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IN MEMORY OF

Michael Cope Howard 




Part I

MARCH


That's the way the dope chase goes. Hardly any time between good and bad. 

—GEORGE VELTRI, Nice Boy

The mother sang a lullaby. She made it up, a song of comfort, mentioning all the child's favorite toys.

—ANNE MICHAELS, Fugitive Pieces






1 : Home

THE HOUSE IS COLD. He doesn't look at her, just sits hunched at the kitchen table, with the hood of his sweatshirt up: under cover. Her son. He is even thinner than when she left. 

The stink of cigarettes. Something rotting in the dark of a cupboard, and the sink is right to the top with dirty dishes, hardened strings of spaghetti, grease congealed in a pan. A still life. She could paint it on a wall of canvas: moldy glasses big as barrels, their funhouse faces wavering beyond. Welcome Home.

The wood box is empty. She knows, without even going in there, what the bottom of the tub looks like. One whole end of the pole barn will be stacked high with trash, a month's worth of garbage, leaking random pools on the floor. And all of it is pretty much how she thought it would be given what he was up to when she left.

"I'm too sick to do anything," he says. His hands pull at the sides of his hood.

"I can see that." Close the shutters. Goodbye.

"Luke took off running with the Bensons' dogs just before you came up the road."

When Luke didn't come rushing to greet her, she'd hoped it was only this. How she's missed that dog.

"Some woman from your painters' group called. It's on the machine."

He finally looks her way. "If you can drive me up to Carla's to get enough to where I can function for the next few days, I'll be able to make the calls to line up a bed at a detox. I'll get some wood in, clean up around here. Make me almost normal." 

Through the window she watches the plastic tarp smack the uprights, most of the last few cords exposed: a lot of the logs will be wet. "All right," she says.

If you agree not to contaminate this space, she had told him—two years ago—you may stay until you become more stable. This, after she said he could not come home when he called desperate from Oregon. After she had refused to send him bus fare. After she had changed her phone number to unlisted. A week later she'd found him crashed in his drum-room down in the barn, the heat turned to eighty. A cigarette burn as big as a nickel between his fingers where he had passed out without even feeling it there.

The path from the house to the wood is a slick of ice. It's so March she almost laughs. Everything gray. Dank. Sleet finds its way down the back of her neck as she shifts the wood around, looking for a few small, semi-dry splits to start a fire. Hard to believe that only forty-eight hours ago she was kayaking on the Gulf toward a small island, ahead of her an egret, still, waiting: a shock of white in all that green. That's what she'd like to put on the canvas: the shock of white on green. Or the light and dark of flesh. The life drawing group will be getting together again in Marna's studio now that the hard cold is past.

She hears barking, scans the hillside toward the Bensons' for a dash of brown. Need to deal with the Bensons' dogs on the loose. It's the only time Luke leaves their land. Soon the Bensons' hill will disappear. Once the leaves are on, no one would know anyone lives over here. Only another six weeks or so. The buds are already making their move.

The stove is so full of ashes, they spill out as she opens the door. Above her in the loft she can hear Mark on the phone, putting together some arrangement that will yield him some of Carla's morphine, what he needs to bring him to "almost normal."

She taps the stovepipe to hear how much buildup. Chunks of creosote crunch around the edges of the clean-out door when she starts to ease that open. Probably a lot of low smoky fires all of February. The stove was always Aaron's job, something he took on when he was in sixth grade, the winter they moved into the stone house, the year after their father … after Lee's death. 

There's no newspaper. She needs something to get the fire going. She hates to risk the refrigerator. Any Buddha-calm she's got left, or denial, may drop away. She reaches in, without really looking, and grabs what she knows will be a mostly empty, sour carton of milk. She rinses out the stink, shakes it good and crushes it under her heel. That, with a couple of ripped cereal boxes, has a fifty-fifty chance if the right amount of air goes between the splits.

She hears Mark say he'll get the whole two hundred he owes to Smithy when his money comes. Smithy, Carla's boyfriend. Smithy's got to be at least fifty, the same age as Carla. Ten years or so younger than she is. Drug accounting is complicated: food stamps, benzoid-meds, transport to buy, homegrown, miscellaneous. What equals what is open to interpretation. Anyway Mark may be gone by the time his disability check gets deposited. Tucked away in detox.

Do not grasp the detox plan. It may happen; it may not.

No kitchen matches. The book matches jar is empty as well. These will all have been used to cook up in a flare and now dozens of them will be out in the March muck, tossed from the loft window, still aflame, she supposes. Though it's always painful to come upon these burnt offerings, she appreciates their honesty: This is what I'm doing—this week. She's never actually seen Mark, any of them, in the act. Her first hypodermic encounters—something banging in the dryer, something dropping from a pocket in a stack of clothes getting bagged to go to the Salvation Army during one of Mark's cross-country-bus times—produced a case of the shakes, left her breathless. Now when she stumbles on something, a blackened spoon behind a paint can in the barn, it may make her cry, but it's no longer as if someone kicked her in the chest. She reaches back into the cupboard behind the flour. Kitchen matches, cached for just such occasions.


But he's been straight with her. Mostly. Her being his rep-payee for his disability money is critical. Gas to drive him to Mental Health when he's going to Mental Health, when he's taking his meds—his license suspended two years ago for not paying a speeding ticket. Food, heat, phone, DirecTV NBA pass, socks. Whatever it costs for him to be here comes right off the top. And he never tries to con any of that. What's left is his. Usually about two hundred dollars. And it's all gone in a couple of days. Running out of cigarettes caused hassles for the first couple of months. Him, needy and wanting an advance for just one more pack. The nine-mile trips to the Quickway in Stanton. The looming possibility that if he didn't get a Camel, she'd end up having to drive him to Crisis on a night when freezing rain would increase her anxiety by times ten. She started buying six cans of tobacco, plus rolling papers, right out of his grocery fund. When his cigarette money is blown, he has the wherewithal to make his own. Which he hates doing. Please, may she never hear another whine for nicotine in any of her future lives. 

She tilts the top log at a good angle and opens the front vents all the way. She loves this big old stove, but it's a bitch to start.

"Definitely. If I end up getting a bed somewhere, then I'll wire the money."

There are long pauses. She knows Carla is giving him full scenes of the latest: He said this, then I said that. Her arms doing flamenco accompaniment, her eyes … Her eyes. Back when she and Carla were marijuana-smokers together, back when she was Carla's friend. There in Carla's kitchen, fascinated by it all. The motorcycles parked in the yard, the stories of Harley Rendezvous. The family album of Pagan arrests. Way back. Twelve, thirteen years ago. Five years before Aaron's death. Back before Carla's surgery, before Carla got into pain medication. Before Carla's son Rudy, before Mark, became junkies.

This fire's not going to work. She rummages around in the bottom of the kindling box for shreds of bark and pushes them under the top log to rest on the milk carton.


"Yeah, I called Rudy up and threatened to tell. He owed me fifty for the food stamps. I wanted my money." Mark doesn't lower his voice. She's on the truth-side of the operation. 

Drug dramas. And manic-depression. Hard to know which roller coaster you're riding. In the two years Mark's been back from Portland, off and on crashing with her, she's never consciously tracked the sequence of events, but each month unfolds almost exactly like the last: everybody's got money so there's a frenzy—cars in and out down at the barn, the lights burning late, the rumble of Mark's drums, the throb of guitars; the money's gone and everybody's starting to get sick; despair and isolation; somebody hocks something, another flurry; treading dark water until the beginning of the next month when everybody's got money … All of it punctuated by variations of fallout: car wrecks and arrests—not Mark, he never goes to that edge, thank the gods, or he's just lucky. And, yes, the occasional plunge toward sanity: the Navy, a halfway house in Arizona.

She's a reluctant witness. She turns off the ringers, turns down the answering machine. Closes as many doors between her and it as she can. How many years, how many years has Mark been her main concern? And every time she comes to that question, she always has to add it up again. Since she and Lee separated the first time, when Aaron was two and Mark was four? Since Mark was fourteen, right after Lee's death? In utero? At least twenty years that any call in the night registers ten on her adrenaline Richter. When things heat up beyond her tolerance, she plans flight: a one-room apartment with no return address. She wakes in the night, a rock of anxiety jammed under her sternum, and she starts mind-listing her options: he goes, she goes and all the permutations of that. Or, in what she thinks of as Tarbaby Time, say when he's got another knot of infection swelling his arm that's red-lining its way toward his heart and she's driving him to Emergency again, she wishes he'd just go ahead and kill himself and put them all out of their misery.

But she knows he's getting somewhere. A lot of the time she's sure this is the best place for him to be. His father's, his brother's ashes buried up on their hill. They're all here together: working on it. 

"For sure. If I go, it'll be at the Great American before noon … Yeah, she's going to bring me up in about fifteen minutes."

She is preferable to Mom when you're thirty-seven.

His long legs appear, make their way down the loft-ladder.

"Approaching Wellsville," he says.

"What?"

"It's all set. I could take your car."

"I'll drive you." Up the dirt road to Carla's. But she cannot, she will not, out on winter highways drive him anywhere else.

She touches the match to the waxy edges of the raisin bran wrap and closes the stove. Within seconds, there's that reassuring roar.



2 : Carpet

HE PUSHES THE ENVELOPE with the remaining tablets under the microwave. Welcome to Wellsville. Got enough to extend the visit until tomorrow night. Maybe. 

Get the fuck out of here. Detox. Rehab. Some halfway house on another planet. A different sun. Jesus Christ, thirty-seven years old. The. Fuck. Out. Of. Here.

Luke leans into him.

"Right, Luke, for the next twenty-four, we've got to focus. You know how hard that is: One thing at a time, right, buddy?"

Detox. Somewhere, somewhere, somewhere, there's a bitty piece of paper with the name of the detox, the number. A methadone detox. More than the Tylenol and TLC around here. Thirty, twenty, ten milligrams of methadone, touch down easy, taxi to the gate in three days.

Luke follows him up the first four steps toward the loft. "Better not come any further. No way I can carry your hundred-pound ass down."

He actually had to do that once when Luke made it up all the way. What they'd assumed impossible given the width of the tread, the angle of the ladder. First thing he knew: Luke, licking him in the ear. He'd been sick, sick as a dog, up there in the dark for god knows how many days and Luke makes a house call.

The name of the hospital? Begins with a B. Begins with a C. North. Way north. Up near the Canadian border. Six, seven hours from here. Pass by Syracuse. Begins with a  B. He rummages through the piles under his weight bench. He goes through some pockets. He could call Carla. She had helped navigate the time he took Rudy there. That time he'd made dozens of phone calls, spent half a morning on the web, locating a methadone detox for Rudy. Amazing. That trip probably they were all wasted. They were all wasted. No, he's not calling Carla. He's made his last call to that house. Rudy's ass is in jail. Good.

Rozmer won't know. These trips during amnesia-time. His connection to his NA sponsor so off, off, on, off again these past four years, hard to believe Rozmer is still saying, You can count on me, man, to get you there. His mom would be able to locate the name and the number: she's a machine of cope and find. He's given her plenty of practice. Begins with a C. He could call her at Richard's. He could wait for her to come back later tonight. Thirty-seven years old and he can't find the fucking name of the hospital. Time. Time. Wellsville time's ticking. He drums it on his leg: tickatime, tickatime, timatick, tick.

He pulls the high stool over and sits under Aaron's world map, slanting up the low slope of the loft, the one thing he salvaged from Aaron's cabin. The one time he could bear to go in. After. He loosens a couple of the pushpins and flattens the center-sag, smoothes the world all the way to the edge. It starts with a B, north beyond Syracuse. Aaron would have known right off.

Stay with me, Mark. Wood is safe. Stone is dangerous.

He can't go there. Can't go there, Aar. Won't make it the fuck out of here if he does.

What's this? Two circles not far from the Canadian border. Brookfield and Camden. A line leading out to the blank blue of the Atlantic, from which dangles 3155647222. He does not remember doing any of this, but he knows it's the number.

He stretches out on the bed. Lights a real cigarette, a gift from his mom. Finds the phone card she has fronted him until his next money comes—a phone card necessary to dial long distance, a block having been placed on their phone in a supreme-cope moment by his mom when he had been on such a long manic-jag he'd run up a bill that, added to his pay-per-view charges, soon blocked as well, scarfed up one whole month's SSD. Survivor's benefits. He laughs. He begins dialing the numbers, certainly a test in itself. He knows all he has to do to get admitted to Crisis is to say he's suicidal. He knows to get admitted to detox all he has to do is tell the truth. 

Yes, he's got Medicare and Medicaid. He last used thirty minutes ago. Morphine. No, he prefers not to mention his pharmaceutical source. He's just got enough to keep him functional until maybe tomorrow evening. His drug of choice is heroin. About two bags a day for as long as he's got money. Yes, he uses cocaine, too. Uses Xanax to come down. No, he does not smoke crack. No, he does not do meth crystals. He's been using since he was maybe thirteen: LSD, marijuana. Lots of LSD. Heroin, off and on since he was maybe in his late twenties. Alcohol? Only enough to quiet things down. He's dual diagnosis. Bipolar disorder. Onset probably about thirteen, his original psychiatrist thought. Just after his father's death. Just after his father killed himself. Though all was not well long before that, he's sure. His present meds, which he's been mostly noncompliant with for a while: one Zyprexa five milligrams before bed, two Neurontin three hundred milligrams two times a day, one Celexa fifty milligrams. They switch him to Gregorian chants. Then an all-business woman back in his ear. He's on the waiting list. Call at seven tomorrow morning, see if they've got a bed.

Sounds of violent shaking below. He looks down over the loft railing. Luke is at the far end of the living room, his mouth locked in a death grip on one of the pillows. Since he moved his drum set up from the barn during his mother's month away, that corner is Luke's favorite barricade. "Luke. Drop it. Or you're going to be in big trouble with your moms."

For a second he scans the living room through his mother's eyes. Her careful pencil drawings of hands mounted at eye level. The bedlam below. "Luke! We've got to begin where we are." Luke sinks into a get-ready position. I want attention and I want it now. "Look, buddy, I'm busy. Time's ticking." Luke cocks his head to the side. 

Rozmer. He gets Rozmer's machine: "'Every moment and place says, Put this design in your carpet.'"

"It's me. Mark. I'm waiting for a detox bed in … up around Brookfield … Camden. I'll give you a call a little after seven tomorrow morning if I don't get hold of you later tonight. I'm hoping it's still on for you to take me. Thanks."

Rozmer always has on his machine some wild-ass thought for the day that half the time makes no sense to him whatsoever. Rozmer, half the time, makes no sense to him whatsoever. Is that me, Rozmer, or you? You, man, it's you. About his sponsees, Rozmer always says, Send the crazies to me. No shit, he says this. Rozmer's just what he needs. Someone who's a tad de-rockered himself. Rozmer's been clean for twenty-three years. A speed freak. No rehab for Rozmer. Just after he gets out of the Marines, one day, Rozmer's sitting at some bar on Houston Street, bartender shuts him down. That's it, Rozmer says, I'm done. Never took another hit of anything.

Wood. Nasty stuff coming out of the sky. The wood is wet. His negligence. Againgingin. Mostly only big logs left. Whoever sold her wood last year, one split was it, when two were required. Nothing to say, of course, he couldn't have given the go-devil a go himself. Ahh, but the junkie's busy elsewhere. Busybusybuzzzz. Luke races back and forth between the wheels and the door. "Watch it, buddy. You make me upend this load, your ass is grass."

He is able to bounce the barrow into the house over the low sill, jockey it right up to the stove, fill one of the wood boxes to the top. Three more loads should do it.

Dishes. He may have been high, he may have been just about comatose, but he did remember almost always to put enough water in each dirty pot, glass, and bowl to keep it from being hopeless. He brings all the dirty shit down from the loft and washes that too. Plus bags and bags of trash. He slides his fingers beneath the microwave again. Ten pills. His getaway depends on these. He should have conned more. 

Laundry. Luke joins him and begins rooting around in the chaos. His choice of plunder: underwear. "Luke, come back here with that."

A dog? No, she said. He'd be the main caretaker. Up early with a puppy every morning? He promised. That's why she finally gave in. A puppy was to be the instrument of getting his ass out of bed before noon. Behavior modification. Of course that plan had circled the drain of all similar rescues. Her, out there in the dark on January mornings, freezing, saying, Pee, Luke. Her, pissed. But. Luke. He cracked them up. He cracked them open. Luke, their buoy out on the black sea.

A couple of big comforters. Sheets. Stinking from the night-sweats. Every towel. Just about everything he owns, swelling in piles almost level with the dryer. He grabs the top layer and shoves it in the machine. It all goes in together: dark, light, towels, sweaters. But doesn't it get a little gray, she sometimes asks. Yes, but he's into gloom. Gloooooom. Ahhh, the clothes he's lost. It's always get out of town before sunset, so he boards the Greyhound unencumbered: his army jacket in Austin, his slit-drum in San Francisco, his mountain bike in Key West, his four-track in Portland. Owhereowhereo underwearo. Approaching worn-out-your-welcome, it all gets jettisoned. By that time his bass long gone for dope. His real bass long-long. Three cheapos since he came back upstate. Sold for seventy apiece. Then no bass and he's so down; she fronts him another one and he pays her back in installments. Last time, the absolute last time, she tells him. Of course, he's bassless now.





He's awake by six, commotion zinging his extremities. He starts the coffee. Okay, he's got enough left for three more hits. All the edges nicely dim. Better land himself a bed today or … To con more. He does not want to do that. He still hasn't made contact with Rozmer. He tries him again. Gets his machine. Same carpet message. "It's me, Mark. Yo, Rozmer, if you're there, pick up the phone. I'm getting a little concerned … I'll try you again right after I get word from the hospital." What the fuck? He smokes and waits. Coffee, so strong, so sweet—no spoons, of course, so you have to pour in the sugar—it's a hot weight he hefts up the ladder. 

Seven A.M. He punches down the new numbers, one rubber finger at a time. "Detox unit? Mark Merrick. Just checking in to see if you've got a bed today." They do. Bring just the empty vials for his meds. Only a few clothes. Can he be there by four? He can. Just has to get hold of his sponsor and make the final arrangements for a ride.

Four. This is good. He should still be in Wellsville, with hours to spare. He figures it on his fingers. Nine hours. Say it's six hours to get there from here. That's three hours to: Get hold of Rozmer. Get his shit together. Get his drums down and stowed. She'll have to pack up the computer. Hide that someplace safe. Maybe Richard's. When Smithy doesn't get a wire, who knows? Conceivable someone could bust in and steal the G4. More than conceivable.

He dials Rozmer again. Carpet. Have to wait a million beeps. "Rozmer, I've got a detox bed. It's a little after seven now. It's about, maybe, six hours there. Need to leave here by … Well, you figure, you're the genius with time. Call me. Thanks." Thanks for nothing. You can count on me, man, to get you there. Where are you, Rozmer?

What day is it? Somewhere, somewhere he's got a calendar his mom gave him. But he's got no point to work from—the last time he knew what day it was. She even gave him one of those watches, you press the little top right button and it tells you the date. Hey, but where's that? As a kid, he could read Dickens, but he didn't know what month came after March. His mom will know, of course. Year, month, day, hour, minute. And every appointment into perpetuity. Rozmer can't be at work already. Rozmer's Construction. Can't work much today anyway. The sky is falling.


He opens the heavy door between the living room and the extension, what he thinks of as the dividing line between his part of the house and hers: her studio, her bedroom. She's wood; he's stone. Richard built the extension when his mother insisted they move back to the land, that the land was not haunted. The summer Aaron broke his arm when he fell from Sawyer's Bridge. Sixth grade. Her part of the house, all windows. Richard's house all windows, too. His mother and Richard are into light. He goes to the foot of the stairs that lead up to his mother's room. "Mom, I think you may want to get up. This is going to be my last morning here. They've got a bed. I have to be there by four." 





He jams in another load and carries a bunch of clean clothes to the loft. He hears Luke's dry food clatter into his dog bowl. This is the first thing she does every weekday after yoga. Weekends she stays at Richard's and he can stay under, buried in the dark until Luke's restlessness below forces him to surface. He hears Luke's tags jingle on the edge of the bowl. Luke will now go sit by the door, wait for her to finish her cereal so they can go for a walk up to the falls. If she takes longer than he can tolerate, Luke goes after his tail. In the loft if he's in the depths, it's about now he rushes down and pushes Luke out in a fit of irritation. Then he stomps back to bed. Ahhh, but today, he's up and going, going, soon gone.

She's salvaged the kitchen. On her return from Richard's last night, she spent the whole evening scrubbing, singing "Goodnight, Irene," over and over. He hears her get down the frying pan. She'll ask him if he'd like some breakfast next. He calls down, "What day is it?"

"Saturday, March 2nd." See—right there in the front of her brain. "Your money's probably been deposited since the third's on a Sunday."

Money. Money. And for the first time in forever, he's not on his way to get high. He can buy a carton of cigarettes, pay for Rozmer's gas. Be a grownup with some green.


She calls up, cheery, "How about some breakfast?" From her voice, he knows she's in whatever-I-can-do mode. "Two eggs, fried potatoes?" she says. 

"Yeah, that'd be good." A blast of protein and carbs. Got a lot to do. He knows, like him, she's circling. That she wants to tell him, Don't forget your toothbrush … She wants to ask a whole string of where, when, what. But mostly, Deargod, do you have a ride?

She's a frightened driver. If she ever has to go somewhere she's never been, she worries for days. Cities, she flat-out won't do. He remembers when she used to have to drive him to Lawrence when he'd tried going to high school in Massachusetts, living with his cousins. The night before, she'd write out the directions—every fucking turn, when she had to change lanes. She told him "getting over" was her biggest fear, followed by having to make a left across two lanes, without an arrow. She'd write the directions in black marker and fasten the sheet to the dashboard. She always insisted on leaving at some godforsaken time so she could miss the rush hours around Albany and Boston. Already he was having trouble sleeping by then. Having her drag him out in the dark put him in a state of fury. Her perched at the wheel, on the verge of asking him some bummer question. He always felt like smashing something. And she's no easy rider either. It's good Rozmer's promised to transport him because already she's down there shredding potatoes, breathing, letting her questions fly out the top of her head. Fucking worry-birds.

He brings down the last bag of trash and joins her at the table. He knows she registers this. It's rare he faces her across that space. More often he takes the occasional meals she fixes up to the loft. Taketaketake. She hands him a bagel to butter.

"I still haven't gotten Rozmer—but don't worry—last time I talked to him, he said he'd take me whenever. Worse comes to worst, somebody else from program can drive." The eggs are perfect. He mixes them into the home fries and loads on the salt.

"Where is it?"


He hesitates. Camden or Brookfield? He realizes he doesn't know for sure. "Brookfield. It's way north. Just before Camden." Unknown driving territory for her. 

"After you finish eating, why don't you get the road atlas from the car? Check about how far it is, what's the best route."

She's got the two worry lines between the eyes. His mother is not a big woman, but when she's anxious … one hundred and twenty pounds of nervous coming at you. He does not want to get pulled into this energy. He needs to stay easy. Eeeeeezzzzzze. "Rozmer will know how to get there." He watches her check the outside thermometer.

"It's right on the border between rain and ice," she says.

He scrapes what's left into Luke's bowl. He hears Luke lumber off his bed. He needs … he needs to get the fuck out of here.





11:00. Already he probably can't make the hospital by four. One hit left.

He's left a message at Charlie's, but he doesn't think that's a real alternative. Charlie's schizophrenic. Five years in recovery, but a six-hour drive up, a six-hour drive back … It's a job for someone like Rozmer. Besides, he's been counting on Rozmer's counsel. Shit, he does not want to have to give up this bed, to have to wait and try again tomorrow morning. To go in there sick. Sick he won't go in at all. Or to have to go to Carla again. And she's down there rustling the pages of the road map, her panic seeping up through the floor.

He dials the detox number. "This is Mark Merrick again. I haven't yet been able to connect with my sponsor for a ride." Sweat running down his back. "But I'm still counting on getting there today … I'll check in right before I'm ready to leave… Thanks."





She's back from the Quickway. She's gotten him a carton of Camels and a phone card, money from the ATM. "It's pouring rain, and it feels like the temperature's dropping."


Fucking heebie-jeebies wheeling his way. 

He's packed. The loft's as good as he's going to get it. Probably she'll take down the sheets he's got pushpinned to close his space off; she'll take down the towels over his window. Once a year, at least, she recounts how when he was thirteen he woke up one summer morning, yelling, I hate the sun. Like—there it is. She doesn't mention how hot it was, the glare, the flies buzzing the corners of his mouth.

She's back with the map again. "Looks to me like it's about three hundred miles. Six or seven hours. How long did it take you when you drove Rudy?"

"About that," he tells her, but he doesn't really remember.

He unscrews the cymbals. The hundreds of times he's taken down these drums. "Can you stow the computer at Richard's? It isn't safe here." This machine he still hasn't learned to use to record his own music, edit. He's wanted it for years, and just before she left for Florida—hoping to make him happy—she'd said, Let's buy it together. You pay me for half, a little each month. It'll be part mine. She meant, Don't ever sell this for drugs.

"Luke and I are going for a walk. Be back before Rozmer gets here," she says.

"Just me again, hoping," he tells Rozmer's machine. No response from Charlie.

There is Richard. A trip to detox with his mother and Richard—not his choice scenario. Not that he dislikes Richard. There's no bullshit with Richard. He respects that. Back at the beginning Richard tried to line him up with jobs: helping him roof, split wood to sell. Richard's counsel: Keep it simple. But he'd always fucked it up: not met Richard on time, not showed up at all. No doubt Richard has his own demons, but, well … he and Richard … never the twain. Still, Richard is the long-distance driver, commuting to the city all those years. No, she'd say, I can't live here on my own all week and then turn to Richard when it's handy. Besides he knows Richard believes she should drive into her fear. When bucked, get on that horse and ride.


4:00. His nose is starting to run. He's going to have to do the last hit. How much well-time after that? Maybe … probably … all depends. 

"Feel like taking me over to Rozmer's in Otego? I want to try that last thing." He puts a message on their machine. "Rozmer, I'm on my way to your house. If you're not there, I'll be back here by five."

They lock all the doors. The rain, coming down loud, and even through that, the cold roar of the brook rising. They're silent all the way to Otego.

"Maybe his wife is home now and she'll know where he is."

"Nope. She's gone." Took the kid. Gone.

Rozmer's truck is not parked in his driveway. The garage is empty. He bangs on the door. Looks in a few windows from the porch. Rozmer's gone too. You can count on me, man, to get you there. He watches her from the steps. Leaning forward, tense, her hands gripping the wheel like she's about to lift up the car. He gets back in. Soaking. For a few minutes they just sit there. The rain so hard, the whole world blurs.

"Well," she says, still looking straight ahead.

"Yeah."

"Well," she says again, turning the key in the ignition, "looks like you and I are going to have to do this by ourselves."



3 : Ice

UTICA 35 MILES 

Already it's starting to get dark. The sky leaden, the constant din of rain. Heading north, so the temperature's bound to drop. The wipers keep time with her jitters. Almost no traffic since they left Marwick. If only they could get there on two-lane routes, if time wasn't a factor. She glances at Mark. His hood's down. He looks okay.

"Tell me again what we're going to do when we get to Utica."

He turns a little her way. "We'll start to see signs I'll recognize. Then I'll know where we're going next."

Knowing the way as they get to it is not the way she wants to go. When he'd said he basically knew, she hadn't wanted to undermine him by calling the hospital to get directions. He told them he'd be there by nine. Nine. That had never been a possible time. It's six now. It's going to take longer than three hours. "Did the hospital say anything about not being able to admit you after a certain time?"

Mark switches on the radio. The music is too loud. He lights a cigarette from the one he's smoking now. He opens the window a few more inches. More cold air. In her haste to leave, she forgot her gloves. She defiantly packed them away with most of her winter clothes before she left for Florida. "Why don't you see if you can find a weather report."

Mark presses the seek button. Loud, loud blasts by. "There," she says. "NPR, the news, after that, they'll give a local report." She turns the sound down. 

Dan Burns, a news voice she trusts, says, "U.S. and Afghan troops target remaining Al Qaeda and Taliban fighters in a mission dubbed Operation Anaconda."

"Operation Anaconda. What a load of crap. Bunch of fat PR guys sitting in safety making up product names to cover collateral damage. 'Dubbed.' They got that right." Mark switches back to music. "Get the weather later. Got to stop. I need to find a pay phone to try Rozmer again. I have to eat. You can look at the map then."

Mark is not a map reader, but then neither is she. Only in the last few years has she started to decipher road maps: the black arrows, the tiny red numbers between exits, where to find how many miles between Danford and Crystal Key. And only under pressure from Richard: If you won't share in the driving, at least you can navigate. It was Aaron who was their map reader. He would know how to get there. The green leather-bound atlas her mother gave him for Christmas, the best present he ever got, he told them. Second grade. The year he did the report on Japan. Need to know where anything is in Japan, he said, just ask me.

"Mark, could you check to see if we've even got the map?"

"It's on the back seat," he says, without looking.

What will she do if Mark gets too sick to tell her where to go next? She'd tried to get directions from Richard, but all she got was his machine. She smiles to think of his terse announcement: not one syllable beyond the necessary in a tone that said, Be brief. She was. She was driving Mark to detox in Brookfield. Would he come down and give Luke a bathroom run? She'd be in touch tomorrow. Even if Richard had answered, the text of her message wouldn't have changed much. Richard would have given her all the routes, but he wouldn't have offered sympathy or optimism. We'll see, his terra firma. Actions, not words. Words: Get to the point. But this is the point, Richard, I need to blather on. In the twenty-plus years she and Richard have been together, on and off, they've never chatted on the phone. Even those long-ago calls. True, his tone was warmer then: Can you meet me? And in a few minutes she'd be on her way. 

The traffic is starting to increase. "Uh-oh."

Mark leans forward. "What?"

"Three lanes coming up."

"Relax," he tells her. He turns down the volume.

The road widens. She stays to the right. Cars seem to be traveling at their normal speeds, but the ice on the windshield tells the truth. She gives Mark a quick check. You look tired … you seem … In a support group meeting someone once said, Don't keep taking their emotional temperatures. She's gotten better, but here she is again feeling if she doesn't press on his chest, he won't be able to breathe. The umbilical SOS.

"You need to get over. Think the exit we want is coming up."

She checks the blind spot. "I can't get over. There's no room."

"Put your signal on, and I'll tell you when it's safe … Go … go."

But she can't. The SUV behind her is going to ram her rear. NEW YORK THRUWAY

"That's it. That's it. That's where we need to…" Mark turns to check the right lane.

But it's too late. Too many cars. Her timing too slow.

RT. 5 SYRACUSE

A big arrow sweeps left. She signals. "I can't handle highway driving now. This will take us in the right direction. As soon as we see a place to eat and a phone, I'll figure out how to get us headed toward Watertown." He doesn't say anything. "Maybe we should think about you doing the highway driving. I can't go at those speeds in this weather."

Again he is silent. There are only a few cars on 5. One of them has turned off the radio. She looks over at Mark. His hood is up. "Got to get some matches," he says. In the rush, his fire has gone out.

"You can close the window now and put the fan on high for a few minutes. I'm cold." Maybe he didn't hear her. "Mark?"

"I'm starting to feel sick."


"All the more reason to close the window and turn up the fan." He does. 

MICHELANGELO'S RISTORANTE

"There," he says. "We can eat here." She slows. "It doesn't look fast-service."

"I have to get matches. I have to eat. I have to get hold of Rozmer."





Soft lights, low jazz. The smell of garlic and cheese. A long bar full of Saturday-evening people making merry. People dressed up for a night out. She and Mark, immigrants. They wait to be seated. Ashtrays. Essential or she knows Mark will be out, standing on the entry porch, smoking, two or three times before they get through the meal. Mark puts his hood down. He looks exhausted.

As soon as they're seated, he goes to the men's room. It would have been better if he had waited until they'd ordered. She already knows what she'll have: a cup of soup, a small salad. Her stomach's so knotted, even this seems unlikely. She opens the atlas to New York (north). Even with her reading glasses, she still can't see the finer print. It always takes her an age to locate where she is. She tries tipping the shade of the table lamp up, with the map tilted toward it, but still it's too dim. People come here for dim, not to find out where they are.

A smiling waitress appears. "Nasty night out there," she says.

Tears. Even such routine commiseration. She's that close to giving way.

"The other person should be right back. Could we have two coffees? And would you be able to locate a flashlight and, maybe, a marker?"

"Sure. No night to be traveling though."

Finally Mark returns with matches, lights up. "No pay phone."

The sweet waitress with the long black hair appears with coffee, a small flashlight, an indelible pen. Mark aims his what-now look across the table. He orders spaghetti; she orders minestrone, a salad. This shouldn't take too long.

"Food," Mark says, while they wait. "I didn't get much sleep. That's it as much as anything. If I could just talk to Rozmer, get some flash that'll remind me why I'm here." 

She knows his "here" does not refer to Route 5. She leans toward him. "As soon as we eat, we can find a phone. Rozmer must be home by now. Who'd be out on a night like this?"

"Fools," he says. "Fools and moms."

She turns the placemat over, the perfect size to list the directions. Then she moves the little light along 5, in the direction of Syracuse. "Here we are: Vernon." Vernon, Canastota, Chittenango. She resists saying, Canastota, where you were born in the little five-bed hospital. Mentioning his birth, too risky. Once years ago, when she was still teaching, he called her long distance during her ninth-grade art class. He told the school secretary it was an emergency. "Why did you ever have me?" he'd screamed. "It's always been too much bother." This, his enraged response to finding a fifty-gallon barrel gone from the barn on an unexpected return after a move to the city. A barrel he'd planned for his noise-making system. This attack, as she stood in a room full of students. Could she call him back later? She couldn't discuss it right then. "My point exactly," he'd said. Then the accusing dial tone. She had to face the curious eyes of those fourteen-year-olds, sure they'd heard the screams. "Let's continue from this point of perspective, shall we?" But she is not, forever, going to detour around every moment of their past.

"We're going right through Chittenango, where we lived until you were about one." Their first apartment. A jerry-rigged second floor of an old house, with an open stairwell, no doors to close them off from the entry to the two apartments downstairs. Their early-marriage silence available to all.

Mark makes no response. Several times the last few years she's started to tell him baby stories: how when he was only nine months old, he hauled himself up and edged around until he reached the record player where, with his legs planted wide, he jounced up and down to "All You Need Is Love." But just as she'd begin these stories, he'd put up his hand: Don't tell me that stuff, he'd say. And true, part of her impulse is to offer these memories as evidence: See, sometimes I was  completely there.

The waitress brings the bread, her salad. Though her jaw no longer feels wired shut, still, under her ribs, a clenched fist. Food seems impossible. Mark is managing hunks of bread, soaking them in the little pool of oil. He seems more okay. Thin as he is now, he looks like Lee those last months. Both of them graying early. Lee, thirty-nine, only two years older than Mark was when he died.

He catches her staring at him. "Better eat," he says.

Don't cry. Not now.





Rain, steady and cold, but no ice covers the windshield. She hands the list of directions to Mark and starts the car. The steering wheel is clammy, the interior airless, rank with smoke, sweat, the odor of burning plastic. He switches on the overhead and tips the paper down so she can see it too. "Things may begin to look familiar somewhere along that way. Say … ninety miles from here?" he says.

"Right. Then we should be able to pick up Route 11 to Brookfield. That looks to be about fifty miles."

"Okay … one hundred and forty."

"It's seven thirty now. Don't you think you better call the hospital after you get hold of Rozmer?" Maybe they won't admit after a certain hour, maybe they'll give that bed to someone else, maybe the roads north of here will be a glare of ice and we'll be stuck in a ditch…

They're buckled up, the heat and defroster on. He gives her a reassuring look. "Once we get to the highway, I'll drive unless I'm in the throes. You're good this way," he says, motioning her back onto the road.

Risky to have Mark drive without a license, but there's no way she can go sixty-five in this kind of weather. They pass into darkness. The only light the green numbers on the dashboard, that steady revision of now: 7:51 … 7:52. Killing time: how she's always hated that expression. "Killing time" and "keeping busy." When she first retired—more like graduated—people who were still working used to say, Are you finding ways to keep busy? She wanted to say, I'm finding ways to do nothing. Twenty-seven years of good, but scary, work, hauling herself out of bed at five thirty, to bump down in the midst of one hundred and twenty-five oscillating adolescents. Fear of all that random motion compelling her to overprepare: every minute planned. Minimal is what she longs for: a white room, a few pencils, good paper, the limb of the old maple leaning low and away through the open window. Following the edge of that twig, the curl of that leaf. Nobody needing her. 

CHITTENANGO 5 MILES

"Surely there'll be a pay phone in Chittenango. I remember Route 5 became a commercial strip even thirty-five years ago."

"If I didn't have to find a bathroom, I'd say fuck it. Rozmer isn't going to be there. I can't stand to hear that carpet message one more time."

Route 5 Chittenango is one grubby little business after another. Much worse than she recalls.

Mark turns up the fan. "Be ready to signal on short notice. There's got to be a gas station along here. There, up ahead on the right. The Mobil sign." Mark starts preparing to disembark.

"I'll get gas while you call." She sticks the nozzle in the tank and manages to figure out what to press to hear that reassuring hum vibrating through the hose. Raining hard, but her hiking boots are proving to be truly waterproof, no dampness in her socks. At least her feet are ready for whatever happens farther north.

The glare of the lights, the racks of junk food bring on a sudden nausea. Edward Hopper emptiness. Back outside Mark leans into a phone-cubbyhole, his back to her. She can't tell if he's connected down the wire to Rozmer. His sponsor. An alternate lifeline. Always she is grateful for the times when she is not the only one. Any other link that feels safe, loosens the umbilical. Sammi, Mark's longtime girlfriend, is only a telephone support now. For self-preservation, she had to distance. But those first few years after Aaron died, Sammi's presence may have been what kept Mark alive. Sammi, the one who'd called the police that first time he overdosed on a fistful of Klonopin, wedged himself against the door, told Sammi, I am done with being  here.

If Mark has gotten hold of Rozmer, a blast of new energy will fuel the drive north; if not … Please let him say he's called the hospital, that whenever he gets there, they'll let him in. She waits in the car. 8:10.

He gets in. Lights a cigarette. Puts away his phone card. Fastens his seat belt. He cranks his hand for her to get rolling. She pulls back onto Route 5. She could reassure him with the news that a man inside said DeWitt was only ten miles away, that I-81 is an easy connection. Or the less assuring news, that it was no night to be heading north. But goddammit, she is not going to say anything. She is not going to ask him any questions whatsoever. Fuck it, as he so often says.

Then through the blur of rain she sees the house. A light in the upstairs hall window where she so often pressed her forehead against the glass to see if Lee was coming home. The Coors sign still blinks in the bar across the street next to the all-night Laundromat where all their sheets, all the diapers, Lee's shirts were stolen wet from a machine when she'd run over to check on Mark asleep in his crib. "Mark, there it is. Where we lived." Where you said your first words. Where Aaron was conceived. She weaves a little toward it.

Mark turns the wheel back into her lane. "Rozmer's line was busy. This may mean he's still of this world. And, no, I didn't call the hospital. I didn't have the strength."





DeWitt. Everything gets faster, more. Her heart ups its bang against her chest. Her hands, more clammy on the wheel. She sits up a little closer. "Eighty-one North can't be far."

"Pull in at the Red Barrel coming up and I'll take the wheel. Going to try Rozmer one more time."

While he goes to the phone, she looks for the restroom. Takes advantage of every opportunity. He's in the driver's seat with the engine running when she comes out. Classical music turned low. The smells of Juicy Fruit gum and oranges. He's smiling. She slides in and fastens her belt. "Well?" she says. 

"No Rozmer. But he's been there and left me a message: Call him when I get to detox."

She squeezes his knee. "I'm so glad."

"How about this one?" He deepens his voice and sweeps his hand toward the windshield. "'This being human is a guesthouse. Every morning a new arrival.'"

"What?"

"Rozmer's new message for the day." He laughs. "Especially comforting for us paranoids." He backs, adjusts his mirror, checks his blind spots, signals, pulls into traffic, makes the left turn across two lanes—without an arrow—all in a flow. Mark has that confidence in space that Lee had. What Lee called great peripheral vision.

She's relieved to not have to drive into the speed, the rush of cars entering, passing, but it's still hard to let go. "Don't go too fast," she says.

I-81 NORTH WATERTOWN

Mark swings the car around the curve of the ramp and moves into four-lane traffic. She lets go of the door, breathes, and glances at the speedometer: sixty-five. Too fast for her. Especially in this weather, but she sees everybody's going that fast. Even faster. "Hard to see?"

"I'm seeing all right." He lights a cigarette. "I'll keep it to sixty-five, but if you get too nervous, say so."

She closes her eyes. That's much better.

"How many miles to Watertown?" he says.

She checks the directions. "Seventy. It's eight forty-five. We should get to Watertown by around ten."

"Then fifty to Brookfield, right? Say eleven o'clock we should be there."

She closes her eyes again as Mark passes the car in front of him. "If we don't hit freezing conditions," she says.

"Don't go there," he warns her.


But she must ask this: "How are you feeling?" 

"Not too bad. Sweaty. Nothing acute."

With her eyes closed, she feels the car swing back into the center lane.

"We'll see how we're doing when we get to Watertown. If it's getting too late, I'll call the hospital. Tell them I'm on my way."

They are quiet. The radio's off and she's glad. One less thing coming in. He drives; she breathes. The gods willing, a couple of hours and they'll be there. Mark will go away, she will clean and draw. In the fall maybe the artist residency in the Adirondacks will come through. Owl Lake. Not that far from here really, but a much easier drive from home. Home. For the first time she thinks about the return trip. Of course she will find a motel. No way that she'll drive back alone in the dark, in this rain or worse. If no motels are open that late, well … she can sleep in the hospital lobby. Cars are slowing down. Mark turns up the defrost fan.

"Freezing rain?" she says. Mark has slowed to fifty. Still a few fools speeding by.

"Looks like it."

And then it happens. Cars all over the road. "Hold on," he tells her.

Dear Jesus. She squeezes her eyes tight and grips the door. She feels the car slide, but no impact, no impact, and then they roll to a stop.

"A fucking miracle," Mark says. For a few seconds they sit and are grateful.

Mark opens his door a little, checks where they are. "We should be okay if no one slides into us."

She pulls off her coat and places it on her knees. A possible cushion against something head-on. They are parked as close to the guardrail as you can get. Several cars are off on the median. Everybody's creeping now. "Black ice?"

"I guess." He taxis along the shoulder until he can ease out into the lane, slowly accelerates to thirty, finally forty—what the rest of the traffic is doing. Then there are a couple more cars off on the median, red flares, again the cars slow to a crawl.


ROUTE 11 MANNSVILLE 

She rolls down the window enough to feel the icy rain on her palm. "Mark, I think you should get off onto 11 at this exit and not wait until Watertown. I don't want to be this scared for another forty miles." The cars start to move again. Mark signals as they approach the exit.





9:45. They're the only car on the road. Mark edges up from thirty to forty-five. She's not going to press him with any more anxious pleas. He's a good driver; he'll let the feel of the road guide him. The rain has changed to snow, a vortex of white, them tunneling in. Mannsville. Pierrepont Manor. Adams. Route 11 is even less traveled than 5. No traffic lights, the towns, just main street-deep, often only the blue glow of TVs from otherwise dark houses or a single light in an upstairs room. No stores. No motels. Every now and then a beat-up gas station-garage, but of course these are closed, maybe no longer in business. A pay phone? Not likely.

No snow, no rain for the last few miles. Maybe they're through the worst of it. She stretches forward and tries to relieve the tightness in her back. Turns her head from side to side.

Mark taps a new pack of Camels against the dash. It's a sound she's often heard in her dreams. Mark, sleepless in the loft, in the middle of the night, but with the comfort of a new pack. Cigarettes: one of the strangest of habits. What had been its satisfactions? She knows she's always got to quell the righteousness of one who's quit. Every night for years, before he went to bed, Lee threw the last of his Luckies in the trash. Often the first sounds of the morning were him digging them out. Habits. Her quitting pot. The spring she planted her potatoes by the moon, took what was left of an ounce and dumped it into the rushing waters of the brook.

Mark turns down the defrost. The quiet after the constant shoosh of the wipers. "You're going to be getting a lot of phone calls. Shit I'm leaving behind."

Does she have to know this? "Like what?"


"Smithy's going to call about the two hundred. Put the polite 'Your son' on you." 

"Nobody's going to try to break in the house when I'm there, right?"

"You're Aaron's mother. No. Anyway they don't do things when people are around."

"And when I'm not around?"

"Just lock up and take the Mac to Richard's. Rudy's going to call collect from jail. It's a long jail recording to see if you'll accept the charges."

"This has nothing to do with me. I probably won't even answer the phone. Just let the machine monitor my calls."

"Yeah. That's the best way. Carla's going to figure out where I am right off. But I'll be able to refuse any calls I want to at detox. Smithy, Carla, Rudy—they're not going to mess with me much because if they do, I'm going to really fuck their shit over. Totally." He laughs and bangs on the wheel. That laugh that isn't a laugh.

"Mark." She knows he took his medication. The anti-psychotic, Zyprexa. Neurontin, the mood stabilizer. But she feels the manic edge. She should be driving.

"Totally." He laughs again. "These people, they even steal from each other. Nooley's got forty thousand dollars stashed from his marijuana harvest. Somebody breaks into his garage and steals it all. He calls me up, crying: the money for his mortgage, his taxes, his kid's braces."

10:15. Please. Only about sixty miles to go. She rolls down the window, puts her hand out to gauge the temperature.

"See, that's the point: I know. And if they fuck with me: 'Hello, guess what?' But here's the best part, I've fucked my own shit over. My deal's done. Finito. I've burned all my connections." Again that laugh. "Because I can never live there again. That house: Aaron's everywhere. Danford. All my junkie friends. I'm not even coming back to the house for a night if it turns out there's a gap between rehab and halfway. Rozmer'll put me up."


Route 11 takes them through what must have been the old part of Watertown: nothing is open. No people anywhere and only an occasional car. They come to a fork. No route sign. 

"Which way?" Mark says.

She leans forward. "How can they not put a sign at a place like this?"

Mark bears to the right. They go for four or five blocks. Still no signs for 11.

"Why don't you pull over. I'll drive. We've only got fifty miles to go. I don't mind these two-lane roads. You can watch for the signs." He stops the car abruptly. No resistance. They switch. She adjusts the seat, the mirrors. Mark puts his hood up and lowers the seat back as far as it will go.

She pulls out. "How are you doing?"

"I am not doing well."

"One hour," she says. "Just one more hour. Hang on."

ROUTE 11 NORTH

An arrow straight ahead and within minutes they're out on the open road again. 10:45. Dark and the steady mist of rain, so hard to see. And constantly she must turn the wipers on, but after a minute, the squeaking is so grating, she must turn them off again. Still almost no cars.

Mark's head is back. His arms are across his chest. Maybe he will fall asleep. Leaning forward, her right hand tight on the wheel, when she turns the wipers off and on, that spot at the base of her neck is on fire. Once, she had been saying something about Lee in such a rage that her anger grabbed hold of the muscles in the back of her neck, a spasm so severe it has never completely relaxed. Twenty-five years ago. Right after Lee's death. August 10, 1977. She and the kids had been living in town for a couple of months. She'd packed up a car full of stuff and moved them as soon as school was out, left Lee, his silence, his strange looks, to live by himself in the pole barn, the stone house still just a shell. He'd told her he was sorry he'd taken her best years. Deargod, old at thirty-seven. And deargod, for a while she'd believed that. Their third separation and this time she said she was never going back. He would never reject her again. So many years before she understood it wasn't about her. Sitting in a chair in that little town kitchen—him dead only a few days—her scorned, damning him forever, she was seized by the neck. She presses her fingers on the burning vertebra. She's sixty-two years old. How could she have believed that, at thirty-seven, her best years were over? Then up from her belly comes a laugh so loud, Mark bolts upright. 

"What?" he says.

"Sorry. I didn't mean to alarm you. We're getting there. Try to sleep."

Mark has twisted onto his side. She reaches over and touches his back. His sweatshirt is damp. "Cramps," he says.

BROOKFIELD 5 MILES

"Only five more miles." He sits up, puts his hood down. "Is the hospital right in town?"

"Yeah, we'll start to see signs soon after we get there."

11:30. They'll go right to the Emergency entrance. Emergency is always open. They'll see what shape he's in. Surely they'll take him even if they no longer have a bed in detox. They move through the outskirts of Brookfield.

"Should be seeing signs soon," he says. "I hope they're going to give me the first thirty milligrams right after I walk in the door. Not have to go through a bunch of paperwork."

"I'm not seeing any signs. Are you sure they're on the main route through town?" And then they are leaving Brookfield. "Somehow we missed it. I can't believe it. You'll have to help me find a good place to turn around; it's so dark."

Mark is looking back. His voice in the darkness is low. "I think the hospital may be in Camden."

"Camden? My god, Mark. How can it be in Camden all of a sudden? All along you've been saying Brookfield. Why would you have thought it was in Brookfield if it wasn't?"

"Now it's coming to me that it's in Camden. I'm pretty sure it's in Camden."

"What if we go all the way to Camden and it turns out it was in Brookfield?"


Mark turns his back, curls up again. The fetal position. How fitting. "Mark." 

"Go back. Turn around if you think that's right. But I'm telling you, I think it's in Camden."

She slows down. Still the squeaking wipers. "How far to Camden, do you think?"

"I don't think it's too far. Must be the next town."

She hears his teeth chattering. He's a dark mound beside her, but she can't reach in and save him. "Luke's blanket is on the floor in back. Put it over you. Okay, I think you're right."

It's raining harder. "At least the fucking wipers have stopped squeaking," he says.





CAMDEN

Right away there's a blue hospital sign. "Thank you, thank you," she says.

Mark sits up, kind of shakes himself the way Luke does. "Bluuuuuh." Another sign. He rolls down the window and leans his head into the rain.

She slows. "Are you all right?"

"Oxygen." He wipes his face with his hood and points. "I think, just beyond the Burger King, you're going to turn right." An arrow. And here it is: Camden-Brookfield Hospital Emergency Entrance. "Well, I wasn't totally wrong," Mark says. He reaches over the seat and wrestles his backpack to the front.

The car in park, the ignition off. She does not ask, Are you sure you've got everything?

"Ready?" he says.

They push out of the car and rush toward the light. Just inside the portico they halt, smooth themselves. Breathe. Foreign shores. They pass through the invisible beam, the door opens and they march in. Three people behind the desk: a young woman with a pierced eyebrow; a lean, older woman, busy at a computer; and a large black man, tipped back in a chair, wearing a dark shirt and a security badge. She steps off to the side. Suppresses her instinct to take charge, her longing to hover.


Mark goes to the desk. All three turn a little his way. "My name's Mark Merrick." His voice is weary. "I was supposed to be admitted to detox around nine thirty. Bad roads." 

The older woman scans her computer. "Here you are. Mark L. Merrick. Birthday: November 13, 1964. Medicare and Medicaid." Mark shakes his head yes, yes, yes. "I'll just need to have your insurance cards to make copies. We'll call the floor and someone will be down to get you, but it may be a few minutes. They'll do the admission once you get up there. After you sign a release, after they've made you more comfortable." She smiles.

Mark digs out his cards. "Is there a bathroom?"

"Right over there." The guard points down the hall. Just as Mark starts that way, he says, "But leave your bag here."

A clear imperative, but said in a friendly way. So far so good for the Camden-Brookfield Hospital. She finds the ladies' room. There's the smell of vomit beneath the antiseptic spray. The yellow walls make her skin appear jaundiced. Looks like she could use thirty milligrams of something. The woman staring back at her is her mother: this never stops being a surprise. Especially now with this very short haircut she'd thought very beachy in Crystal Key, but now, flattened from the rain, it's got a female-inmate slant to it.

Back in the lobby and no Mark. "He went to try the pay phone," the guard tells her. "Then he said he might step out for a cigarette. They'll be down to get him in a few minutes."

"Thank you. We're so glad to finally arrive."

"I'll bet," he says and his entire face smiles, like he's looked down the road they've come on and he's glad they made it too.

"Is there some sort of smoking room in detox?" It just comes out. One blink and a jumpy question escapes.

"Oh, sure," the guard says. "Twenty-four-seven. One thing at a time, right?"

Even though she doesn't completely follow this, she's reassured. The first time Mark was hospitalized, after taking one hundred Klonopin, when they refused to allow him to go out with the aide during the smoking break, he had crashed one of the chairs through the sunroom window and escaped. The Marwick police, out searching for hours. In a call to Sammi, he'd included his whereabouts in his colorful tale, so that she could inform the police. Once again she's glad it was Sammi who did the dirty work. They pepper-sprayed him. Back at the hospital, they stripped him and put him in a straitjacket. Shot him full of Thorazine. She somehow felt responsible, but his psychiatrist said, Maybe he's paid off some of his guilt about his brother. She leans into the counter; she is that exhausted. "I was wondering if one of you might know of a motel in the area." 

The young girl glances at the clock. 12:20. "There's the Gateway Inn. Where a lot of the parents stay when they come for something at the college. Very expensive. There's the Fairmont, more reasonable."

"I just need a single. As long as it's clean. Reasonable's good. If you could just give me the numbers or a phone book."

"Oh, I'll call for you," the young woman says.

The other woman looks up from her printouts. "Why don't you have a seat. You're a long way from home."

"Yes," she says. "Yes, I am." She feels her body let down. She can just catch bits of the girl's words.

"The Fairmont's full," the girl tells her.

"Why don't you give Parson's a call," the guard says. "Under new management. The new owners may be using the same number."

Again she nods. She watches the girl's expressions. She sees her nodding. "They need your name."

"Del Merrick."

"I told her you'd be over in the next half hour. It's their last room. I'll write out the directions. Just off 11. Big neon sign out front says Nomad Motel."

Nomad Motel. How right that is. Relief. Tomorrow she'll find her way home. Richard. Luke. But don't think about any of that now. Maybe she will go searching for Mark. Where could he be for so long? Then there's that surge of fear: Mark has taken off. She gropes in her bag for her keys. Down the hall, a man in hospital greens steps off the elevator. She's about to offer some defense for Mark's absence when Mark comes around the corner. 

"Mark Merrick?" the man says.

Mark nods, shifts his backpack. Then he turns her way. "Just had a good talk with Rozmer," he says. "I'll give you a call." He leans over and hugs her.

"Yes," she says. "Call." Call. But don't come home. Don't come to live with me again.

She watches him walk away, this tall, thin boy-man with the graying hair. How grateful she was when she saw that the Canastota hospital nursery was almost dark—no shock of antiseptic bright—only one dim light far from his crib; just visible, the crown of his small head, covered by a thicket of black hair.

The elevator door starts to close, a gray sleeve appears. He waves.




End of sample
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