
capiche,” and at that the man with the pistol raised the p
tol and shot Anders right in the head.

The bullet smashed Anders’ skull and ploughefi throu%h
his brain and exited behind his right ear, scattering shards
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of bone into the cerebral cortex, the corpus callosum, back
toward the basal ganglia, and down into the thalamus. But
before all this occurred, the first appearance of the bullet in
the cerebrum set off a crackling chain of ion transports and
neuro-transmissions. Because of their peculiar origin these
traced a peculiar pattern, flukishly calling to life a summer
afternoon some forty years past, and long since lost to
memory. After striking the cranium the bullet was moving
at goo feet per second, a pathetically sluggish, glacial pace
compared to the synaptic lightning that flashed around it.
Once in the brain, that is, the buliet came under the media-
tion of brain time, which gave Anders plenty of leisure to
contemplate the scene that, in a phrase he would have ab-
horred, “passed before his eyes.”

It is worth noting what Anders did not remember, given

what he did remember. He did not remember his first lover,
Sherry, or what he had most madly loved about her, before
it came to irritate him—her unembarrassed carnality, and
especially the cordial way she had with his unit, which she
called Mr. Mole, as in, “Uh-oh, looks like Mr. Mole wants to
play,” and, “Let’s hide Mr. Mole!” Anders did not remem-
ber his wife, whom he had also loved before she exhausted
him with her predictability, or his daughter, now a sullen
professor of economics at Dartmouth. He did not remem-
ber standing just outside his daughter’s door as she lec-
tured her bear about his naughtiness and described the
truly appalling punishments Paws would receive unless he
changed his ways. He did not remember a single line of the
hundreds of poems he had committed to memory in his
youth so that he could give himseif the shivers at will—not
“Silent, upon a peak in Darien,” or “My God, I heard this
day,” or “All my pretty ones? Did you say all? O hell-kite!
All?” None of these did he remember; not one. Anders did
not remember his dying mother saying of his father, “I
should have stabbed him in his sleep.”
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He did not remember Professor Josephs tellhngeglisfcgiz‘j
how Athenian prisoners in Sicily had ‘b.een releas 4Ry
ol ite Aeschylus, and then reciting Aeschylus
o ‘re;} i\e“e in the Greek. Anders did not {efnen.\bfzr
o r}tg Ie Lzes lh;cl burned at those sounds. He dlCl’ not re-
o bzasr tkyxe surprise of seeing a college classmatfa S n;m;ei
men;\ jacket ofla novel not long after they grac‘u.xate o
ct)lr:etrees;aect he had felt after reading the book. He did notre

v t.
member the pleasure of giving respec woman leap to her
a
Nor did Anders remember.See”.ng ot days after his
death from the building opposite his own Just &2 “Lord
ea . mber shouting, "1
. He did not remember ‘
daughter was born berately crashing

have mercy!” He did not rememt?er c:\e}i e i by
his father’s car into a tree, OF having his 11 3

i i imself u
three policemen at an anti-war rally, or waking hi P

to re-
with laughter. He did not remember when he began to

k with | n and
ard the heap of books on his desk with boredom an
&

d!ea d/ or }lerl }Le rew an it Y at tltels fOI rltlxl t}lel{l.

IR y n I.O Iemlnd
He 4la nuvi me ‘“het kl ever thlﬁg bega
1 O i when

him of something else.

ield. Yel-
This is what he remembered. Heat. A baseball fiel

. . ot
tow orass, the whirr of insects, himself 1eam{\?; agm‘rcx}s(ua
lt::(/e §s th:a boys of the neighborhood gathelr ;61(; ;g:-ms s}f
the relativ
looks on as the others argue tHe . ‘ 1
?lizrx;iiierld Mays. They have peen worrying this subject al
a .

i . an (o] res-
’

sion, like the heat.

' in of his
Then the last two boys armnve, Coyle and a cousin

f A d h t ( 1~x"c Ot bp
Vi) SS1 1 naer S ha nev er (5] ovyle s C usiy
fore ay ld Wlll Ile‘vet see 1‘1“[ agall 1. l ie Says il vwiu i |\..l e 1e S t

f hi ti 7 hosen
but takes no further notice of him until they've ¢

ides and someone asks the cousin what position‘ he w.a:'nts
oy “Shortstop,” the boy says. “Short's the best position
t‘g ?la}: ” And.efs tt,lrns and looks at him. He j/va‘nts t(? }f‘ili
t(lil;;l:é c;);;in repeat what he's just said, but he knows bet
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ter than to ask. The others will thi ’s bei
o than 1o e othe nk he’s being a jerk, rag-
tgha tgAnderci fics)rsltl;s grammar. But that isn't it, mg)t a)t alll?t% ]
ey 8 o angely roused, elated, by those final two
o ¢ ﬁdd]i) re unexpectedness and their music. He
The bullet i sleady i the brei it won's be ot

v s e brain; it won’t be out -
even t; 21;1;2;2 ;0 le(x halt. II'.l the end it will do its w?il? aflird
ooty skull behind, dragging its comet’s tail of
ope and talent and love into the marble 1ha(;l

commerce, " e a1
il \ That can’t be helped. But for now And
Il make time. Time for the shados now Anders can
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grass, time for the t ws to lengthen on th
ethered dog t €

g to bark at the flyi
t the flying ball,

time for the b inr rvl"“- fieldto s -
Line ror tne pov 1 i iel X i
} 4 DIgA S1a tO st 1ack hlS sweat biackened

mitt
mitt and softly chant, They is, they is, they is
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“Compelling. . - - Wolff is a masterful roryteller.”
—The New York Times

BACK IN THE WORLD

Here are ten pungent and wonderfully skewed stories of exhil-
arating grace and lucidity. A gentle, ineffectual priest finds
himself stranded in a Vegas hotel room with a hysterical,
sunburned stranger. A show-biz hopeful undergoes a dubious
audition in a hearse speeding across the California desert. As
Tobias Wolff moves among these unfortunates, he observes

with a compassionate €ye the disparity between their realities

and their dreams.

Vintage Contemporaries
Fiction/Literature/0—679~76796—7

IN PHARAOH’S ARMY
Memories of the Lost War

Having survived one of the strangest childhoods on tecord,
Tobias Wolff joined the army, trained as a paratrooper, volun-
teered in the elite Special Forces, and headed for Vietnam,
hoping to rack up Hemingwayesque combat experience.
Instead, Wolff found himself marooned in the Mekong delta,
more of a spectator than a combatant in a war where skill and

heroism were meaningless—an experience tO which he brings
less candor and mordant

the same uncanny eye for detail, piti
wit that made This Boy’s Life a modern classic.
National Book Award Finalist

Memoir/Nonﬁction/O-679~76023—7

Available at your local bookstore, or call toll-free to order:
1-800-793-2665 (credit cards only).
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