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For Shelby


ONE

Before we left California, we lived in a hodgepodge of a house where you couldn’t get anywhere without walking around something else. Isa and Patrick slept in a rear room you had to walk outside to enter. Their two foster kids had small rooms along the hallway, but you had to walk through Ray’s tidy nook to get to Devon’s burrow, with its piles of denim, t-shirts, and rumpled magazines. I lived in a tiny room off the kitchen.

Summer’s liberties had helped the kids loosen up with us, the way a common change of routines draws people closer, but by August the heat of Burbank didn’t feel much like freedom. In a couple of weeks, Isa, Patrick, and the boys were driving cross-country on a family vacation of sorts, to visit Isa’s dying father in Florida. I wasn’t planning to join them. At the time, I didn’t think of us as family so much as people who needed each other. I can admit this now: I was still in love with Isa.

Most people walk on autopilot. For me, steps understand; I navigate based on the supervision of surfaces. From the bus stop, our driveway was five paces past an odd slant in the sidewalk, which had been lifted by a tree that no longer existed. We didn’t have a front path leading from the street, just a wide expanse of concrete where the trucker who’d lived there before us used to nose right up to the house. With all that driveway, the hardest thing for me to find was our front door in the stucco wall. There was no stoop, just a threshold.

On a sweltering day in the second week of August 2005, Ray guided me up the driveway, my hand gripping his thin shoulder, both of us hopping. Sweating. Laughing. Catching our breaths. As he reached for the doorknob, I stiffened at the sound of Isa’s voice inside. “Isa” is pronounced with a long i like “Isaac,” even though it’s short for Isabelle. I’d always liked the way her voice warbled when she was upset, but that day, I bristled. I’d just lost the only real job I’d ever had, a part-time gig at the community paper, and I didn’t want to face anyone—least of all Isa, who could always see through me.

The editor who had laid me off had been at the newspaper one week. When I’d walked into his office, his keyboard clattered in spurts by the far wall, so I knew he was facing away from me, typing at his computer desk. I cleared my throat; his keys stopped. The rollers of his chair whisked a moment and halted as he came to his desk, which lay between us. Two hard wooden chairs faced the desk and had their backs to me—assuming he hadn’t rearranged the office. It was our first one-on-one.

He offered a half statement, half question, as if he weren’t sure how to handle me: “There’s two chairs in front of you?”

I should have set him at ease, saying something light and funny about sight, but I was self-conscious myself.

Mostly I’d been assigned profiles of local personalities that I wrote based on phone interviews. For people who were quirky or had an eccentric setup, I’d hire a cab to visit them, bringing along my digital recorder and laptop. I’d ask about their place, pictures on the wall, anything unusual, so I could fake a visual setting. The previous editor had insisted on that: readers need visuals.

But the people I interviewed were interested in nonvisuals. “You can’t see at all?” they’d say. “But you get around so well.” They liked listening to my screen reader on my laptop, the electronic voice that droned out my typed sentences at various speeds. And they asked how I knew where my cursor was on the screen. I tried showing them by having them close their eyes and listen to the computer read through options on a website as I dragged my finger across the touchpad. But it took too long to explain, so I learned to deflect the first rounds of questions. “Space is an abstraction,” I told them, “based on the relationship between local objects.” I got that from Einstein. I can’t pretend to understand the science, but I like the idea of the space between us being illusory. I don’t know how any of us find our place in this world except in relation to others.

After finding the two wooden chairs facing the desk, I folded Charlie—my cane—and laid him in my lap. He collapses like a tent pole, with an elastic cord inside, and opens solid, yet flexible. I faced to the right, trying to hide the scar that scampers from my forehead, behind my dark glasses, and onto my cheek. How many times had Dad told me: “Look at a man square. People get jittery when your head drifts.” I took off my Western hat—a Bandit whose stiff Cattleman crown protected my head from branches and overhangs—and laid it on top of Charlie. Running my fingers through my hair, I braced myself and faced the editor full-on.

He wanted to know how I got from interview notes to finished copy, so I started telling him about getting quotes on my recorder and taking notes on my laptop, which I would listen to with my screen reader.

“What a memory!” he interrupted, followed by a long pause. “To listen to your notes and then type the article from scratch.”

The truth is I listen to my notes more than once—particularly quotes. But I didn’t want to dampen his praise.

“What about the visual details you put in? You know, what the guy looks like. The books on the shelf.” He ran his words together and stopped—the same way he’d typed, I realized. “How do you come up with those?” he blurted.

I didn’t want to blame his predecessor; wouldn’t that seem a cop-out? I shrugged and said calmly, “I ask questions. People tell me things. I report them.”

“How do you know they’re telling the truth?”

“Same as anyone,” I suggested. “I cross-check facts. And I touch things to verify.”

“The view out a window?”

“These are profiles,” I said. “Not attack pieces.” My voice sounded sluggish, so I sped up, trying to match his confidence. “Why would people lie about things like that? I cross-check when there’s a reason to.”

Behind me in the newsroom, keyboards blazed. The full-time reporters. Hard news. What a poser I was.

“You’re young,” he exclaimed. “You’re a good writer. I can use someone like you.”

As if I didn’t have a job already.

He described the benefits of freelance. The promise of doing a variety of assignments. The ability to pitch stories to multiple editors. “I like your early articles, those profiles of bums and addicts. That prostitute.” He paused. “The later ones have been soft. Don’t you think?”

My head drifted as I thought about that; those stories did have an edge. I’d written them after graduating from Channel House, a recovery home. I’d hung out in Hollywood, interviewing any drifter or street performer who’d talk to me. “I used a tape recorder,” I offered. “That’s how I did those stories.” I realized I was gripping the armrests. I faced the editor and tried to relax.

“There you go,” he said. Papers shuffled on his desk. “I want to see stories like that. You’ll get an extra week’s pay. After that week, give me a call and we’ll talk about articles.”

“You don’t want anything next week?”

“Consider it severance pay. The least we can do.”

I knew I should press him: Why not two weeks’ pay? Why was I being laid off if he liked my writing? But I didn’t want to jeopardize the relationship. I let my face drift. “Freelance again,” I said.

“Welcome aboard.” His chair rolled back, and his hands thumped the desk; he was making sure I heard. When I stood and extended my arm, he grabbed my hand and shook it.

I stepped out of his office feeling stung and numb, swinging Charlie back and forth along the short aisle between desks, stepping briskly, wanting to disappear. Since I’d never been given a desk or computer, I’d always felt like an interloper anyway. I knew most of the reporters, but it wasn’t as if we confided. Even as I scuttled toward the stairs, I wanted Helen in sports or Cameron at the city desk to call out. Helen’s keyboard clacked. Cameron bantered on the phone. I hurried on. Ex-addicts excel at that, rushing into the pain we long to escape.

My pal Charlie led me downstairs and out the office door, into the bedlam of pedestrians bent for home. Footsteps spat across concrete at odd angles. A stroller nearly clipped me. August is usually a slow month on Glendale sidewalks even in late afternoon, but I was jostled along and held up short. I scurried too quickly, mishandling Charlie and striking his tip along the edge of storefronts on my right. He didn’t complain. I blustered across alcoves as the heels of my Western boots echoed the recesses. I found myself clenching my jaw. Before I came to the street corner, I had to huddle in a doorway. How many counselors had told me to stop and breathe—breathe, for God’s sake—when I got like this? Holding Charlie against my chest vertically, his tip resting on the concrete and his rubber grip pointing up, I lifted my hat to rake my fingers through my hair. I took off my dark glasses to wipe my face with my forearm.

It was a part-time job anyway, I told myself. Eight hours a week. Hardly paid anything. Hack writing in a dying industry. But it was the best job I’d ever had. In San Francisco I’d been stuck in data processing, taking orders over the phone back when those jobs existed on this side of the Pacific. Writing for the community paper was the only gig where I hadn’t felt hemmed in by blindness. The fact that it was part-time and low pay—that this was all I could get—what was the point of remaining sober? I’d struggled to stay clean for twenty-seven days shy of two years. Even on the best days, I found myself longing for a whiff of crack—just a small rock to take me away. Today I needed to get home before I did something rash.

I reached Charlie forward and set off for the street corner. When his tip caught on my left, my opposite hip glanced against something: a parked bicycle? It didn’t fall. I knew I should slow down, but I charged on, driven by the risk of dawdling, as if I could hear my personal triggers—click, click, click—snap toward relapse.

Cross-traffic signaled the end of the block. I made my way left and should have waited for the light’s cycle as footsteps ran past me across the intersection. Instead I hustled from concrete onto the gentle slope of road pavement, swinging Charlie back and forth. A horn blared on my right. A man yawped, incoherent. Charlie found the opposite curb, and as I stepped onto concrete, a car whizzed behind me. I turned north and caught an MTA bus toward home in Burbank.

When I got off downtown and the bus pulled away, the sidewalk felt forlorn after the bustle of Glendale. A woman’s heels disappeared around a corner. A man’s shoes scraped away and then back, pacing. Diesel hung in the air. The longer I waited for the Empire line, the more the shame began to gnaw at my stomach. There’d been rumors for months that the paper would be downsizing, and the new man had started with me. I could get that. But he’d done it by questioning my accuracy. He’d laid me off by saying, “Welcome aboard.” And I’d folded like a wet leaf.

I turned away from the sun, away from the noises of the street, my crown sweating inside my hat. I had about an hour until the N.A. meeting at Victory Church, but I was two blocks from the tinkling of high-balls on a bar. I thought about calling my sponsor, but my neck tensed into knots. I pressed my thumb into Charlie’s rubber grip past the point where my knuckles hurt. My left foot tapped the ground as I stood still as a bum. I dreaded seeing anyone and was afraid of being alone.

A bus hissed, releasing a whoosh of air. Doors clattered open. My face was wet with sweat. I turned and stepped forward. “Empire?” I called.

“Kevin!” Dotty barked from the driver’s seat, which groaned as she shifted her weight.

Charlie’s tip glanced against the side of the bus, then found the doorway. I stepped in, relieved and panicked to be heading home.

“Why the face?” Dotty said. “What happened?”

I forced a smile. “Just got a freelance gig,” I said, my voice high-pitched and cheery.

“That’s what I’m talking about!” she said, her voice gruff. “Good for you!”

I sat against a window and laid my hat on my lap. I’d been fired before. Laid off. Let go. Of course I could adapt. I was only twenty-seven, for God’s sake. I’d used crack for less than two years; I was not one of those rigid ex-addicts.

When I got off the bus at Lincoln Street, I set out along the sidewalk in an obstinate rush, tilting forward, a right angle to Charlie’s line swinging back and forth down to the concrete. To my left, from the open door, voices buzzed from inside the local bar.

“Hey, partner!” a man stammered from somewhere near the doorway, his tone open, friendly.

I frowned. From the hot sidewalk, I smelled bratwurst and old urine. My head throbbed. I kept charging. Halfway down the block, I struck the outside of my right ankle midstride against something hard as hell—a shopping cart, which clanked as it pitched over the curb into the street. Stupid-ass cowboy boots, I thought, grabbing my foot, wincing, hopping in circles on my other foot. Charlie clattered to the concrete, no help at all.

“Kevin!” Ray called from across the street—or in the street. “You okay?” His voice was unmistakable—high-pitched and concerned. He was twelve years old and had just begun to open up after ten months with us.

It happens to me a lot: private moments turn public all of a sudden.

“Watch out for cars!” I called back, still stooped, balancing on one foot, holding my ankle.

Ray was already pattering next to me, forever running and fidgeting, ten steps ahead of my thoughts. “You look funny!” he said, giggling. He didn’t care that I was blind. He wasn’t ashamed of my scar. He didn’t know I was a failure. In that instant, I saw myself from a kid’s perspective: hopping. I dropped my foot and tugged him against me, my arm around his slim torso. He wanted none of that; he pulled away quickly. In the house, away from people, he loved to be coddled, but not out on the street, where someone might see him. He was small, but he was going into seventh grade after all.

I heard him folding Charlie. Then he brought my palm to his near shoulder and set off guiding me home. I squeezed gently, enjoying the familiar curve of his thin collarbone. That’s one way I know people, by the rhythm of their shoulder or elbow as they settle into a gait. I tried to match his short, quick steps. Ray doesn’t like to lead so much as he likes the attention of being followed. After a few strides, he started hopping on one foot, laughing, and I started hopping as well. Before I could help it, I was laughing too.


TWO

As Ray and I hopped up our driveway, panting, the strike of his shoes and my boots echoed from the stucco siding. I heard the lilt of Isa’s voice inside, which made me plant both feet on the ground. With Ray tugging my arm, however, I didn’t have long to linger. If I didn’t tell anyone, I reasoned, how could Isa know I’d been let go? Ray pushed open the door.

“I don’t want to travel with that thing,” Isa sang out, her voice restless and uneasy. “It’s morbid. It gets in my head.”

As I stepped onto the threshold behind Ray, nudging him into our stale air conditioning, he resisted. I wanted the escape of my room, but now Ray wouldn’t budge. Our front door opened to a seam between kitchen linoleum to the right and family-room carpet to the left, as if the doorway had been built before the rooms were laid out. To the right of the entry, a spot where the linoleum buckled meant two steps to the kitchen table, plus three more to my room, depending on the odd chair in the way.

Before us on the linoleum lay a startling sight, I know now. But at the time, I assumed it was Isa’s tone that made Ray hold back; he hated confrontation. His mother had died almost a year ago, and his dad was in Soledad, a maximum-security prison—that was how he’d come to us.

“It’s a business investment,” Patrick said irritably. “Every time I have a breakthrough, every time I show initiative, every time I come up with an original idea to put food on this table, you have to bring me down. Have a little faith, for God’s sake.”

Patrick was thirty-eight and was always trying pyramid schemes and so-called business investments to get rich quick. For the past six months, most of 2005, he’d been trying to sell prefabricated homes, but they hadn’t taken off as quickly as he’d expected. Before the modular units, it had been Japanese kitchen knives, which he’d bought below wholesale, from an importer facing bankruptcy, and tried to sell to housewives. He still had sixty in slim wooden boxes in the hallway. Before cutlery, it had been obscure bones, most of which he’d bought in Mexico and smuggled across the border for resale as juju, or fetishes, to fortune-tellers and kooks, as far as I could tell. He’d participated in an archaeological dig in Mexico years ago and claimed to have smuggled Aztec jawbones into California for a professor. He said he carried stingray barbs, python vertebrae, and coon bones, but I never trusted what was in the cardboard boxes stacked in the corner of his room. Once, when he was away, I opened a box, expecting to find human-like tibias or femurs, but the bones I felt were thin and brittle, gritty, like whittled chunks of chalk.

This was soon after we’d moved in together, Isa, Patrick, and I. When they were applying to be foster parents, he hid the boxes from the people at Children and Family Services and said he was an under-employed cook, which was true; he’s the best cook I’ve ever known. He’d studied to be a chef somewhere back East or in the South—he was always vague about where. Before Isa and I met him, he worked in some top kitchens in L.A., but he could never keep that kind of job, where he had to get along with lots of people in a crowded space and submit to a chain of command. He started doing speed and blow to stay on top of things. And when he was high, he couldn’t stop his mouth. He would make snide remarks that undermined the head chef or humiliated his coworkers. That’s what he told us at Channel House.

As I look back now, I sometimes wonder: if Patrick had been able to run his own kitchen—if he hadn’t stumbled into the consequences of his own youth—then maybe he’d be a more generous man.

But I doubt it.

“Of course I have faith in you,” Isa said to him, her voice thicker than before. “But I’m not talking about business. I’m talking about Daddy.”

“Sweetie, this is what he wants,” Patrick said, almost pleading. “Something handmade. Wooden. You told me so yourself.”

Their voices came from the kitchen, from near the table. I heard no footsteps; no one seemed to be moving or acknowledging Ray and me in the doorway.

“I ain’t going to Florida,” Devon declared from the opposite direction, from the family room, somewhere beyond the couch. “With or without that thing.”

What thing? I wondered. What had Patrick taken up now? I took a step past Ray along the seam between the living room and kitchen.

“Let’s see what Kevin thinks,” Isa said, as if I’d just appeared.

“Kevin,” Patrick said sarcastically. “Now there’s business savvy.”

“Why can’t I stay home with Kevin?” Devon complained, trying to sound tough but coming off as whiny. “I’m off probation. I passed every class last year. I hooked myself a job. You guys treat me like a sucker.” At sixteen years old, he was taller than any of us, six foot two, and bony at the elbows but filling out his biceps. “Black as Mississippi mud,” Patrick had told me several times, though how would I know that color?

As I took off my hat, a hand touched my arm, startling me. Then I smelled Isa’s perfume. Woody. Like sweet wine.

Sometimes I hear people’s steps, sometimes not, depending on the room, the footwear, and my focus. Ray was easy to decipher, with his quick, fidgeting steps. Devon usually dragged his feet, shuffling in long strides, as if the bother exceeded the effort—unless he was wearing flip flops, and then he slapped the floor, which gave the same long strides a sense of urgency. Patrick’s pace I couldn’t predict: brisk and controlled one moment, silent and cunning the next. When Isa was wearing her wedge sandals or boots, she walked with soft thuds I liked to hear. But when she was barefoot, she could slip up on me, like Patrick could, but with different effect.

Ray leaned toward Isa as she hugged him with a flourish. I’d always loved that about her, the way she could dote and incite with a touch. But I pulled away, not trusting my reactions. She tugged me toward her and gave me a quick hug, brushing her side into me, setting off tingles. I couldn’t help it; my head drifted as I thought of my lost job. Would I ever be able to sustain myself? Would I always be dependent?

“What’s the matter?” she said. “What happened to you?”

I collected myself, stiffening. “Nothing. What? Nothing. What are you guys talking about?”

Ray swept by me, disappearing. Was he still holding Charlie? I closed the front door.

“You never listen to me!” Devon complained. “I ain’t going!”

“You raise your voice once more . . .” Patrick said, letting his threat hang there.

Patrick was always threatening without filling in the blanks, so he couldn’t be held accountable. He called himself a Christian Libertarian; I don’t know if he invented the term or got it from somewhere, but it gave him a belief system (after the recovery home, anyway) that was open and rigid at the same time. As a Libertarian, he believed in maximum freedom—under God, which was the Christian side of the equation. Take it or leave it; it’s up to you whether you want to be saved, but don’t try to butt in on Patrick’s freedoms. For him, free choice was the right of all Americans to make their own stupid mistakes and be damned to Hell if they didn’t correct their ways. That was the genius of the American Christ.

Yet he expected us to do as he said. He loved to talk about smuggling of all kinds, ripping off the government, treating neighbors with respect so long as they stayed on their side of the fence, obeying the laws that mattered, patrolling the borders of this great country, and leaving a better world than you inherited. He wasn’t muscular so much as solid. He had a shotgun locked in his closet. I’d felt the threat of his grip on my arm plenty of times. I still think of him as sinew and gristle.

Isa, on the other hand, was a dream I couldn’t make real and couldn’t quite get over. In the doorway, she took my hat from my hand. I meant to touch the small of her back but found her hip instead so that half my hand felt her soft skin, the other half touched her belt and hip huggers. I knew I shouldn’t, but I couldn’t help myself: I dipped two fingers just beneath the waistline of her jeans, aware of Patrick in the kitchen. Could he see? Was he looking at his wife? It had been over a year since I’d touched her like that, and I’d never done it in front of him. I chided myself even as I relished the touch of her warm skin. Hadn’t she just brushed her body into mine? Why couldn’t I be affectionate and flip-pant too, particularly now, after losing my job?

“You can’t make me go,” Devon muttered in a low voice that was plenty defiant. “I’m staying with Kevin.”

Back then I knew Devon better than Ray, even though Ray had lived with us a month longer. I liked playing guessing games with Ray and listening to the pitter-patter of his steps; I helped put him to bed almost every night. But he was reluctant to say much, so I gave him space. People told me he had a winning smile.

Devon, on the other hand, was a verbal jouster who liked to go at it, which played to my available senses. When he first came to us, he kept to himself—who wouldn’t with strangers? He grunted when spoken to, but that was the same as most teenaged boys I’d been around. As soon as he began opening up, his attitude got under Patrick’s skin, but it didn’t bother me, though I’ll admit I never saw his grimaces or gestures. He started calling me Cowboy Bob, but that didn’t get a rise out of me. “Watch out for my shit-kickers,” I told him, smiling and raising my boot. “They have a mind of their own.”

After a couple of months, I could tell I unsettled his preconceptions. I wasn’t a threat, for one thing, or an authority figure. Yet I wasn’t a kid either. I had a marginal status of my own. And I was a reporter—he respected that. He started saying I had mad skills getting around. “That shit’s harder than being black,” he admitted.

“What color are you again?” I said.

He didn’t respond right away. Then he said, “People see you. You got that white cracker thing going even if you can’t see it. It’s like a virus, the way it spreads. Gets in everything.” He could be perceptive and articulate that way. All year, in his school essays, I tried to help him draw that out, when he would let me.

Devon had been with other families before he lived with us. His mom had been sent to minimum security at Chino for identity theft, and she had two more years to serve. He hated but had never known his father—a white guy who’d screwed his mom and left them both. About a year and a half ago, when he was a skinny fifteen-year-old, he’d tried to take on a football linesman at school who had called his mom a whore. The white kid beat the shit out of Devon, giving him a black eye and a bruised rib. But it was Devon who got busted. A blunt—a cigar hollowed out and filled with weed—fell out of his shirt pocket during the fight. Those few grams on school grounds, his testy demeanor, and a host of priors sent him to Juvenile Camp for six months.

When he came to us, he was transferred to Monterey High, a continuation school. In the second semester—the recent spring—an English teacher found that if he let Devon read about rebels and strife, he’d stop challenging everything under the sun and focus on the readings, which sparked other kids’ interest. Devon devoured The Autobiography of Malcolm X, One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest, and On the Road. I listen to books all the time. When I was a kid, cassette tapes from the library saved me—mysteries at first and then anything I could find, as long as it had a story that took me places. Sometimes Devon and I would sit and talk—“choppin’ it up,” he called it. We’d start with whatever he was reading and end up arguing about politics or race or religion. He began to figure out how to come around the other side of an argument instead of attacking full tilt all the time. But when he got backed into a corner, he liked the shock of a personal affront. “You are one well-read exaddict,” he told me once, “if you count shit like books on tape.”

Those quips pissed off a lot of people, but they made me smile. They endeared him to me, and I often found myself wanting to protect him—tough as he pretended to be—from Patrick’s quick tongue and oddball needs.

Still standing in the doorway with my hand on Isa’s hip, I heard from the kitchen the crisp sound of a page turning. Patrick sometimes read at the kitchen table, arcane books about outlandish thefts from archaeological sites or the battle to secure the border. But if he was reading now, I knew it was for effect: Was it to piss off Devon? Or to feign indifference to my touching his wife? Or to hide his anger at Isa?

I swept my hand up to Isa’s back just before she pulled away and I was left standing alone, without Charlie or my hat.

“It’ll be good to get out of L.A.,” Patrick said from the kitchen table. He probably had his back turned, his head in the book. “You’ll learn something about yourself.”

“Right,” Devon scoffed. “From adults like you.”

“Don’t push me, boy,” Patrick said evenly.

“Don’t call me ‘boy’!” Devon said slowly, mimicking Patrick’s tone.

They had never come to blows, but they’d blustered plenty lately.

“Stop it, you two,” Isa said.

Patrick turned another page. “You’re still a boy,” he said dismissively, “whether you like it or not.”

“Kevin,” Isa said, “come look.”

“Like I can see.”

“You know what I mean,” she said lightly, trying to distract everyone, I knew. That was one of her blessings: her generous spirit, the way she tried to bring us all together.

I walked across the linoleum toward my room.

“Stop!” Patrick called.

The stiff toe of my boot struck, not hard but squarely, against something heavy. Thank goodness for my dumb-ass boots, I thought. My foot didn’t hurt at all.

Devon laughed.

“What the hell!” Patrick said. His chair scraped on the floor. “I bet you chipped it.”

I leaned down, reaching. It was a massive box of some kind. Almost up to my waist. Wooden. With carved patterns on the side.

“Look at that smudge from your boot,” Patrick said.

“What is it?” I said.

“A coffin,” Devon said sarcastically. “He wants to take this dog to Florida.”

“Look at the carvings!” Patrick said. “One of a kind. Hand-carved maple. Her dad said he wants something different. Not those ready-made boxes that cost a mint and have shiny handles.” He spoke rapidly, the excitement real.

“Kevin,” she said, “don’t you think it’s morbid to take it to Daddy?”

I crouched and felt along one side: varnish or lacquer made the surface slick and smooth. My fingers traced a raised cross with intricate embedded patterns of lines and angles. Its juncture was encircled by a halo. Along the edges of the cross, the wood was chiseled away like little waves.

“Wow,” I said.

“How much did it cost?” Isa asked. “You promised not to use the credit card anymore.”

“That’s the beauty,” Patrick said. “His estate will pay for it. We’re going to make money on this baby. We can’t lose.”

Beyond the cross, I touched a horizontal figure carved in relief, wings outstretched, feet protruding from a flowing frock, a long trumpet from its mouth. “An angel,” I said. I brought my fingers over her slowly, across the feathers of her wings and the folds of her frock. Her hair blew back as if in a breeze. Her eyes laughed, her cheeks full from puffing the trumpet. I liked that; she felt alive.

“I’m going to sell them to funeral parlors,” he said. “People are going to love these babies. And I’ve got the sole franchise.”

My fingers came across Ray’s small hands; he was feeling the casket too. I thought about his mother, gone less than a year: Had he seen her in a coffin? As I gripped his hand softly, he pulled away like in the game we sometimes played—grabbing hands at the kitchen table. Or was he upset? I couldn’t tell.

“What’s inside?” Ray said.

Patrick ignored him. “What do you think, Kevin?” He wanted my approval.

Past the angel, there was a second cross. Symmetrical. An angel in the center, with an ornate cross on either side of her. “Where’d you get it?” I asked.

“An old carpenter in the San Gabriel Mountains. You should’ve seen all the coffins he had lying around. Like a museum. And sculptures and weird old things. He even had bones.”

“Stop it!” Isa said. “You’re not selling bones again.”

“It won’t open,” Ray said.

“There’s two latches,” Patrick said.

I heard two crisp snaps as the telephone rang.

“Wow!” Ray said.

“Looks like Christmas,” Devon said, laughing.

“That is so cheesy,” Isa said. “It’s tasteless.”

“That’s why I love it,” Patrick said. “It’ll sell.”

As the lid had opened, a string of pin lights that were nestled in the seams of the fabric had flashed on inside the coffin. But I didn’t know that then. I thought they were talking about the material.

The phone rang again.

I felt the cushioned fabric inside. Satin. Soft as clouds. My fingers brushed against Ray’s hands, which flitted about, but I didn’t feel the pin lights.

“Fine,” Isa said. “Sell them around here. We’re not driving this to Florida.” Her voice shifted to her phone politeness: “Hello?”

“The carvings feel great,” I said to Patrick, “but you can’t take this to her dad. It’s rotten luck. He’s not dead yet.”

“What the hell do you know?” he said.

“Quiet!” Isa boomed. “It’s Daddy!” Her voice turned to sugar: “Don’t say that, Daddy. You’ll be fine.”

We could all hear the tinny voice of the old man raving: “The steroids they’ve got me on. Plugged up. Jesus!”

“We’ll be there soon,” Isa said. Her voice was thin now, precarious.

“It’ll be too late!” he said. “You’re always too late, Isa.”

What a bastard, I thought.

“We got you a casket like you wanted,” she offered. “It’s beautiful.”

“I won’t have those metal boxes!” he said. “I need something that rots, goddamn it. I’m going to buy it myself.”

“It’s handmade, Daddy,” Isa said. “Wooden. Daddy!” After a moment, I realized she was sniffling. “Why does he always hang up?” she said.

Patrick didn’t move; I could hear him breathing next to me. I wanted to walk over and hold her, but how could I, with him there? Instead I felt with my foot for the bulge in the kitchen linoleum. Then I beelined to my room and shut the door on them all.

Over the next week and a half, I kept up the facade of working for the newspaper, which was easier than I had expected in a house of distractions. Most of the time, Ray stayed at the Boys and Girls Club a few blocks away, where he could play basketball and air hockey with kids his age. Patrick was either on the phone or making the rounds to funeral parlors in Betsy, his old Taurus wagon, with the foot end of the casket sticking out the back. For several days, he tried to sell his one-of-a-kind coffins; then he tried to place them on consignment. He found the funeral industry to be a tight bunch.

Devon slept mornings; most afternoons, he worked at Target, his summer job. At night, he started pleading with me to run off with him. “Come on,” he said in the bathroom as I was brushing my teeth one night. “You’re sick of living here too.” For months he’d been borrowing my laptop and fooling around on the Internet, meeting people online through Friendster and Myspace. He wanted to run with me to San Francisco, San Diego, or Las Vegas—or wherever his online friends claimed to live. Ray’s quick footsteps found their way along the edge of the room.

I didn’t tell Devon it was a dumb idea. Or that I’d get arrested for kidnapping. I rinsed my mouth and put my toothbrush on my shelf. “Go to Florida,” I said. “You’ll come back here, and before you know it, you’ll have your high school diploma. You’ll find out soon enough how hard it is to be on your own.”

“I ain’t going to Florida,” he said.

“Quit using ‘ain’t.’ You might like Florida.”

“I’m down with Florida; it ain’t that,” he said. “It’s getting cooped up with this family.” He shuffled into the hallway and stopped. “One day you’ll wake up, and I’ll be gone. You too, Beavis Butthead.”

“I’m not Beavis Butthead,” Ray said from the hallway.

During those weeks, Isa would go off to bed with Patrick, but in the middle of the night, she’d slip from the back room around to the kitchen. I wasn’t sleeping well either, so when I heard a chair scrape on the linoleum, I’d get up, make tea, and sit with her, both of us hunched over the table. As everyone else slept, she would grip my hand, telling me how much she needed a listener; why couldn’t Patrick listen like I could? When she clutched my palm against her belly, my fingers tingled from her warmth. I breathed the salty sweetness of her skin.

Sometimes her hands trembled, and we sat in silence. Other times she raved in whispers about owing her life to Daddy—he’d saved her so often when she’d been lost. She told me stories about growing up in Florida—being spied on by her younger brother, doing art projects with her mom, and being groped at the real estate office by Daddy’s partner. Then she’d ramble and fret about wanting to bring Daddy peace. Her anxieties seemed minor compared with her depression the winter before, when she hadn’t gotten out of bed for two weeks. She lay unresponsive that time, sullen, as I tried to get her to sit up and drink tea or eat a cracker. I wanted to help her this time too; I knew Patrick didn’t have the patience.

I met Isa almost two years ago, when I came to Channel House, and I got to know Patrick about a month later, when he was admitted. I had just turned twenty-six, was about ten years younger than they were, and was the youngest person there. I first heard the lilt of Isa’s voice in group counseling, but I first spoke with her in a hallway, where she stopped me with a soft hand on my arm. I knew who it was before she spoke; back then she wore a cheap fragrance several traces too sweet.

I turned my face to hide my scar.

“You don’t have to be shy with me,” she said, bringing my chin forward with her hand. “You’re quite striking.” I drew her hand away from my chin because I wanted to touch her fingers, which were thin and long, with fingernails bitten too short. Her palm was soft.

“Do you know me?” she said.

“Isa,” I said.

She brushed full into me, enlivening my chest with her breasts before stepping back. “You’re cute when you blush. Do you know what I look like?”

I savored the lilt in her voice and her friendly laugh, but I figured she was playing to an audience, so I waited for the chuckles of others. There were none. No sounds of people at all. But still I couldn’t let myself relax. “Is that important,” I said, “how you look?”

“You’re right,” she said. “It’s more important how we feel.” She lifted my hand to her face and dragged my fingers through her hair. She let me feel her long neck and the way her throat trembled as she laughed. She traced my hand along her shoulders, arms, and thighs. Her skirt clung to my fingers as if the material were on my hand instead of her hips. My fingertips tingled, and my breathing quickened. She had on a halter top that was open in back and held her breasts like pendulums; I knew because she traced my fingers along her stomach and up under the fullness so pliable and resistant through the thin cotton—all of which made me grin like a goof.

“You’re cute,” she said again, as if surprised. “You don’t get to see anything; you might as well touch.” The way she laughed made me feel included.

I was touching the roundness of her hips when footsteps approached. “None of that at the House,” a counselor said. “There’s plenty of time after you’re clean. After you respect each other. After your graduation.”

“I respect him already,” Isa said. “Do you respect me?”

“I do respect you,” I said.

“You know what I’m talking about,” the counselor said.

Everybody at Channel House loved Isa; all the men did anyway. She liked to command attention by blustering into rooms. She and Patrick were drawn to each other as soon as they met; even I could tell. Patrick was a lot more fun back then, always making jokes. He was also more open about himself, but that’s the nature of a therapeutic community. When we were making moral inventories of ourselves—the fourth step—he admitted that he was weakest when he pretended to be strong. He chronicled the boozed-up fights he’d gotten into over nothing, the jobs he’d lost because of coke, the insults he’d thrown at people he loved. That was why he got tweaked all the time, he said, because it allowed him to forget his own mistakes and believe that everybody else was fucked up, not him. Isa loved that kind of honesty. She flirted and put him off, and he treated her like she was the world. He handled me like a kid brother, bringing me in on his secrets; he didn’t compete with me like he did with everybody else.

Isa and I graduated about six weeks before Patrick did. We got a place together, the two of us, a rental I called a deficiency because it was so small. Ever since I’d graduated from college, Mom and Dad had been badgering me to get a caregiver, someone to at least read my mail and help me pay my bills. I had a settlement from my accident—my blinding when I was a child—that my parents had managed when I was growing up. They got control of it again after my freefall in San Francisco, where I lived for just over two years—long enough to lose my job and my apartment. During the last six months, I lived on Casey’s couch and in the back of TBone’s van. They watched my back, and we all used my money. After Casey died, Dad had to fly out, bail me out of jail, and drive me down to Channel House in Burbank. When I graduated from the recovery home and still refused to move back to Greeley, Colorado, they got this advice from everyone: don’t give a crackhead any money. They insisted on paying my bills directly.

So I set up Isa to be my caregiver, and we invented a clean history for her. She had to interview with my parents by phone, but they took to her like everybody else did. They started sending her my monthly checks for room and board, plus a hundred dollars for helping me—as if I needed her help. The payments roughly equaled the interest from my account; I had to find my own income to purchase anything else. Mom flew from Colorado once to check on things, which I resented because it was obvious that she didn’t trust me. Or Dad didn’t. We had to hide Isa’s stuff and pretend she lived elsewhere. It made me feel like a kid.

Isa got a job waiting tables right away, but I couldn’t find work. I’d majored in journalism in college, and I’d written pieces of my life story at Channel House—as part of my moral inventory. I’d always liked writing, so I started doing street interviews along Hollywood and Sunset Boulevards, drawing from my experiences in San Francisco. I wrote several profiles of street characters, and the editor of the community paper printed one. When I came home and put that money on the table—it wasn’t much, but it was something—it was like we were together, Isa and I. I would change in the bathroom and sleep on the couch, but she could get dressed anywhere. She’d say, “It’s too hot for clothes,” or “All my panties are in the wash, so I’m getting some air.” We went to N.A. meetings every day, and that was when she started trying out churches and born-again revivals. She needed something, she said. Something to believe in. I’d hear her pull on a dress and take it back off, and I’d catch a drift of her hair just shampooed as she walked to the mirror. I love the swish of clothing against skin.

“How’s this look?” she’d say.

“It makes you look thin,” I’d say, or “I like the green one.”

“There isn’t a green one,” she’d say. “Look at you cultivating your trousers. You better go in the bathroom and elongate.”

On days when I was glum, she’d sing, “What can you see, Kevin? What can you see?” and I’d tell her things to lighten our mood: “I see a rose blossom opening its folds. I see a fog bank shrouding the moonlight. I see a butterfly unable to land.” They were visions, mostly, things I’d listened to in books and couldn’t quite picture.

Sometimes she’d let me massage her, unless I got fresh with my hands, which she’d slap away. “You’re my temptation,” she’d say. “But you know I’m waiting for Patrick. We need to get you a girl.” I had girl-friends in college, I told her, and a few one-nighters when I lived in San Francisco. But she knew I hadn’t been with anyone since.

During those nights at the kitchen table—with Isa obsessing about her dad and me feeling weak after losing my job—my affection for her began to simmer again. I’d succeeded in pulling away from her about the same time Ray and Devon had come to live with us, but now I felt myself sliding back. I told myself I didn’t love her even as I hungered for her verve and lack of restraint. I knew she was married and it was hopeless, but I was a fool. When Isa quivered and leaned against me, I tried not to feel the wisp of her hair on my neck or the prick of her fingernails on my skin. I tried not to sip the scent of bath soap mixed with perspiration on her arms. I did press my fingers against the silver cross on her breastbone, letting my hand touch the swell of her breasts. I massaged the tense spots along her shoulders and neck. I rubbed her forehead and temples. All to calm her, I told myself, not to caress her skin. She needed me.

As she worried and fussed, I excused her childish tone and her dips into born-again language. “With God’s grace,” she whispered, “I’m going to bring Daddy the mercy of Jesus to heal his judgmental nature. When people are tired of being broken and sick, Kevin, they’re ready for the spirit of God.” I knew lots of people who’d come out of recovery clinging to faith—even Patrick had his version. If God could dampen her bipolar swings, I thought, so be it.

It never occurred to me, in the midst of my compassion, that I was the one wracked with self-deception. I was always on the verge of letting her know about my job, but the moment never seemed right. I told myself I could live with Isa without loving her, even while pretending I could love her without showing it.

From those frustrating nights, I felt hungover during the days, and I grew more anxious about being left in the empty house as the day neared for them to drive to Florida. I could cook and care for myself; it wasn’t that. I was worried about keeping myself from relapse, particularly since I didn’t have a job. Each day my freelance work took me to avenues where people were using all the time. The more I spoke with street performers and the homeless, gaining their confidence for the interviews I would need for my articles, the more difficult it became to refuse their offers of nips and tokes. I felt my resolve slipping, so I attended daily N.A. meetings again.

I drafted two articles within ten days of being laid off: one about a sax player who’d lost everything in a fire and another about a seventeen-year-old girl from Indiana who’d run away to Hollywood and couldn’t go back home. I didn’t like either story; they offered only darkness. But I called the editor during that second week and left a message every day for three days, telling him I had the stories he wanted. He never returned my calls. On the fourth day, the afternoon of my twenty-eighth birthday, I called Cameron, the city reporter, who told me the editor wasn’t taking any freelance.

I heard myself thanking him. When I hung up, I threw my cell phone across my room into the wall.

The front doorbell rang. After a moment, it rang again.

“Get the damn door!” Patrick yelled from the kitchen.

“You get it!” Devon called from somewhere else.

Tossing on my bed, I convinced myself I was glad everybody was leaving for Florida the next day. Think of the quiet; I’d have two weeks to decompress from their stupid dramas. I should have moved out months ago, I told myself. What the hell had I been thinking, letting myself get sucked in by Isa’s needs again?

When the noises and smells from the kitchen could no longer be ignored, I resented in advance the cheap birthday card that Isa and the others would give me. The cake. The stupid song. If they remembered my birthday at all.

After a while, the kitchen quieted abruptly; feet shuffled outside my room. Then they banged at my door, laughing. I turned away on the bed, facing the wall, gripping my hands into fists. They came in uninvited, singing “Happy Birthday” out of tune, all except Isa, whose melodic voice I resented all the more. Devon poked my ribs, trying to make me laugh. I gritted my teeth. Ray scampered onto the bed.

“Get up!” Isa said.

I put on my dark glasses and faced them.

Ray hung around my neck, hugging me, bringing out a quick smile despite myself. They laid boxes all over my bed, startling me. I let myself breathe.

“Look at your clothes,” Isa said. “You never buy anything.”

Ray helped me open each box. They made me stand up and try on four shirts, including a seersucker that caught the hairs of my chest.

“Where’d you get the money?” I protested, but they ignored me.

“No more Cowboy Bob,” Devon said. He tugged me down on the bed, and I let them pull off my socks, though I pretended to struggle when they tugged at my jeans. They had me stand in my boxers so I could try on two pairs of baggy shorts that reached below my knees.

“Volcom,” Ray said.

“Sounds like a planet,” I said, though I knew it was surfwear. I couldn’t help smiling.

“Pull them down low,” Devon said, “like this. Show the top of your boxers.”

As if I didn’t know the style.

“I got you some new boxers with little surfer men,” Isa said with a friendly laugh. “But you have to try those on yourself.”

“These shorts are way too big,” I complained.

“They’re perfect,” Isa said.

They showed me how I could fit Charlie, folded, into the wide pockets of the shorts, though he protruded out the top. They had me sit on the bed so they could put sandals on my feet.

“Huaraches,” Ray said.

“They’re Mexican,” Patrick said.

“Warachas,” I said.

“Huaraches,” Ray corrected.

Devon put a cheap straw fedora on my head that was a touch big. I pulled the front brim down to hide my scar, and he lifted it back up, at an angle.

“There,” he said. “That looks better.”

I pulled it back down.

I grew up wearing Western gear in Colorado. I gave it up for army boots and black shirts when I started smoking weed in high school. About two years ago, when Dad bailed me out of jail in San Francisco, he didn’t lecture me about how bad I smelled or how skinny I was. He didn’t ask how I’d sunk so low so fast. We didn’t talk about what drugs I’d used or how long I’d been on the streets. He didn’t know how to talk about that stuff. He called ahead and got me into Channel House in Burbank. When he drove me down from San Francisco, we stopped along the way and he bought new clothes for me: cowboy boots and hat, as if I were still in middle school.

In my cramped room, I turned around in my new clothes and walked a few paces, feeling exposed without my Western boots, my toes unprotected from chair legs. And I missed my Bandit with its stiff Cattleman crown; I hated bumping my head. But my new clothes were cooler and more comfortable. I held up my arms and stamped my feet. I liked the feel.

“He looks like a tourist,” Isa said, laughing.

“We should have gotten you Ray-Bans,” Devon said. “You still look like a geek in those big glasses.”

I smiled. “I don’t know what to say,” I said. “Thank you.”

“And this just came,” Isa said. “It’s from your parents.” Ray helped me open the box. We reached in and pulled away the Styrofoam.

“What the hell is that?” Patrick said.

It was a Braille note-taker. Small, compact, perfect. Shaped like a large book but much lighter. Not quite as long as a regular keyboard. For almost a year, I’d been trying to convince my parents to buy me one from my own account; they cost over four thousand bucks. There were eight keys on top, plus a spacebar and some function keys. Along the front, beneath my wrists as I rested my fingers on the keyboard, was a one-line display where refreshable Braille dots would pop up in a row so that I could read what my fingers had just keyed in. No monitor needed. For the first time in my life, I could take notes without turning on a laptop. I could write from and edit my notes. I could read quietly. I could feel every comma and punctuation mark.

“I spoke with your mom a few weeks ago,” Isa said. “I told her this was the one you wanted.”

The irony suddenly overwhelmed me. To receive this—after losing my job as a reporter, after being rejected as a freelancer—was too much. I had to turn away—not to hide my scar but to wipe my face.

“Tell him,” Ray said, excited. I pulled Ray to me and hugged him.

“We want you to come to Florida,” Isa said.

Not a chance, I thought. No way.

“We know about your job,” she said. “There’s no reason for you to stay.”

I was pissed suddenly—that they’d pried into my life. What right did they have? And I was insulted that they’d kept their snooping from me.

“I saw you hanging out on Sunset with those bums,” Patrick said.

“I wasn’t hanging out,” I said. “That’s my beat!”

“I called the paper,” Isa said. “They said you didn’t work there anymore.”

“Come on,” Ray said.

“I’ll go if you go,” Devon said.

Isa sat on the bed and hugged me, but I wasn’t pulled in. Where would I sit in the car—in the backseat with the kids? What if I sat next to Isa all day, feeling her thigh against mine, her hand on my leg, with all of them in the car? I imagined Patrick always controlling where we stopped, what we ate, and when we went to the bathroom. “I need some downtime,” I said. “This’ll be a good trip for the four of you.”

“I ain’t going, then,” Devon said. “You already know what I’m going to do. Just don’t be surprised.”

“Let’s eat,” Patrick said, ignoring him.

“You’re coming!” Isa said. “We’re not leaving without you.”

They paraded me to the kitchen, where Patrick served my favorite meal, chicken and yellow rice, which made me imagine Mom back in Colorado; she always gave me an early taste on a hot wooden spoon.

“I’m starving,” Devon said. He was always eating; he’d grown three inches in his nine months with us.

We dipped our heads as Isa thanked Jesus for the food we were about to eat and for keeping Daddy well in Florida until she got there in time to save him, please Lord, as he’d saved her so many times, amen.

All through dinner, Ray asked questions about the trip. Patrick described cactus standing like sentries in Arizona. Thunderstorms rolling across New Mexico mesas. The friendly people in Louisiana. The unhurried sweep of the Mississippi.

“What about Texas?” I said. As a kid, I’d had a wooden puzzle of all the states. I could name the capital of each one.

“And Alabama,” Isa said. I’d forgotten that Alabama touched the Gulf.

“We’re going to blast through Texas at night,” Patrick said. “You won’t even see it.”

“Wait until you float in the Gulf in Pensacola,” Isa said. “There’s so much salt it holds you up like a cork. And it’s so warm, when you float in that water, it’s like the womb again. Everything feels right.”

Her eagerness surprised me; she hated the beach in California, claimed the water was too cold.

“Of course it feels like a womb,” Patrick said. “It’s where you were born.”

“She was born in the Gulf?” Devon quipped.

“We’re all born in a gulf,” Patrick said.

He brought out homemade chocolate mousse for dessert, with three candles that I had to blow out before they sank.

The chocolate astonished my mouth.

“Why’s it called ‘moooooooose’?” Ray said, laughing.

“Look at this!” Devon said, smacking his lips. “It’s as black as me.”

“You’re a mess,” Isa laughed.

“It’s the French word for foam,” Patrick said.

Was he making that up? He was always so sure of himself, I never knew when to trust him.

“You should both of you go to college,” Isa said. “Like Patrick.”

Had he gone to college? I thought he’d gone to chef school.

“Right,” Devon said, “so we can be unemployed cooks and sell coffins.”

I expected Patrick to snap back, but he kept his cool.

It was I who lost perspective. In a moment of chocolate weakness, I thought about my new note-taker and pretended that was why I needed to join them. I imagined Patrick selling a handmade casket to Isa’s dying father, the old man ranting as Isa floated in the womb of the Gulf, Devon goading the others into something rash, and Ray pitter-pattering along the edge of the fray. If I couldn’t come up with some edgy articles about this family journey, I decided, then what writer was I?


THREE

The next morning I stood in the doorway in my new shorts and sandals, chilled by the dawn air and irritated at myself. Our bags were already packed in Betsy’s hold, and the casket was lying atop the old wagon at a tilt, gift-wrapped inside a big tarp with plenty of duct tape. Half an hour earlier, the boys and I had helped Patrick cover the bulky box as it lay on the driveway. I didn’t like the idea of transporting the thing, but I did my part, holding a corner of the tarp against the side of the box and feeling the contours of the relief carvings. Suddenly Patrick tugged the tarp out of my hands and pushed it aside, the stiff material crinkling—a sound I always found satisfying, like popping a sheet of bubble wrap underfoot. But the abrupt noise spooked me now.

He clicked open the lid and whispered to us not to tell Isa.

Devon laughed. “I forgot about the lights.”

I couldn’t help reaching inside, where my hands found the string of small pin lights, growing warm, tucked into the crease of soft fabric around the base of the casket. I pulled my hands away. Jesus, I thought. Lights in a casket! And the casket for an old man not yet gone.

I’m not one for empty decorum, but there are limits that shouldn’t be pushed.

“Never mind the lights,” Patrick said brusquely. He brought to my hand a large canvas sack. Within it, I realized as Patrick pulled it open and I reached inside, were several zip-lock plastic bags. He opened one, and we all passed around a small, prickly bone about the length of my fingers. He’s selling bones again, I thought, shaking my head. And this time from a coffin.

“Coon bone,” he said, though he wouldn’t tell Devon, when Devon asked, what a coon bone was, or what was in the other bags. I pretended I didn’t care, but Devon took the bait, asking him who would lay down for some janky bones.

“Gamblers,” Patrick said, his voice tinged with enthusiasm.

“Where we going to see gamblers?” Devon said.

“You’d be surprised.”

“What do they want them for?”

“Luck.”

Devon pressed him, but that was all Patrick would say.

Gamblers, I thought, trying to take it in stride. I’d never been to any of those Indian casinos.

We used half a roll of duct tape to make the tarp cling to the casket. Next we hoisted it onto Betsy’s roof, careful not to bump anything. There was only one crossbar in the roof rack, the back one, so the coffin tilted forward. Patrick lashed the casket to the crossbar and sent a second rope in through the front of the back doors and around the top. He rolled towels around the two ropes to protect the wood. He tried to show Devon how to tie a trucker’s hitch on the back rope and a carrick bend on the front, but Devon wasn’t interested. It made me think of Dad, who’d tried to teach my brother, Larry, how to tie knots but had never bothered with me.

“That’s a good tilt,” Patrick said proudly. “More aerodynamic.”

“Looks like shit,” Devon said. “We look like hillbillies.”

As we waited for Isa, I stood in the doorway, stewing about Patrick’s stupid plans: Lugging a casket cross-country. With impertinent lights inside. And bones—Jesus, the bones!

But I was also annoyed with myself for being ensnared by this trip. And for breaking my cell phone the day before; now I’d have to travel without it. Deep down I must have known why I was going, yet still I clung to my delusion about writing some articles. I even made a vow, as Isa rustled in the kitchen behind me and Patrick shuffled around Betsy before me: I resolved to keep my distance from them both. I would be a reporter, a witness. I’d have to comfort Isa and suffer Patrick from time to time. But I would not get pulled into their vortex.

It’s startling to me now, how good I was at self-deception.

Devon’s flip-flops slapped the driveway as he approached. “Lighten up,” he said, jiggling my arm. “Why you always playing the worried white boss?”

I shook my head and couldn’t help but smile. “You’re the one worried about how Betsy looks,” I said.

“That’s more like it,” he said, slapping his flip-flops down the driveway. “You got to let things go.”

Betsy’s motor rumbled, stopped. Caught and revved. “Get in!” Patrick yelled.

Nobody got in, so far as I could tell. The pitter-patter of feet came up the driveway, and Ray leaned against my side, sleepy, so I put my arm around him, trying to feel better about going. It was about the kids, I told myself. I’d hang out with the kids.

“What’s the racket!” Mr. Grenadier yelled from next door. “Turn off the damn motor!”

“Isa!” Patrick yelled. “You’re waking the neighbors!”

“Let’s go!” Isa declared, pushing Ray and me out of the front doorway. We hurried into the backseat as Isa locked the house and jumped into the front, filling the car with her woody perfume. Patrick gunned it, throwing my head back and spinning Betsy’s tires. Isa shrieked and laughed as her door slammed shut. The old station wagon bounced into and out of the gutter and swerved to the right into the street, pushing Devon on the backseat into me and me into Ray, who was pinned against the door, all of us laughing, even Patrick, with his rapid-fire chortles sounding like a machine gun. A horn blared on our left: Caution! Welcome! How dare you!

Betsy bounced, but the casket seemed to hold.

“We’re tipsy,” Patrick said.

“Seatbelts on!” Isa sang. She turned and reached between the front seats to slap our knees and scratch her fingernails like rain under the hems of our shorts and along the insides of our thighs, making us squirm. I felt my penis quiver.

Patrick accelerated up the ramp to the 5.

“Ray,” he said, “don’t hang on the rope.”

I reached forward and up toward the ceiling. The taut rope that came through the car and ran around the casket sagged with Ray’s movements, then twanged as he released. The kids leaned out, the wind whistling a long ssshhhh around heads or arms. The tarp fluttered above.

“Seatbelts on!” Isa bellowed this time. They dropped back into their seats, and we tugged at the belts, poking each other with elbows.

We had to be back in two weeks for the kids’ school and Isa’s job. Patrick and Isa had about fifteen hundred dollars, they’d told me, enough to visit Isa’s dad and see some sights on the return. But it wasn’t enough for motels—about a hundred dollars a day—and it’s not like we had a tent, not that you’d need more than boxers and a mosquito net along Interstate 10 in August. As part of our living arrangement, Isa was supposed to cover monthly room and board for me, but I told her I’d get my own food on the trip. After all, they’d bought my new clothes—or so I thought. I started with seven twenty-dollar bills in my wallet and ten fifty-dollar bills clipped in the zippered pocket inside my suitcase, money I’d saved from my job. I didn’t have a credit card. I fold fives in half across the width; tens in half along the length; twenties in half first along the length, then across the width; and fifties in half first across the width, then along the length. It’s easy to remember because five and fifties are similar, as are tens and twenties. Ones aren’t folded at all.

When the sun moved to the windshield, warming my face, I knew we were heading east on the Ventura Freeway. “What a beautiful dawn,” I said, though I knew the sun was higher than that in the sky.

“You can’t see it,” Ray said.

“What can you see, Kevin?” Isa teased. “What can you see?” I hadn’t heard that phrase in a long time—not since we’d lived alone together.

“I see a road that goes to Florida,” I said, smiling. “I see an old man who’s happy to see us.”

“You do not,” Ray said.

“Sure I do. I even see his dreams. Last night he dreamed he was dying. But today he wants to go swim in the Gulf.”

“For reals,” Ray said.

Sometimes I joked too much for Ray, so the two of us had a deal: whenever he said “for reals,” I had to tell the truth. “You already know what I see,” I said, laughing.

Ray loved to imagine nothingness.

Devon groaned. “Not again.”

I spoke slowly: “I see absolutely nothing. Or nothing absolutely. I see neither darkness nor light.”

After a moment, Ray said, “I always see black and bits of color.”

I knew he was closing his eyes.

“You have to imagine,” I said. “Back before there was light, there was no darkness either. There was just the heavens and the earth.” I’d never liked that first paragraph of Genesis, which says there was darkness before God summoned light. That’s how I knew, even as a kid, that the Bible wasn’t written by God. It was written by people with sight.

I was born with vision but lost it in an accident when I was five. After I was blinded, I still had visual memory as a child growing up, but by the time I arrived in Burbank, I could remember only a few broad sweeps: The flatness of a prairie. The expanse of a mountain dwarfed by sky. I could remember Grandpa’s barn looming above me, the huge span of the open barn door, which I always associated with the rich smell of manure. Picture what you can remember from age five without the benefit of someone having snapped a photo; the few wisps I can generate are hazed in the fog of a dream, in murky shades—no colors or stark whites.

I can’t remember faces, including my own. I can recognize with my fingers Mom’s high forehead and quick dimples, but my mind won’t connect the dots to construct a likeness. To this day, I can maneuver each turn from our street in Greeley to our front door, but I can’t picture the entryway. I can identify instantly the pattern of wood grain on my chair at Mom and Dad’s kitchen table, but I don’t try to sketch it in my mind. For me, chairness is nonvisual; it’s the feel of a seat connected to four legs and a backrest.

Many children who lose their eyesight have its memory fade in adulthood, as the brain no longer receives light sensation and begins to dedicate its functions to other senses. At least one fleeting image, how-ever, has come back to me since I got clean and sober, so maybe part of my loss came from the drugs. As I was getting out of bed one morning in Burbank, I recalled an indistinct image of Mom turning and pausing in her bedroom, looking away from me. I sat on my bed and thought about Mom a while, but my other memories were sightless: her heels tapping across the hard porch, her fingers gripping my hand, and the smell of peach cobbler in her apron.

When I was a teenager, I still had visual dreams, but not anymore. Now my dreams are multisensory except for sight: Voices call out, but I can’t scream. Or I’m naked in the commotion of a trolley that smells of Dad’s hair gel. Sometimes I recognize footsteps or the clutch of a hand on my shoulder. I caress a woman’s thigh as she laughs. I taste oysters. A man hits me as I reach. How do I know it’s a man? He smells rough. Or maybe I recognize a place—a fluency with the coarse fabric of a cushion beneath my fingers, the smell of leather, or the sound of my boots on Mexican pavers—but I don’t quite know where I am.

After we merged onto I-10, I reached over the backseat and felt for my backpack, pulling out my note-taker. The night before, when Devon had helped me test it, I’d talked to him about describing things on the trip for me: the visuals I thought I’d need. But after I told him I wasn’t bringing my laptop along, he got pissed at me and refused to help with anything. “Forget it,” he said. “I’m not describing a thing for you.” He loved roaming the Internet and posting comments about how fucked up the world was. And he blamed me for keeping him out of touch on the trip.

“Show us your new toy,” Isa said, twisting in the front seat.

After I showed them the keys for typing and the strip along the bottom for the Braille display, Ray and Devon ran their fingers along the display line.

“I haven’t typed anything yet,” I said.

“Ah,” Devon said. “No wonder I couldn’t read it.”

“You can’t read Braille,” Ray blurted.

“It has a voice reader too,” I said. “Let’s try one. Tell me what the dawn looked like.”

“That’s over,” Ray said. “It’s day already.”

“I know. Tell me what it did look like.”

“It was orange and yellow like cotton candy.”

“That’s good,” I said. “I like that.” I pressed the keys, and Ray and Devon felt the dots pop up along the display line:
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“It tickles my fingers,” Ray said.

“Here,” I said, “push this button. You’ll hear what I typed.”

“Wait,” Devon said in a deep, authoritative tone. “I think I’ve got it.” He was still feeling the Braille display, trying to convince Ray he could read it. “Something about orange and yellow and cotton candy.”

Ray ignored him. He pushed the button, and the mechanical voice rushed through its monotone. “That was too fast,” Ray said. “What did it say?”

I slowed the speed; he pushed the button again, and the voice intoned, “The pre-donn smog glowed like cot-ton can-dee at the fayr.”

“That’s not what I said,” Ray complained.

“That’s what writers do,” Devon said. “He’s conning you into describing stuff for that article about us.”

“What article?” Patrick boomed. “What the hell are you writing in that thing?”

We sat silent for a moment, startled. I knew these clashes would come, but already? An hour from Burbank?

“It’s not anything real,” Isa said. “He’s just writing stories about himself. Aren’t you, Kevin?”

“Like those articles he got Devon to write?” Patrick sputtered. “About the teachers?”

For an assignment at school, Devon had wanted to write about teacher-student relations, so I’d let him borrow my digital recorder to record what teachers said in class. He got outrageous quotes: put-downs and name-callings to get kids to behave. Instead of just handing in a paper, he turned it into a newsletter for everybody to read. It caused an uproar and almost got him suspended. The teachers denied what they’d said, but then he produced the recordings. It made his newsletter a huge hit and made him want to be a reporter.

“If you put me in that thing,” Patrick said, “I’ll throw it in a river. I’m not kidding.”

I remembered my vow to myself not to get sucked into his squalls. I took a deep breath and spoke evenly, like none of it mattered to me. “It’s a journal,” I lied. “I’m just writing about myself.”

“That cost over four thousand dollars,” Isa said. “You better not throw it in a river. He’ll walk out. His parents will sue us.”

“Look how you got him in trouble,” Devon whispered across me to Ray.

“I did not,” Ray said. “You did.”

“Maybe he should walk out. He can take care of himself.”

“Of course he can,” Isa said. “But this setup is good for everybody.”

I felt like a kid, the way they were talking as if I weren’t there.

“Listen to me, Kevin,” Patrick said loudly and slowly. I figured he was looking at me, glancing over his shoulder or in the rearview mirror; I was sitting in the middle of the backseat. I took off my dark glasses and faced straight ahead so he could see where the sweeper wire had etched an S across my crumpled eyebrow, down through my eyelid, and into my cheek. I’d never excelled at pressing myself on others, but over the past year, as Patrick had become more controlling, I’d found an approach that allowed me to hold my own: I would remind him one way or another that I’d already been cut to the core and survived.

“Parents or no parents,” he said, “money or no money. If I find you’re writing about me, that thing’s going out the window. Or you’re going out the window, and I’ll sell it.”

“It’s not about you,” Devon said.

Patrick swerved onto the shoulder, throwing us all to the left and then forward into our seatbelts as he braked and Betsy kicked rocks and dust into the dry heat of California’s summer. The car slid to a stop and everybody was breathing hard and a cloud of dust enveloped us and whirled in through the windows, smelling like tires and sweat and asphalt, making me sneeze once, then again, into my hand to keep the mucus off my four-thousand-dollar chronicler. Patrick twisted in his seat—the vinyl creaking—and spoke across me into Devon’s face, cars whizzing past us on the freeway: “How the hell would you know?” He waited a full half minute to let that sink in, Devon fidgeting beside me, knowing better than to mutter a word, the dust settling as an acrid taste in my mouth. Ray sat as still as stone on my left. “You think I’m an idiot doesn’t know you and him sat up all last night figuring out how to download between that thing and his laptop? Blind man can’t write on his own.”

My jaw clenched. My breathing stopped. “Fuck you!” I wanted to say. I wanted to reach over the seat and grip him by the throat. But I suppressed all that. I kept my vow; I remained quiet. I would not let him get to me. Not already.

“You listen good, Devon,” Patrick said. “Not everything’s on the up-and-up. Somebody with your record ought to know not to write stuff down. Don’t give them anything to pin on you. Don’t show your tracks. Tell it by word of mouth. With your history and the color of your skin, you better learn that and learn it well. You’ll know soon enough how fast you can lose what you’ve got.”

What a paranoid son of a bitch, I thought. I forced myself to breathe.

“And you listen, Kevin.” He spoke so close I could smell his sour face and the dank coffee from his gums. “You’ll have to get your own ride in the middle of the damn desert if I find you’ve got a hand in writing about me.” He turned away, sitting squarely in his seat. “And put your glasses on. It’s not right to have to look at a man without an eyeball.”

I faced straight ahead at the rearview mirror, defying him to look. And I thought, I’m going to focus the damn articles on him. Just to spite him.

Isa got us back on the highway with her effervescent and disabling goodwill. She reached back between the seats, tapping on the note-taker with her finger: my cue to slip it into my backpack.

Looking back, I don’t mind so much that Patrick insulted me. But I’m still pissed at myself—my blood boils—for not standing up for Devon right there. Maybe I could have brought things to a head a lot earlier.

All across the desert, Betsy’s air conditioning kept shutting off, roasting us, and then coming back on, only to bake us again later. The radio had been torn out by a thief the year before, leaving a hole in the dash. Without music, there was no escape. Searing winds blew the car around and shifted the casket on top. Twice, one of the towels above flapped and fluttered; Patrick cursed, pulled off the freeway into the shade of a gas station, and fiddled with the ropes, which were stretching in the heat. Each time we stopped, we would pile out and dawdle at the back of the minimart in the coolness of open refrigerators until the clerk told us to buy a soda or close the damn doors. I loved my huaraches and shorts and couldn’t imagine wearing jeans and boots.

When I was six years old, after I got out of the hospital and my body started to heal, I wore Western boots and a hat because I loved being a cowboy, not to protect my toes and head. I had visual memory then, of course, and I was intrepid in our neighborhood. I used a hockey stick to get around, dragging it against fences and along the ground like any kid would. I didn’t care if I banged my shins. The houses were packed pretty tightly. It was second nature for me to learn the dips and ledges in sidewalks, the location of a tree trunk or a bush near a friend’s yard, the contours and length of his driveway, and whether it was two or three steps up to the door. I knew all that before I knew anything about sweeping with a cane. “Hey, cowboy!” Dad would call out. The cowboy with the hockey stick, that was me.

When I started school, a year late because of the accident, Dad wanted me to go to Cameron Elementary like other kids; he didn’t want me surrounded by blind children in a special school. That summer before my first school year, Mom and Dad would argue after I was supposed to be asleep, but sometimes I would lurk in the hallway, listening.

“He gets around fine!” I remember Dad saying. “He might as well get his licks now.”

“You don’t see him all day, by himself.”

“You watch,” Dad said. “He’ll come back helpless and feeling like a misfit.”

A few days after my seventh birthday, Mom drove me three hours south to a school for the deaf and blind, and I hated it before I got there.

For a bunkmate, I was paired with Matthew, an eight-year-old who could see billowing clouds of color in a world that moved: to him, our bunk bed keeled like a boat, parked cars loomed from fog, people floated like ghosts. I got the top bunk because he was afraid to go up there. On the first night, he cried, missing his mother, so I climbed down and got into bed with him, comforting him, allowing us both to sleep. The next morning, he pushed me aside in the bathroom. “You can’t see as well as I can,” he said.

I convinced myself that I hated blind people. In the second week, my dessert started to disappear off my tray as I was eating. After a few days, I learned to put my cookie or brownie in my pocket as soon as I got it. And by the end of the third week, I learned the shuffle of his step and would slap his hand as soon as he came around. “You’re getting smarter,” he said. “My name’s Charlie. When I was new, a kid did that to me. Taught me how to listen.”

Charlie was a couple years older than I was. He could see splinters and shards of objects in the corners of his eyes, and he helped teach me the real way to cane, sweeping back and forth: don’t tap, touch. It was easy for me to coordinate my feet with the sweeping. I already knew how to listen for the echoes of my own footsteps on walls and overhanging roofs; that was another benefit to cowboy boots, the hard heels and soles. One day, as we were walking along the periphery of the school grounds, he offered to take me around the block.

I paused, of course—going across the street was against the rules.

“Get out of Braille Jail as often as you can,” he said. “Otherwise you’ll always be blind.” He pushed the button at the traffic signal, and when the tune came on, we walked slowly across, our canes outstretched. My heart was in my throat, but I learned to relax. He explained how he created a tactile map inside his head every time he went anywhere. “Only it’s not a map,” he said. “It’s life size. And you fill it in with sounds and touches as you go, so you can always get home. Feel this: that street curb. That’s when you turn right. Feel the wind? It’s coming from behind. Hear that car going by? That means we’re heading along the sidewalk fine.” We turned at another street. “Now the sun’s on your face.”

We were almost back to the crosswalk when bicycles clattered from behind and skidded in front, stopping us. Maybe two or three bikes.

“Look,” a kid said, “it’s the freak show.”

Charlie grabbed my elbow, and we caned around them quickly. They zoomed by us laughing, slapping me hard on the shoulder.

“Hey!” a kid said, his voice rough.

“What a wimp you are!” another one said, his pitch higher. “You gonna let him do that?”

“I’m gonna beat his ass,” the first kid said.

“I got him with my stick,” Charlie whispered to me. He was the first person I knew who called it a stick.

The bikes skidded out ahead and started rattling back toward us.

“Here’s the crosswalk,” Charlie said. I heard him hit the button. Then he pushed me behind the pole and I prayed for the sound of that song as we huddled together, waiting for the bikes. I didn’t hear any cars. I decided we should run for it: dash across the street to the safety of the school. But I was afraid of moving and of standing still. I didn’t know what to do. As I faltered, the first bike was upon us. I tensed and prepared to jump into the street. I felt my friend lunge away from the road just as the bike approached. The bicycle crashed: bam! A kid yelled.

“Charlie!” I said, panicking.

The other bike crashed. The song came on at the crosswalk. A hand was suddenly at my elbow, pulling me across. Then he swiped my cane from my hand. “Hold on to me,” Charlie said. “We gotta go faster.”

“Are you okay?” I said.

The kids behind us were moaning.

“I poked my stick in his spokes,” he said.

By the end of the day, they traced the broken cane to Charlie. “I’m getting out of here,” he whispered to me in the bathroom that night. “No more Braille Jail. They’re looking for you, but I didn’t tell them who.”

I was terrified they would find me. Charlie was gone the next morning; I didn’t get to tell him good-bye.

By the time I came home for Thanksgiving two weeks later, I’d convinced myself I couldn’t bear the school. I told my parents I was bolder than the other children there. I could do things they wouldn’t do. And I said the teachers kept us inside to protect us. I knew that would get to Dad, the idea that I was being coddled. But the truth was, I was homesick. I missed my pal Charlie. And I was terrified of the kids on bikes; I dreaded going out anywhere, certain they’d track me down. On the Sunday my parents were supposed to drive me back, Mom and Dad sat me at the kitchen table and gave me the choice. I never went back. I named my stick, and every one since, after Charlie.

My parents got me a tutor, Mary Robinson, who helped me with schoolwork every weekday afternoon from first through ninth grade. She taught me Braille. For several years after my blinding, I was bold, even reckless, around my neighborhood, with plenty of bruises and scrapes to show for it. I didn’t use my cane much except at school. I rode my brother’s skateboard while poking my hockey stick out front. Sometimes I rode his bike and crashed into bushes, fences, and walls. I bounced on my pogo stick for hours in place.

By the fifth grade, however, I had gotten left behind so many times by neighborhood kids that I began to turn inward. I also became cautious and quiet as I grew more accustomed to accessing the world through my ears. Listening is not passive; I had to focus and concentrate and invent the world from what I could hear. That was when Mom started getting books on tape from the library, and I started listening to stories whenever I could. I loved books not because they let me escape but because they showed me the world. The Jupiter Jones series got me started; Jupe was a fat kid, an outcast who didn’t have money but was smart as hell. He could fool adults and solve mysteries they couldn’t solve because he thought about things differently.

In middle school, as kids started picking on me more, I kept to myself until shyness became routine. I started wearing dark glasses to cover my scar, and I ditched my cane whenever I could. I avoided going out on my own. Dad pressed me to do things outside, but he was gone all day. It was Mom who helped me in stores, showed me how to open plastic wrappers when I got frustrated, or took me to doctors and specialists. At night, Dad would drill into me how difficult the world was for a boy like me—that was his phrase: “a boy like you.” My parents never used the word “blind.” I couldn’t just be mediocre, he said. I had to excel at whatever I chose. That was the only way I would ever support myself. Even then, I sensed that that was how I could gain his respect, by not being a drain on society.

One afternoon, I overheard Dad demanding that my tutor stop pushing me to use my cane.

“It’s about being independent,” Mrs. Robinson said, “getting around on his own.”

“They make fun of him,” Dad said. “He gets around Greeley fine.”

“He gets around the neighborhood,” she said. “He doesn’t strike out into new places anymore.”

“This is about your movement, isn’t it?” Dad said. “You want to show the world how many people there are without sight.”

“It’s not about a movement,” Mrs. Robinson said. “It’s about Kevin accepting who he is.”

Dad just about lost it then. And my tutor almost lost her job.

Later in Burbank, as I was getting to know Ray, I wondered sometimes, when he grew quiet or distant after he’d been running around only moments before: Had Ray come to us at the same stage I’d been in—those middle school years—when I’d stopped being intrepid? Maybe it was a projection on my part, that parallel between him and me. But the thought always made my heart sink because I didn’t want him to hide inside himself, as I had. And I didn’t know how to help him.

After lunch, the temperature was 104, and Betsy got a quart of oil and a gallon of water. “You think the heat’ll warp the wood?” Patrick said, coming inside the store where we were loitering.

“What is that thing?” a man said, his voice rattling like pebbles. “Looks like a coffin.”

Nobody spoke for a moment. Maybe we shouldn’t have wrapped it so tightly, I thought.

Then Patrick tried to sell him one: “It’s a handmade, one-of-a-kind casket. Everybody’s buying ’em. You can’t get ’em in a funeral parlor.”

Before I got into Betsy, I made the mistake of laying a hand on the coffin’s tarp. I jerked my hand away; the thing almost burned my skin.

“I hate that ugly box,” Isa said. “I can’t even look at it.”

When we were back on the road and the desert furnace came through the windows, my sweat evaporated at the same rate as I perspired. As far as we knew, we were driving until Patrick couldn’t drive anymore, which depressed us all, I think: the hot road ahead. My skin felt tacky and smelled salty. Devon pushed away my leg whenever it touched his, but Ray couldn’t stop moving. He kept bumping up against me with elbows and knees. He had grown some during his months with us, I realized.

Late in the afternoon, just before Phoenix, Isa said she hoped we could stop at her brother’s place in Tucson for a night—which was such good news it even got Devon asking questions. She hadn’t seen Robert in four years, she answered, since before she was clean and sober. No, she didn’t have any other brothers or sisters. Yes, he had a family: June, his wife, and Alexis, his teenaged daughter. Yes, he knew about us; she’d talked to him on the phone a couple of times over the past year. No, he didn’t know we were coming. Then she started mumbling to herself in her thin, anxious voice, asking Jesus something or other—I couldn’t quite hear.

“Enough questions!” Patrick declared.

I was glad to hear Patrick come to her aid.

We were quiet after that. I remembered that Robert was the younger brother who’d badgered her and spied on her as a kid. I knew he was a successful contractor and that she felt inept in comparison with him and his family. But I’d forgotten he lived in Tucson.

We pulled up at Robert’s place after six, but it still felt like 100 degrees as Betsy tick, tick, ticked in the heat. The AC hadn’t kicked on since Phoenix. We hadn’t eaten since Quartzsite, just this side of California. Now that we’d gotten it into our heads to spend the night, the thought of being turned away and driving on toward Florida was out of the question.

I don’t remember stepping out of the car, just holding Devon’s strong, bony elbow along a curving walkway as his body loped forward and his flip-flops slapped the pavement. We followed the gentle thuds of Isa’s wedge sandals. Ray’s steps chattered far ahead, even in the heat. Behind us, Patrick’s rubber soles came in even paces, always so damn certain. Charlie, folded into sections, protruded in a lump from my pocket and pressed into my leg as I walked. Devon hardly broke stride in rambling up a set of oddly deep stairs, where I had to quicken my pace, stuttering a step and a half for each stair. We shuffled across a large expanse of stone or ceramic pavers until we stood in a cluster before what I assumed was a front door, the five of us standing there as if the door would open of itself. None of us wanted to press Isa to act; we knew she felt unsound. In the silence of that scorching portico, how was it that I felt responsible, as if this were my younger brother and I had gotten us into this bind?

After a flurry of short breaths, Isa stepped quickly forward and told us to “smile natural,” as if there were such a smile. I thought of what Patrick had told me on the roadside outside Burbank: blind man can’t write on his own. I pressed my lips together and dipped my head to the right. I let go of Devon’s elbow, nudging my glasses up my nose and lowering my brim to hide my scar, berating myself for hanging on to this family, for not staying home. Inside the house, chimes set off the yapping of a little dog, mocking us from the other side of the door.

“He must be one rich motha’, your brotha’,” Devon said, but he offered a quick, good-natured laugh.

“Stop it,” Isa said, edgy. “Don’t talk like that here.”

Ray fidgeted like a terrier, moving about the porch and brushing against my arm. Heat radiated from some wall to our left, sucking moisture; even in the shade, I withered. As the door chimes trembled to a stop, the high-pitched yaps fell away. I made myself breathe.

“That’s one big-ass door,” Devon said.

“I said don’t talk like that,” Isa said, her voice cracking.

“Like what?” Devon said.

“Ruff!” Ray snarled, which got the yaps started again inside.

“Stand still, Ray!” Patrick said. “You’re making me hot.”

Leave him alone, I wanted to shout. Let him be himself, you son of a bitch! But I caught myself, closed my mouth. I shook my head and breathed. I was beyond this, I decided, outside it all.

That’s how selfish I was.

Still the dog yapped, with pauses between fits and bursts.

“Should I ring again?” Isa said in a high, nervous pitch as she shifted from one foot to the other.

“I’m starving,” Devon said.

“Why would anyone live in Tucson?” Patrick said, disgusted.

The heat didn’t so much oppress as drain me; I could feel my lips parching. Again I made myself inhale.

Just then the door scraped fast across its threshold, and the yaps circled in a frenzy.

Isa gasped. “Oh my gosh!” she said. “Robert! You scared me.”

Her brother. Was he holding something? Doing something? What had startled her?

From the doorway, Robert exhaled a miserable groan that blended into “Isa.”

A cool slant of air drifted across my ankles. I’ve waited on plenty of thresholds hoping for the kindness of others. Standing on Robert’s pavers in the bald heat of Tucson’s summer, I didn’t know what he looked like, how he stood. But I imagined how we appeared to him, his degenerate sister’s ragtag troupe: a Mexican kid, a black teen, a sightless ex-addict looking who knows where, and two born-again sinners posing as parents. He knew the baggage we bore.

“Don’t bother with introductions,” Patrick said. “We’re brothers!” He let the brother bit burrow beneath Robert’s skin.

Somehow the dog stopped barking, making silence deeper.

With a forced giggle, Isa clapped her hands and seized the moment. “Robert!” she said. “Praise Jesus you’re here! We’re on our way home to Daddy and just stopped by for a night. You look great.” She swished up to hug him or peck him on the cheek; I’m not sure. But as quickly as she’d thrust herself on him, she took a step back. From her pace, I could tell she was in self-protect mode, staving off insecurity by ramping toward one of her highs. “You’ve never met Patrick,” she blurted. “This is our little Ray. Look, your dog likes him! And this is our teenager, Devon.” Isa has always been generous that way, claiming us, trying to make us family though only she and Patrick shared a name.

“Come on, Kevin,” she said, grasping the back of my left arm, her palm tacky against my skin. She didn’t mean to, but she pulled me off balance. I stumbled, mouth open, pitching to my left and forward but catching myself before I fell. Charlie sprang from my pocket, releasing and clattering on the tiles. As my hand flew out, it pressed into softness between her thighs. Isa giggled as I pulled my hand from her leg.

The dog started yapping again.

Patrick chortled. I should have laughed too, but I was too self-conscious. I straightened, embarrassed. Isa clung to my arm, her hand trembling as if she might collapse without contact. I stood tall and dropped my shoulders to show strength of mind. I tried not to think about my scar.

“This is Kevin,” Isa said. I reached out to shake Robert’s hand.

“Who is it, Robert?” a woman’s voice called from inside.

Patrick’s footsteps—the rubber soles—flashed into the house, vanishing, leaving the rest of us to swelter in the heat, suspended.

Ray was squatting next to me, fiddling with the dog. “Are we staying?” he said.

“Shut up!” Devon said. “You’re going to blow it.”

My right hand still hung in the air, so I moved it down to Ray’s shoulder. Isa handed Charlie back to me, opened fully, so I held him upright like a staff, his tip on the ground, his grip in the air. I relaxed my jaw when I realized it was clenched.

Isa offered a nervous laugh. “I’m sorry we didn’t call first,” she said. “How are June and Alexis?”

Still Robert didn’t answer. Devon shifted his feet. The dog panted.

Across the street a car door slammed, and a man’s rough voice called out, “Robert! Sorry to hear!”

From inside the doorway, a trace of garlic cooled to my nostrils. Still nothing came from Robert; I was certain we wouldn’t stay.

“This isn’t a good time,” Robert said finally, his voice dead serious. “You can’t visit right now. You can’t be here. I’m sorry.”

I thought of walking back into the sun, stooping into the backseat, and spending the night at a rest stop: the sweltering seats, the suffocating air. Even my eye sockets felt dry.

Off to our right, a camera clicked rapid-fire.

“Hey!” Robert said.

The clicks fluttered on.

“Get off my property!” Robert yelled. Then he stepped among us and herded us toward the door, his hand on my back. Ray scampered ahead as the dog yapped. I swept Charlie back and forth, feeling the threshold through Charlie’s touch and stepping over it into coolness. The door slammed behind, footsteps dispersing helter-skelter on hard stone: marble? As I pulled the artificial moisture deep into my lungs, I felt blood pulsing in my temples.

We were in.
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