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My Rescue, My Capture

“You don’t have to jump into the water,” I told myself. “Just jump into the air. Gravity will do the rest.”

I wavered on the ledge above a stadium-sized reservoir. Beside me stood a flickering florescent streetlight, one of a dozen surrounding the lake like thin, head-heavy soldiers. I watched the oily surface of the water slice the light into a swirl of rainbows. It was time to die, time to drown. After seventy years of living, over thirty of those spent running, I was tired and ready for nothing more. I was coaxing my old, stiff legs to move, when a voice spoke from behind me.

“Mr. Waterson?”

Turning, I saw a group of shadows. They stepped into the ring of light, a dozen polite-looking men in casual slacks and pastel sweaters.

“Blake Waterson, we’ve come to help you.”

I turned back to the water and jumped—a rush of air and then cold, black water. I let myself sink, my shoes and clothes pulling me down. The air bubbled through my mouth and nose, abandoning ship and darting for the surface, making me heavier. Above me there were splashes and voices. The light grew dimmer the deeper I sank and the more water I swallowed. Soon everything was black.

I didn’t drown. They didn’t let me.

I don’t remember being pulled back into the air or having the water squeezed from my chest. I was in the black water and then I woke up here. It’s a basement, as far as I can tell. Sparsely furnished. Poorly lit. No windows to the outside. One set of stairs. A door at the top. Locked. There’s a cot, a television, a desk where I’m writing now, and a bookshelf filled with Haroldian texts including An Introduction to Haroldism by one J.P. Beaman, which I’ve pulled out and placed on the desk beside my papers. An easel with some paints is set up in a corner, and by the bathroom door stands a foosball table. It feels like the basement of a church, a place for youth group meetings and bible studies.

I don’t know what they want from me, my rescuers, my capturers. But judging by the stacks of yellow writing pads and the box of ballpoint pens, I presume they would have me write what I remember. Write my confession. Write about Harold.






BOOK I
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Nativity 

I never should have been a follower of Harold. That’s pretty clear from the history books. I am not a godly man. In truth, God and I have never been on good terms. I’ve always suspected that perhaps God was hunting me. Not in a good way, not the shepherd searching for a lost sheep. More like a pissed off loan shark looking for payment.

I know it’s silly, conceited even, to believe I have the ability to offend the all-powerful monarch of existence. The idea is childish. But I think an event from my childhood explains it.

When I was a young, I believed in God with the same certainty and apathy with which I believed in China. Both were far away and had little to do with my life. I believed in both because I had been told of both. I didn’t know not believing in God was an option. God just was.

My family went to church every now and then, and I’d be dropped off in the bright, green and blue Sunday school room. We were irregular attendees, but by chance, in my ninth year, we showed up the day of casting for the live Christmas nativity scene.

This was a Christmas tradition for our church, complete with an outdoor set, a slew of blue and yellow lights, and children dressed up like Romans, Israelites, and angels. A scratched album passed down through the years played the entire story complete with a game-show-announcer-style narration and full-choired carols. All the kids did was mouth along.

Ms. Pock had been directing the nativity for ten years. She was a single woman in her late forties who smelled of hairspray and potpourri. For her the live nativity was as holy as any hymn, any prayer, any stained glass window or Renaissance masterpiece.

Ms. Pock cast most of the second graders as the angelic choir, a handful of fourth graders were assigned the roles of cowering shepherds, one lanky third grader was made King Herod, and the part of Mary was given to a girl named Mary, a coincidence which made the assignment inevitable to all of us. For that year Ms. Pock had also added the role of the Little Drummer Boy.

“But there is no Little Drummer Boy in the Bible,” Mary pointed out.

“Oh, yes. He’s in there,” Ms. Pock answered.

“He’s not on the album,” Mary said.

“We’ll figure something out.” She gave the role to her six-year-old nephew, Trevor. I, much to my surprise, was given the role of Joseph. Ms. Pock had forgotten to cast Joseph earlier, and since I hadn’t volunteered for any role, I was the only option left.

The star role of Baby Jesus had been portrayed by the same plastic doll for the past decade. Its hair was spotty, one hand had snapped off, and the voice box that mewed “Mamma” each time the doll was lifted had been broken for years. But the Baby Jesus didn’t need to cry for Mamma. He was just a swaddled lump to gaze at and occasionally cuddle.

We practiced for the next two weeks. My part was simple enough. I lead a donkey, carrying Mary, to the makeshift stable built in the church parking lot while the album describes our journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem and being turned away at the inn. At this point the focus of the story goes stage left, where shepherds are confronted by angels and told the news. By the time the story returns to the stable, the Baby Jesus has been born, swaddled, and laid to rest in a trough. All I had to do was stand by the trough/crib with Mary and look gooey and fatherly while shepherds and Wise Men visit.

After the record announces the Wise Men’s gifts and plays “We Three Kings,” Trevor has his big scene. He picks up the microphone which is lying on a bale of hay by the trough and recites the scene’s one live line. We had a microphone hooked up just for it.

“Jesus, I am so poor. All I have is a song,” was all Trevor had to say. Then he was to place the microphone back on the hay bale beside the sleeping Jesus doll. This gave Ms. Pock just enough time to change records to the Christmas Classics album which played “The Little Drummer Boy” while Trevor pretended to play and the rest of us swayed back and forth. At the end of the song, Ms. Pock put the nativity album back on and the show ended with an abbreviated version of Handel’s Messiah being mouthed by angels dressed in white sheets like hoodless Klan members. Hell of a show.

Trevor did a fine job, except for his one line. He didn’t say “Jesus, I am so poor.” He said, “Jesus! I am so poor!” Like a low-wage earner taking the savior’s name in vain.

The first two nights went fine. A few of the angels cried on night one, and the donkey nibbled on Mary’s robe on night two. But the show was a success. People even enjoyed the addition of the Little Drummer Boy.

Our last performance was Christmas Eve. The crowd was the biggest yet, flashing pictures as Mary and I entered from behind the  gym. The donkey had been getting grumpier every night and was now protesting his involvement by dropping balls of dung every other step.

That wasn’t so bad until a Wise Man approaching the cradle slipped on a dropping and doused the microphone with myrrh. Even that didn’t seem so important until the record player went silent and Trevor reached for the wet microphone. “Jesus!” was all he got out. He threw the microphone down and rubbed his hand. The microphone landed right on top of the head of Baby Jesus with a nasty, amplified bonk.

For a moment we were all quiet, wondering what to do next, when a miracle happened. The voice box inside Baby Jesus came back to life.

“Mamma,” said the Baby Jesus.

The crowd gasped. Jesus had a line. It looked like everything was going to be fine, but then the baby said “Mamma” again. And again. Mary, played by Mary, was too surprised by the change in script to react, so the new mother motionlessly stared down as her child called out for her. On Jesus’s fourth “Mamma,” the voice box got stuck and the baby wailed one long “Maaaaaaaa.” The cry slowed and warped as if Mary had accidentally birthed the Baby Satan. I reached in and tried to move the microphone, but it shocked me. I yanked my hand away, shouting an expletive. I was told later that it looked as if the newborn had snapped at my fingers.

Ms. Pock was desperately trying to get “The Little Drummer Boy” to play, but the album was skipping. “Rum tump. Rum tump. Rum tump. Rum tump.” Like a hideous beating heart. Trevor was in tears, holding his hand. Mary still stared into the crib, aghast at the horror she had brought into the world. The Baby Jesus wailed on. The only way to save the show was to shut Jesus up. I tried to shift the doll, knocking it with quick jabs to avoid the microphone. It looked as if I were portraying Joseph as an abusive father. None of it worked. If anything, it seemed the doll was moaning louder. Finally, I picked Jesus up. The sound was coming from somewhere inside the doll’s neck. My motives were good, I swear. I wanted things to go smoothly, but my next act was not well-thought-out. With a quick snap, I removed Baby Jesus’s head. The crying stopped.

“Holy shit,” said one of the shepherds. I heard a child scream from among the onlookers. In one hand I had Jesus’s head and in the other his body, quickly unswaddling itself. Even the donkey seemed freaked out. The record player skipped to the next song on the Christmas Classics album, which happened to be “Frosty the Snowman.” The lights went out and the crowd, unsure what to do, applauded.

In the dark, Mary leaned close to me and whispered, “You’re gonna get it.”

I never voiced the fear, never even gave it much conscious thought, but ever since that night I’ve had a sneaking suspicion that I owed God and sooner or later He was going to collect. Years later I met Harold Peeks, well into his thirties, a little thick around the waist, with a half-inch crop of hair—never more, never less—and a goofy, show-it-all grin. I didn’t know at the time, but God had finally found me.




Day of Declaration 

In the beginning Harold was just a man. Not a particularly exciting man.

We both worked for the Sales and Distribution Department of Promit Computers. I wouldn’t have called him a friend. He was simply a face at work, three cubicles down from mine. He lived less than a mile from my family, but I’d never seen him outside of work or work-related events. Harold was the kind of guy I didn’t mind comparing myself to because I always came out on top. I was a little younger and fitter. Harold carried a roll of pudge just above his belt. His hair was juvenile, slightly longer than a crew cut, Wally Cleaver all grown up. My hair was dark, thick and wavy, like the hair of a shampoo model.

I sold computers for the Promit company, lots of computers, while Harold, as Second Assistant Sales Analyst, simply analyzed what I was doing. He remained a stationary figure on the corporate ladder, neither competition for promotions nor a butt I had to kiss to get one. Harold couldn’t help me or hurt me, so we got along fine.

I worked hard at Promit Computers and I was good at what I did. For three years running, I won Highest Sales Achiever at the annual Employees’ Banquet.

Ah, those banquets. Always the same dry chicken, soggy broccoli, and watered-down iced tea. Each year the same speeches designed to encourage and entertain and failing on both fronts. But I liked the awards. I liked the vice president of the company smiling as he shook my hand. I liked being told I was doing a good job.

At my last banquet at Promit Computers, they hung up a banner saying:We’re not just selling computers. We’re selling the future!





I liked that. I was helping to create the future.

I sat at a round table with my wife, daughter, and half a dozen co-workers. We laughed at office inside jokes and talked about baseball. My wife, Jennifer, discussed granite kitchen counters with the woman to her left. My daughter, Tammy, text-messaged her friends. She would study the scene every now and then, quickly type a message, and giggle her well-practiced teenage giggle, high-pitched and superior.

“What’s so funny?” I whispered to her. She shook her head and went back to typing.

The awards came: Employee of the Year, Best Time-to-Sell Ratio, Highest Sales Achiever. I walked up, collected my plaque, and shook the aging vice president’s hand. My wife smiled and clapped. My daughter never looked up from her phone.

Towards the end of the evening, they moved on to less prestigious awards: Most Punctual Employee, Cleanest Cubicle. People were starting to sneak out, leaving their dollop of rainbow sherbet melting at the table. I was trying to gather my family and do the same.

“We better get going,” I explained to my co-workers. “Tammy’s got a load of homework.”

“No I don’t, Dad.”

“Well,” I said, “it’s late,” and pushed my chair back.

“Our next award is for Most Improved Sales Analyst,” the company vice president announced, smoothing down his well-gelled comb-over. “It goes to Harold Peeks.”

Harold stood from his table just as I was standing from mine. He smiled at me, looking pleasantly surprised. He was thirty-nine then, had been with the company almost as long as me and, as far as I knew, had never been recognized at any banquet before. He walked to the podium amidst a smattering of applause as I pulled Tammy to her feet.

“Geez, Dad. I’m coming, okay?”

Harold took the plaque and shook the VP’s hand. I herded my family to the door and nodded a few goodbyes. Then, as the vice president turned around to pick up the next award, Harold stepped behind the podium.

“Thank you for the honor, but I’m not sure if I should receive it,” he said. “I do have an unfair advantage since I am Christ, the Son of God. But thank you all the same.”

There were a few nervous chuckles, a few cleared throats. Harold Peeks walked back to his seat, leaving the plaque on the podium. The vice president, who apparently had been too busy with the next award to hear the speech, continued with the presentations. I shook my head and left.
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An Introduction to Haroldism

Day of Declaration

On September 2 believers around the world celebrate the Day of Declaration with a feast of chicken, broccoli, and iced tea. During the meal, a predetermined member of the group will stand before the feasters to ask them three questions.

Q: Why do we eat this meal?

A: Because he ate this meal.

 

Q: Why is the chicken dry and the broccoli limp?

A: Because our hearts were dry and our faith was limp.

 

Q: What has changed?

A: Hope has come. Harold has come. Life is sweet again.



The feast is then completed with bowls of rainbow sherbet and awards for the children.






The Office Miracle 

This all happened over thirty-two years ago, before the Collapse, before Haroldism. I was thirty-eight then. I felt mature and established. In hindsight, I was practically a child.

When I arrived at work the day after the banquet, I noticed the banner.

We’re not just selling computers. We’re selling the future!



It was now hanging over the windows at the far end of the cubicles.

I hadn’t been at the office ten minutes before the under-vice president called me in to see him.

“Blake, I need you to fire somebody,” he told me. Firing people was an unofficial part of my job at Promit Computers. And I liked it. It had more of a punch than making phone calls and sending emails. “It’s Peeks. Last night was totally fucking inappropriate. Not funny.”

“I agree.”

“But don’t tell him that’s the reason, or we’ll have some fucking right to free fucking religion or free speech or something on our ass. Take him to lunch. Do it gently.”

“Fine.”

“Hell, we were going to fire him next quarter anyway. Him and half the building. Fucking pessimistic board and their cutbacks.” He paused and looked up at me. “That’s between you and me, Blake. Understood?”

“Of course.”

I left the U.V.P.’s office and made my way through the cubicles. I found Harold sitting on his swivel chair, staring at the cream spinning in his coffee. He looked weak.

“Hey friend, want to grab lunch?”

He looked up and his eyes were dark, hollow, as if he’d been staring into his coffee for hours. It took him a moment to adjust his focus. He smiled.

“It’s a lie, you know,” he said, motioning with eyes to the banner. “We are just selling computers.”

“Sure.” I laughed a little, as if he were making a joke. “Lunch?”

He nodded and went back to staring at his coffee.

 

Stella’s, one my favorite downtown Houston restaurants, was only two blocks from the office. But a Houston August is sick with heat. Sweat-salt stains your shirt within moments of stepping outside. You’re forced to dash from climate controlled building to climate controlled building like fish hopping from puddle to puddle. My father used to say that before air conditioning was readily available, August would be a month of melting. Not just lawn furniture or ice cream, people would melt. The heat would melt minds, dissolve marriages, liquefy businesses. As my father put it, “Too hot to give a damn.”

Finally, we reached Stella’s and stepped into the cold, pumping air. They sat us next to one of the wall-sized tinted windows facing the sidewalk. We made small talk, gave our orders. You can’t tell someone they’re fired at the beginning of the meal and expect to eat comfortably. So you talk about the menu, last night’s baseball game, the restaurant’s glass walls. You avoid office gossip or business talk—since that’s the circle they’re being removed from. By the time I’m asking them out for lunch, the person usually knows what’s coming. But they play along, patiently waiting through a crab salad and grilled trout with asparagus sauce.

With Harold the small talk was difficult. He still had those coffee eyes. His face was tense, as if he was trying to remember something. He chewed slowly, sometimes coming to a complete stop. More than once, I think he forgot there was food in his mouth at all.

“Harold, I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news.” I started my little speech but he was hardly listening. “As you know the company has been making some cutbacks.”

“Blake, would you excuse me for a moment?” He walked off before I could say another word. I checked my watch. This was taking longer than I planned. Ten minutes passed and no Harold. I got the bill and paid it. One of the perks of these firing-lunches was that the company picked up the bill. Fifteen minutes and I began to wonder if Harold was crying in the bathroom or already on his way home. I started scanning the restaurant. Then I saw him by the door. He wasn’t wearing a shirt. He was walking back to our table, all eyes watching him, his tiny pink nipples aimed directly at me.

“Harold, what happened?”

“Oh, kind of a silly story.” He sat down calmly. “So you were saying something about cutbacks?”

A waiter dashed over to our table. “Excuse me, sir,” he whispered. “We have a clothing policy. You’ll have to leave.”

I quickly stood up, took off my jacket and wrapped it around Harold. “I’m so sorry, really sorry,” I told the waiter.

“He’s also in violation of our footwear policy,” the waiter said, eyebrows rising. I looked down at Harold’s feet as I pulled him from his chair. Sure enough, no shoes, no socks. I dragged him out of the restaurant.

“What the hell, Harold?” I said once we were walking. “I have a reputation in that place. I like being there, and now . . .” Harold wasn’t with me. I turned around and saw him half a block back talking to a bum with a matted gray and black beard. But the bum was wearing a clean white shirt, a brown suit jacket, and a pair of leather dress shoes. Harold said something and the bum started laughing. A loud, long laugh.

“Harold!” I yelled. Harold turned to me and waved. Then he shook the bum’s hand and jogged in my direction.

“How about that restaurant?” he said as he reached me. “Pretty uptight, huh?”

“Harold, you’re fired.”

“That’s okay. I quit.” He handed me my jacket, once again exposing his pasty chest to the world. “When are you going to quit, Blake?”

“I’m not,” I told him, picking up my pace, hoping he’d fall behind. But he kept up.

“You should,” he said. His bare feet slapping, somehow managing the heat of the pavement. “It’s not your vocation.”

Back in the office no one mentioned Harold’s appearance. He walked to his cube under the side-glances of his fellow workers and cheerfully packed his things. I sat in my own cubicle, rocking in my chair, letting the anger and embarrassment recede. My cubicle had soft, gray walls. In the middle of one wall was an older picture of my wife and daughter stuck up with a thumbtack. They’re standing on a white beach wearing matching yellow bathing suits. The photo is like a small window in the side of the cubicle. Sometimes I glance out and see my wife and child standing very far away. I was looking at them when Harold, still shirtless, popped his head into my cubicle.

“Bye, Blake.”

“Bye, Harold,” I said. He started to go, but I stopped him. “Harold, why did you give that man your clothes?”

“I asked him what he wanted and that’s what he wanted.”

“Why did he laugh like that?”

“I told him what he really wanted.”

“What was that?”

“None of your concern, Blake.” He disappeared behind the wall. “See you soon.”

I stood up and watched him walk down the aisle, past three rows, and out the large glass doors. The doors slowly closed behind him. The moment they clicked shut every wall of every cubicle collapsed. Thirty-five faces all stared at each other as if the door of their bathroom stall had vanished.

It was the first miracle I witnessed.




Sand 

Home was like sand. I could hardly walk through the front door without feeling it fill my lungs, clog my ears, seal up the corners of my eyes, and muffle everything. My sad wife and angry daughter were in that sand somewhere too. Each night we moved in labored steps from the TV, to the dinner table, to the TV, to bed, to sleep. Every word and action painfully predictable.

As I walked in that evening, my daughter Tammy was standing on the stairs and once again yelling at my wife.

“I’m a sophomore. They’re building the sophomore float. I have to be there!”

“Well, you should have thought about that before.”

Painfully predictable and sand. Even the yelling hardly reached me. Tammy gave one final scream, ran up the remaining steps, and slammed her bedroom door. My wife Jennifer turned to me. “I don’t care if she yells herself hoarse, I really don’t,” she said, rubbing her knuckles with the palm of her hand, a habit of hers since college. “She hasn’t even started her history paper.” She closed her eyes and took a long, deliberate breath. “Okay, okay,” she said in a whisper. She opened her eyes and smiled at me. “Let’s check in.”

Let’s check in was a gift from our marriage counselor, Patricia Watts. Twice over the past six months we had visited Patricia, a thin woman in her fifties with dark brown cow eyes. On our first visit, we sat before her desk in a rose-scented office, nervously waiting for her to diagnose the health of our relationship. She studied us with those round eyes and said, “Before we dive in, I have a question. It’s the question I ask of all couples who come to see me. The question is this: do you really want to save your marriage?”

“Yes!” I said quickly. Too quickly. I knew it. Jennifer knew it. I answered quickly to close the question. If the question were open I would have to consider it. If I had to consider it at all, then what kind of hope did we have? How valuable can something be if you’re not sure whether you want it or not? Uncertainty was judgment, like clearing the leftovers from the fridge: “When in doubt, throw it out.”

Before we left that day, Patricia Watts had us hold hands and look into each other’s eyes. “Good. Now at the end of each day, or whenever  you feel you need it, hold hands and share three things about your day. Anything at all. Just checking in.”

I looked at my wife in our foyer. I could see middle age creeping across her face like mold across cheese. Her skin was dry, lines splaying from the corners of her eyes. Her hair, once a light gold, was now the fading brown of sun-baked pine needles.

“I finished the novel for the book club. The one about the Jewish girl and the music box. Really wonderful. It made me cry. I want you to read it. I ordered flowers for my mother’s birthday. She won’t like them, but she’ll be mad if I don’t send them. And, let’s see, Pickles got out this afternoon. I’m sure he’ll wander back.” She sighed and squeezed my hands. “Your turn.”

“I can only think of one.”

“It’s supposed to be three. Anything counts.”

“Okay. I ate lunch at Stella’s.”

“See, that works.”

“I didn’t close the Blackstone account. But it feels close.”

She nodded.

“And I fired that Peeks guy. Harold Peeks.”

“Do I know him?”

“Maybe. He—”

Upstairs a stereo clicked and hammered bass through the ceiling and down on our heads. Jennifer’s smile disappeared and more lines shattered across her forehead.

“Tammy!” my wife yelled. The music was notched up a few decimals louder. “I tell you, Blake, she’s driving me nuts.”

I thought about telling Jennifer about the bum and the clothes and the cubicles, but instead I patted her back and said, “She’s just going through a phase.” I trudged through the sand to fix myself a drink. Painfully predictable.

“The guests will be here in less than half an hour. Are you going to change?”

I’d forgotten. The dinner party.

“The Miltons backed out,” my wife called. “So it’s just the Klotters and the Williamsons.”

I poured my gin, added my tonic, hoping I could wash some of the sand out of my throat. People struggle and fight, but they’re just trying to move in the sand. You try all you can, but the screams and slamming doors are all muffled. You get used to it, resigned to the fact that you’re powerless, caught in the sand. You even grow bold, believing you can’t  affect anything. So you raise the ax high above your head and the sand drains away in an instant and everything moves at superspeed and all your actions have enormous, irreversible consequences and there’s an affair or a bruised child or a car crash and you feel tricked. But no one will listen, or they pretend they don’t understand, when you ask, “Why does it count this time?”

I clicked on the flat screen television that hung on our living room wall and was about to sit and lose myself in gin and football highlights when a knock came from the front door. My wife had already disappeared into the kitchen, so I slogged to the foyer and opened the door. There stood Harold and my dog Pickles.




Another Miracle 

“I found him wandering,” Harold said. “He was on Maple, near my house.”

I was going to ask how he knew it was my dog, but Jennifer showed up behind me with thank yous and won’t you please come ins.

“I thought he’d just wander back,” my wife laughed, touching Harold’s arm. “We’re having some people over for dinner, and my mind is gone. You know Blake from work?”

“That’s true, yes,” Harold said with a smile, Pickles sticking to his calf, a fat, squat, pepper-haired bodyguard.

Jennifer had a soft spot for lost mutts. That’s how we got Pickles. Found him as a puppy wandering around a construction site. It was Harold’s lost puppy look that got him an invite to dinner as well. “Why don’t you join us?” Jennifer asked. “We have an empty spot.”

Of course, it was customary to turn down such invitations, but Harold never cared much for custom. “I’d absolutely love to.” My wife directed him into the living room. He walked on, Pickles waddling beside him.

I grabbed Jennifer’s elbow and held her back.

“Why’d you do that?” I asked.

“It was the polite thing to do.”

“I fired him today,” I said through my teeth.

“All the more reason to show him kindness,” she said, looking at me as if I were crazy. I wanted to tell her that it was Harold who was crazy, not me, but she was following Harold into the next room. Harold was staring at the television, sport scores flashing across the screen. Pickles curled up beside my big leather chair.

“You two boys entertain yourselves, I’ve still got a salad to toss!”

And there we were. Harold smiling. Me not smiling.

“Drink?” I asked.

“Do you have any Amarula?”

I scowled.

“It’s a cream liquor made from the marula fruit of Africa.”

“No, Harold. I don’t have any Amarula.”

“It’s delicious.”

“Hmm.”

“Nice television,” he said, stepping towards the flat screen.

“Thanks,” I said. “Got it last—”

Harold placed an open palm on the screen. A quiet pop and the television blinked to black.

“What did you do?”

“I think it’s broken,” he said.

“No shit it’s broken!” I was clicking on the remote but the screen was dead.

The doorbell rang. The guests. The dinner party. I downed my drink and went for the door.




The Pickles Miracle 

There were the Klotters and the Williamsons, both full of smiles and compliments on how nice the house looked. Terry Williamson, a broad man with a head full of red curls, slapped my back and handed me a bottle of white wine.

“Let’s begin with some lubrication, huh?” he said and laughed like a middle-aged Santa.

I pushed my aggravation out my head and started pouring drinks and my wife brought out the appetizers. Harold stood nodding and smiling with each introduction.

The dinner party began, and as always, it was as if a game were commencing. We could have called it Dinner in a Deck, a must-own for any social gathering.

The directions were easy to follow. As the guests arrive, the host hands out stacks of Conversation Cards, each with its own line of dialogue.

Some cards have straightforward lines:

—What a lovely home you have.

—Have you done something with your hair?

Others are multiple choice:

—The weather lately has been so (a. pleasant b. rainy c. unseasonal).

—Did you hear about ___ and ___? They’re (a. having a baby b. getting a divorce c. both a. & b.).

If you’re playing for points, as we almost always were, there was a scoring method. For example, if one player uses the card reading:

—We’re thinking of going to ___ next year. We hear it’s beautiful. Another player can counter with the card reading:

—Ah, yes. We went there once, but it isn’t as nice as ___ (more expensive destination).

Improvisation is discouraged, but if attempted, there are some ground rules:

Arguments should be limited to subjects one cannot in any way affect, i.e. sports or the decisions of television characters.

Controversial statements about politics or religion may only be made if the speaker is sure the other players will all agree with the statement.

Repetition of former conversations is encouraged.

Avoid silence at all cost.

The object of the game is to keep the game going.

Once a group, like ours, reaches a certain level of skill, the cards can be abandoned. We knew our lines, understood our roles, and could safely improvise.

But then there was Harold. He didn’t know the game at all. Or, if he did, he was refusing to play it. I was embarrassed for him. He didn’t laugh at Terry Williamson’s jokes. He didn’t congratulate Rebecca Klotter on her new earrings. He didn’t nod along when Rick Klotter solemnly announced, “No matter what, we support the troops. That’s priority one.”

He had never been snow skiing—lost points.

He wasn’t married—lost points.

Harold didn’t have a job—lost points.

At first he was a curiosity, then a joke, but after a while he became a threat. Beth Williamson was remarking on an article about plastic surgery, how it was safe and many younger women were having it done.

“A bit like cutting off your ears so you won’t hear the thunder,” Harold said through a mouth of food.

Beth’s expression looked as if she were smelling something south of foul.

“With the stress of the market these days, we’re all going to need a little work done. Am I right?” Terry said. The room laughed, even Beth, and the game continued.

“Anyone like dessert?” my wife asked.

Later, I wandered into the living room. Pickles was there, a furry ball on the carpet by the leather chair. I expected him to wake up and shuffle off to a quieter place, but he didn’t budge.

“Go on, out you go,” I told him. He still didn’t move. “Okay, Pickles, wake up,” I said and gave him a little kick. He shifted in one solid hunk and with a painful jab I realized that Pickles was not going to wake up. Not now, not ever.

I thought about moving the dog or hiding it, but the men meandered in behind me. The women soon followed. None of them noticed anything. Which is good. Nothing ruins a party like a dead dog.

“Anyone want a nightcap?” I asked, making my way to the bar. And the game continued.

. . . I sure hope this summer isn’t as hot as . . . sixteen-year-old Wendy going to Europe alone? I think not. Of course cheerleading camp has taught  her how to . . . hunt quail in Mexico. It has twice the adventure of hunting . . . Democrats! They don’t understand a working man’s. . .implants. I mean, they can’t be real . . .

Talk away, keep it up. Never mind the dog. Everything is A-Okay.

When I came back with drinks, I found Terry Williamson sitting in the leather chair next to Pickles’s corpse. He sat there smiling with his ruddy cheeks aglow. He casually dropped his hand to scratch behind Pickles’s ear. His fingers just brushed the dog’s skin when he yanked his hand away with a gasp. Only I saw him. He looked at me, just a tad horrified. But he said nothing. Keep the game going.

I sat rubbing my hands. If they knew, they would cry. I wanted to cry, and I didn’t like the dog that much. Jennifer would be worst of all and the game would stop. I noticed Rebecca Klotter quietly whistling for the dog. “Rebecca,” I said. “Would you like another drink?”

“No, thanks,” she said and continued with her cooing. A touch of doubt was sneaking into her whistled melody.

“Are you sure you don’t want a drink, Rebecca?” She looked up. Our eyes met. Maybe it was my face that told her, maybe it was the fact that the dog hadn’t responded to any of her calls, maybe it was the fly that was crawling along the dog’s dry nose. Whatever it was, Rebecca now knew Pickles was no longer with us. I shook my head at her and glanced quickly at my wife. Rebecca nodded and leaned back in her chair. Keep the game going.

. . . If I told her once I told her a hundred times, don’t . . . taste as good as the fat-free ones. The fatty ones always . . . get the girls. You have a means of support, a charming personality . . . an infected bladder. The doctor says it’s most likely due to . . . Pickles—

It was my wife speaking.

“Pickles loves to chase those squirrels. He even dreams about it. Watch him. Any minute now his little legs will start running in midair. It is so cute.”

Rebecca looked at me. I looked at her. Terry looked at me. I looked at him. Then we all looked at the dog. Fourteen eyes fixated on the furry little body.

No one talked, just watched, but the legs were not moving. If anything, they looked a little stiff. Rigor mortis must have been setting in. The seconds ticked by and the dog didn’t stir. Not a twitch or postmortem shudder. Nothing. Another fly landed on Pickles’s closed eye. Still nothing. Just when I was sure my wife and the others would catch on, Terry spoke up.

“Oh, there it went. A little hop.” He slapped his knee.

“He hopped?” my wife asked.

“Oh, yeah. The dream squirrel must be up a dream tree.” We all laughed and quickly looked away from the corpse. If people in that room still thought the dog was alive, it was only because they were willing to be deceived. We continued chuckling at Terry’s little joke and kept our eyes up.

I took a swallow of my drink. When I drew the glass away from my face, I saw Harold was staring at me.

“A woman in Paris just killed her two children,” Harold said.

“What?”

“Since we finished dinner, two hundred and seven people have starved to death. The sun has risen on seven percent of the globe. At this moment, three blocks from here, a grandfather is describing what a whale looks like to his granddaughter. I’ve always been afraid of possums.”

“Harold, what are you—”

“A woman in Boston is using coal to sketch her husband’s face. My mother used to call me Huck. She loved Mark Twain. A man in Africa is being shot in the head for a crime he did not commit. He wants his daughter to know he’s innocent.”

“Okay, let’s quit the dramatics.”

“One hundred and four people are dying this minute. Two hundred and fifty-three are being born. Over seven billion people are alive and kicking. And that dog is dead.”

“What?” my wife cried.

“Ah, honey, he’s not. He’s fine,” I said. My wife fell to the floor and shook Pickles. I had been right about the rigor mortis. Beth moved to her side and put an arm around my wife’s shoulders.

“That was heartless, Harold,” Terry said.

“You’d rather her not know?”

“Show some compassion, for Christ’s sake.”

“That’s exactly whose sake I do it for,” Harold said.

“Really? You speak for Christ?”

“Of course I do. I am Christ.”

Game over. Claim you’re the Messiah, the game ends. It’s so obvious they left it out of the rule book.

“Look, Mr. Peeks,” said Beth from my wife’s side, “I find that kind of joke very offensive.”

“It’s more offensive than that,” Harold said. “I wasn’t joking.”

“I promise you, you are not Jesus.”

“No, you’re right. I’m Harold,” he nodded. “But I am Christ, Son of God.”

“Okay, that’s enough,” Terry said.

“Things are fine, things are fine,” my wife said tearfully, still kneeling in front of Pickles’s body. “I’ll make coffee. Who wants coffee?”

“You’re wasting time, and you’re wasting words,” Harold said. “How many hours have you spent together? You know nothing about each other. Beth, you’ve never told them about your first child. Rick, you’ve—”

“How do you know . . .” Beth stuttered.

“Now wait just one minute, this is inappropriate,” Rick said, rising to his feet.

“No, this is what language is for. You’ve forgotten how to talk. How can you talk of anything real if you can’t mention that a dog is dead?” He turned to Jennifer. “I’m sorry about your loss. I’ll leave now.”

“Yes,” said Rick. “I think that’s best.”

My scowling guests, my weeping wife, Harold moving to leave—I started to snicker. It started small, a muffled chuckle, but it quickly grew into a loud, big belly laugh. Terry smiled, laughed a little himself and asked, “Was this some kind of practical joke, Blake?”

“No,” I said. “The dog’s dead, and he says he’s the Son of God. No joke.” I was laughing so hard I had to stand and lean on my chair. I looked over at Harold with his cropped hair and round face, his big eyes and wrinkled clothes. Tears started welling in my eyes.

“I don’t see what’s so funny, Blake,” Rebecca said. At first I couldn’t answer because of the laughing, but finally I squeezed out, “What if it’s true?”

“Oh, please.”

“I mean, look at him. That’s our savior?” I couldn’t stop my laughing. “And we’re all ready to crucify him because he said the dog is dead and ruined the party. Quick, get me a cross! We can do it right now. Who’s with me?” I was laughing and yelling.

Husbands were putting jackets on wives, all glaring at me. My poor wife was apologizing and wiping away her tears, and I was still laughing. The more seriously they stared, the more I saw the absurdity. My guests were absurd, my wife was absurd, I was definitely absurd, and Harold was the most absurd of us all.

I tried to follow my guests and wave goodbye, but I was laughing so much I stumbled and stepped on Pickles. He let out a bark.

We all stopped and stared. I gave him a little kick to see if he would move. He didn’t. He was still dead. I started laughing again.

Within two minutes everyone but Harold had left. My wife was shaking from embarrassment and grief. Harold took a step towards her and put a hand on her arm. My wife spun away. “Please go,” she said.

He nodded.

I stopped laughing and watched Harold walk out the door.




My Prayer for Pickles 

I say a prayer for Pickles, 
First of the martyrs. 
First of the new saints. 
Good dog.

 

I say a prayer for Pickles, 
Dog of the Disciple, 
Dog of the Destroyer. 
Poor dog.

 

Say a prayer for Pickles.






It Would Have Been Wiser to Say Nothing at All 

I was on the couch drinking a gin and tonic when my daughter crept through the front door.

“You’re late,” I said.

“No, I’m not.”

I didn’t know if she was late or not. It just seemed like the right thing to say. Painfully predictable. She stood there for a moment and then moved for the stairs.

“Don’t go in the garage, okay?” I said. She stopped and turned back to me.

“Why?”

“Just don’t.”

“Where’s Pickles?” she asked.

“In the garage.”

She walked off. I could hear the door to the garage open. Pickles was laying in a cooler, covered in a pile of ice. I expected a scream or yelp from Tammy, but there was nothing. After a moment I heard the door click shut. When I looked up again she was standing in the foyer staring at me. I stared at my drink. From the corner of my eye I could see her. Tall for her age and thin. Angry. The way her arms hung heavy from her shoulders, an overstuffed purse dangling like a sandbag from one hand. Angry. The way her chin pointed to the floor. Angry. Even her perfume smelled angry. She didn’t say a word. Just stared.

“I had nothing to do with it,” I said. I got up and went to join my sad wife in bed.




My Daughter 

I should explain about Tammy. She once caught me drowning a cat. Not an adult cat. A kitten, a newborn with its eyes still closed. A nasty, rust-colored cat that my daughter predictably named Rusty Cat used to haunt our neighborhood. It had a litter of six deranged, scratching little beasts. I found them in our garage in a box behind my wife’s college bicycle. Feral things, not an hour out of the womb and already spitting away. Their mother, Rusty Cat, was still warm, but dead next to the litter. The kindest thing I could do for the kittens and the neighborhood was to drown the little bastards.

I filled a bathroom sink with water, warm enough to feel like going back into the womb. I picked out one of them, placed it in the sink, and held it down. At first, it just lay there without moving. Then it struggled and scratched, but I was wearing gloves. After a minute or so, the fight was over and it was still. I picked it out of the sink, heavier now, and tossed it in a garbage bag. Then I moved on to the next kitten.

Tammy came in just as I was finishing up the second to last. She screamed. I explained about going back into the womb and the closed eyes and the dead mother, and Tammy screamed again. Then she grabbed the last kitten, a rusty one like its mother, and ran. She was only seven at the time, but she outran me. Down the hall, through the kitchen, around the dinner table, and out the front door. I followed, hoping to explain that my intentions were kind, but I couldn’t find her. When I finally returned to the bathroom, the garbage bag and the dead kittens it held were gone. I didn’t find out where until the next morning. Five tiny graves now lay in the corner of our backyard, complete with miniature crosses. In a fit of self-righteousness, Tammy dubbed the surviving kitten MLK. It managed to endure thanks to blankets and milk bottles from my daughter, and it quickly grew to be as much of a disease-carrying menace as its mother.

Tammy never forgave me. I think she judged everything I said or did from then on in light of that day’s events. If I made dinner, it was the Cat Killer making dinner. If I drove her to school, it was the Cat Killer driving her to school. If I gave her a gift, it was a gift from the Cat Killer. She wouldn’t even ask me for money. She would only ask her mother, as if perhaps my money had come directly from the evil profession of cat killing.




Peter Doesn’t 

I don’t feel well. I’m dying. They stopped me from drowning, but my lungs soaked in enough water. So instead of two minutes, it will take two weeks.

A young man named Peter visits the basement three times a day. I watch him carefully. He unlocks and locks the door. He brings me food and extra notepads. He has a serious face and gray eyes. The men who pulled me from the reservoir—who now peak at me through the window in the door—wear pastel sweaters and small silver pins in the shape of the number four. Today Peter wears a white buttoned shirt, well-starched.

In the corner of the basement, near the easel, I found poster prints of masterpieces: Van Gogh, Gauguin.

“Could you tape these posters to the wall?” I asked Peter.

“Yes,” he said.

“Can I read the books?” I asked, though I’d already started.

“Yes.”

“Can I use the paints and easel?”

“Anything. We don’t care.” He turned to leave.

“Wait, will you take the TV away?”

“I don’t even think it works.”

“Of course it doesn’t. Will you please take it away?”

Peter lugged the television up the stairs and out the door.

“Thank you,” I said. He grunted. I don’t think he likes me.

I have very little theology left in me, but I do know that God and Satan are at war in the televisions of America.




Perfectly Folded 

The morning after our dinner party, I woke feeling panic like pebbles in my blood. I lay motionless in my bed, unable to think of a reason to rise. Jennifer called me downstairs for breakfast and I was thankful for the distraction. Jennifer and I ate eggs and toast in silence, the events of the previous night willfully ignored. Tammy was still asleep or hiding in her room.

I checked on Pickles. He was still there, stiff under a thin cover of ice cubes. I loaded the cooler into the trunk of my car and dialed up our veterinarian. Closed. I called another. Closed. I called the humane society.

“Oh, we’re closed for the weekend.”

“But I’m talking to you.”

“Yep, I’m here. But I’m not working.”

“You’re just hanging out?”

I added another handful of ice to the cooler and left it in the trunk.

I fell onto the couch, clicked the remote three or four times before remembering that my television was as dead as my dog.

The panic rumbled. There was nothing I had to do and nothing I wanted to do. Then it hit me: there’s always yard work. I gathered my tools like a warrior selecting weapons and set out to perfect my backyard. I cleaned the pool and fixed a loose fence board. For a time it felt good, like I was accomplishing something, doing my duty. I did a once-over on the riding lawn mower—zigzag, zigzag. But the grass on the left side seemed a little taller than the right side. So I rode over that side again. Now the right side looked higher. Another round. I missed a patch. I made a patch. Another round. My shirt was drenched with sweat and pieces of cut grass were sticking to the back of my neck. Whenever I turned around, I found an uneven patch of grass and I’d attack it with the mower. In some spots the soil was beginning to show through. And then there were those five graves in the corner. Unsightly lumps much bigger than the kittens I had drowned. They must have grown under my lawn. Now they were full-sized cat corpses.

What now? What now? What now? What now?

“Honey,” Jennifer’s voice called from inside, “can you take Tammy to the mall?”

Sweet deliverance.

I gathered my angry daughter and a sulky friend and drove them to the mall.

“You can just drop us off, Dad,” Tammy whined as I maneuvered into a parking space.

“I’ve actually got some shopping to do.”

“But Dad, look at you.”

I looked at me. I was still dressed for yard work. Gym shorts, a white undershirt stained with rings of dried sweat and smears of soil and my worn out sneakers tearing at the seams.

“I look fine.”

The girls shot off, promising to call when they were ready to leave. I walked through the glass doors alone.

Peace—clean, white-tiled hallways with towering ceilings that echoed happy chatter. With slow steps, I explored. Stores lining the hallway like side-chapels, genderless mannequins staring out like saints. Fountains and atriums, music floating from somewhere far above. It was beautiful.

I stepped into a store called Safari. Immediately, a pretty young girl approached me and asked, “May I help you?”

Someone wanted to help me. It struck me as if I’d never heard the phrase before.

“There’s a sale on men’s shirts,” she said.

Within twenty minutes, I walked away with a button-down blue cotton shirt, loose-fit khaki pants, and a black belt, all perfectly folded and packed into my very own Safari bag.

Before long I found myself stepping into a store called The Stop. It had pastel columns and posters of fantastically sculpted men and women.

“May I help you?”

In another twenty minutes I left with another button-down blue cotton shirt, another pair of loose-fit khaki pants, and another black belt, all perfectly folded and packed into my very own The Stop bag.

Next came Froner & Co.

Then Zondee’s.

Then Crash Course.

Then New Crop.

I was trying to disentangle the smells of the food court when my cell phone rang and my daughter informed me that she was ready to go. I collected my bags and went to meet them.

“Oh my God, Dad! What did you get?” Tammy asked.

“Just some clothes.” I smiled, but already the pebbles were once again rolling through my veins. We walked out to the car, the girls ahead and me behind, waddling with my bags. “Red car, blue car, green car, my car.”

“He’s just trying to be funny,” my angry daughter told her sulking friend.




Stay, Stay 

A mile from our house I pulled to the side of the road and told the girls to stay in the car.

“Dad! What are you doing?”

I popped the trunk and grabbed the blue cooler. It felt heavier now. The weight sloshed around as I heaved it to the curb. Then I pulled out my cell.

“Yeah, Waste Control?” It was a machine. I left a message. “There’s a roadkill over on Shepherds Drive. Near the Texaco. Thanks.”

I wanted to leave him in the cooler, but they’d never find him. So with a kick, I dumped the cooler—dog, water, and ice. Pickles rolled out—wet and stiff like some corpse floating up from the Titanic. Stay. Stay.

I threw the cooler back in the trunk and climbed behind the wheel.

“What were you doing?” my daughter asked in a slow, quiet voice.

“Public service,” I said and turned on the radio.




Released 

Once home, I disappeared to my room and carefully unpacked my treasures. I pushed the old clothes down the rack to make room for the new. I sat on the bed and watched them hang—so still, so sure of themselves. What now? What now? What now?

“Dinner in ten!” my wife called. Thank you, God.

I came downstairs and fixed myself a drink.

Jennifer wanted to check in. “Let’s see, I restocked the freezer. We were nearly out of everything. I still need to make another run. I finally organized our photos from the ski trip. That took a while. And Rebecca called. We talked about last night and Pickles and your friend. I told her you had fired him, and she said it was lucky he didn’t come over with a gun. It happens. So, that was my day.” She squeezed my hands. “Now you.”

“I mowed the lawn, I bought some clothes, I fixed a gin and tonic.”

“That’s it?”

“I did three.”

Jennifer waited a moment. Then nodded and released my hands.

I opened a bottle of wine. Drinky drinky stop the thinky.

My daughter’s sulky friend stayed for dinner and the four of us gathered round the table for twice-baked potatoes and awkward silence. Jennifer filled the space with questions for the friend: How were classes? Was she taking driver’s ed? When are musical tryouts?

I asked a question too. “Would you rather be burned at the stake or buried alive?”

“Excuse me?” The friend giggled nervously.

“Blake!” my wife said, banging her fork to her plate.

“It’s a good question. A person needs to know these things.”

“You’re drunk, Dad.”

“Not yet,” I said, pouring the last of the wine.

“That’s not funny.” Tammy’s face was red. “You’re not funny.”

“Now, Tammy,” Jennifer started. But Tammy jumped to her feet.

“It’s true, Mom. He drinks too much.”

“Maybe you don’t drink enough,” I said. To this day I believe that to be the dumbest thing I’ve ever said. Tammy grunted and ran from  the room. Jennifer followed. I stood, the room moving around me. I took my drink and walked to the patio door.

“Buried,” the friend said, still sitting at the table. “If you’re buried, there’s a chance someone could find you.”

I nodded my approval and stepped outside.

The pool water wrinkled in the night breeze and cast blue ripples onto the side of the house. I watched, sipping my wine. The blue, the pool, the night—all sufficiently blurry. I tried to calm my head, ease my blood. I walked to the side of the pool and touched the surface with my foot, wondering if it could, if it would, hold me. Why shouldn’t it hold me? It should. I took a deep breath and stepped. I sank like a stone. Under the water the world was even blurrier and the chlorine stung my eyes. That was my baptism. Dunked in failure.

 

I was in bed when my wife came in the room from the shower. She sagged. Everything about her sagged, her face, her breasts, her stomach, all slinking to the floor in a slow spill.

She crawled into her side of the bed. “Did you go in the pool?” she asked.

“No,” I said.

“Oh,” she said and not another word. My hair was wet, I smelled like chlorine, the sheets were damp—of course, I had been in the pool, of course, I had just lied, but she wouldn’t challenge it. I wanted her to accuse me of lying, just once to tell me she knew I was lying. Instead, she switched off the light. We lay quiet in the dark.

“I’m going to stop drinking,” I said.

“Okay,” she said.




Lump on the Lump 

The next morning I woke early and quickly dressed. Work would be a relief. An escape from questions like, “What do you want?”

I was tightening my tie when Jennifer rolled over and stared at me with sleepy eyes.

“Honey,” she said through a yawn. “It’s Sunday.”

I stopped tightening the tie. I took off the suit and got back into bed.

What now? What now? What now?

I had sex with my wife. It was a sad, clumsy episode. Thankfully, it didn’t last long. Then I was sitting on the edge of the bed feeling sick with Jennifer running her hand down my back.

Downstairs, I found the automatic coffeemaker making coffee. The yard looked like a prison haircut, the television was still broken, and I wanted nothing. So I went back to bed. But by the time I got upstairs, my wife was already gathering the sheets in a ball and throwing them into the laundry basket. The bed was dead.

I dressed in a button-down blue cotton shirt, loose-fit khaki pants and black belt and sat in front on my broken television.

Tammy went to a friend’s house. Jennifer went shopping for groceries. The house was mine. I thought of the homeless man and Harold telling him what he really wanted. What did I want? Really want. I really wanted a drink, but I resisted.

The day was a lump, and I was a lump on the lump. It was morning. At some point it became afternoon. Jennifer and Tammy came home but left me to my broken television and tangled thoughts. Then it was dark.

I left the house and walked alone. Though the sun was long down, the air was warm and sticky. Down one block, then another block, past the pretty lawns and wooden fences and hidden cat graves.

At first, I walked aimlessly. Then, to avoid circles, I moved in one general direction. Finally I headed for Harold’s house, three quarters of a mile at most. Block, block, block. Corner, corner, corner. No curves where I live. I turned onto Maple Street, breaking into a jog, then a run. I saw my entire life and I wanted none of it. None of it. I spotted his yellow house. The light on the front porch was on, but the windows were dark. It was late, but I had to knock, had to be invited  in and asked to sit down and rest. I wanted that. I knocked. Nothing. I knocked again, a little louder. Nothing. Slamming fists. Nothing. I waited, still expecting to see some light from deep inside the house switch on and hear shuffling feet. Nothing. I had run to heaven’s gate and the Savior wasn’t home.

My legs weak as water, I walked from the door and down the front path. I heard a click and turned. Harold stood in the doorway wearing a sweatshirt and a pair of stained blue jeans.

“It was unlocked,” he said and walked back inside leaving the door open.




Blue Harold 

The house was warm, the air stale.

“No AC. Too much of a distraction.” He walked in front of me slowly, listlessly.

Besides a lamp and some books scattered on the floor, the house was empty.

“Gave everything to the Baptists. Distraction.” He scratched his head and walked though the living room. The white walls had slightly whiter rectangular spaces where framed prints no longer hung. The built-in shelves in the living room held nothing but a half-filled glass of water.

When I was five, my family moved from the suburbs of Chicago to Dallas. While clinging to my mother’s leg, I watched men in blue jumpsuits strip the walls and lug our belongings away. I discovered my home was simply a house posing as a home. I ran from room to room, spying as the men dismantled all the details. We spent our last night in an empty house, lying awake in the blank space.

Besides a fridge, a stove, and a few glasses, Harold’s kitchen was also empty. He poured me a glass of water and turned to me. His face looked yellow and tired. As he handed me a glass, a fear swelled up in my stomach. Who was this man? What was I doing in his house in the middle of the night with questions like, What do I want? Why am I here? These questions don’t have answers, at least none that satisfy. Like a poison ivy rash, the more you scratch the worse the itch.

“Harold, I—”

“What do you think Son of God means, Blake?” he asked, rubbing his face and leaning against his kitchen counter. “Son-of-God. The words are too vague. Right now I’m working on Son. Then I’ll move on to of. I doubt I’ll even try God.”

“What have you got for Son?”

“Shared DNA, maybe. Or adoption. A natural contract demanding care. Maybe God has parental instincts. Sons are heirs. Or burdens. Hell, hamsters eat their sons. What good is being a son?” He flinched and pressed his fists to his head.

“You okay?”

“Headaches,” he nodded. “Get me sometimes.”

“Have you seen a doctor?”

“No. A doctor might make them stop.” He lifted himself up to sit on the countertop. “Why are you here?”

“Not sure. Maybe to talk,” I said. “I’m not very happy.”

He nodded. “There was a boy in my hometown who couldn’t feel pain. For a buck, he’d let you punch his face as hard as you want. He wouldn’t feel a thing.”

“Must be nice.”

“He was a slow kid. Didn’t talk much. One summer he stepped on a nail. He didn’t even know he’d done it. The foot got infected. They had to take it off.” He breathed in through his nose. “That’s you, Blake.”

“What? I’m numb?”

“You want to be,” he said. “Can’t blame you. I’d hate to feel your life.”

No one ever talks about this side of Harold—when his words were cruel and his eyes looked dead. The way they tell it he was always sure, always happy, whistling wisdom to every open ear. That wasn’t him. If it had been, I never would have followed.

“Listen, Blake. I’ll be gone for a while. I need to think through some things.”




Head Shakes and Shrugs 

I slouched home. My wife was awake, wiping down a clean kitchen counter with nervous swipes. She looked up as I crept through the back door. I knew the look, the question in her eyes.

“I went for a jog.”

“In your slacks?” she asked.

“Spontaneous jog.”

“There’s a message on the voice mail from the police.” She sighed. “They found a drowned dog on Shepherds Drive with our tags.”

I puckered my lips and nodded.

“What’s going on, Blake?” she asked.

The air conditioning was chilling the sweat off my body and I shivered as I tried to shrug.

“Is something wrong at work?”

I shook my head.

“Is it us? Is it that?”

I shook my head again. I knew it was taking everything in her to ask these questions. Even though I could see the strain in her face, I couldn’t say anything, couldn’t find any words of comfort. Just head shakes and shrugs.

Seeing her there, red-eyed and cheeks sucked in, I knew there must be as much doubt and life in her as there was in me. But we never showed each other anything. I didn’t know how to say anything.

I confess now: I should have loved her more. I remember loving her. She was twenty when we first met. I was twenty-two. I remember her large eyes, brown skin, and a laugh full of hiccups. She smelled like the inside of a snapped branch. We met in the fall and I was in love by the spring. I remember the first night we made love, in her college apartment, muffling moans so her roommate wouldn’t hear. Jennifer would bite her pillow. That was wonderful.

Eventually we got our own place. A cheap apartment with skin-thin walls. We still muffled ourselves. No pillow-biting, just quiet. We got married. Still quiet. Hardly a noise. There had been this passion, which we’d bridled for the sake of the roommate or the neighbors. But when we were alone and let go of the reins, the passion whinnied and laid down. Nothing. We bought a big oak bed. Two sides, two tables, two lamps, two novels. Eyes on the page until it was time to close them.

I had a few affairs. One timers, at conferences, once at an office Christmas party. I wanted that old feeling. I wanted the lie that danger tells, the lie that there is more. The lie saying you would scream if you could. But then you can scream and you don’t.

You know the best sex Jennifer and I had after we got married? Her mother’s house. There in my wife’s old room with posters of unicorns and her mother asleep twenty yards away.

Love should be dangerous. There should be a fear of losing control. And a fear of losing the other. Scared to death you’ll lose them. Scared to death you’ll have to keep them. Scared of the change waiting to drag you down.

That night in the kitchen we stood in silence for a solid minute. Sixty seconds of waiting. No danger was left between us. All I could do was shake my head. All she could do was stare.

“Do you want to, maybe, check in?” she finally said.

For a second—less than that—a hot pressure pulsed behind my eyes, then tears. They came fast, my head leaking like a punctured water balloon.

Jennifer was near, her face a kind blur. She hushed me, took my hand, led me up the stairs, and removed my shoes and clothes. All the while, my tears fell. She crawled in bed beside me, wrapping her arm around my shuddering shoulders. “Hush now,” she whispered. “Sleep now.”
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