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For Tita




But the dog says, Let’s go make a sandwich.
 Let’s make the tallest sandwich anyone’s ever seen.
 And that’s what they do and that’s where the man’s
 wife finds him, staring into the refrigerator
 as if into the place where the answers are kept—
 the ones telling why you get up in the morning
 and how it is possible to sleep at night,
 answers to what comes next and how to like it.

—Stephen Dobyns, from “How to Like It”

 

 

Oh help me, please doctor, I’m damaged—

—The Rolling Stones, from “Dear Doctor”




ONE

Patriot Mulch & Tree

 

 

 

From the half-insulated attic—a space he’s been wanting to carve out as an office if he can ever even get some goddamned drywall up at least, Jack, please—he calls over there. Lets it ring. His big plan: Run bookcases down the sides, replace the windows in the two gable ends, put a desk under each window. Maybe set a couple of upholstered chairs out in the middle, and a rug, and it’d be nice up here, a place they could sit in the evenings, have a drink. She’d like that. Ice in glasses, sprigs of mint. Coasters on little low tables. How was your day, dear? That’d be just grand as hell. It rings. Six times. Eight. He’s calling to tell Beth that he needs to come by to drop Hen off. It’s Canavan who finally picks up.

“Hey, Jack,” Canavan says. He sounds sleepy.

“I wake you guys up?” Jack says.

“You’re calling for Beth,” says Canavan.

He doesn’t feel any real need to answer that. “No jobs this morning?” he asks. Canavan cuts trees down. Likes to call himself a tree surgeon, like there’s a medical degree that goes with it.

“Not till later on,” says Canavan. “Slow Friday.”

Jack can hear sheets and blankets, and then also what sounds like dishes, like plates. “You two eating breakfast in bed?”

“No,” Canavan says. “It’s dinner.”

Jack checks his watch. “It’s eight in the morning.”

“Yeah, I know. It’s from last night. Beth made us soup and bread. Campeloni.”

Somewhere in the background, Beth says, “Cannellini.”

“Cannellini,” Canavan says. “Apparently.”

“Beth made you soup and bread,” says Jack. Beth is not a huge cook.

“Cannellini,” he says again, as if it’s some kind of explanation. “Tomatoes in it. It was pretty good.”

Jack holds the phone out in front of him, like he’ll somehow be able to look in there through the little array of holes and see them in bed, his wife and his excellent friend Terry Canavan and all the plates and bowls from soup and bread. At least she doesn’t have a suitcase with her yet. Every time he’s come back home this week he’s checked the closets first thing. All the suitcases are still right there. And her clothes, too, he’s pretty sure, or most of them. Which only means she’s probably over there wearing some old sweatshirt Canavan’s found her, or his Carhartt fucking jacket he’s so proud of, the one with the zip-off arms. Zippers everywhere. That’s how Jack pictures her, then, little panties and the unsleeved vest of Canavan’s jacket. Hair all in knots. “Gimme Beth,” he says.

“Yeah. Hang on.” Canavan puts the phone down and Jack hears them talking, but can’t make out the words. Then Beth picks up.

“Hey, Jackie,” she says.

“Hey,” he says back, and just stands there. In their attic. He doesn’t know why he came up here to make the call. Sometimes he does things like this. Now he feels a little like zipping his own arms off.

“You called me,” says Beth.

“Yeah,” he says, recovering some. “I need to drop Hendrick by. I’m going in to the yard.”

“I have a class,” she says. “Summer session started yesterday. You know this.”

The way she says it, like he’s a kid. You know this. “You couldn’t take him with you?” he asks her.

“What, to my class? I don’t think so, Jack. And anyway, why can’t he go with you? He went with you yesterday. And Wednesday.”

“Fridays are crazy,” he says. “Plus with the weather like this, the line’ll be out off the lot. We probably won’t even get to break for lunch.” He picks at the windowsill, can’t really believe he’s having this conversation. “It’s not like I’m dying to come over there and, what, help you two clean up your dishes from last night, maybe straighten the covers for you, put a mint on your pillow—”

“Stop it, OK?” she says, her voice gone all brittle. Just like that. “I’ll figure something out. I’ll take him. Let’s not do this right now.”

“Hey, I know: Let’s not do it at all.”

“Jack,” she says, and then quits.

He waits for her to start talking again. A piece of someone else’s conversation breaks in on the line, then disappears. On her end, there’s something like the sound of Canavan rearranging the dressers in the bedroom. Or bowling. “I’ll be by, then,” Jack says finally, to fill up the space. He checks his watch again. “In half an hour.” And instead of waiting for more quiet, he hangs up on her, stabbing at the button on the handset a few times, which just makes him feel a whole lot better. Bitch, he thinks, and right away feels sorry for that, or stupid about it, or both. One more thing done wrong. He puts the phone in his pocket and goes downstairs to find Hendrick. Whatever else there is, there’s this: She will have been gone one week tomorrow.
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The weather’s been perfect, actually, like it’s spiting him somehow, the end of May into June and cool weather hanging on after a  weird warm winter, the seasons all out of whack. He’s got windows open all over the house still, breeze blowing in from everywhere. It’s been fiercely sunny, daylilies coming in, everything greening over, everything in bloom. It’s not even supposed to make it much past 80 degrees today, a kind of Chamber-of-Commerce forecast, which means by ten o’clock the line will be out to the highway, pickups and trailers and minivans bumper-to-bumper back behind the Shell station next door, past the Dumpsters and down the gravel side lane the county put in for them on 61. Everybody taking Friday off to buy flowers and soil and mulch. Hardwood, pine, dyed pine, pine bark, pine needles. Everybody in a fight against weeds, against the hot and the dry that’s got to be coming. He’ll have been doing this four years this fall—hard to take in that it’s been that long—and they’ve got it to where the thing will almost run itself. A day like this, and Butner and Ernesto could have moved sixty yards of mulch and soil by the time he gets in, maybe more. Butner: His right-hand man, his heavy lifting, his lot manager. He’s been with him nearly the whole time. Ernesto’s been on a year and a half, conduit to the Spanish-speaking landscape crews, a genius with the plants. He can bring anything back to life. Last summer he grew peppers in a plot next to the greenhouse—hard little orange things the size of golf balls, wrinkled green witch hats, ten or fifteen other kinds. Jack had no idea there were that many varieties of pepper. Butner grows heirloom tomatoes, has every year. The two of them sold produce out of the office all last season. One more way to bring in money.

Patriot Mulch & Tree. Butner named it. The first week after he hired him, Jack deep in the red and already paying bills out of their savings account, Butner took him out there, stood him in front of the old sign that said HIGHWAY 70 MULCH SUPPLY, said Here’s your problem right here. Go get you fifteen American flags and run ’em across the front of the property. Rename it something patriotic and people’ll buy whatever you sell.  Business doubled in six months. Butner and the flags and the location.  It’s on the same lot as the Shell station, in Whitsett, on the only real road that’s not the interstate anywhere nearby. Twenty minutes east from where they live in Greensboro, ten minutes west from where Beth teaches, Kinnett College. PM&T sits just up from the Holy Redeemer International Church of Whitsett and the First Whitsett Church of Jesus Christ Our Only Lord, both prefab metal buildings, built right next to each other. International flags on poles around the Holy Redeemer, competing semi-apocalyptic sign marquees out front of each: IF YOU THINK IT’S HOT HERE, JUST KEEP ON GOING. GODANSWERSKNEEMAIL. PREVENT TRUTH DECAY—BRUSH UP ON JESUS. Bible verses, threats, prayers for the living and the dead, for storm survivors, for soldiers. Ride a few hundred yards past the churches, and there are Jack’s fifteen American flags, Jack’s two yellow loaders, his red dump truck, his low gray office shed, his small mountains of pine bark and gravel and leaf compost. The little world he’s made for himself.

He finds Hendrick downstairs right where he left him, sitting in the kitchen on the half-finished tile floor, fully into his morning routine. He’s in front of the one cabinet they’ve left the guards off of, opening and closing it, rocking back and forth, humming the tune to the WXII NewsChannel 12 evening news. He knocks his forehead against the cabinet door every second time he gets it open. He’s got a good rhythm going. Jack watches him do that a while, stands there and looks at their kitchen, tries to see what Beth sees. This is something she asks him to do. So he looks. He ran out of tile at the hole where the dishwasher is supposed to go eventually, and when he went back to the flooring place the next week, they were out. Evening Mist had been discontinued, they said. But why wouldn’t you have bought it all the first time? Beth wanted to know. No good answer, like most other things. He goes ahead with projects without planning them all the way through first. It makes her crazy. He knows this, does it anyway. Gets excited. Which is why there’s plywood running one entire wall of the kitchen: Jack  knocked a hole through the back of the house in February, planning a little 8x8 breakfast nook with a bay window. Something Beth might enjoy. She was out of town, at a conference in Chicago. He had dreams of getting it roughed in over the course of the weekend—ambitious, he thought, but possible—except he hit the water line trying to dig out trenches for the footings and foundation. When the city came out to turn it off, a good-sized geyser Hendrick got a kick out of watching, they shut him down. No building permit, nothing to code. Now he’s supposed to get actual licensed plumbers and electricians. Plus an architect. He’s got to get drawings approved downtown. He’s done none of that. How was Chicago? he asked her at the airport. How’s the house? she said, knowing already, somehow. Expecting. She took it well at first, or pretty well, but it was what he’d have to call a mitigating factor in her leaving. Last week, during her meltdown: And I’ve had a goddamned plywood kitchen for six months! Jack wanted to point out that really it was just the one wall, and that it had only been four months, but she’d already moved well past that and on to his most recent sin, his most grievous, the one they’ll surely send him up the river for: That he’d bought, Jack, for chrissakes, the house across the street.

Which was an accident. He’d never have done that on purpose. Nobody would have. They woke up one morning at the end of April to an auctioneer working his way through a series of end tables and sofas and riding lawn mowers all set up in the yard over there. The old man, somebody they’d known well enough to wave to, had died, and his kids, in from out of town, were auctioning everything they weren’t keeping. The auctioneer had a microphone and a podium. Jack took Hen over to watch, to stand in the crowd of old men wearing camouflage ball caps and listen to the guy work his way through ten, ten, gimme ten, can I get ten? Ten! How ’bout fifteen? Gimme fifteen, gimme fifteen. He had a high, thin voice that rode out over the top of the crowd. Up for sale: Boxes of old Field and Stream magazines. Shovel handles. Mini-blinds. Light fixtures. Shot-guns.  Trash cans full of shotgun shells, bags and bags of shot. The old man must have been preparing for an invasion. When the auctioneer got around to the house itself, the bidding stopped thirty thousand dollars below what Jack had bought his own house for last year, and there it was: The exact same house, same floor plan, same everything, one more house in a neighborhood full of postwar ranch houses built all the same by the same builder, and it was too simple. He could not help it. Didn’t even really think about trying to. He raised his hand.

Beth couldn’t believe it, kept saying that over and over. I cannot believe you did this to us. It was easy money, he tried to tell her: Open up a couple of walls like they’d done, pull up the carpets and redo the hardwoods like they’d done, replace the stove and fridge like they’d done. Coat of white paint top to bottom. Sell the place in two months. Easy money. Beth wanted to know how in hell he thought he could do all that across the street when you can’t even finish a tile floor in your own kitchen. Wanted to know what on earth, Jack, could have gotten jammed inside your skull that would make you do a thing like this.  Last week, after they’d railed through their own house at each other for a while, Jack went across the street while she stuffed her toothbrush and whatever else she could find into a plastic grocery sack. He sat on the steps, identical to his own steps. Concrete. Iron railing. He watched her come out their front door, watched her get into the car and back down the driveway, watched her drive down the road. To Terry fucking Canavan’s house, of all places. If he’d known that—if he’d known where she was going—he might have thrown himself under the back bumper while she was leaving. Or stood in the street and lit himself on fire. Or something else that might have gotten her attention, or his.

Open, closed, open, forehead, closed—Hendrick bangs his head on the cabinet, hums a little louder. Jack refills his coffee and runs his toe along the place where the tile ends. At least Hen’s dressed today. This is a minor triumph. He hates textures right now, hates  his sheets and clothes, likes to be naked a lot. Two weeks ago at the post office Jack looked up from checking whichever square it is that allows delivery without signatures, and there was Hen, walking the row of PO boxes, naked but for his socks and shoes. He had one hand out to the side, for balance, and he was hanging onto his little pink dick with the other. He kissed each keyhole as he passed. What Jack couldn’t figure out was how he’d managed to get his pants off over his sneakers, how he’d done it so fast. A logistical miracle, hugely impressive. People in line whispered to each other, staring, not sure what the protocol was for a situation like this, not sure if this was the sort of thing allowed in government buildings post-9/11. Nakedness, shouting, repetitions, astonishments: These are the things Jack’s all but used to, finds a little funny sometimes, even. They are the sorts of things that freak Beth right the hell out. Sign after sign after sign that Hen’s not getting any better. The difference is that Jack doesn’t really expect him to—not any time soon, anyway. At the post office, he picked him up and put him over his shoulder and headed for the door, Hen going fully limp in his arms. Jack stared right back at the people in line. Made eye contact. He left the pile of clothes and the mail and everything there on the counter, drove back home.

What do you mean you left his clothes there? Beth wanted to know, Hen standing naked in the hallway, spinning in circles, making his noises. Bup-bup-bup-bup-bup. She asked him again: How could you just leave them there? He wanted to tell her that it had all been pretty simple, actually, but instead he went and sat at the kitchen table, flipped through the stack of credit card offers and bills: Reward miles and bonus points, the first mortgage payment due across the street. Beth made a big show of piling into the car and then came back in half an hour, mouth set in a thin line that meant victory, holding the clothes, and holding Jack’s overnight envelope, too.

Hen switches into the Patio Enclosures song. It’s his favorite TV commercial right now. Someone you know knows something great: It’s Patio  Enclosures. He does it falsetto to match the voice of the woman in the ad. The people in the ad are deeply moved by their new glass sunrooms. Glass sunrooms are the cure for cancer, for erectile dysfunction, for our dependence on foreign oil. All that is missing from your life is a new glass sunroom from Patio Enclosures. Hen sings it again and again. It’s the background music of Jack’s life—jingles, the full texts of radio commercials, state capitals, state birds, state flowers, the entire sides of cereal boxes. All from memory, everything in perfect recitation. Montpelier Montgomery Albany Sacramento Carson City. This is Budweiser, This is Beer. The cardinal, the dog-wood. We’ve gone C-R-A-Z-Y here at American Furniture Warehouse, and then, word-for-word, the monologue that the guy, decked out in his flag tie or his gorilla suit, delivers as he sprints the rows of recliners and daybeds. Hen’s a genius, if a broken one. He could read at two and a half. Getting him to talk to them, though, instead of at them, or at the television—that’s something else altogether. There have been so many doctors that Jack’s long since quit counting, and anyway, they all say the same thing: Hendrick is autistic. Some of them say he’s high-functioning, and some of them don’t. They stand or sit behind their desks in their candy-colored pediatric doctor coats and generally want to talk about where he falls on the spectrum. Autism is what we like to call a spectrum disorder. Jack always finds himself picturing something actual, Hen splayed out on a big blue mat, having fallen onto the spectrum from some significant height. The doctors have cartoon animals on their coats. Baboons. Gazelles. Hendrick sits over by the box of toys and lines up the blocks in identical, regimented rows, probably pointing to true north.

There are good days. There are days when they go to the post office and nothing happens, or not much happens, days where Jack does, in fact, go back to trying to believe in what one of the first doctors told them, a guy with a biggish mole over his lip. Could still be nothing, he’d said, fingering the mole. No need for alarm. He soothed  them. Jack sat in the highback chair on the other side of the desk, and Beth sat on a sofa with Hendrick, straightening his hair with a wet finger. They felt soothed. The doctor’s degrees hung on the wall behind him. Boys develop more slowly, he told them. He could still grow right out of it. They nodded along, eager. Language acquisition comes at different times, and in different ways. We’ll see where we are in a couple of months. We can run some tests then, maybe do a little blood work.

A little blood work. It was like they were in a movie about going to the moon, or tunneling to the center of the earth. Any amount of blood work seemed like too much. They waited the couple of months, then another couple. And now he’s six. He’s not growing out of it. This morning, like any morning, Beth gone and impossibly moved in with Canavan or not, Hen is disappeared deep into his secret set of notes, his rhythms and maps, marking time with his forehead on the kitchen cabinets. He could as easily be watching the ceiling fan spin, or reading—he’ll read anything they put in front of him—and touching the same sentence on the same page of the same book again and again for hours at a time. At the grocery store Wednesday night, he started pulling soup cans off the shelves one by one and throwing them down, yelling Alexander Haig! Alexander Haig! as each one hit the floor. He’d been all week in the H encyclopedia. He actually hates Secretaries of State, Jack said to the mothers standing there, watching. He picked cans of Cream of Mushroom up off the floor, put them back on the shelf.

Nobody at home to tell that story to. He and Hen came home to their plywooded, half-tiled kitchen, and made dinner, two men in the house. Macaroni and cheese for Hen, a little thin steak in the pan for Jack. Can of beer. Beth had already been gone three days. What spooks him is that it’s starting to feel familiar. He’s getting to the point where he’s not looking for her in the bed when he wakes up. At work, Butner and Ernesto can’t believe she left Hen with him. It doesn’t make any sense, they say. She’d at least have taken him with her. Jack tries to explain that actually it does make a kind  of sense. That it’s fucked up, but it makes sense. That yes, she’s always been the paranoid one, and yes, she’s the one who’s got the  CPR for Kids and The Pediatric Heimlich placards stuck up on the fridge. She’s plugged the primary and backup numbers for emergency rooms and urgent care centers and the Ear, Nose & Throat guy into their speed dial. She’s put poison control magnets on every metal surface in the house, she’s covered over all the sharp edges on everything, she’s filled every outlet with the little plastic protective tables—but the thing is that Hendrick, for all of that, for all her readiness, has never really been hers. If he’s ever been anyone’s, he’s been Jack’s. It’s Beth who finds and drags them to special parenting classes, and it’s Beth who records the afternoon talk shows any time there’s going to be anyone on there with a special-needs child, but Hen chose Jack, or he chooses him—smiles, when he smiles, at Jack, aims his few brief cogent moments generally in Jack’s direction. It rubs at her every, every time. She doesn’t understand it, doesn’t know why she can’t be the one to unlock him, or why he can’t be unlocked—and then she hangs another choking hazard list on the pantry door, sticks another awareness bumper sticker on the back of the car.

For his part, Jack wants none of the peripheral bullshit that arrives with the autistic child, has never wanted it: He hates the passing sympathies he gets in the stores, the caring looks, the whispering. He doesn’t want anybody else feeling like they get to weigh in on the subject. No ribbon magnets. No Differently-Abled. No special summer camps with psychopathic overstimulated teenagers running on about how Y’all, I’ve just always felt so called to help the less fortunate, you know? We are so blessed for this opportunity. We are going to have a super-fun time. None of it. No more magazines, no more pamphlets, no more instructional videos. He just wants Hendrick, wants to be with his son without being told by sloganeers how to feel about it. He does not want to have to hear any more human interest stories on NPR. He doesn’t want to listen to somebody’s soft, caring voice  asking somebody if it’s hard. How hard is it? Is it so hard? It cannot possibly get any harder.

He’s never wanted anyone, under any circumstance, to reach out to him, or to be there for him, and the way he’s got it working in his head is that Beth must have finally started to feel that way, too. That it maybe got to the point where even she couldn’t, in all her freaked-out glory, record one more show about kids in helmets. That what this has to be for her is a vacation, a sabbatical. She’s checked out of it for a day, a week, for however long this is going to take. Just checked out of her marriage, of her son. Because she can’t be over there at Canavan’s going through her same routine, watching Oprah walk somebody through the stations of the cross one more time. And when did you know for sure that your son was different from all the other children? He can’t picture her over there surfing the web obsessively, trying one more time to find the right diet combination to sync Hen’s mouth back up with his brain. He can easily enough, though, picture her over there fucking his best friend, which makes him want to drive nails through his own shins. That’s another thing they can’t believe at work: That of all people she’d have gone to Canavan instead of somebody from the college, or somebody from another part of her life, or anyone else from anywhere else. And he tries to explain that, too, to them, to himself. That even that part might make its own sick sense. Because of course she’d end up with a friend. Even an old boyfriend would have been too strange for her, too unfamiliar, someone too much from another time. There would have been too many things to explain. How much easier to land with someone, even if it is Canavan, who already understands about Hen, about her, about everything. Right?

The dog, Yul Brynner, gets up, clicks his way down the hallway, stands in the kitchen and asks to go out. Another country heard from. He’s got a wide bald scar on his forehead from where he was hit by a car when he was a puppy. Or so said the shelter people,  anyway, when Jack got him. He predates Beth by two years, which makes him ten. He’s aging a little, going white through his muzzle, slowing down just enough for Jack to notice. What he’ll do when the dog dies, he has no idea. Evenings, after he gets Hen down, he’s been taking Yul Brynner out on the porch and listening to the radio, listening to a call-in show run by a woman who keeps saying that everything happens for a reason. It’s a break-up show. Jack sits there with the dog and drinks beer and women call up and say I just want to dedicate “Keep On Loving You” to my boyfriend Bryan, and I just want to say, Bryan, I really mean it, OK? I’m going to. We were meant for each other. I just know it. And the woman who runs the call-in will say  That’s right, Stephanie. You just keep on going the way you’re going. You take care of Stephanie first. He’ll be back. And if it doesn’t work out, then it wasn’t meant to be. Am I right? Stephanie always tells her she’s right. Confession, absolution, REO Speedwagon. Brought to you by. Sometimes Jack thinks about calling in, thinks about what he’d say. Yul Brynner, for his part, lies there and waits for Jack to get near the end of his beer so he can lick the bottle.

The dog heads out into the yard, finds a good spot, shits, smiles while he does it. He pants and squints into the sun. To be that happy for ninety seconds in a row. Then he comes back in the house and settles down next to Hendrick, who is, of course, still working the cabinet door. Open, closed, open, forehead, closed. Jack tops off his coffee, starts in on Hen’s breakfast, on their day. Beth at Canavan’s house: Alexander Haig, Alexander Haig.
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Getting Hen into the car—getting him anywhere—goes like this: Get him dressed. In anything. If he’ll pick out clothes, let him pick out clothes. Shorts and flip-flops in December? Doesn’t matter. Whichever combination of shirt and pants and shoes does not in any way matter so long as he will let you put a shirt and pants and  shoes on him. Get him dressed, and then get him whatever it is that has become the sacred object of the week or month. Whatever it is that holds Most Favored Nation status. Right now, it’s the glossy 300-page catalog from Lone Oak Tree Farms that turned up in the mail at PM&T. Jack gets vendors of all stripes asking him to carry specific kinds of double impatiens or faux terra-cotta urns or bagged river rock. The Lone Oak people sell serious trees, trees that come in on flatbeds. Jack has no room for that kind of thing. The trees of Patriot Mulch & Tree are fruit trees in five-gallon buckets. But the Lone Oak operation seemed impressive, so he kept the catalog, and Hen found it, loves it. He’s read it cover to cover and back again so many times that the edges of the paper have gone soft and grimy. He carries it with him to the grocery, to the bathroom, to dinner. He sleeps with it. Always and forever make sure that you have the catalog.

And do not, under any conceivable circumstance, leave the house without the Donald Duck sunglasses. The Duck. Without The Duck, there is disaster. Without The Duck, as soon as he registers he’s outside, there is the immediate walking around in small, tight circles, the repeated touching of the eyes with the first two fingers of each hand, the noises. Bup-bup-bup-bup-bup. What generally follows is that he’ll throw himself down onto the ground, cover his eyes with his full palms, start screaming in earnest. The books say autistic kids have increased sensitivity to light, but that’s not all it is. He just loves the sunglasses. Once he wore them three days in a row, inside the house and out. Jack sometimes isn’t sure how much of any of this is on the spectrum, and how much of it might simply be Hendrick being maybe more human than everybody else, more sensitive to his own cravings.

Jack gets The Duck and gets Hendrick dressed and out the door and aims him toward the dump truck—since Beth’s got the wagon, he’s been driving the truck, a custom hydraulic bed on a heavy-duty Chevy pickup frame. He puts him in his booster seat, belts  him in. There’s no backseat, so the front has to do. Beth gets on him about this, but there aren’t any airbags, either, so they’re safe. Hen starts saying certified AMS meteorologist Lanie Pope with weather over and over. SuperDoppler 12, he says. In his glasses, white plastic with Donald Duck on the edge of each lens, he looks like a tiny Elton John. Jack gets in over on his side, and Hen stops talking, holds his left hand out in the air. He pinches his thumb and forefinger together, sticks his other three fingers out to the side: A-OK. “What’s that you’ve got there?” Jack asks him.

“A dust,” Hen says, and for the moment, there he is, looking dead at Jack, a six-year-old kid like any other. “I have got a dust,” he says again.

Jack holds his own hand out in the same way, pinches at the air below the rearview. “Me too,” he says, but Hen’s already back down and in, playing with the glove compartment. Anything that opens and closes. These are the flashes they get, where it seems like he’s in there for sure, like he’s capable of registering any single thing in the whole damn world. And then he’s gone again.

Jack cranks the engine and backs down the driveway, out into the street a little too far, clips the mailbox over at the auctioned house with the back of the truck. It makes a good-sized bang. He’s leaned it over about halfway. This is good, he thinks, pulling back forward. On balance, this is good. Something to fix one of these nights when he gets home. Bag of cement and the post hole digger and a beer or two. Something to fill up his evening. He’s been having trouble filling his evenings. He aims the truck for Whitsett, for Canavan’s house, for PM&T, adjusts the windows so the air blows in the way Hen likes. Get it right.
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It’s not just that Canavan would be familiar enough for her, or only that he would be. Canavan also and on top of everything tends to be a generally decent guy, funny, a quick ally at the dinner table.  He defends Beth’s wall-to-wall safety placards, explains Jack’s endless projects. He’ll have the sliding glass doors back up in a week, right? Or:  What’s so bad about having phone numbers close by when you need them? You’re just organized, is all. He’s helpful, courteous, cheerful, five or six other points of the Boy Scout Law. And now he’s a prick, too, to go with that.

When Jack pulls up, Canavan’s out in his carport, sitting on a big blue cooler and doing something to a chainsaw. He’s got the arm off the saw and he’s working the blade, link by link, through a ruined white towel. There’s a can of gas next to him, and a little plastic bottle of oil he keeps upending into the towel. He doesn’t look up until Jack cuts the engine off. It’s the first time Jack’s seen him since Beth moved in—Canavan’s sent guys to the lot a couple of days to drop limbs and branches back at the chipper, but he himself hasn’t come by. Hen plays with the door lock. Canavan looks up and waves, and Jack gets out of the truck, and there they are.

“How’s it going?” Jack says. He feels like an idiot, but doesn’t know what else to say. He’s not going to challenge him to a duel or anything—though maybe he should. Limb saws at dawn.

“Good,” says Canavan. “It’s going fine.”

“How come no early job?”

“We’ve got one midday out in Burlington. Big maple overhanging a garage. Delicate. Gave Poncho and Lefty the morning off hoping they’ll be sharp for it. Probably they’ll just be hung over.” Poncho and Lefty is what Canavan calls anybody who’s working for him, no matter how many people he’s got on at any given time. Right now it’s three rail-skinny white guys, tins of chew in their back pockets. Canavan puts his chainsaw down. “Give me a hand a minute?” he asks.

“Sure,” says Jack.

“There’s a header I’m trying to get put up on the toolshed out back. Putting a tin roof on, a little overhang, so I can get the door open when it’s raining. It’s too big for me to pick up by myself.”

“Sure,” Jack says again. He sticks his head back in the truck to check on Hendrick, who’s making his noises and working through the catalog, touching the pictures of Red Oaks, available for sale in various sizes. There’s a Lone Oak Tree Farm employee in most of the photos, a little fat in his tan coveralls, standing next to the trees, presumably to give some idea of scale. The trees are taller than the fat man. That much is clear. Jack tells Hen to stay put, follows Canavan back through the carport to the shed in the back yard, where he’s got two ladders set up. Has he already asked Beth to help him, and she couldn’t do it, or did he know Jack would help, regardless?

It’s simple enough: They get up on the ladders, carry the beam up, and Canavan tacks in his side with a couple of screws. He passes the drill to Jack, who does the same. It’s three minutes, but still. It’s a favor Jack has done him. Another favor. “I can get the rest later,” Canavan says. “I just couldn’t lift the thing on my own.”

Jack comes down off his ladder, then asks him, “Is it dead or alive?”

“What?”

“Your maple. Today. Green?”

“Dying,” Canavan says. “But if we split it sometime later this month, it should still be good by November.” To sell as firewood, a sideline business at the yard. His and Canavan’s, specifically. They went in halves on a log splitter last year. Forty dollars a pallet for stacked and split. They’re partners: Canavan drops off limbs and logs, they split them for firewood. Canavan drops off branches, Jack chips them for mulch. They went in together on the chipper, too.

“How tall?” Jack asks him.

“Eighty or a hundred feet.”

“Good money on both ends,” Jack says, running rough numbers in his head.

“Yes indeed,” says Canavan.

Jack looks at him. “That’s how you talk now?”

“What’s how I talk now?”

“Indeed?”

“That’s how I always talk,” he says, not quite looking at Jack. Or at anything, really. He seems embarrassed to be talking at all, which Jack appreciates, given the situation. Also he seems healthy, seems fit, which Jack appreciates less. He’s taller than Jack by a couple of inches. Skinnier. He maybe shaves a little more regularly. Canavan walks back through the gate, back to his chainsaw project, and Jack stands in the back yard, looking at the back of Canavan’s house, at his patio, his grill and chairs all set up. His grass is too long, and there are seedlings growing up out of his gutters, but the house is in good shape, is pretty well taken care of for the most part, has fresh paint on some of the window trim. It’s a bungalow, a mill house, little easy projects all over the place. Canavan needs to, say, re-screen his side porch. He might think about digging out one or two dying shrubs here or there. Jack needs for the kitchen place to magically get his tile back in stock so he can run it the rest of the way across the floor. He needs a dishwasher in the hole where the dishwasher is meant to go. He needs a new breakfast nook rising of its own accord from the mudpit that’s left from the water line disaster. And then he needs all of that across the street, too.

He goes and finds Canavan in the carport. He says, “Beth’s inside?”

Canavan says, “Beth is inside.”

“How’s that going?”

“It’s going,” he says.

“You guys making each other happy in there?”

Canavan looks down his driveway at the street, then goes back to whatever he’s doing to the chainsaw. He says, “Listen, Jack, you should know that none of this was really my idea.”

“From here it seems like it was a little bit your idea.”

“You know what I mean.”

“What I’m saying is, you look like a willing participant.”

“Well, maybe I am, then. I don’t know. Jesus.” And Canavan’s phone rings and saves them both and he answers and gets up and walks around the side of the house, saying Yeah, we can do that, we do jobs like that all the time. Now: Let me ask you a couple of questions. Jack looks up and catches Beth in the window of the side door. She’s wearing a white shirt, has a white mug in her hand. Her hair’s down in her face, a mess of curls, the way he’s always liked it best. His wife: He doesn’t think of her that way very often, tends to think of her simply as Beth. But there she is, his wife, right there. She’s waiting, in Canavan’s house, for him to come up and ring the bell and present her with her son.
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This was all coming, is the thing. Or maybe not this exactly, but something like it. He knew that much, knew something had been out there on the horizon even before he’d added a second house to his vast real estate portfolio. So: Last week, when Beth started banging around cups and plates and the mail and anything else she could move or slide or pick up and shake at him, he wasn’t wholly surprised. It’d been in the water. Rena, Canavan’s girlfriend, had left him at the beginning of the spring semester. She teaches with Beth at Kinnett, both of them in art history. This is how everybody met, how they ended up at the dinner table together once or twice a month for the last several years, one big happy family. Rena packed up in February, moved downtown, was living for a little while  in a condo that belonged to somebody else over at the college, some corporate communications associate dean or associate-associate dean who was on fellowship somewhere for the semester. Canavan played, to the letter, the fucked-up boy. Drunken and spurned. Beth and Jack were there for him. They went over to the house a couple of times, ate pizza out of delivery boxes and drank  beers on the frayed screen porch, him telling them how This is just temporary, this is just until we can work a few things out. Beth and Jack got gently drunk with him and agreed as much as possible. She’ll be back, Terry, Beth told him. How could she not? Now Jack wonders when Beth started plotting her own move into Canavan’s house. If, on those nights, she was sizing up where she’d throw her shoes after she came in the door. She had him fooled, though. They’d ride back home down 70, lights on high to watch for deer, and she’d reach across the seat for his hand. They were thankful it wasn’t them. That’s what he thought they were. Thankful.

Canavan. What he’d figured was that she’d probably go downtown and crash with Rena for a few days—three or four, tops. Because he could see that easily enough: The two of them set up in the little swanky downtown revitalization condo together, drinking wine out of souvenir downtown wine tasting festival glasses, sitting around and listening to pirated underground Sri Lankan hip-hop some intentionally edgy student of Rena’s had turned her on to. They’d crank that up on the out-of-town dean’s stereo and grade papers and let their blue collar men hang out in their respective houses and get their heads together. It’d be good for everyone.

Instead, she chose Canavan, which will break everything into pieces, of course, will put a fairly permanent dent in the diplomatic ties between everybody. His friendship with Canavan’s in the shitter, and he can’t see Rena and Beth drinking wine together out of any glasses, souvenir or not, any time soon. Butner sits with him after work, says, This is pretty goddamn fancy, what she’s up to here. I don’t know what the hell she thinks she’s doing over there, but this is something, I’ll tell you what. Jack tells him things were fine before the house. Or more fine. Butner shakes his head, says, I don’t know, man, I don’t know.

It’s not just the house. He knows that. Knows it doesn’t help, didn’t help, but knows it isn’t the house, the money, nothing easy like that. It’s no one thing. They eat well enough together, sleep  well enough, talk about school and the mulch yard. I had another one today, she’ll say, walking in the door, hanging her bag over the back of one of the dining room chairs, a paper in her left hand. Listen to this: “Our father, who art in heaven, hollowed by thy name.” Hollowed! Can you believe these kids? Or: He’ll come home late on a Tuesday, pine needles in his boots and sleeves, and they’ll sit on the front porch until dark, watching the hummingbirds come to the feeders. Her hobby. She brews sugar syrup, has all these red plastic flower-shaped feeders strung from the trees. If they can get Hen set up in front of The Weather Channel, they have an hour or two to themselves.

But something underneath all that got wrinkled. The small, stupid fights had been getting a little more frequent, a little higher-pitched, the both of them at each other too often about whose turn it was to run out to the store for dog food, for yogurt for Hendrick. At first he’d pegged that to her tendency to drift away from him at the end of semesters anyway, to shrink back into herself, into her job, papers piling up, the whiny GPA kids wanting to know what they could do for extra credit. He’d had all that, too, knew what November and April could look like. Jack had taught at Kinnett as an adjunct, taught the freshman humanities series all the students have to take. General Humanities—GenHum—I & II. Fall: Mesopotamia to the Renaissance. Spring: DaVinci to Nixon. The real job was hers. They hired her right out of Carolina, tenure-track, and the dean found an adjunct gig for Jack. She negotiated it for him. But he timed out after his four full years—a college rule that got bent for some adjuncts, and not for others—and with no permanent slot in history opening for him, that was it. It was Canavan, actually, one night over enough beers, who suggested something like a landscaping service. It’d be easy, he said. Couple of pickup trucks and an ad in the Yellow Pages. We could work together. Rena was all for it, said it was such a good idea. Try it for a year, they all said. Even Beth. He’d done it in high school and college, but Jack didn’t want to mow lawns again, didn’t want to rake leaves. Then they hit on the  mulch yard. Plants for sale out front, like a little nursery. You know,  Canavan said, people do want cheap pine nuggets. There was the vacant lot out on 70 between Burlington and Greensboro. Beth could stop in afternoons on her way home from the college. It all seemed almost romantic. He had to do something. Why not this? He liked the idea of watering pansies and petunias and azalea bushes. Liked the idea of selling people dirt. He got his loans, bought his yellow loaders, bought a sign.

And once he hired Butner, and once Butner was all but running the show, on the slow days he could be home with Hendrick. In a lot of ways it was easier than teaching. When he was at Kinnett, Jack had drawn all the time slots nobody else wanted, eight in the morning and five-thirty in the afternoon. This was better. This was people pulling up in trucks wanting a few dogwoods, wanting four yards of mini-bark. He could do this. In two years he was making what he’d made as an adjunct, and after three, last year, they moved, bought the little house in Greensboro. Good school district for Hendrick, an elementary school with a fully integrated curriculum. Hen in with all the other kids. Jack was for this. Beth wasn’t sure, wasn’t sure he was ready to be with everyone else. But she went along. The water heater failed the first week, flooded the den. They knocked the couple of walls through. He’s got his plans for the attic, for the kitchen. The A/C doesn’t work so well. The house is a plain rectangle. He’s working on that. She wants him to work faster.

What she really wants more than anything, she says, is to have things finished, to have the trim finished and the paint finished and the tile finished. She wants the kitchen cabinets back up on the wall so she can have places to keep everything, so she’ll know where everything is. I need a calmer life, she says. I need places where things belong.  Jack keeps telling her to wait until I’ve got it fixed up. Wait until we clear out that back room. Wait until we’ve got the office roughed in upstairs. She shakes her head, doesn’t want to wait. Last week she walked the  halls, straightening the pictures, crying. I can’t live like this, she said.  Not right now. Not this week. I can’t do this like this any more. He knew she meant the house, but he knew she meant everything else, too. She meant him. She sat at the table, head in her hands. I have to get out of here for a while, she said. I’m sorry. I am. But you’ll be fine with him. I know you will. I need—You’ve got to get this house cleaned up. You’ve got to finish the floors in here. The upstairs. You’ve got to finish all of this. And the wall, Jack, goddamnit, and the house across the street, another whole house—

I’m trying, he said. I’m trying to make it nice for you.

How is this nice?

It will be, he said. It will. But then she was gone, out the door, and she was calling him twice, three times a day, making him lists of things he’d need to do for Hendrick, things to watch out for, things he already knew, things she knew he knew. You’re finding him new books to read? You’re making sure he has snacks in the afternoons? Same old CPR-poster Beth, now from a distance. She’s been coming over once a day, or meeting them out for lunch, or just taking Hen for an hour. She’s left him, and she hasn’t. And Hen’s handling it, is bearing up: He’s his same old self, working through his same old routines. That first call, though, the first night, Saturday night, when the little light-up display showed Canavan’s number, Jack did not handle it so well. Where are you, exactly, Jack wanted to know, already knowing, because there it was, right there. About that, she said. Now, Jack, don’t flip out. He flipped out a little bit. Yelled a little bit. He hasn’t really yelled that much since then. He’s not sure what he’s supposed to be doing about it. Something, though. He’s supposed to do something. He’s sure he is. He just does not know what.
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Canavan comes back around the side of the house, waving his phone in the air. He grins. “Rainmaker,” he says, talking to Jack like Beth isn’t and never has been standing in the door. “Lady’s kids  want a stand of pines taken out of her front yard. Over by Kinnett. Right almost on campus. Huge trees. I’ve driven by the place. Pretty easy job. But big. Five grand, maybe more. Plus, if we cut it right, if we can get it shredded, there’s got to be fifty or sixty yards in it for you. So another thousand right there.”

“That’s great,” says Jack.

“Yeah,” Canavan says. “It could be.”

“It’s just all coming out perfectly for you, isn’t it?”

“It’s money for both of us,” Canavan says.

“Outstanding,” Jack says. “Really.”

“It’s just business,” says Canavan, putting his phone back in its holster. He has a holster for his phone. He stands there, hand on his belt, king of the castle. “Listen,” he says. “I don’t know, OK?”

“About what?” Jack says.

“About I don’t know. About anything.”

“OK,” Jack says. “Great.”

Canavan points at Hen. “You want to take him inside?” he says.

“I guess,” says Jack. In the truck, Hen’s reciting the progression of oak trees from the catalog—he’s saying Sawtooth Oak, Pin Oak, White Oak, Swamp Oak. Jack knows them, too, knows the list, finds himself mouthing the names along with him. This was a dumbass move, bringing him over here. He sees that now. He can’t do this. He can’t leave him here with Beth at Terry Canavan’s sweet little tumbledown house. He can’t leave him here while Canavan goes off to bid his million-dollar pines and Jack goes into the yard to watch soccer moms paw over the marigolds, watch dads in deck shoes stand there and approve of the way Butner drives the skid loader. What was he thinking? Hendrick stays with him. That’s how it has to be. Hendrick says, Live Oak, Bur Oak, Overcup Oak. He says, Post Oak.

“Something wrong?” Canavan asks.

Jack says, “You know what? I think I’ll probably just take Hen in with me after all.”

“To the yard?”

“Yeah. I thought it would be easier this way, but I changed my mind.”

“Yeah?”

“I think so,” Jack says.

Canavan runs a finger in his ear, checks to see if he got anything. He says, “Are you sure?”

Jack says, “I am, actually. I’m pretty sure.”

Canavan says, “OK.”

“OK,” says Jack. They’re not looking quite at each other. They’re nodding a lot. Everything is very OK. He sees what’s next. “So I’ll go tell Beth?”

“OK,” says Canavan, nodding.

Jack’s known him long enough to guess that Canavan’s going through several loops of what to say. Hen rocks himself back and forth in the truck. He looks at Canavan, then at Jack, and says, “Zero percent for qualified buyers.” He says, “For a limited time only.” He says, “Chinquapin Oak.”

“Willow Oak,” Jack says.

“Water Oak.” Hen pronounces it carefully, exactly, his mouth round as a ball on the O.

A woman walks by in the street trailing a huge red dog. Jack and Canavan wave. She signals back with a stick. “OK, then,” Canavan says, and opens the passenger-side door of the truck, hauls himself up into the cab alongside Hendrick, looks at the catalog with him.

Hendrick flips a few pages. “All oaks are deciduous trees with toothed leaves and heavy, furrowed bark,” he tells Canavan. “The fruit is, of course, the acorn.”

“Of course,” Canavan says. Jack heads for the front door. I changed my mind, he’ll tell her. I’m keeping him with me. This may not go well. She will have already figured out what to do with him during her class, won’t want Jack changing her plans again. She opens the  door before he can knock, and she’s tall there in the doorway, somehow, taller than normal. Maybe she’s grown. She looks good. Her eyes look clear, like she’s been getting sleep. She says, “Hello, Jack.”

“Bethany,” he says, which is not her real name. It’s just Beth. Sometimes he calls her Bethany. Can’t help himself.

She says, “Would you like to come in?”

“Not, you know, a whole lot, I have to say.”

“Don’t start in,” she says.

“Start in on you how?”

“For God’s sake,” she says, and moves out of the way. “Don’t be a jerk. I didn’t even say on me. Come get some coffee. You look like shit.” She squints out at the truck, at Hen and Canavan. “How’s Hendrick?” she says.

“He’s good.”

“You’re keeping him on the yogurt?”

“Yes.”

“And half a granola bar in the afternoons?”

“Jesus. Of course. Yes, OK?”

“Come in, Jackie,” she says. “Just come in.”

And he does go in. Because what else is there? He hasn’t gone to Wal-Mart to buy a rifle. No shooting sprees here, negotiations by bullhorn, Chopper 5 live on the scene. Instead: Coffee. Maybe some toast. Suddenly, he wants toast. He follows her in, but he can’t figure out how or where to stand. He leans awkwardly on a wall, watches her at the coffeemaker, pouring him a cup. “You look like you know where everything is already,” he says.

She smiles at him, a little half-sad smile, brings him the mug. She touches him on the arm.

“Don’t do that,” he says.

“OK,” she says. “You make the rules.”

“I don’t want there to be rules.”

“I don’t want you to be angry,” she says.

“I’m not here to ask you to come back home.”

“I know that.”

He sips his coffee. It’s pretty bad. “I’m taking Hen in with me. I’m not leaving him here.”

“I figured.”

“You’re not pissed off?” He shouldn’t give a damn about that, but there it is.

She sits down on a sofa, a huge blue reclining thing with actual cupholders in the arms. It’s leather, or fake leather. It’s ridiculous. Jack wonders if there’s a cooler in it. It’s new since the last time he was here. Maybe Canavan won it in a sweepstakes. “I’m not pissed off,” she says. “I’m not much of anything, I don’t think.”

“What does that mean?”

She looks up. “It means I’ve got a class at ten-thirty, and twenty papers coming in about Modernism.” She plays with a seam on the sofa. “Eight pages apiece. So, you know, other than that, I’m not much of anything. That’s all that means.”

“Fine,” he says.

“Fine?”

“How the hell do I know?” he says. “I don’t really know what’s happening here.”

She doesn’t say anything back. The ceiling feels low. There are snapshots of Canavan and Rena running along the mantel, pictures of Rena standing in front of national monuments, on hills over Mediterranean cities. One shot of the two of them with a very large bird, an emu, maybe, or an ostrich. Canavan and Rena in a restaurant. Canavan and Rena on a lake. Canavan and Rena next to a huge riverboat named, in red cursive lettering, The General Beauregard.  This is all awfully fucked up. If it’d been him, Jack thinks, he might have put the pictures away. There’s an empty bottle of wine on the coffee table in front of Beth, two glasses. Jack says, “I still can’t believe it’s you and Canavan.”

“It’s not ‘you and Canavan.’ ”

“You know what he’s doing right now?”

“No,” she says.

“Running trees with Hen in the front seat of the dump truck.”

“What do you want him to be doing? Ignoring him? Letting him play in the road?”

Jack looks out the window. Hen’s explaining something to Canavan, and Canavan’s listening hard, asking follow-up questions. “I could use him acting like a little bit more of an asshole out there,” he says.

“It’s not his fault.”

“It’s his fault,” Jack says. “Some.”

“It’s everybody’s fault,” Beth says.

It’s been like this at lunch, too. She’ll come by to get Hen and it’s short like this, a kind of half-assed truce interrupted by these exploratory cannon rounds fired at each other. Feeling each other out. It’s all wrong. Everything’s wrong. They should be yelling at each other. He should be dragging her out of here by her hair. He should be hitting Canavan in the face. “Do you want toast?” he asks her. “I want some toast.”

“No,” she says. “Thanks.”

He goes into the kitchen, finds the bread, shoves a couple of slices into the toaster. He opens up a few of Canavan’s kitchen drawers, looks in at the knives and forks and spoons. They look like anybody else’s knives and forks and spoons. “I read in the paper that they found a stand of chestnut in Georgia that had survived the blight,” he tells her. The toaster’s not working. He bangs it on the counter a couple of times.

She comes in and leans on the counter. “It’s the switch there, on the wall,” she says, pointing. He flicks it, and the toaster comes right on. “What blight?” she asks.

“The chestnut blight,” says Jack. Why’s he telling her this? “There used to be ten million trees. Or ten billion. I can’t remember. It was in the article.”

“And then the blight.”

“And then the blight,” he says. “In the nineteen-hundreds. Early, like the thirties and forties. I think it was million. Ten million. Anyway. They found some in Georgia. This old stand of trees.”

“Wow,” she says.

“Yeah,” he says. He’s got nothing more for her on the famous chestnut blight. She’s standing there, waiting for him to do something else. The shirt she’s wearing is too big for her, and he realizes it has to be Canavan’s. Perfect. He looks at the tendons in her neck, her thin collarbone, the freckles on her skin. “You look good, you know,” he says. “You look good to me.”

“You look good to me, too, Jackie,” says Beth, rubbing at her forehead. “Even if you do look like shit.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Well, it’s true. Are you sleeping?”

“Some,” he says. He stares in at his toast. His face feels hot. “I’m not asking you to come back home here,” he tells her again. “You decided to leave, you decide to come back home.”

“I know that,” she says.

“I don’t want this to be over,” he says.

“It’s not over. And I don’t either.”

“You and Canavan,” he says.

“It isn’t like that.”

“How is it not like that?”

She flicks something off the countertop. She says, “You know what? I don’t have any idea what it’s like.”

“How long are you going to stay here?” he asks her.

“I don’t know.”

“I mean, what’s your plan?”

“I don’t know that either.”

“The dog misses you. He can’t figure out what the hell’s going on.”

She says, “Did you call the vet about getting his summer shave?”

“Yes,” he says, lying, trying to make a note to himself to actually remember to do that. “Next Wednesday.”

“What about the bug guys?”

“You come home, you can worry about bugs in the house.”

“I don’t like bugs.”

“Houses have bugs,” he says.

“Not this one.”

“Ours does,” he says.

“I know,” she says. “I know.”

He’d like very much for his toast to catch on fire in the toaster, give him some minor emergency he can take care of. Anything.  Stand back, ma’am. “So you’re fucking him, then?” He hasn’t asked her this at the lunches.

“I really don’t feel like we need to talk about that right now.”

“In front of all their pictures of all their fabulous vacations? Their whole lives right here in eight by ten? Are you fucking him in here on his big blue sofa? Or just in the bedroom?”

“I said, Jack, I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Does Rena know about this? Have you told her?”

“Have I told her? When would I do that?”

“At school,” Jack says. “You’d tell her at school.”

“She’s not teaching summer classes.”

“How about when you go over there to see her? Are you going over there to see her?”

“No,” she says. “Not right now.”

“Isn’t she going to wonder where you are?”

“Probably,” Beth says. “She probably is.”

“This just gets better,” he says. “Doesn’t it?” His toast does not catch fire. It pops up, and Jack eats it dry, like always. All he can hear is his own chewing. He needs to get out of here, get away from the sofa, from Beth in Canavan’s kitchen. He’s got to go to work. He refills his mug, picks up his other piece of toast. “I have to go,” he says. “I’m taking this mug with me.”

She looks at him like she feels sorry for him, and says, “Fine.”

“And I’m not fucking asking you to come home.”

“Fine,” she says.

“You stay over here for six fucking years if you want to,” he says.

“I’m not staying six years.”

“This isn’t right,” he tells her. He wipes toast crumbs off his face. “This is not right.”

“Maybe not,” she says. “But it has to be. For now, it has to be.” She looks at the floor. “I know it’s not fair, Jackie, but I don’t know what else to tell you.”

He could do things right here. He could club her over the head with a lamp, carry her unconscious body to the truck, drive her home and chain her to a tree in the back yard. Or he could beg her for something. He could make her some promises. He could lie and tell her he’s finished the tile floor. Instead, he steals the coffee mug, goes out the door without saying anything else to Beth, walks to the truck and climbs up into the driver’s seat and waits for Canavan to get out of the cab. Doesn’t say anything to him, doesn’t look at him. Just waits. This hasn’t quite been the victory lap he had in mind. Somewhere back there he fucked this up, he’s pretty sure. Somewhere back there he may have made things worse. Canavan gets down, and Jack starts the truck, drops it in gear a little too quickly, lurches down the driveway. Canavan watches him go. Jack looks dead ahead. Hen looks dead ahead. He doesn’t open or close anything at all.
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At PM&T, there is chaos. The line of cars is out to the highway, and there’s a little crowd of people standing at the office shed. Waiting to pay, probably, but it’s hard to tell. Jack parks the truck in front of the pile of crushed gravel and it’s only after he gets the brake kicked in that he sees what the problem is, why nobody’s doing much of  anything: Butner and Ernesto have managed to roll one of the skid loaders over on its side. Full bucket, of course, so there’s half a yard of red-dyed pine washed out across the middle of the lot. Also, the loader looks like it’s leaking fuel. Butner and a kid who can’t be much out of high school are standing next to it, pointing at it and then back at what seems to be the kid’s truck, a Nissan pickup jacked about five feet up off the ground. Ernesto is tying lengths of chain off to the front bumper of the pickup, looping the other ends around the loader’s roof, around the bucket. Jack gets out and jogs over there.

“Jefe,” says Butner. He’s proud of picking up Spanish from Ernesto. Slow days on the yard, Butner will sit there with him asking what individual words are, one by one. Ernesto, what’s “help”? What’s “dump truck”? What’s “pussy”?

“Just tell me you didn’t hit anybody on the way down,” Jack says.

“It was Ernesto, actually.”

“Damnit, Butner, he’s not even on the insurance—”

“I know. But you weren’t here yet, and things started getting crazy.”

“There’s still no way you should have let him drive.”

“It wasn’t so much ‘let,’ ” says Butner, “as me talking him into it. We were pinched. I’m sorry.” He shrugs. “Anyway, this is Randy, my buddy’s little brother. He brought over the chain.” The kid reaches out his hand, and Jack shakes it.

“Thanks,” Jack says.

“No problem,” Randy says.

“How’s Ernesto?” Jack asks. “Is he OK?”

“Cut his arm some,” says Butner. “Cherry came out and patched him up.” Cherry works behind the counter at the Shell most days. “He went over real slow. And I had him strapped in there pretty good. I made sure. He couldn’t have done any real damage.”

“Other than crashing the skid,” Jack says.

“Yeah,” says Butner. “But we’ll have it back up in a second.” Randy drops his cigarette on the ground, grinds it out with his toe, then lights another one. He’s got what looks like a tattoo of a litter of kittens on his arm. Butner says, “Once we’ve got it all rigged up, Randy’ll just back up real slow until the thing sits up on its own. Shouldn’t be much.”

Ernesto finishes with the chain, comes over to stand with them. “I’m sorry about all of this, Jack,” he says. With his accent, it comes out Chack. Sometimes Jack wishes he had an accent, too.

“It’s Butner’s fault for putting you in there,” Jack says. “How’s your arm?”

Ernesto holds it out, some gauze and tape wrapped around it, a little blood seeping through in a couple of places. “It’s fine,” he says. “It really is.”

“You don’t need to get it looked at?”

“I think that would probably be a little much.”

From the line, someone honks a few times, and Butner waves at whoever it is. He always seems to know. He points at the overturned skid loader, holds up his hand. Five minutes. The guy honks again, two little taps. OK. Butner turns to Jack. “We should probably go on and do this,” he says. “You OK with that?”

“I guess so,” says Jack.

“Well, let’s try this thing,” he says, and then they’re all moving, Ernesto toward the office and Butner toward the chains and Randy up into his pickup, gunning the motor. Butner checks everything, gives him the thumbs-up. Jack backs up a few steps and the kid’s already going, easing the truck back, foot by foot, until he gets some tension in the chains. This is the kind of thing Hen would want to see up close, Jack’s pretty sure. He should bring him over here. “Hang on,” he says, and Butner holds his arm up in the air. Randy stops, holds where he is, waiting. Jack goes to get Hen.

“Good idea,” Butner yells to him.

“What?”

“Good idea,” Butner says, coming toward the dump truck.

Jack has no idea what he means. “Hendrick?”

“No, man, drive the truck over here. We’ll tie off to it on the other end. Keep the skid from flipping over the other way.”

“Oh,” says Jack. “Good.”

“Yeah. That’ll work, I think.” Butner sticks his hand in through the window to Hendrick, palm out, wanting a high five. “How’s the brains behind the operation?” he asks him. Hen doesn’t move. “No?” Still nothing. Butner rubs him on the head. “That’s OK,” he says.

“Hello,” Hendrick says.

“Hello,” Butner says.

“Hello and welcome to another edition of This Week in Baseball,” Hendrick says.

“Awesome,” says Butner. Then, to Jack, he says, “Come on, man, let’s get this show on the road. You got customers waiting.”

Jack drives the dump truck over near where the skid’s lying on the ground, puts it in gear and shuts it off. Butner ties one more length of chain from the skid to the dump truck, pulls on it to make sure it’s right, gives his sign, and Jack’s only barely able to get Hen out of the cab before Randy starts back again. He hangs onto Hendrick, and the skid drags along on its side a little bit before the chains start to pull it up, but pretty quickly it’s leaning up into the air, and Butner’s right next to it, checking everything, giving more hand signals, telling Randy to stop, stop or try a little more. The kid gasses the truck back in little leaps. Finally Butner tells him go, go, and the Nissan jerks back and the loader lifts up off the ground the rest of the way all at once, rocks upright, holds at the top of its arc for a second or two, and then starts heading over the other way. Hendrick reaches out into the air like he might be able to catch it. The chain running to the dump truck does it fine, though, like Butner said it would, goes taut as a wire, and then it snaps the bumper right off the front of the truck, a huge shearing bang. But  it does stop the skid. It stays up on its wheels. The kid shuts off the Nissan, and the crowd over by the office claps. Hendrick covers his ears, squirms free of Jack, marches in place.

“Well, fuck me twice,” says Butner, looking at the bumper. “Tied the chain wrong. I did worry about that.”

“You did?” Jack asks.

“Yeah. I let it pop too hard. Should have stopped it right at the top. I thought we’d be OK.” He nudges the bent chrome bumper with his toe. “Shit.”

“Why didn’t you say something? What else broke? Do you think anything else broke?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Butner says, squatting down to inspect the damage. He sticks his head in underneath. “Minor. Cosmetic. This thing’s straight as an arrow otherwise. I’ll fix it this afternoon.” He picks up the bumper, sets it on the hood of the truck. “At least we’re back up and running.”

“I guess so,” says Jack. He’s not so sure.

“Seriously,” Butner says. “Good as new. This afternoon.” He points at something under one of the headlights. “Just need to weld a couple new bolts on there.” Randy gets down out of his pickup and Butner tries to give him some money, peeling tens off a reel of cash he pulls out of his pocket, but the kid shakes his head, laughs, starts unhooking the chains. Butner shrugs, gets in the dump truck, backs it out of the way. He tries the loader next, which, amazingly, cranks right up, and he drives that over to the side of the lot. A woman in a huge red duelie starts toward the pine bark, but Butner waves her off, holding up both hands. Wait, he mouths at her. He pulls a book of matches out of his pocket, gives Jack a quick grin to let him know what’s coming. Jack wraps his arms around Hen again, pulls him back. Butner strikes the match, tosses it into the puddle of fuel from the loader, and there’s fire five feet tall. Jack can feel the air being sucked into it. Hen shrinks into him, away from the heat. They watch it flame out, smolder a little. Some of  the spilled mulch is on fire. This all just dangerous as hell. If Beth had been here to see this, she’d have beaten him to death with the broken bumper. Hen’s talking into Jack’s arm, saying, It’s gonna be a scorcher, folks. He’s saying, Your local forecast is next. Weather on the ones.  Butner starts waving to the woman in the red truck now, saying  come on, come on, come on, and while she backs up against the mulch pile, he gets the loader going again, sending the bucket deep into the bark, coming back out with a full load, turning, tumbling it into the truck bed. It’s choreography. It’s air traffic control. It’s everything all at once.

Jack walks Hendrick over to the office and gets him set up—they’ve got a couch in there, a little mini-fridge, a radio Hen likes to play with. Ernesto’s ringing people up. Fifteen dollars. Fifty. Thirty-two. “Thank you so much,” he’s saying. “Please come and see us again tomorrow.” Hen watches him key in the prices, enthralled. He loves the register. Jack stands in the doorway, just out of the sun. Randy drives away, taps the horn on his way out. The lot smells like fire, like cedar, like fuel. Jack thinks about Canavan up in some tree, about Beth over there rinsing out her cereal bowl, her coffee mug. He wonders whether they’re taking showers together or one at a time. Out on the lot, Butner’s gotten hold of a guy in white slacks, is showing him the three kinds of compost they have. Jack turns to make sure Hen’s still watching Ernesto run the register, tries to clear his head, heads out onto the yard to help whoever’s next.
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They go like hell all day. They’re selling everything on the lot. After her class, Beth takes Hen to lunch, drops him back off again.  Where’d you eat? Jack asks her.

We just went to Mike’s, she says. We had sandwiches. He had most of a PB&J. He’ll need something later.

How was it? Jack asks Hen.

Right now, Hendrick says, a forty-year-old nonsmoker qualifies for a $500,000 life insurance policy from Colonial Penn for just $19 a month.

The TV was on, Beth says. She frowns, looks around the lot, watches Butner toss bales of pine straw into a truck. I guess I better get back, she says. Be careful, OK?

We always are, Jack says, and she drives away before either of them can say anything that matters. Midafternoon, a landscaper who comes in two or three times a month to do business specifically with Ernesto buys every rose they’ve got, twenty-two plants. Four hundred dollars right there. A couple buys a boulder that’s been out front for a year and a half. Somebody even buys the lighthouse he and Butner had a bet about. Five feet tall, wooden, black and white barber pole stripes, electric lights inside. Meant to go in your front yard. Jack doesn’t know why. An old German guy from McLeansville showed up one day asking them if they’d buy it for $75. Jack said no, but told him if he left it on the lot he’d try to get $100 for it. Like a consignment. He felt bad for him. Butner laughed and laughed. A hundred dollars, he said, over and over. A hundred goddamn dollars. That motherfucker will be sitting right there when you die. And it was a young guy, standing in front of it toward the end of the day, frowning, looking a little desperate: Well, he said, I guess this is what she was talking about, and bought it. A hundred, cash. Butner stood in the shed and stared. Ernesto hit the cash register bell several times after the guy was off the lot and down the highway, the lighthouse sticking out the back of his trunk like the head of some dead animal.

Hendrick’s been happy all afternoon, easy, even, spending his time running between the rows of plants and shrubs, arms outstretched like a plane. He doesn’t look sick at all, Ernesto said. Hen rode with Ernesto on a couple of late-day deliveries. Jack stood on the lot, watched the truck pull out onto 70, Ernesto’s left arm hanging out the driver’s side, Hen’s arm poking out the other window, tiny, pale. Then they’d come back, Ernesto grinning away and Hendrick  serious, concentrating on riding, staring straight ahead through the windshield.

Six o’clock. Jack flips the sign from OPEN to CLOSED. Hen gets up immediately from the sofa and flips it back, then takes it down and starts playing with the WILL BE BACK AT clock arms on the CLOSED side, spinning them around and around. Butner drives both loaders to the back of the yard, parks them up against the mulch piles, walks over to the Shell station. Jack gets a cottage cheese from the fridge for Hendrick, locks the shed, and he takes Hen, his catalog and the OPEN CLOSED sign in hand, back to the greenhouse. They keep a few lawn chairs back there. Jack’s got nowhere to be, feels like sitting a while. Hen eats his cottage cheese in a hurry, carries the container and the plastic spoon over to a trash can, carefully drops everything in. When Butner comes back, he’s got a six-pack with him. He tosses a beer to Jack and another to Ernesto, who’s coiling up the hose against the side of the greenhouse. Ernesto pitches his back. “I can’t,” he says. “I need to go home.”

“You sure?”

“I am,” he says. He turns to Jack. “Nine o’clock tomorrow?”

“Good enough,” Jack says.

“I’m sorry about the loader. It won’t happen again.”

“No problemo,” Jack says, careful not to use any accent. Ernesto thinks the way he massacres Spanish is hilarious. He walks away, smiling, calling them gringos.

“Same to you, Paco,” Butner calls, and from his car, a little silver Toyota, Ernesto flicks them both off, then waves, the bandage on his arm a white flag.

“Don’t let him drive the skid any more,” Jack says to Butner, once he’s gone.

“Yeah.”

“I mean, something happens, nobody would ever insure us again.” Butner nods. Jack knows he’s not telling him anything he doesn’t know. “At least get him out here some Sunday and teach  him not to turn it around with the bucket up,” he says. “Do that, and I’ll add him to the insurance.”

“OK,” says Butner. “Will do.”

A helicopter flies over, low, headed in the direction of the interstate. “Big day,” Jack says, once it passes and it’s quiet again. “We lit the lot on fire.”

“Only for a second,” Butner says. “And anyway, we had to clean it up somehow.” He scratches his arm. “I’m not gonna kill us, boss man,” he says. “Or anybody else. Don’t worry.”

“Fair enough,” says Jack. “I’ll try not to.”

They sit and drink and slow their clocks back down and the beer tastes good, cheap and cold. Jack works on enjoying himself, on relaxing. It feels like forever ago that he was in Canavan’s driveway. Like it might not have happened, even. Like he might just wake up out of this and find Beth at home, complaining about the kitchen wall. Hendrick’s doing something with the black plastic pots Jack’s been saving to start a few seeds and saplings in. He’s got them lined up in a long half-circle, keeps going back to adjust the middle ones. It’s a calendar, maybe, or a way to make contact with aliens. “I was surprised the loader still ran,” Jack says. “Once we got it back up, I mean.”

“Yeah, but it was running rougher. Something’s probably knocked loose. I’ll tear it apart some time next week and make sure all the hoses and wires are still good.”

“When you do the bumper,” Jack says. It’s leaning against the office now.

“When I do the bumper,” Butner says. “Sorry again, man.”

“It’s OK.” Jack eyes the dump truck. They were too busy to get a chance to fix it, but he’s actually starting to like the look of it like that.

“I’ll get it fixed,” Butner says. “I’ll get it back on there.”

“No problemo,” Jack says again, flicking the pop tab on his beer can.

Butner runs an auto body on the side, nothing official, just cash under the table from his friends and their friends. He’s been saying he wants to do the dump truck, front to back, if Jack will let him. Says he wants to hammer all the dents out, repaint it. Jack’s not convinced, not sure he doesn’t like all the bangs and scratches, which is why the missing bumper’s been growing on him. He’s always liked that the doors are rusting out at the bottoms. Thinks it gives everything an air of authenticity. Beth says that’s because he likes pretending he’s some kind of cowboy, rolls her eyes at him, drives off to work or to the store in the wagon, safe and sound in all weathers.

A huge tractor pulls up to the diesel pump at the Shell. Jack and Butner raise their beers and the farmer waves, gets down, runs the pump hose into the top of the engine. “We ought to get ourselves something like that,” says Butner. “We could take out all these pines back here and disk in an acre of tomatoes.”

“We need something else to do,” Jack says.

“I bet that thing cost a hundred grand.”

“You think?”

“Easy.”

Hen looks up from his pots—he loves trucks, trains, bulldozers, anything big and motorized—and watches while the guy fills up. When the tractor pulls back out again, flashers behind the driver’s seat blinking away and the big engine rumbling, Hen goes back to his project.

“Hey, Hen,” Butner says. “Hendrick.” Hen looks up. “What’s that you’re up to over there?”

Hen says, clear as anything, “It’s buckets.”

“Oh,” Butner says.

“It’s buckets,” he says again, and then starts working his way through the tags for each of the radio stations he knows. B 98.3, the Triad’s Oldies Station. 100.7 The Jackal, with Rob and Red in the Morning.  Country 104, Your Home for Today’s Best Country Hits. Be caller one-oh-four and you’re on your way to see Faith Hill at the sold-out Philips Amphitheater.

Butner pretends to dial the station on his open palm, but Hendrick keeps right on going. 105.5, The Hammer. “Damn,” Butner says. “I never win those things.”

Hen gets up, picks up a piece of a pole from what will be the second greenhouse whenever Jack can get the time to build the thing, and starts walking the back wooden wall of the mulch bays, hitting each post a set number of times. A lot of times. Seventeen, eighteen. Butner watches him go. “He never stops, does he?” he says.

The sun’s dropped behind the trees across the street, and it’s coming through the branches like glass. “Not really,” Jack says.

Butner shifts in his chair, opens a new beer for each of them. “You know,” he says, after a while, “I guess I don’t care what she told you. For my money, there’s not enough excuses in the world for her to have moved in with Fucknut.” Fucknut’s what he’s been calling Canavan since Jack told him.

“I know,” Jack says.

“Do you?”

“I went over there this morning,” he tells him.

“What in hell for?”

“I was going to drop Hen off with her for the day. I figured we’d be so busy over here. But I changed my mind.”

“Hell yeah, you did. Fuck busy, man. You bring him here every goddamn day for the rest of your life if you want to.”

Jack’s not sure he needs Butner’s permission, but he appreciates it anyway. “Thanks,” he says.

“You’re welcome,” Butner leans forward. “Now. How about we finish this beer and go sugar that motherfucker’s tanks? Make you feel better.”

Jack likes the thought of Canavan’s three or four green trucks sitting dead on his lot. “Let’s set them on fire,” he says.

“Arson’ll put you in jail too long,” Butner says. “That’s an actual crime. Vandalism’s better.”

“Useless anyway,” says Jack. “While I was standing there this morning he bid out a job that’ll give us fifty yards of pine.”

“You’re not gonna cut him loose?” Hendrick comes back down the row of bays, moving faster, hitting the posts fewer times. One two three four five.

“He’s not even mine to cut loose any more, is he? Half of the log splitter’s his, and half the chipper. He brings in too much business.” People call in and ask if Jack can do a job, limb a tree back, and he says no, that’s not what he does. But I’ve got a guy who can, he tells them, farms the jobs back out through his regular commercial customers. Ten percent cut. Everybody happy all the time.

“I still think we ought to do some damage,” Butner says.

Jack watches Hendrick, who’s added a few taps on his own knee-cap to his routine. “She looked good this morning,” he says. “Over there, in his house. And today, when she came to get him.”

“I always did think you’d done well for yourself there.”

“Oh, yeah. Just perfect.”

“She’ll be back, boss man. And you know what? If she doesn’t come back, then just fuck all the bitches.”

Jack looks at him. “That’s your philosophy?”

“That,” he says, taking a deep breath, “is my philosophy.” He nods, agreeing with himself, it looks like. “Listen,” he says. “Rachel’s making pork chops tonight. Y’all are both welcome if you’d like. I can just call ahead and tell her to make more.”

Jack thinks about that, considers becoming a refugee in Butner’s house for the evening. Thinks about sitting out in his garage with him after dinner while he sands down the fiberglass fenders on whatever he’s working on now, Hendrick asleep across the dump truck’s bench seat. Butner could tell his stories about all the pussy I got in high school, and Jack could sit there and imagine a younger, skinnier Butner choosing which of the girls he would backseat that  weekend. But it’s a little too much for him, the idea of having to make conversation with Butner and Rachel and the kids at the supper table, the three little Butners knocking their sodas over into their food all night. “Thanks,” he says, “but I should probably just get Hen home, get him fed, get him to sleep.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah,” Jack says. “But thanks.”

“Offer’s good any time,” Butner says.

Jack goes to corral Hen. “I’ll just see you tomorrow,” he says.

“Not if I don’t see your ass first.” Butner drains off most of the rest of his beer, folds up both chairs, leans them against the greenhouse, and they walk back around to the front of the yard. There’s a couple standing next to a Lincoln, looking at the compost. Jack didn’t hear them come in. “We’ll be open tomorrow morning,” Butner tells them.

The woman says, “How much for your dirt?”

“Thirty-eight a yard,” Butner says. “Best you’ll find. We compost it ourselves. Nightcrawlers all through it. You could make a stick grow in that shit.” It’s thirty a yard, not thirty-eight, but Jack doesn’t say anything. “How much you need?” Butner asks. “How many yards?”

“Do you guys deliver?” asks the man, older, gray at the temples.

“We absolutely do,” Butner says. “Forty dollar fee.” It’s twenty-five. Jack gets Hen squared away in the truck, belts him in, starts it up, taps the horn, pulls out onto the highway, and stops at the light. In the rearview mirror, he watches Butner lead the couple from one pile of mulch to the next, and then over toward the plants, closing down another deal. The light changes and Jack heads for home, to check to see if the suitcases are still in the closet.
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He’s been thinking about being the kind of person who owns two houses. Because what he is now is a card-carrying member of the  aristocracy. He explains this to Hendrick, who says Aristophanes, Aristophanes. No, Jack tells him. Go back a few entries. Evenings, he’ll stand on his front porch, look out over his yard, at his house across the street. That it’s his doesn’t really feel real. He keeps waiting for someone to move in over there, U-haul half in the driveway and half on the lawn, rugs and lamps going in through the front door. Instead, it just sits there. His. He’s owned it seven weeks and done nothing to it except to empty it some, to bring the dump truck home a couple weekends, fill it with shit from the garage or the attic, take it all away. Everything that didn’t get auctioned got left behind. Yours to keep, the auction people told him. Like it was a prize. He finds himself now the owner of the world’s worst yard sale and ammunition dump. He’s still turning up shotgun shells everywhere.

The mortgage payments will add up soon enough. He knows he ought to be more worried about that. He can go a few months, but the math isn’t complicated. This is not money they have. He’s got to get that thing on the market. Get it cleaned up, get a sign in the yard, get it sold, show her the thirty thousand. It’s still a good bet. It’s still easy money. Even if he does nothing to it, he can get what he paid for it, probably more. But for right now, anyway, more than a little part of him is starting to like having two front porches to choose from. He likes the mirror image across the street. Likes surveying his lands. Beth, of course, does not like it, does not like that he likes it, has decided to survey Canavan’s house, has decided to survey Canavan.

Nights: Jack works on getting pissed off, which he can manage easily enough, but then he gets lonely, which only pisses him off in new ways. He feeds Hen, works his way through the evening routines. He tries to get everything right, tries to leave Hen’s bedroom door open the requisite five inches, tries to leave the radio on at the exact correct sanctioned volume, drives to three separate stores to find the right shape of bulb to replace the burned-out nightlight.  Without Bethany’s help, it’s three times the work. Once Jack does get him down, once they’ve taken one last lap through the house, Hen knocking twice on the top of every faucet with his toothbrush—including the water shutoffs under each sink and toilet, and the emergency hot water runoff in the closet by the water heater, each recently discovered and thus toothbrush-knockable—after all that, once he’s got him down and sleeping, that’s when it’s been getting worse. That’s when he looks out the window. That’s when the house goes dead damn quiet.

He’s been sneaking out the front door and going across the street to stand in the dust and wallpaper and shotgun shells and look at the empty rooms. Or he’ll stand in the garage, depot for everything left over, staring at open boxes of wire shelving and kicking at the pedals on a broken exercise bike. Or he’ll sit on the front steps over there and watch his own front door back across the street, waiting for it to open up, waiting for Hen to stand in it, screaming. Or silent. He’ll crack a beer open—he’s keeping beer in an ancient fridge he moved from the garage into the kitchen—and tell himself one more time that she’ll be back soon enough, that she’ll be the one apologizing.

School’s been out two weeks, which means he’s been sitting out there and listening to the high school girls down the street giggle in the dark in their tiny jean shorts and call each other endlessly on their cell phones and their cell phone walkie-talkies. Their friends pull up in their parents’ minivans and play music until someone from inside the house tells them to turn it down, shut it off. Then they all talk on their phones about how this is bullshit, this is complete shit, and they pile into the van and head for someone else’s house, somewhere they can play their music as loud as they want. Jack tends to go back across the street after that, turn the 10:30 ball game on, and make himself a drink, maybe two, watch the thing on mute. He loves a game he doesn’t have to care about, loves watching the Royals at the Mariners, San Diego at Arizona. Pull for  whoever’s behind. And then it’s 12:30, 1:00, and he’s a little soft around the edges from the booze, and he goes to bed because he’s got to be up by 7:30, because that’s when Hen wakes up. If it’s not anything else, he thinks, lying in bed in the white wash and roar of the attic fan, it’s a routine.

When he was four, what Hendrick loved above all else were the Dodge Truckville commercials. It’s better in Truckville. Grab Life by the Horns. When one came on, he’d stand directly in front of the set, touching the screen, singing along with every note of the jingle. Jack and Beth made it a game, invented a whole other life for themselves out there in Truckville. An alternate existence. Jack spent his days loading I-beams into the back of his one-ton, baling hay, calving, standing around at sunset in a flannel shirt and pointing out sections of the fenceline they’d have to mend tomorrow. Beth, in her half of the dream, drove the kids to wherever Truckville kids went in their new Dodge Yeti, leather seats and leather cupholders and a full-size movie screen that rolled out of the ceiling. Then she’d come back home to chink the cracks of the log cabin they built themselves from trees they cut down with a saw they blacksmithed in the shop out back.

And who’s in Truckville now? Fucking the goddamned mayor of Truckville? That’s what plays on a loop in Jack’s head through the weekend, a little louder each time she comes to pick Hen up, each time she brings him back, to where Monday night, after the girls tear off in their minivan, Jack decides he’s got to do something other than sit here on one or the other of his porches. Because he’s earned that much, hasn’t he? A change of scenery? That’s all he wants. A little half-assed escape for a few minutes. He gets up, goes across the street, looks in on Hen. He’s left him alone before—quick runs to the grocery, to the bank. It’s not like he’ll be anything other than right damn here when he gets back. He puts the TV on mute, though, on The Weather Channel, just in case. If Hen did get up, he’d camp out in front of that, no problem. Jack pats  Yul Brynner on the head, tells him to keep an eye on things, tells him good dog, and sneaks out his own front door, even lets the truck coast a few houses down before he turns the ignition. He’s out and gone.

He can hear her no problem: Alone? You left him alone? Are you out of your mind? But here’s what she doesn’t get, won’t get, even with her safety magnets, her phone numbers: Nothing’s going to happen to him that hasn’t happened to him already. He’s not going to jump off the roof, because he’ll never make it out there. Instead, he’ll stand in front of the window, throwing the lock back and forth for seventeen hours. She thinks she can help him, can fix him, by treating everything like it’s an emergency. By being prepared for any possible situation. They have two fire extinguishers. Smoke alarms in four different places. They live two hundred miles from open water of any kind, and last fall she made them a hurricane kit. It’s in the front hall closet, in a waterproof box. Batteries. A radio. Granola bars. Pop-Tarts for Hendrick, the only thing he’ll eat some days. Jack told her she ought to put a few miles of extension cord in there, a toaster oven, some fish sticks—Hendrick’s favorite meal. I’m serious about this, she said. Jesus Christ, he said. I can see that. He should call her up right now and tell her where he is, where Hendrick is, see if she calls out the State Patrol or the National Guard. He makes a couple of turns. What he ought to do first is see where she is right now, check in on things. So he aims for Canavan’s house. Not to go in. That’s for assholes. He’s not going in. He’s just going to drive by, to see what he can see. And after that, who knows. Whatever he feels like. He rolls down his window, finds the bluegrass station that comes in from Galax if the weather’s clear, rides east.

He shuts the engine off at the top of Canavan’s street and coasts down in front of the house, because now he’s James fucking Bond. They’ve got the lights on out back. Which means they’re probably out there under Canavan’s spanking new tin roof, sitting in chairs  on the little concrete stoop in front of his workshop, listening to some music. Canavan’s proud of his record collection, owns vinyl pressings of obscure concerts, pays a hundred bucks a pop to buy these things off the web. It’s where he spends his money. When they’d be over there for dinner, he’d make a big show out of choosing the right records for the right night. Jack can’t quite see Beth going for this part of his personality. But what the hell does he know? Maybe she gets off on his forty-five minute speeches about the difference between the way they recorded bebop in New Jersey and New York. Maybe she wants to have the conversation stopped so she can listen to that right there. You hear that? You hear that?  Or maybe right now she’ll take anybody who’s not Jack.

He picks at the steering wheel, jingles the keys. It’s not oysters and champagne and strawberries back there. He knows that. They’re probably not fucking each other on a handmade quilt while the last known vinyl copy of a session at the Montreux Jazz Festival 1973 spins on the turntable. It’s probably just chairs they’ve dragged over from the patio. Canavan’s got a few beers in a bucket of ice. Classy. They’ve had dinner, or they’re just finishing up a late one. She’s on adult time again. Not one part of her evening rigged toward getting Hen his fish sticks by 6:45 so that he can eat them one by one and be done in time to watch the seven o’clock rerun of Murder, She Wrote. They don’t know how he found it, or why anybody would still be showing it, but there it is, every night, Angela Lansbury putting the pieces together one more time. When it’s over, he reads the encyclopedia, and then he goes to sleep. By eight-thirty or so, you get your own life back for a while.

They’ll have Canavan’s freezer-burned ice cream for dessert: It’s fine, she’ll say to him, and it is, sort of. It tastes old, but it tastes like ice cream. They’ll finish that off and have one more beer, or a martini, maybe, Canavan producing an antique shaker and making some show about the first martinis of the summer. Cheers, he’ll tell her, and then bounce up again and switch the record to something else,  something he finds in the closet, blows the dust off of. I haven’t listened to this in forever, he’ll say. Perfect. And she’ll be sitting there, not thinking about what any of this means, not thinking of moving her things in. She will just sip her martini, which will have too much vermouth in it. Outside of her lunches with Hendrick, she’s in some alternate universe, somewhere she can basically cease to exist for a while. She’ll go in and teach Summer I and then come back home. She’ll sit under Canavan’s new roof. She’ll sip her drink and say to him, Listen to this. I had some kid use the term “escape goat” in an essay today, and they’ll laugh about that, and they’ll go inside, and they’ll go to bed. Jack’s plenty jealous of Canavan in all the ways he knows he’s supposed to be, wouldn’t mind it if something fell on him or if he caught leprosy, but the kicker is that it turns out he’s getting jealous of Beth, too. It is Monday in her life. She hasn’t had to make a single decision about anything.

She’s up for tenure in the fall, and she’ll get it. Which means they’re here forever, which means he’s tied to PM&T. Which is fine. He’s proud of having made something, of having dropped a fully functioning business onto a gravel lot. Soon, the two of them will be making enough money to where they’ll be able to pay the bills without having to keep close track of the bank accounts. He’ll sell the house across the street. He’ll go to work. Pine needles, pine bark, chipped pine pallets. Christmas trees in December, fruit trees in the spring. Marigolds, impatiens, pansies. Yes, we deliver. Yes, we’ll be sure not to block the driveway. Maybe they’ll hire a third guy, someone who can manage the greenhouse. Someone who can grow the bare-root mail-order stuff, send their profit margin through the roof. Mulch for the rest of his life. And Beth will end this thing with Canavan, will come back home. She’ll have to. Everything will work out perfectly, perfectly fine.

Jack cranks the engine, drops it in first, and edges the truck up onto Canavan’s lawn. What’s called for here, he’s suddenly pretty sure, is something on the order of the grand gesture. You can’t just  sit in your truck in front of your wife’s boyfriend’s house. You have to do something. You have to be a man of action. So he drives across the yard, cuts the wheel, and rumbles slowly along the front of the house, taking out the line of shrubs Canavan’s got planted there. Azaleas and boxwood. A couple of hydrangeas, which he feels a little bad about. But he puts it in reverse, backs up to make sure he got them all. If he’s going to do it, he’s going to do it right. The branches snap under the wheels. It doesn’t take long. He’s careful not to hit the house itself. Vandalism only. At home, Hendrick’s probably dreaming the list of Deputy Secretaries of Housing and Urban Development, or of prime numbers spooling endlessly across reams of paper. On his way back out, looking for something extra, a grace note, Jack lines up the mailbox, drives right over the top of it, over the top of the garden Canavan’s got going there. No lights come on in the house. No one comes flying out the front door. No one starts in yelling at him, asking him what the hell he thinks he’s doing. Nothing happens. Jack, his wife somewhere back there in Canavan’s back yard, drives away. He’s done what he needed to do. He puts the truck through its gears and heads for 70, for a little bar out there that’s on the way back into Greensboro. After all this hard work, he’s pretty sure he deserves a cold beer.
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The Brightwood. It was the old roadhouse and inn back before the interstate came through. A low-slung brick building, a gravel drive they’ve got the contract on. Thirty yards of crushed gravel every eighteen months. Six or eight trips in the undersized dump truck. There are two dead Pontiacs, one on blocks, off to the right of the door. Roosters live, seemingly, loose on the property. Neon sign on the roof, all caps: BRIGHTWOOD. A smaller one hangs on the brick front wall: SIZZLING STEAKS.

Inside, the place is small, shotgunned, smoky, a rectangular room that runs front to back with the bar set along the right-hand  side. A TV hangs off a mount that drops from the ceiling at the far end, tuned to one of the forensic crime dramas where things get solved because someone sneezed and forgot to cover his mouth. A pube on the carpet, the half-moon of a fingernail. This is how they’ll get him for Canavan’s lawn: A single fiber from his shirt. There’s another room on the other side, a dining room, from the days when the Brightwood was a supper club. It’s closed down now, tables stacked on their ends. There are pictures everywhere on the walls. Lieutenant Governors, baseball players, Elvis—signed. And back behind the bar, on built-in shelves that run the length of the room, more pictures: Sears store family portraits, school pictures of kids in braces. Alongside those: Incomplete sets of china, stuffed animals, dolls, scaled NASCAR die-cast models, crystal wine glasses, decorations from all the major holidays. An electronic Santa that’s always on, always waving. A few bottles of liquor crammed into a corner. Souvenir shot glasses. Baby spoons from national parks and monuments. Beth gets uncomfortable in here, says the craziness of it makes her nervous. Jack loves it.

There’s a couple in the round booth in the corner, smoking, holding hands. She’s in a yellow tank top, drunk, skinny, laughing at everything her date says. Two women are sitting at the front of the bar, heavily made up, mid-forties, maybe fifties, drinking something orange out of stemmed glasses. He’s the only other person there. He sits down a few seats away from the women and far enough away from the TV so the sound doesn’t feel like it’s in his skull. The bartender, an older woman, short, the same woman who’s been here every time he’s ever come in, brings him a menu and a napkin, says, “What’ll you have?”

“A Miller’s,” he says, thinking of his grandfather, who called all beer, regardless of brand, a Miller’s.

She nods, purses her mouth, reaches into the cooler and then opens his beer for him, something he’s always liked. She sets it on his napkin. “Anything to eat?” she says.

He’s earned himself a snack, he figures. He orders a cheeseburger.

“We make all our own ground beef,” she says. “Right here.”

“Yes ma’am,” he says. She leaves to put his order in, and he watches the TV. The crime scene is poolside, the suspects girls in white bikinis. The detectives are swabbing the bikini girls’ mouths with Q-tips. There is shock and outrage and surprise and the cops look serious, vigilant, preternaturally beautiful. Jack sips his beer, considers the facts: Canavan’s probably out in his lawn by now, assessing the damage. Beth’ll be telling him all about how this is why she moved out in the first place, because Jack’s nothing more than a goddamned overgrown child. She’ll be telling him to go and get his log splitter off the lot at PM&T. She’ll be saying he’s crazy, he’s crazy. He’s not crazy. He was just stopping by, leaving a note. Sorry I missed you.

The show goes to commercial. When it comes back on, the action has shifted to other bikini girls at another pool. One of the ladies at the end of the bar is explaining something about a house fire to the bartender. Something about money burning up, about having kept money in coffee cans in the house. “You just don’t ever know,” the woman says.

“I know,” the bartender says.

Jack orders a second beer when his cheeseburger comes out, and a third, eventually. He watches the end of the cop show. It was one of the bikini girls. Long shot of the bikini girl in the back of a cruiser. Justice. The ladies down the bar are talking now about somebody’s son who has to go to jail for a month. The local news comes on. The anchor’s name is Neil McNeill, which has always seemed impossible, but there it is. That can’t be his name, Beth said, the first time they saw him. Why not? Jack wanted to know.

He must have changed it.

You think he changed it to that?

I don’t know, she said. That just can’t be his name.

She’ll hold onto things like that, worry them through. She wants  to push at the world. It’s something he likes about her, something he admires—that she feels she’s owed some kind of explanation. Jack’s often enough content just to drive the truck over the top of Canavan’s landscaping, see what happens.

He hangs on for one last beer, for the weather and sports. In minor league action, the Bulls and Grasshoppers and Warthogs all win. Smiles all around the anchor desk. At the round booth, the tank top woman gets up on her knees, pulls her shirt up in the back, shows her date a tattoo. Don’t that look just like a world globe? she’s saying. Don’t it? Jack looks, but not too long. It’s time to go. He pays his tab, leaves a big tip, walks out into the parking lot. He feels better. A burger and a beer. A night on the town, a calling card. He’s feeling better.

He knocks some of the mud from Canavan’s lawn off the front tires, climbs up in the truck. Maybe it was a half-stupid thing to have done. Maybe somebody who had it together better wouldn’t have done that. Doesn’t matter. It was at least a fierce goddamned show of force, is what it was. It was an update with scores and highlights. He gets the truck turned around without hitting anything, and drives out past a huge display of mahogany furniture sitting in a mowed field. There’s a long yellow banner that says REAL MAHOGANY. There are tables, some dressers, a four-poster bed, something that looks like a throne. It’s all been out here at least a year. Jack’s never once seen anyone looking at it, never once seen anyone who looks like he might be selling it. It just sits. Furniture in a field. He rolls down his windows, finds what he wants on the radio, drives home with the volume cranked up. On the way by PM&T, he slows down and takes a look. Everything’s still right where he left it: His plants, his office, his piles of mulch.
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Beth’s sitting on the front porch, drinking coffee, when he gets home. Shit and shit. Yul Brynner’s out there, too, and the both of  them look disappointed. And pissed. Jack hasn’t called about getting him shaved yet. Another failure. It’ll be 95 degrees soon enough, and the dog will lay around panting, miserable. Jack gets out of the truck, reminds himself one more time to call the vet.

The porch light’s on across the street. He moves slowly, buying time, trying to make every move look like he’s doing it on purpose. He does like her back over here, sitting on his porch. Their porch. She’s chewing on a strand of her hair. It makes her seem like a kid. He climbs up the steps, and Yul Brynner watches him. Beth doesn’t. Jack nods at the dog on his way by.

Inside, the house is quiet, but bright, all the wrong lamps on. He checks on Hendrick, who’s sleeping on his side, just like they taught him. First, push your hand down on the bed. Like that. Push and roll. Great, honey, that’s great. That’s perfect. Every new movement had to be taught, had to be broken down step by step. Regular kids don’t have to be taught to roll over. At the yard last week, Butner said, He runs like a goddamn marionette, you know. Jack didn’t know for sure that Butner knew what a marionette was. He grabs the last four of a six-pack out of the fridge, brings that back out on the porch with him. Might as well keep going. Yul Brynner’s staring out into the yard. Beth is, too.

“Beer?” Jack says.

Beth shows him her mug, says nothing.

“Don’t mind if I do,” Jack says, opening himself one. He sets the other three back behind him, up against the house. He scratches Yul Brynner behind the ears. “What’s he looking at?”

“I don’t know,” she says, her voice something dug out against him. “It’s out in the trees. It’s been out there a while.”

Sticks snap in the little stand of shrubs and ivy in the side yard. Yul Brynner starts to shake a little, vibrate, his version of being battle-ready. A possum comes wallowing out from under a bush, sits up, stares at them. It seems anti-climactic. It seems fat. Yul Brynner whines, then barks a couple of times, and it runs away.

“Possum,” Jack says.

“He looked smart,” says Beth.

“Smart?”

“Like he was looking at us,” she says.

“He was looking at us.”

“You know what I mean.”

The dog works his way through a series of more whines and growls. “Good boy,” Jack says, rubbing his ribs. “Good boy.”

“Put him on his lead,” Beth says.

“What for?”

“What do you mean, what for? I don’t want him going down there, chasing after that thing.”

“He’s fine,” says Jack. “Isn’t he?”

Beth gets up, gets the rope from its peg by the door, hooks one end to the porch railing and the other end to the dog.

“He’s not going anywhere,” Jack says, and Yul Brynner promptly gets up and runs for the shrubs, the rope trailing behind him. Beth steps on it some right before it goes taut, slowing him down enough to where he won’t hurt his neck, a trick they’ve learned from enough evenings out here with him. She looks at Jack a long time, proving something. Then she dumps out her coffee, reaches for a beer, pours half of it in the mug. She says, “Jackie, what in the hell is it with you, anyway, do you think?”

“What do you mean?” he says. He knows what she means.

She aims her mug at the truck. “How about this, for starters: What is that all over your tires?”

“Mud from the lot, I guess,” he says.

“Mud from the lot. That’s your answer.”

“Sure,” he says.

“You know what?” she says. “We heard you out front before you even did it. We heard the truck, Jack. We got up and came and stood in the window and we watched you do it.” She sits up  straighter. “I didn’t think you’d do it. I told him you wouldn’t. But then you did.” She doesn’t sound all that impressed.

Jack reels Yul Brynner back in, hand over hand on the lead. The dog’s still staring out into the dark. A car horn goes off a couple of times out on the larger road. “I think the first time I saw a possum was in kindergarten,” he says. “They found it in one of the trash cans outside. Stevens Kindergarten. I was a Cardinal. Or a Bluebird.”

“What are you talking about?”

“They had us grouped off, named for birds. Maybe I was a Robin. We had Robins one year.”

“Was Hen still asleep when you went in there?”

“Of course.” He gets the dog the rest of the way back up on the porch. “They took us all out there to see it. Lined us up and brought us out there. I don’t know what they were thinking. That thing could have come up out of there and bitten somebody.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

It’s a fair question. Maybe because he’s supposed to be telling her something, and this is what’s coming out. “Because of the possum,” he says. “It was a mother possum, in the trash can. With babies. I remember we looked in there and saw she had babies. She could have given everybody rabies.” Beth’s shaking her head. “Rabies babies,” he says.

“Jack.”

“What?”

“Are you drunk?” she says.

“I don’t think so.”

“Where’ve you been?”

“What?”

“Where were you? What is it that made you think you could just leave him here?”

“Because I could just leave him here. I didn’t think it. I did it. He’s fine. He was fine, right, when you got here?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“He was fine. You know he was.”

“That’s not the point—”

“Nobody could figure out how she’d gotten them in there,” he says.

“Gotten what in where?”

“The possum babies. They got the county extension or the nature preserve or something to come out and get them. They pulled up in the truck and we all watched. The guy got them out of there with this metal pole with a noose or something on the end of it.”

“The nature preserve came out to get possums?”

“Maybe it was just an exterminator, and they lied to us,” he says. “I don’t remember.” The idea that it could have been an exterminator brings a sadness down on him. Maybe he is drunk.

“Maybe it was one of those catch-and-release places,” she says.

“I’ve never believed those places actually do that. I always imagine them clubbing everything to death once they’re back at the shop. Like baby seals.”

“Jesus, Jack.”

“I’m sorry.”

“They don’t do that. They don’t club them to death.”

“They might.”

“They don’t,” she says. “And anyway, it doesn’t matter.” She slides a little away from him, stares at her feet. “Are you done?” she asks.

“What do you mean?”

“With your possum story. Are you done?”

“Yes.”

“Then is it my turn?”

“Sure,” he says.

“OK.” She leans against the railing. “Listen to me,” she says. “I’ve been here an hour and a half. What I’d like to know is, where have you been?” The dog rolls over on his side, offers up his belly. She  says, “I mean, after you tore up Terry’s yard. I know that part of it. I want to know what it is you did after that.”

“I’m sorry about that.”

“No, you’re not,” she says.

“OK,” he says. “You’re right.”

“You know what he’s doing right now?”

“Not you, I’m guessing.”

She ignores that. “He’s out there with all the lights turned on, with his car parked in the street with the headlights on, and he’s trying to see if there’s anything you didn’t destroy, trying to see if there’s anything he can salvage.”

“I didn’t plan it,” he says. “Really. It just sort of happened.”

“Why don’t you try that with the police? I tried to talk him into calling the police, but he wouldn’t do it.”

“What a stand-up guy your boyfriend turns out to be.”

“Jack, you want to know what’s going on? With me? With us? It’s this. This right here. The way you do things, the way you walk through the world and don’t pay attention to anybody else, ever. The things you’re capable of—”

“Wait,” he says. He’ll take some of this from her, but he’s got to draw a line somewhere. “You wait. How about let’s maybe not talk about what I’m capable of. Because between the two of us, you’re the one who looks a little bit more capable of something right now—”

“Not to mention that you left him here alone, Jack, alone, for what, two hours? Three hours? What if something happened? He’s six years old!”

“I don’t need you to tell me how old he is, OK? I know how old he is.”

“Do you?”

He can feel the both of them starting to lose hold of the conversation. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“What if something had happened to him?” she says again. “What if—”

“What is it you think could have happened?”

She looks straight at him. “Do you want me to make you a fucking list?”

“Yes, I do,” he says. “Go right ahead. You tell me what it is you’ve got in your head that could have happened to him.”

“Anything, you imbecile! Anything! He could have turned the stove on. He could have electrocuted himself when he decided he needed to touch the dryer outlet seventeen times. He could have crushed his head in the garage door.”

“He could have drowned in a teaspoon of water.”

“Oh, fuck you, Jack, alright? You know what I mean.” She says it again: “You know what I mean.”

“But that’s what I’m telling you. He didn’t do any of that. That’s what I’m always trying to tell you. None of that happened, because he was already down. Because I got him down. Because we went through the whole fucking thing, the whole song and dance. Just the two of us. We’ve done it every night. Every night. The faucets. The nightlight. The catalog. And he’s doing the windows in the French doors now, by the way. He has to run his finger around the inside of every single pane, which takes half a goddamned hour by itself. Here’s what we did tonight: We lined up the shoes. We read the stories. We did the doors. We did all that, and then he went to sleep, and that was it.” He reaches back, gets himself a new beer. “He was down.”

“You left him alone.” She says it slowly, quietly.

“To sit at the Brightwood for an hour and have a beer and think. That’s all.” He stands up. “He. Was. Down.”

“The Brightwood,” she says.

“Yes.”

“You couldn’t think here?”

“Who the hell are you to ask me that? You can’t do whatever it is you’re doing here, either, right? Right. Because Canavan’s not here to do, is he?”

“Do you think I wanted this?” she says. “Do you think this is the way I wanted my life to be?”

“Well, what do you want me to say, Bethany? I mean, Canavan? Fucking Canavan?”

“That’s not what this is about,” she says. “How many times are we going to do this? You know it’s not about that. You know it.”

“How is it not about that? In what way is any part of this possibly not about that? I swear to fucking hell,” he says, tensing, feeling like his head is about to come off his body, and without thinking it through, without thinking about it at all, he turns around, and from the bottom of the steps—he’s ended up out in the yard, somehow—he throws his beer through the living room window.

She’s up then for sure, coming at him, wild. She throws her mug at him, misses. It lands behind him in the yard. Lights come on next door. Something very definite is happening between them right here. Here is a discrete moment. He thinks she might try to tackle him, but she stops right in front of him, stands facing him, breathing hard. They stare at each other. After the crash of the window, things suddenly feel very quiet. Very still. She says, right into his face, “What in the hell is the matter with you?”

He doesn’t know. His arm hurts from the throw. He can’t really believe the can went through. He stands there in his front yard at whatever time it is, midnight. His window’s broken. He’ll have to fix it, have to tape something over it tonight. Cardboard. He picks her mug up, hands it back to her. “I’m sorry,” he says. Then he says, “I love you.” It just comes up out of him.

“Oh, shit, Jack, I love you, too,” she says. “But—” She stops, her voice catching.

“But what?”

“But nothing,” she says, backing up. She sits down on the bottom step.

“I didn’t mean to do that,” he says.

She pulls at her hair, looks out at the street. “I don’t think you ever mean to do anything,” she says.

“That’s not fair,” he tells her.

“I don’t care,” she says. “I don’t care. I don’t have to be fair.” She sounds quiet now, small.

“I mean to do things,” he says.

“Like the house?” she says. “Did you mean to do that? Have you done anything to it?”

“No. Not much.”

She runs her finger around the inside of her mug. “Are we broke yet?”

“We’re not broke.”

“Are you sure?”

“Pretty sure.”

“Great,” she says. “Superb.”

“Yeah,” he says.

“Jack,” she says, “maybe it’d be better—”

“You can’t have him,” he says, cutting her off. He saw this part of it coming when he parked the truck, found her on the porch. There’s no way he’s letting her pack him up and take him out of here.

“What?”

“If that’s what you’re doing here. You can’t have him. You can’t take him.”

“I miss him, Jack, OK? I miss him. And if this is the way you’re planning on taking care of him—”

“I’ll take you to court,” he says. “You left. You’re the one who left. I’ll take you to court, and I’ll find some way to win. If you want him, you come back here. You come back home.”

“I think you’d do just beautifully in court.”

“I think maybe we both would,” he says. “In fact, why don’t we just take this shit on the road? Sell tickets? Bring Canavan along? We can parade all of this in front of a judge and let him—”

Yul Brynner gets up to greet Hendrick, who’s all at once standing there in the screen door, naked except for a T-shirt, which he’s wearing on his head like a veil. He’s marching in place, very carefully picking up one foot and then the other, very carefully putting each back down again. He’ll be great in marching band, Jack suddenly thinks, picturing him wearing a xylophone in a chest harness, playing “When the Saints Go Marching In.” And all the fight goes out of him. Beth too, he can see. A little truce drops down on them. Hendrick, the great and powerful common denominator.

The streetlight flicks off, then on again, and Hen starts breathing heavily through his nose, which is never good. What tends to come next is the unarticulated screaming, something that can go on for hours. A few months after he’d started it—long openmouthed wails, no tears, only stopping to breathe, and even then going on for what seemed impossibly long stretches, so long that at first they worried that he might suffocate himself—once they’d gotten used to it, or as used to it as they could get, they started betting on how long he’d go. A dark little game that helped them last it out. He’d start in screaming, and they’d each put a dollar on the counter, write a number of minutes on the face of it. 15. 40. 70. The kind of thing they wouldn’t share with regular parents in line at the checkout, but the kind of thing that eventually helped them survive. Hen’s breathing harder now, and Beth’s at the bottom of the stairs, pushing on her forehead. Jack gets a dollar out of his pocket, writes 0 on it, hands it to Beth. He’s got one trick left, this last trick, something new, something she hasn’t seen yet. She takes the dollar, looks at him like she’d like to know what it is he’s got in mind.

He walks up to Hendrick, opens the door. “Arizona,” Jack says.

Hen grunts a little, still trying to decide.

“Arizona,” Jack says again, eyeing Beth. They both know he should be at full blast by now.

Hendrick looks up at him, marching, planetary green eyes, little pot belly. “Tempe,” Hen says, measuring the syllables. “Phoenix.”

“New York,” Jack says, squatting down to his level.

Now he answers right away. “Binghamton Albany Bridgeport Buffalo Cooperstown.”

“Georgia,” Jack says.

“Macon Albany Valdosta Augusta,” Hen says. “Atlanta Kennesaw.” He’s calm.

Beth walks up the steps. “How did you figure this out?” She hands him his dollar back.

“He’s been in the road atlas some this week. At work. He likes to do the cities. Butner quizzes him.”

“What, like he’s some kind of toy?”

“No. Like he’s some kind of kid who likes place names. Montana.”

Hen wipes his nose. “Missoula,” he says. “Helena.”

“It works,” Beth says.

“Yeah.”

“I can’t believe that really works.”

“Yeah.”

“Bozeman,” says Hendrick.

“I’m not coming back yet,” she says. “Just so you know.”

He stands back up. “That’s what you came over here to tell me?”

“No. I came over here hoping I could bring fucking Child & Family Services down on your head.”

“OK.”

“I’m not coming back yet.”

“That’s fine. But you still can’t have him.”

“Jack—”

“What?”

“Jesus. I don’t know.” She gives the porch railing a shake, rocks it back and forth. “I tried to get him to call the police. He wouldn’t do it.”

“Cut Bank,” Hendrick says, almost whispering.

“I’ll replace it all,” he tells her. He’s not sorry, but he can help  put it back together. “Tell him to come by the lot tomorrow and take whatever he wants. I’ll even send some guys over to replant it for him. I can find a crew. We’ve got better shrubs on the yard than what he had in, anyway.”

“It’s not like that fixes anything,” she says.

“It fixes some of it, doesn’t it?”

“He had tomatoes by the mailbox. Tomatoes and basil. When I left he was out there trying to get the vines back upright. He was wrapping electrical tape around the places where you broke them.”

“I’ve got tomatoes going in the greenhouse. Butner does. They’re huge. He can have as many as he wants.”

“I’ll tell him that, I guess,” she says, going to retrieve Hendrick, who’s walked down into the flowerbed. He’s drawing lines in the dirt with his finger. She shepherds him back up onto the porch. “Don’t do that,” she tells him. “Daddy’s having a hard enough time keeping track of you as it is.”

“How about I put him to bed,” Jack says, trying for something. “We can have another beer. We can sit out here a while.”

“No,” she says. “No way. I’m leaving.” She watches Hen. “I’m going to go ahead and leave.”

He can’t tell what he wants here—whether he’d like her to change her mind, to stay, to drink beer out of her coffee mug for a while and then maybe go to bed with him, or whether he might actually want her gone, away again, the house back to its quiet awful rhythms of men. Regardless, he realizes, it worked. He trenched Canavan’s lawn, and it worked. She’s here. Whatever he meant it to mean, it did.

“I could put him to bed,” he says again, “and we could sit up. We could sit right here.”

“I have to go,” she says. She looks at Hen. “Maine,” she says. “Have you done that one yet?”

“Have you done that one yet?” Hen repeats.

“Maine,” she says.

“Maine.”

She tries one more time. “Maine.”

“Bangor,” says Hen, slowly, squatting down, his penis hanging like a comma. “Portland. Bar Harbor. Bar Harbor, Maine.”

“That’s terrific, honey,” she says. She might be crying. He can’t quite tell.

“Get him to come by tomorrow,” says Jack. “Tell him to come take whatever the hell he wants.”

“Bar Harbor, Maine,” says Hendrick.

“I’m going,” Beth says. “I’m sorry.” She says it to Hen, too. She leans down, holds his face to hers. “I’m sorry,” she says. “Mommy’s really sorry.” She tries to hug him, but he backs up, starts marching again.

“Maine,” he says.

She’s definitely crying now, and Jack’s pretty sure he wants to do something to hold her here, but he can’t think of what that would be. She stares at Hen a while longer, and then she turns around and walks to the car, gets in, backs it down the drive. Like that, she’s gone again. He wonders whether or not she’d stop if he chased her down. If he got in the truck and chased her to the next traffic light. But what would he say? He’d pull up next to her, roll the window down, and he’d have to have something to tell her. He watches her headlights sweep across each front yard until she turns at the end of the block. He thinks about those possums down in the bottom of that metal trash can. He opens the last beer, takes Hen back inside, runs him once more on his loop around the house, toothbrush to each faucet head, gets him down again. Then he sits outside with Yul Brynner, listens to the night birds and the crickets. Across the street the porch light has timed off, or burned out, or something—he’s not sure—but the house over there is so dark it’s like no one has ever lived there. He gets a starkly clear picture of Beth sleeping not in Canavan’s bed tonight, but on his blue sofa,  downstairs, bath towels for blankets. Bar Harbor, Maine. Except for it being in Maine, Jack has no real idea where that is.
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Tuesday morning. His head’s full of Beth on the porch, and he takes Hen in early, thinking they might have the lot to themselves for an hour or so. It’s good when it’s empty. But Butner’s there already, and so’s Ernesto, and they’ve got the radio tuned in and blaring, coffee going in the little cheap coffeemaker, doughnuts set up on the desk next to the register. It’s a no repeat workday on 94.1 FM, the morning guy says. Your home for the hits of the eighties, nineties, and today. Up next, a Mr. Mister rock block. Butner leans forward on the sofa, mouth full of doughnut, greets them as they come in the door. “It’s the little man and the big man,” he says, stuffing more food in his mouth. “You remember dancing to this shit in middle school? Like at your middle school dance?”

“No,” Jack says.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Butner says. “I was talking to Paco. I danced with Jenny Resnick. She had a terrific ass, even in eighth grade. And a huge rack.” He offers Hendrick a doughnut.

“He can’t,” Jack says, intercepting. “Blood sugar. He’s not supposed to eat them.” He gets a yogurt out of the fridge instead, pops the top off, hands it to Hendrick with one of the spoons he keeps in the register drawer, in the slot reserved for fifties.

“Jenny Resnick,” Butner’s saying. “Eighth grade could be the high point of ass. The assal high point.” He’s making motions in the air, drawing it out for Ernesto. “After eighth grade,” Butner says, “they start eating cheese doodles. Then it’s over.”

“That’s lovely,” Jack says.

“I had this on tape and on vinyl,” says Butner, nodding his head at the radio. “Both.” He starts singing along in a kind of terrible high whine.

Ernesto shakes his head. “I hate this shit,” he says. “American music.” He goes out to water the flowers, mumbling to himself.

“Paco’s in a bad mood today,” Butner says. “Isn’t talking to me much.”

Jack watches Hen playing with his yogurt, stirring the fruit in patterns. “Maybe if you didn’t call him Paco all the time.”

“I think he likes it, actually.”

Jack looks up at the whiteboard. “Any business?”

“Hundred and twenty bales of wheat straw to Greensboro. Guy called this morning.”

“Do we have a hundred and twenty?”

“We do,” he says. “Barely.”

“It’s late to be planting grass,” says Jack.

“Hey, man, do the math. Five hundred bucks free and clear. What do I care what time of year it is?” He takes another doughnut. “That’s my week right there. You paid me in the first fifteen minutes this morning. Plus fifty delivery.”

“Just make it twenty-five for everybody,” Jack tells him. “People talk to each other.”

“Not these people,” says Butner. “But it’s your show, boss man.” He gets up, walks out on the lot. “Hey, Paco,” he yells, heading for one of the loaders. “What’s ‘delivery’? How do you say ‘delivery’?”

Hen looks up from his yogurt, looks at Jack, touches the end of the spoon to his mouth twice, and says, “Entrega.”

Everything gets a little brighter right then. The phone rings and Jack lets it go. His head feels squeezed. This is not something that’s possible. He stares at Hendrick. He says, “Say that again.” Hen says nothing. He eats his yogurt. Jack sits down next to him, takes his arm, says, “Hen, say that again.”

“Entrega,” Hendrick says. Easy, simple, clear, perfect. “Delivery.  Entrega.”

Jack goes to the door and yells for Ernesto to come in, but he’s already on his way, jogging, to answer the phone, which is still ringing. “Patriot Mulch & Tree,” he says, in a hurry, so it comes out Patriomulshantree.

“Hang up,” Jack tells him. “Jesus Christ. Hang up.”

Ernesto shakes his head no, gives him the thumbs-up sign. He says, into the phone, “Hardwood is thirty. Pine will be twenty-seven.” Neither of those is the right price. Ernesto says, “There is a forty-two delivery charge.”

“Please,” Jack says. “Hang up.”

“Entrega,” says Hendrick. “What’s ‘delivery’? Entrega.”

Ernesto smiles, nods at Hen, gives him a thumbs-up, too, like nothing of any consequence has occurred. Jack feels like the world might have come to a full stop, might now be spinning around the other way. “Very good,” Ernesto says, “three-thirty will be perfect,” and hangs up. “Ten yards of pine,” he tells Jack. “Delivery.” He shakes the phone at Hendrick. “Hen,” he says, without pronouncing the H. It sounds like Eng. “¿Qué es eso?”

“Es un teléfono,” Hendrick says.

“Sí, bueno.”

Not one doctor has ever told them to look for anything like this. “You taught him to speak Spanish?” Jack asks. “He speaks Spanish?” He cannot process this.

“Sure he does,” Ernesto says. “We’ve been learning. In the truck.”

“You taught him to speak it?”

“Not all of it,” he says. “Solamente un poco.” He holds his hands close together. “A little bit. A few words.”

“Like what words? Which ones?”

“You know, vocabulary. Arboles. Hamburguesas. ¿Y qué es eso?” He holds up a pencil.

Hen looks. “¿Y qué es eso?” he says quietly. And then he says, “Lapiz.”

Jack watches him say lapiz again and again. “Does he—”

Ernesto stands behind the desk. “Does he what?”

He’s got to ask. “Does he talk to you?”

Ernesto smiles, shakes his head. “No, not much. We just do the words. He doesn’t care for much talking. Not to people. You know.”

Butner comes back into the office, takes a Coke out of the mini-fridge. “Paco,” he says, “there’s some dudes out there wanting to talk to you.”

Ernesto gestures at Butner, says, “And I can’t really blame him, you know?”

“Stop calling him Paco,” Jack says, but it’s like somebody else is saying the words. He’s floating above the office now, watching himself watch Hen.

“Sorry, Paco,” says Butner. Ernesto flicks him off, heads out the door.

Hen starts singing the Patio Enclosures song. In English. The switch flipped back the other way. Someone you know knows something great: It’s Patio Enclo-o-sures. Butner looks at him. “We could use one of those in here,” he says. “Little sun porch, some rocking chairs. Do this place up in style.”

He speaks Spanish. He speaks Spanish. Ernesto walks out toward the men, who are standing around a light green pickup. The lettering on the door says TRIAD LAWNSCAPES. The number of landscaping crews they get in here just because they know they’ll see a familiar face: He ought to give Ernesto a cut. “What are they needing?” Jack asks, trying to bring himself back down, trying to hold it together.

“Hell if I know,” Butner says. “A lot of jabbering and pointing. Talking in Spanish.”

“They wanted Ernesto?”

“They did. Stroke of genius hiring a Mexican, there, boss man.”

“Guatemalan.”

“Whatever.”

“Maybe lay off him a little bit?”

“Yeah, yeah, OK.” Hen says Paco, Paco, Paco. He’s opening and closing the fridge. “Little man’s letting all the cold out,” Butner says.

Jack says, “Did you know he could speak Spanish?”

“Sure, jefe. You didn’t? Ernesto’s been teaching him. For like a month now.” Butner starts flipping through a catalog for sprinkler systems—they’ve been talking about setting one up so all the watering would be automated—and Jack stands in the doorway, his bilingual son now knocking his forehead against the refrigerator, and watches Ernesto sell the guys some mulch. How could he have missed this? It’s like he’s learned Hen can do surgery, can play the oboe. Ernesto points at the skid loader, and there’s a flurry of discussion, and finally one of the guys from the landscaping crew gets in it and starts loading hardwood into the back of the pickup. Christ on a stick. If he rolled it and killed himself he’d put Jack out of business. Adios. Hell, even if he just ran a tine through the side of the pickup it might put him under. But Jack stands in the door and watches it all go on anyway, his whole life a buzzing wire, Ernesto smiling and leaning against the side of the truck, all of them reaching over into the bed and smoothing out the pile when it starts to get full. What’s delivery? Entrega. Language acquisition comes at different ages, at different times. Mr. and Mrs. Lang, your son may be severely impaired. Pervasive Developmental Delay. They had to teach him to eat, to swallow. They had to teach him, all over again, to fucking sit. He’d fall asleep nursing, and they’d have to wake him back up. And now he speaks Spanish. He is the Boy Wonder. For my next trick. He’ll grow up to be an interpreter, a public defender, a dentist to the immigrant communities of the eastern seaboard. Entrega. Lapiz. Abierto. Cerrado.

They finish loading the pickup and the three guys give Ernesto  some money and drive off. He should call Beth right now. That truth he knows to be self-evident. He should call her and he should hold the phone out to Hendrick and he should have Ernesto ask him what things are. What’s this? What’s this? ¿Y qué es eso? But he doesn’t do it. He’s not ready to talk to her today. He doesn’t want to go back through everything from last night. Plus, he realizes, even as he’s sure this is what she’ll hold against him forever once she knows, he’s not sure he wants to share this just yet. Here’s something that’s his—only his—for the time being. And Ernesto’s, and Butner’s. But still. Ernesto comes in, opens the drawer, puts the cash in the register. Hen gets up, wanting to play with it, wanting to punch in the numbers and make the drawer ping open. Ernesto lets him and the machine rings and whirs and the tape spools out, purple numbers that mean nothing other than that the books won’t be right for today—except that Ernesto draws a little red mark on the tape at the place where Hen started messing around, and Jack gets a good hold one more time of how easily all this might go on without him, or in spite of him. A huge tandem dump truck pulls onto the lot, backs up against the pile of topsoil, dumps more out on top. Butner must have scheduled the delivery. Entrega. The driver waves to them, pulls back out on the highway. In and out, not even five minutes. Ernesto holds up the phone book. “Eng,” he says. “¿Qué es eso?”

“Libro,” Hen says.

“¿Qué tipo de libro?”

“Libro de teléfono.”

“Claro, bueno,” Ernesto says. “Ven aquí, mi amigo.” He holds his hand out, and Hen takes it, Hen who hates to be touched, and the two of them head out toward the hoop greenhouse and Ernesto’s plot of peppers. Butner mumbles to himself about timers, about sprinkler heads, starts making notes on a yellow pad. He’s getting it all figured out. At least somebody is. “Claro, bueno,” Hen’s saying as they walk away. “Claro, bueno. Ven aquí.” This is not possible. It just is  not. He should call Bethany. He knows that. Hen keeps talking, keeps saying words, and Ernesto, still holding his hand, says, “Sí, sí. Perfecto.”
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Jack hates the therapists they’re seeing right now, can’t even begin to imagine what they’d have to say about this little arrangement, about Beth camped out at Canavan’s. Leave aside that Hen suddenly, magically speaks Spanish: Bethany’s banging away at Canavan. Or was until last night, until Jack trenched his lawn. Now she’s either quit that, or redoubled her efforts. That’s the stuff of therapy right there. Now, Jack, does that make you feel frustrated? These ones always want to know what frustrates him. Everything, he wants to say. I am never not frustrated. I don’t really remember not being frustrated. How are you not frustrated? He liked the last woman, the one before. She would set Hendrick up on the floor with an enormous box of toys, all outdated, toys Jack remembered from growing up—the plastic tree house with the hand-crank elevator in the trunk—and then she’d sit there and just talk to them. Like they were people. She’d give plain, practical advice about how to get him to eat lunch. How to get him to make choices. Whatever you need him to do, say that last. Ask him, Do you want to wear the red shirt or the blue shirt? He’ll say “blue shirt.” But Beth switches therapists every six or eight months, always looking for some silver bullet. Hell, Jack thinks, for that, just leave him with Ernesto for a few days. See where that gets us.

Jack’s been calling the new ones the Beanbags, which drives Beth bonkers. Don’t call them that. Why can’t you ever take anything seriously?  But: They have huge beanbag chairs all over their office, and Jack feels like they’re going to sessions in some middle-schooler’s basement. Yellow and orange and green Naugahyde beanbag chairs. Dimmed halogen lights on poles in the corners, Japanese paper lanterns hanging out of the ceiling fixtures. Some kind of music  always on in the background, some recording of migrating whales playing in the Gulf Stream. They go every two weeks, should have gone yesterday. He doesn’t know if Beth called to cancel or not. She hasn’t said anything about it. Doesn’t matter: Let them sit over there on their beanbags and listen to The Sounds of the Temperate Rain Forest  and flip through their day planners. Let them eat their healthy snacks. They keep a big bowl of raisins in the waiting room, for Christ’s sake. Little domino-sized individual boxes of raisins.

PM&T is slow, even for a Tuesday, but what does come in is big orders, so they do alright. Hen rides along with Ernesto on the wheat straw delivery. God knows what words he’ll know now. Wheat straw, for one. While the lot’s quiet, Butner builds in more caging for the tomatoes he’s got in the ground. They’re starting to take off—he’ll have fruit by the Fourth of July. Jack pulls a few plants from the greenhouse, Better Boys and Cherokee Purples and one Butner’s been swearing by, something called Mortgage Lifter, to give to Canavan. To replace what he took out last night. He’s feeling bad about that part of it now. He should have let those be. You shouldn’t go after somebody’s food crop. The shrubs would have been enough.

They get a call for fifteen yards of river rock for next week. A guy in a beat-up Chrysler comes in and buys out the last twenty or so bales of pine straw they’ve got, takes them home in three trips, tied into his trunk and across his backseat. Beth comes by around one, and Hen’s still out with Ernesto. She says that’s OK, says she’ll call later, says maybe she’ll take Hen for an early dinner. They don’t talk about last night. He doesn’t mention anything about the Spanish. He tries to get her to take the tomatoes. I don’t think so, she says.  I think maybe you two boys should work this out. He stands there and looks at her. How’s it going over there? he wants to know. Don’t, she says. OK? Just don’t. He thinks about that. OK, he says. As she leaves, he almost reaches out to touch her on the hip. Muscle memory. Reflex. Instead, so he’ll have something to do, he goes to talk to Butner about  whether they ought to price down the annuals yet—it’s getting late to put flowers in—and Butner says he thinks they ought to wait a couple more weeks. Ernesto and Hen come back, go out again. At the end of the day Jack flips the sign in the window and Ernesto goes home to his family and Butner walks across the dusty lot to the Shell, comes back with two tall boys. They sit in the back and Hen does his buckets and the light gets long and Jack unties and reties his shoes and he realizes: This is what it will be like if she never comes back.

The birds start coming back in to roost in the hanging baskets they’ve got for sale up under the trellis. Butner’s in charge of the birds, too, knows which ferns and Wandering Jews have nests in them, won’t sell those. He’ll take them down to show anybody who wants to see, always saying Careful, don’t spook the nest, as though the nest itself was what was so fragile. Wrens and sparrows, mostly, and a nest of towhees in a big trailing petunia off to the far side.  Ma’am, I can’t sell you that one now, he’ll say. Come back in a couple weeks after they fledge, though, and we’ll give it to you for half off. He’s explaining something about the towhees that Jack’s not really listening to when Canavan pulls into the lot. “Shit and goddamn,” Butner says. “It’s the motherfucking prize patrol. What the hell’s he doing here?”

Jack’s body goes tight. “I trenched his yard last night,” he says.

“Good for fucking you, man,” says Butner. “How?”

“With the truck. I took out the shrubs up by his house. And his mailbox.”

“No shit?”

“I got pissed,” Jack says. “I got a little pissed.”

“Well,” Butner says, holding his can out, “it’s about fucking time. You grew a pair. Congratulations.”

Jack sits there, congratulated, while Canavan pulls his rig—a fourteen-foot panel truck he bought from U-Haul and cut the back  door off of, so it’s an open box with a trailer behind—back past the greenhouse, toward the pile of branches and limbs they chip once a month. Maybe he’s just here to make a point. He’s a free man: He can drive by the lot whenever he likes. The truck and trailer are both loaded with maple. He’s painted the truck dark green, hired a kid from Kinnett to logo the side. AN HONEST TREE, it says, in block letters. SERVICE is outlined, but not painted fully in. There’s a picture of a guy with a chainsaw next to that, and it’s a pretty good likeness. The arms are a little out of proportion, but it looks like Canavan. Canavan’s actual arms may be out of proportion. He says he didn’t mean for it to look like him, acts like it was some big screw-up, but Jack’s pretty sure he secretly likes it. Likes driving a truck around with a life-sized painting of himself on the side. He’s got his other trucks, new pickups and a flatbed, perfect condition—but he drives this thing most of the time. Jack and his bumperless dump truck, Canavan and his cut-up U-Haul. They’re the goddamned same person. Jack chews on which one of them he ought to hate more.

Canavan starts unloading the wood by himself. It looks like he might have as much as two cords, plus the branches. Jack can’t figure out why he wouldn’t have brought somebody with him to help. There’s no way he loaded all that alone. “I’m not going over there,” Butner says.

“Nobody’s asking you to.”

“Good.”

“Good.”

What Jack intends to do is just sit a while longer, get his bearings, and then he can give him a hand. He can apologize for the tomatoes. Tell him he’s got some replacement plants for him. Tell him the maple looks good. But not yet. Let him go for a while. He’s in a good rhythm, anyway, and pretty soon he’s got most of it off the trailer. There’s still more in the truck. He pulls a chainsaw out  of the cab and starts in on some of the smaller branches, sizing them down for the chipper. The gas-oil smell of the engine drifts over.

“Maybe I should go help him,” Jack says.

“We covered this already,” says Butner. “Fucknut can cut every damn inch of it himself, as far as I’m concerned. It’s enough, him just fucking showing up here in the first place.” He looks around. “Hey, where’s the little man?”

Jack looks at the lineup of buckets, and Hen’s not there. He’s not at the hose spigot, and he’s not in the greenhouse. He’s not anywhere. Jack’s up and out of his chair, imagining, what, the sound of air brakes locking up out on the highway, Hen disappearing under the bumper of one of the medical supply trucks that drive up and down. Or drinking diesel out of the pump over at the Shell. And Beth will have been so right about him, about everything. She’ll make him explain it again and again to her: No, we were just sitting there. Yes, I was watching him. I don’t know how. She’ll make him explain it to everyone at the goddamn funeral. And he’d just started speaking Spanish. But Jack comes around the mulch bins and of course there he is, Hendrick, right there, because where the hell else would he be, except fine, unscathed, squatting at the foot of the cedar pile—he’s lining up long pieces of cedar, each at a ninety degree angle to the last, a staircase, a calculator, a Spanish-to-Hendrick dictionary. He’s choosing each piece carefully, examining it, touching it to his lips, then laying it in place. And he’s whispering. At first Jack can’t pick it up over the noise from Canavan’s chainsaw, but when he leans in, he recognizes it—it’s the lead to one of The Weather Channel storm retrospectives. A show about the history of weather. They’ve seen it twice this week. Hendrick chooses another piece, looks up, and says, The remnants of Tropical Storm Allison march toward the city, dumping as much as thirty inches of rain in two days.

Jack’s heartbeat starts coming back down. He’s listening to the  trucks on the highway headed east and west without having to run over his son to do it, so it takes him a few beats to register that there’s something else now, another something, a new thing wrong—that Butner’s yelling for him, that the chainsaw motor has stopped. He looks up, and across the yard Butner’s standing over Canavan, who’s on the ground in a pile of branches. Butner’s waving, yelling something Jack can’t hear. He picks Hendrick up and starts over there. Hen keeps right on through his litany. How much of this has he got memorized? Let’s go to Jim Cantore in the Weather Center for a look back, Hen says, over Jack’s shoulder. Jim? Probably all of it. He probably has the whole thing. As they get closer, Jack can see how much blood there is, and he starts to hurry.

Canavan has put the chainsaw all the way through his leg, Jack thinks at first. His jeans are soaked in blood and he’s sitting there in the leaves, both feet out in front of him. There is blood down in the dirt next to where he’s dropped the saw. Everything smells like sawdust and saw oil and sweat. He looks sick. His leg’s still attached. So not all the way through. His face is pale, and he’s not screaming, not grabbing at his leg, not doing much of anything. He’s staring at his truck, at the painting of himself there on the side. “Call an ambulance,” Butner says. Gently, almost. And that’s what Jack does. That’s certainly what’s called for here. He puts Hen down and pulls the phone out of his pocket. It’s the first time in his life he’s ever called 911. Hen’s staring at Canavan’s leg, whispering  At three-thirty a.m., the storm drains in the downtown neighborhood of Campus Reach fail. And at Mercy Hospital, nurse Gloria Arroyo prepares her patients for a possible move to higher ground. He’s even got the intonations down. It takes five rings for anyone to pick up, and when they do, the line’s bad. Jack can’t tell if it’s a man or a woman on the other end. He can’t tell for sure if he’s even connected. He just starts saying his name and address. “Jack Lang,” he says. “Patriot Mulch & Tree, 7144 Highway 70, Whitsett.” He says that three times. Canavan looks like shit.

The phone goes perfectly clear, and the voice on the other end says, “Sir, what is the nature of your emergency?”

The nature of his emergency. Jack bites on the inside of his mouth. He says, “Somebody cut himself with a chainsaw. Terry Canavan. Somebody we work with.”

“Does anyone there know first aid?” asks the voice.

“I do, a little bit,” says Jack. “From Boy Scouts.” He feels absurd. He remembers learning how to carry somebody out of the woods, how to boil water to purify it. He remembers that if one kind of bear charges you, you’re supposed to throw yourself on the ground, and if it’s the other kind, you’re supposed to run. He doesn’t remember which is which. He remembers a kid at Scout Camp actually getting his eye poked out because he was running with a stick. Jack Lancaster. The kid who poked his eye out. The mothers must have loved that story.

“If you can put a clean cloth over the wound and elevate it, that would be great. Can you do that for me, sir?”

Jack says to Butner, “Can you put a clean cloth on it and elevate it?”

“Where the hell is a clean cloth?”

“Hang on,” Jack says to the 911 operator, and puts the phone on the ground. Hen picks it up and says, “Patriot Mulch & Tree.” Jack pulls Hen’s shirt off over his head. He gives it to Butner, who presses it against Canavan’s shin. Canavan wakes right up after that, comes out of his trance screaming and kicking at Butner with his good leg. Hen says into the phone, “At Bob Dunn Ford, We’re Dealin’.” Jack gets a log off the back of the truck, rolls it over to Canavan, and he and Butner elevate his leg. There is a lot of blood. A lot. Hen’s shirt soaks through. Hendrick says, “We’re the Little Cheaper Dealer.” A cartoon chick, the Little Cheaper, pops up on the screen during that ad, and Jack half-expects it to appear here, now, in the yard. Butner wipes his hands on his own jeans, on Canavan’s jeans. Canavan goes quiet again, lays back on the pile of branches, groans  some. Jack wonders if he’s going to pass out. He takes the phone from Hendrick and says, “What if he passes out?”

“Try to keep him awake for me, sir, OK?”

“But what if he passes out?”

“Sir, just try to keep him awake, and somebody will be there in a few minutes. We’ve called fire and ambulance for you.”

“Nothing’s on fire,” Jack says.

“Sir, fire is generally our first responder.”

Butner’s got Canavan sitting back up, is behind him now and holding him, his arms around his chest. Hen’s squatting next to Canavan, shirtless, rocking, whispering. Things seem blurry. Jack stands there and holds his phone. Beth will find some way to make this his fault. The line goes bad again, and he takes a few steps in each direction to try to get it clear. The voice on the other end says, “Sir, they’re about five minutes out now, OK? Sir?” Then the line goes dead. Butner shifts behind Canavan some, trying to make him more comfortable, and blood spurts up and out of the gash in his shin. It hits the back of the trailer, the license plate, drips down. Butner gets up and takes his own shirt off, tears it into a long strip, ties it tightly around the cut. As he’s doing it, Jack sees bone, sees where the saw has cut well down into the bone, sees the stark white of it, and that does it for him: He turns around and vomits. Hendrick says, “Side effects may include nausea and diarrhea.”

He wipes his mouth off and stands up, tries to do something, to find something to do. He’s dizzy. Do something fatherly, he thinks. Act like you own the place. He pulls Hen back away from Canavan and Butner a little bit, runs over to the office, where they’ve got a first aid kit. He brings that and a bottle of water back, tries to hand the water to Canavan, who waves it off.

“You gotta drink,” Butner tells him, and opens the bottle, pours some water in Canavan’s mouth. He spits it back out again, but then motions for more. Butner pours, Canavan swallows. Jack tries not to look at Canavan’s leg, at the little pile of shirts soaked in  blood. He opens up the first aid kit. There’s only ace bandages and gauze. Nothing that would really do anything more than what they’ve already done. He hands the gauze to Butner. “They said they’d be here in a minute,” he says.

Canavan says, “You called somebody?”

“I called 911,” Jack says, showing him the phone.

“Oh,” Canavan says. “OK.”

Butner puts the gauze on Canavan’s leg, and Jack takes one of the red tie-downs from Canavan’s trailer, hooks one end through Hendrick’s belt loop, starts tying him off. He doesn’t want to lose track of him again. “Listen,” Jack says, finishing the knot. “I’m sorry about your yard.”

“Don’t apologize for that,” Butner says.

“Why not?”

“His leg’s cut. He’s not dying. Get your shit together.”

“Thanks,” Canavan says.

“How’d you do it?” Jack asks him. “What happened?” It only now occurs to him that Butner might have done it, might have walked over here and taken the saw and sheared his leg right open. It is vaguely possible that Butner would be capable of something like that, Jack thinks. He was always real quiet, a good employee.

“I’m not sure,” Canavan says. “I was cutting all this to length, and I guess the saw jumped on me. Should have been wearing guards. Stupid.”

“It could have happened to anybody,” Jack says.

“I was hurrying,” says Canavan. “That’s all. I’m sorry.”

“You’ll be OK,” Jack says.

“How much of this am I going to have to listen to?” Butner says. “You two should be clusterbombing each other’s houses. Instead you’re asking each other to dance. Fucking pussies.”

Jack wonders whether Beth’s at school or at Canavan’s house right now. Maybe she’s taking a bath. Or she’s at the grocery, buying a sweet little dinner for two. “I pulled some tomato plants for  you,” he tells Canavan, because otherwise he’ll have to ask where Beth is. “From the greenhouse. I’ll drop them by.”

Canavan nods. He’s sweating pretty hard. “OK,” he says. “Thanks.”

Hendrick leans against the radius of the tie-down, playing with the circle it gives him. He’s making airplane noises, arms out, when the fire truck pulls into the lot, bouncing through the pot-holes. There’s no siren, but the lights are going. The driver hits the horn on his way in, and that about does it for Hendrick. This is enormously exciting. He starts turning in circles, gets himself tangled, and Jack spins him back in the other direction, wonders what the Spanish word for exciting is. Some of the firemen are off the truck before it stops. They take the whole scene over right away. Two of them know Butner. They talk with him while two more firemen look at the shirt tied around Canavan’s leg, hold fingers up in his face and ask him to tell them how many there are. He gets it right, mainly. Everything seems much more professional now. The firemen get him laid down on what looks like the kind of board that beach patrol lifeguards carry, and one of them pulls some bandages out of a big black first aid kit and ties a tourniquet around Canavan’s leg just under the knee. That same summer at Scout Camp, a kid tied a tourniquet around his penis and couldn’t get it undone, had to go to the infirmary to have the nurse do it. Hendrick spins himself into the tie-down again. One of the firefighters who’s talking to Butner says, “Is that kid on a leash?”

“No,” Butner says. “He’s autistic.”

“He’s what?”

“Like Ronnie Dorchester. Remember him? Tenth grade?”

“I think so,” the fireman says. He’s wearing his helmet backwards. He says, “Is he this guy’s?” He nods at Canavan.

“No. He’s his. The guy who owns the place.”

“Kid like presents?”

“Sometimes,” Butner says. “Depends.”

The fireman takes his helmet off and walks over to Hendrick, holds it out to him. Jack runs his tongue across his teeth: What’s possible here is that Hen takes it, and everything goes well. He could also launch into orbit, throw himself on the ground, scream for seven hours. The other firemen are still working on Canavan. Hen blinks a few times, takes the helmet, and stands still. He holds the helmet out in front of him. Then he puts it very gently on the ground. The fireman turns to Jack. “I’ll tell the chief it fell off the truck,” he says.

“Thanks,” says Jack.

“Blood can be a tough thing for a kid to see,” he says. “A lot of people don’t know that.” Jack wonders who doesn’t know that, then registers the fact that he’s actually tied Hen in place there in front of all of it. Fair enough.

An ambulance comes in from the other direction, siren off, lights off. It stops just past Canavan’s truck, then backs up, reverse warning beeping. Hendrick stares. Two EMTs, a man and a woman, get out and talk to the firemen, load Canavan and his lifeguard board onto a stretcher. A third EMT stands by the ambulance, watches. Supervises. They inflate something around his leg, a sleeve to stop the bleeding, maybe, or just to protect him, and they wheel him over the gravel toward the open back doors of the ambulance. One of them gets on the radio, and the other, the woman, comes over to Jack and Butner and the firefighters.

“We’ll take him to Moses Cone, in Greensboro,” she says. “Better trauma unit, almost as close.”

“OK,” Jack says. Hendrick picks the helmet up, puts it on, then takes it right back off again. It’s much bigger than his head.

The EMT says, “You guys know him, I assume.”

“Yes,” Jack says.

“Is there maybe someone you could call, tell somebody where he is?”

Butner’s getting ready to say something, but Jack says, “I can do it.”

“OK,” she says. “Terrific.”

“Do you know how bad it is?” Jack asks.

“It doesn’t look awful,” she says. “I mean, it’s bad, but I’ve seen uglier. Looks worse than it is, probably. More blood than anything. It’s kind of a messy cut.”

“Messy?”

“Chainsaws are bad. Knives are better. The edges are smoother, easier to patch up. Chainsaws are a pain in the ass.”

“OK,” Jack says.

“Moses Cone,” she tells him again, like she thinks he won’t remember.

“He’s got it,” Butner says. “He’s got it.”

“We should go,” she says.

“Yeah,” Jack says. “OK.”

They get ready to load Canavan into the ambulance, and Hen starts freaking out, starts doing his noises. Something’s touched him off. Everybody stops what they’re doing and watches while it gets worse, while he starts shrieking in short, staccato bursts. He’s out at the very end of the tie-down, pulling hard on it, leaning. Jack goes over to him, tries to calm him down, tries to hold him, tries state names. Arkansas. Kansas. It doesn’t work. He’s really ramping himself up now, kicking and screaming, spinning back into the strap, and Jack unties him, trying to make it so he can’t get too tangled, at least, and that turns out to be all he was wanting: Once he’s free of the tie-down, Hendrick runs over and stands next to the stretcher, silent. He stands eye level with Canavan, who’s not talking, not moving. There is blood on the stretcher. Hendrick leans in and kisses him on the arm. He actually kisses Canavan on the arm. Some children with autism have difficulty showing affection of any kind. Hendrick kisses Canavan, and he says, “These member stations.”  He says, “NPR is brought to you by this and other NPR stations, and by contributions from listeners like you.” He says, “By the Ford Foundation, and by the Lila Wallace Reader’s Digest Fund.” He says, “Archer Daniels Midland, Supermarket to the World,” and then he steps back, having said what he needed to say, and the EMTs get Canavan loaded into the ambulance. Jack puts his hands on Hen’s shoulders. One of the EMTs gets in the back with Canavan, and the other closes the doors, hits them twice, gets in up front and they pull away, lights flashing now, but still no siren. Butner walks over to the Shell to talk to Cherry, who’s come out to see what all this is. The firemen start loading back up, and Hendrick’s talking again, saying something else Jack can’t figure out, a garbled mess of half-words and sounds, or maybe just sounds. Secret code. The ambulance is around the big curve and out of sight by the time Jack gets it figured out, gets hold of what he’s saying, which is ecnalubma, ecnalubma. He’s read the backwards printing on the front of the ambulance. A brand new word, yet another language. Ecnalubma. Hendrick sits down in the dust and puts the fire helmet on again. In it, he looks like he’s the wrong size for the world.
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“I don’t know,” he tells Beth again, standing on the yard. He’s called her at Canavan’s. “I wasn’t looking. I was chasing Hendrick around, and when I looked up, he was down.”

“What do you mean, ‘he was down’?”

“I mean,” he says, “I found Hendrick over by the cedar, lining it up, and when I looked up again Canavan was down, and Butner was shouting.”

“You found Hendrick? Was he lost?”

“He wasn’t lost. He just got away while I was sitting with Butner. He was ten feet away.”

“So you don’t know what happened.”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Nobody does. He just cut himself. The EMT said it didn’t look that bad. She said she’d seen worse.”

“Of course she’s seen worse. She’s an EMT.”

“It wasn’t that bad. I only puked because of the blood.”

“You threw up?”

“Only a little.”

“Did he cut anything off? Like toes or anything? I mean, should you be going to get a bag of ice or something from the gas station and looking for toes?”

“He didn’t cut anything off,” Jack says. “I think he just let the saw slip off a branch, and it nicked him.”

“You don’t ride in an ambulance for a nick, Jack.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Have you looked for toes?”

“The cut’s on his shin. I saw it myself, remember? You want me to look around anyway?”

She sighs on the other end. “No,” she says. “I guess not.” Then she says, “There was a lot of blood?”

“Yeah,” Jack says. “There was.”

“How’s Hendrick?”

Well, he’s fluent in Spanish, and he kissed your boyfriend. “He’s fine,” Jack says.

“Where is he?”

“He’s right here.”

“He’s not lost again?”

“He’s right here.” He’s sitting on the step up into the office, tapping on the fire helmet with his yogurt spoon. “He’s got a fire helmet now.”

“What?”

“A fire helmet. One of the guys gave it to him.”

“One of what guys?”

“The firemen, obviously.”

“Why were there firemen? Was something on fire?”

“Fire’s usually the first responder,” he tells her. He’s an expert now.

“There was a fire truck?”

“Yes.”

“Jesus Christ.” She’s shuffling papers or something. “Look,” she says. “Are you going to the hospital?”

It hadn’t even occurred to him. “I guess so,” he says. He doesn’t want to, but it happened on his watch. “Maybe I should.”

“So I can see Hen there, at least,” she says.

“Yeah,” he says. “Sure.” And just like that, he’s going.

“Fine,” she says.

“Fine.”

“You really have no idea what happened?”

It’s something about her tone. “What are you saying?” he asks.

“I mean, Jack, just tell me you didn’t—”

“Tell you I didn’t what?”

“Nothing,” she says. “Never mind. I’m sorry.”

“Are you asking me if I did it? As in, did I go over there and take the chainsaw and just slash him across the shin?”

“No,” she says. “No. I don’t know what I mean. I know you didn’t do that. I’m sorry. I’m just—I don’t know what I am.”

“It doesn’t matter,” he says. He rubs the back of his neck. “For a second I thought the same thing about Butner.”

“You don’t think—”

“No,” Jack says. “I really don’t think so.”

“You would have seen that.”

“I might have paid to watch it,” he says.

There’s a long pause on her end. “Do you have to be that way?”

“Probably not,” he says. He should figure out some other way to be. He can hear well enough that she’s not entirely OK. And he can’t blame her. Things are now worse than they were before. Simple as that. Whatever else Canavan is to her, he’s now also wounded,  and headed for the emergency room. Neither of them says anything for a long time, and then she finally asks him, Moses Cone?  And he tells her yes, Moses Cone, tells her they’ll meet her there. Before they hang up, Beth says, “Jack?”

“Yeah.”

“Someone should probably call Rena.”

Rena. In her little borrowed condo downtown. View of future redevelopment, of parallel parking, of men picking up after their dogs when they walk them in the evenings. “Probably so,” he says.

“Maybe you could?”

“Better me than you, I guess,” he says.

“That’s what I was thinking.”

“I don’t have her number here,” he says.

“Hang on,” she says. “I think it’s somewhere in here.” He hears her walking through Canavan’s house. There are so many things not right with this. “Here it is,” she says, and gives it to him. He stands there on the yard, the sun so low it’s behind the piles of mulch now, and he doesn’t write it down. He doesn’t want to call anybody, doesn’t want to go to the hospital. He wants to go home, go back to before any of this happened at all. “Did you get that?” she asks him.

“Yeah,” he says. Then he tells her, “No.”

“No?”

“I didn’t have anything to write with,” he says, and slides past Hen into the office. “OK,” he says, and she tells him again, and he writes it up on the big delivery whiteboard.

“So you’ll call her.”

“Yes,” he says.

“Moses Cone,” she says.

“Yes,” he says.

“OK, then,” she says, “I’m hanging up now.”

“OK,” he says, and she does. This one thing’s probably true: If  she didn’t sleep on the sofa last night, she will tonight. Canavan’s not going to be able to do anything for her with a cut like that. The sun catches the clear plastic of the greenhouse, lights it up. Hendrick moves the fire helmet to a new, better position on the step. Jack stands there and looks at Rena’s number.
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Butner said he’d clean up the blood, he’d finish limbing the rest of the branches, he’d figure out how to get Canavan’s truck back to him. Come in tomorrow whenever you need, he said. Me and Paco can work the lot pretty good. Call in the morning and we’ll let you know when we need you. Butner leaned in through the truck window. It’s OK you’re going,  he said. Just don’t stay long. Show your face and then get the hell out of there,  he said. Doesn’t need to be you sitting there all night just so they can tell you it’s seven hundred stitches or however many it turns out to be. Get out of there and take the little man somewhere good. Take him to one of those pizza places where there’s skeetball and go-carts and all that. Slides and shit. Jack can’t imagine Hendrick inside a place like that. At school, or at the park, Hen stands in the center of all the kids while they run around. He likes the playground, likes to watch, but it doesn’t occur to him to play. He doesn’t really have any friends his age, doesn’t really know how to act around other children. It’s like it doesn’t ever occur to him that he’s one of them, too.

Jack and Hen drive 70 back into Greensboro. He’s gotten him into a new shirt, from an extra set of clothes he keeps at PM&T just in case. It’s got a cartoon character on it Jack doesn’t recognize. Beth must have bought it. They pass the Elks’ Club Lodge, where the sign says DEFEND OUR TROOPS. A couple of miles later, the L&M Clutch and Transmission sign says SIRLOIN$7.99. No explanation for why they’d be selling meat out of the clutch shop. They come in through the ragged neighborhoods outlying this side of Greensboro, long brick apartment buildings and old Sears houses half-rotting  into the ground, the occasional house fixed back up, a pineapple flag out front and a neat little lawn. Then a clear-cut neighborhood of doublewides, Saving Grace Homes. On the scalped land the houses look like growths, like something that might have to be taken off. At Gentry Used Auto Sales, there’s a huge inflatable eagle on the roof, face airbrushed on. That’s a job. In another life he could have been an airbrush artist for promotional balloons. He points it out to Hendrick. Hen says, “Pin Oak.”

“Eastern Red,” Jack says right back.

Warehouses and a warehouse that’s been turned into a wedding and special events hall and a few more churches and he’s there, north on Elm and the half-mile up to the hospital. He parks the truck off on the edge of the lot, leaving himself room to turn around. It’s been a couple of years now since they’ve been to the hospital with Hen—long litanies of EEGs and tests for metals and yeasts and physical therapy—but he still knows all this by heart. The small signs, the calm lettering: Parking. Outpatient. Maternity. Even EMERGENCY, even in its capitals, seems demure. As if every situation here might still be equal. It’s all sort of sickly familiar, like knowing the words to a song mainly because it’s eternally on the radio.

He has not called Rena. He couldn’t understand how the conversation would go. So. Beth moved in with Canavan. Right. I know. Also, there’s been an accident.

The emergency room is empty. Theirs is apparently the only emergency today. There are no kids who’ve fallen out of trees, no dads who cut hornet nests out of hedges. No pellet gun accidents, no head wounds, no meningitis scares. Jack gets Hen set up with the tree catalog and his fire helmet, sits him next to an enormous fish tank. There’s one huge yellow fish, and about a hundred glittering silver-green ones the size of nails. Hen puts two fingers on the glass, takes off The Duck so he can see better. Jack walks up to the desk. Find out how he is, get the hell out of here.

“May I help you?” the nurse says. She looks exhausted, looks like she could do without one more emergency.

Jack says, “I’m a friend of Terry Canavan’s. Acquaintance. I work with him. Terrence Canavan. He should have come in about a half-hour ago? Maybe a little less? Chainsaw cut on his leg?”

“Yes, sir,” she says. “Are you family?”

“No. He works with me. For me. He works for me.”

“Well, sir, unless you’re family, I don’t think they’ll let you back there. But I can check.”

“That’d be super,” he says. She vanishes through a set of doors. Jack walks back over to Hendrick and the fish, thinking super, super. All of this is super. “Are you watching the fish?” he asks Hen.

“I am watching the fish.”

“Are you hungry?”

Hen hits the sides of his thighs with his fists: Yes. Jack digs in his pockets for change, for dollar bills, and takes him over to the vending machines. “No candy,” he tells him, and starts pointing to the sleeves of crackers, orange ones, brown ones. Something with peanut butter in it, something with protein. “These?” he asks, pointing. “These?” Hen shakes his head no, then no again, makes his noises. Fnh. Fnh. He finally settles on the orange ones, square, salt shining in the light of the machine. Jack taps in the letter and number and the package spirals out and down, thudding into the bottom. Hendrick discovers the flapping door and sits down in front of the machine, in front of the door, pushing it open, reaching his hand in, taking it back out. A new entertainment. Jack opens the crackers, eats one himself, sits down nearby to make sure Hen doesn’t get his head stuck in the door. Though if he did, they’d be in the perfect place for it. Jack wonders if you can have emergencies in the emergency room. Who you call.

The one time they went to the hospital for any real emergency—the only time it wasn’t appointments or Hen with the flu in the middle of the night—Beth had almost cut the end of her thumb off  slicing onions. He was in the back of their old house, the rental in Burlington, putting Hen down in his crib, and she’d called to him.  Jack? She was so calm. I think I just cut myself really badly. They were making chili. He got to the kitchen and there was blood on the cutting board, on the counter, on the floor, small drops tracing her walk to the sink, where she was running her thumb under cold water, the sink draining pink beneath it. He remembers thinking,  We’re going to have to cut new onions. He remembers being hungry, being frustrated with her. Wondering when or if they’d eat. He turned the heat off under the pot, threw the onions away, told her to hold her hand over her head. I am, she said, sitting down, leaning against the cabinets. They kept wadding paper towels against it, kept checking every few minutes, probably kept reopening the cut. They tried ice. Jack cut a T-shirt into ribbons, tried tying off the base of her thumb to slow the blood down. Nothing worked. After an hour and a half Jack gave up, decided to take her in. Here, he said, giving her a bowl of cereal. Eat this. He poured one for himself.  I don’t know how long this’ll take. She had her thumb wrapped up in a dishtowel, blood coming through. Jack couldn’t believe she was still bleeding, that so much blood could come out of her. Was this the kind of thing that would have killed prehistoric man? With no hospital, did those guys cut the shit out of their thumbs and just lay there at the mouth of the cave and bleed out? She never cried, even when the doctor told them the cut was too close to the end of her thumb for stitches, that she should just bandage it tightly and go home. This after two hours of watching cable news in the waiting room, Hendrick asleep across two seats between them. They just went back home.

She bears up under things like that better than he does, holds it together, doesn’t yell at the doctors. She’ll yell at him fine, holds her patience for the things she can’t control. He remembers her calmly asking the nurse for an epidural during Hendrick’s birth, saying thank you, telling Jack everything was going the way they’d  planned. It all seemed so animal, so wild, and then there was Beth above it all, hovering, almost, giving directions, explaining. He can’t always reconcile this side of her with her hurricane kit side, doesn’t understand it, isn’t sure it makes any sense. And then sometimes he’s not at all sure he’s supposed to be able to, that in fact this is what life with her means, these places where he will not know, will have to navigate for himself. He loves her. He does. He just does not always know how to do it right. And now neither of them seems to know.

Bethany comes in the front door of the ER, all business, walking fast. It’s a disaster, somehow, seeing her this way, seeing her here—though lately it’s a disaster seeing her almost anywhere. She aims straight for the nurses’ station, says something to them. Are you family?  he hears a nurse ask.

“Yes,” she says, turning around to look at Jack. “I’m his sister.” Smart Beth. The woman gets up and disappears through the same doors Jack’s woman did, and Beth comes over. She squats down next to Hendrick, who has found a squeak in the arc of the vending machine door. She says, “Hey, buddy.” Hen says nothing, squeaks the door. She looks at Jack. “Tennessee,” she says.

Hen stops. He says, “Memphis Murfreesboro Sevierville.”

“Hi,” she says.

“Hi,” Hen says.

“How are you?”

“I am fine.”

“Good,” she says.

“Good.” He goes back to the door. Another flash where he’s right there with them. Maybe, Jack’s starting to think—maybe—something’s shifting in there. Maybe the diet and the meds and the therapist parade are starting to jiggle things around. There have been moments this week when Jack can almost imagine having a conversation with him about, say, the merits of sending doors back and forth on their hinges. Maybe in Spanish.

“Hi,” Beth says to Jack.

“Nashville,” he says. “Knoxville.”

“Very good,” she says, sitting down next to him. “What’s left? Chattanooga?”

“Yeah,” Jack says. “Chattanooga.” He’s hugely tired, all of a sudden, would maybe sell a few of his own toes for a bed, for crisp white hotel sheets.

She fishes around in her purse for a Tylenol, pops one in her mouth. Just one, no water, like always. “I’m not mad at you, by the way,” she says.

“For what?”

“For any of this,” she says. “I’ve thought about it, and I’m not mad.”

“Well, that’s great,” he says.

“You’re mad at me, though,” she says. “I wish you weren’t mad at me.”

“How do you want me to be?” he says.

“I don’t know,” she says. “All I said was I wish you weren’t mad.”

He doesn’t say anything. Announcements come on over the hospital’s PA: Please report to oncology, to pharmacy, to inpatient. He has told no one other than Butner and Ernesto about Beth leaving, about any of this. He has not told his parents. Her mother hasn’t been calling the house, so he wonders if maybe she knows. When his parents call, he tells them she’s fine, that she’s at the grocery or the gym. When anyone else calls, he lets the machine pick up. Her birthday is in August. Hen’s is, too. Something’s bound to shift by then. She’ll be back home, or maybe she’ll have decided she needs some rest of a different sort, will have checked herself into some facility somewhere where people sit around in groups, drawing pictures of their feelings. Or there is the chance—and he starts to get hold of this right there in the waiting room, feels for maybe the first time the full shape and size of what might have landed in his  life—there is the chance that she will actually leave him for Terry fucking Canavan and his newly chainsawed leg.

A doctor comes out of the doors, walks across the room and stands in front of them. He’s tall. “Mrs. Canavan?”

A good-sized firework goes off in Jack’s head. “No,” she says. “Mrs. Lang. I’m his sister.”

“Mrs. Lang. My apologies.” He’s got a hint of an accent. Something European.

“It’s OK,” she says, and the doctor stands there. He’s not wearing a nametag.

“Would you like to speak in private?”

“No,” she says. “We’re fine. Jack works with Terry. They’re friends. He saw it happen.”

The doctor says, “Very well. I’m pleased to tell you that Mr. Canavan is doing fine. I’ve just finished stapling his leg.”

“Stapling?” Beth says.

“It’s a superior method to stitches. The healing time is quicker. Though there are a few stitches at each end of the wound.” His accent makes all this sound slightly more complicated than it might actually be. “There was damage to the bone,” he says, “but technically there is no fracture. When the cut begins to heal, we can determine whether or not he will need further measures.”

Beth’s nodding along to all of this. “So he’s OK?” she says. “He can walk?” Jack thinks, But will he ever be able to play the piano again?

“He’ll be on crutches for at least a week, perhaps two,” the doctor says. “That is just for the wound. Again, as for the bone, we won’t know until later.” He smiles, holds his hands out, delivers his benediction. “These things take time.”

“Can we see him?” Beth asks.

“You may,” he says. “He is awake, but he is medicated. Just so you know.”

“So we know what?” Beth asks.

“So you know that he is on medication. He will be groggy.”

“Will he be here overnight?”

“Oh, no,” the doctor says, smiling. “Just another hour or two to make sure the bleeding is arrested. Then he may go home.”

“Oh,” says Beth. “Good.” It’s clear she had in mind staying the night here. The stoic woman in the waiting room, the late-night talk shows, the terrible vending machine coffee. That he’s hurt, but not quite hurt enough, feels like some odd victory.

“He is in room 271,” the doctor says. “I will be by once more to look at him. Everything went very well,” he says. “Very well.” And then he walks away. He doesn’t take them to room 271, doesn’t ask if they have questions. He leaves them there in the waiting room and they watch him go through the double doors, disappearing.

“Well,” Beth says.

“Yeah,” Jack says.

“It’s good he’s OK,” she says.

“It is.”

“It’s good the bone’s not broken. That’s what he said, right?”

“He said they’d have to see,” says Jack.

“But he said it wasn’t fractured.”

“Right.”

“So,” she says, and as she says it, as they’re standing there in the emergency room, he sees, clearly, that it was a mistake for him to come here at all, knows already what she’s getting ready to ask, knows, too, with what feels like relief, that he’s going to have to say no. That he’s going to be able to. He can’t be part of this. Not this way, not any longer. “Should we go back there and see him?” she says.

“No,” he says. “I don’t think so. At least not me.”

She looks at him. “What are you talking about?”

“I can’t go back there,” he says. “I don’t feel like it.” They’d be standing there together at the foot of Canavan’s bed, asking him if it hurt a lot. “I don’t want to do it,” he says.

“Why did you come here, then?” she asks.

“I don’t know,” he tells her. His stock answer, and the truth most of the time. “Because I watched them put him on the ambulance. Because you just assumed I would. So I did.” He looks over at Hen, at the fish tank. There’s a treasure chest with bubbles coming up from it, a pirate who pops out of it from time to time. “And he’s OK,” he says. “The doctor said he’s OK, so I’m going.”

“You’re going.”

“Yes.”

“You came here just to sit in the waiting room.”

“I guess so.”

“He’s not OK. He has staples in his leg.”

“And you should go back there and see him,” Jack says. “You should go take care of him.”

“What does that mean?”

“It doesn’t mean anything,” he says.

“Should I tell him you were here?”

“Sure,” he says. “Tell him whatever you like.” He’s suddenly in a pretty big hurry to go. He wants away from all this, from Beth, from Canavan, from Beth and Canavan. He wants the truck, wants his front porch with the cardboard taped over the broken window, wants the quiet and the noise of his street. And he feels untied, telling her this, feels freed, feels like somebody’s opening up a door and letting him out. He does not have to go back there, does not have to watch Beth minister to the gravely injured Terry Canavan, and so he’s not going to.

“This is ridiculous,” she says. “Come back there with me and see him. He’s your friend. He almost cut his leg off.”

“I’m not sure he’s my friend,” he says.

“Come on, Jack, we can talk about all of this later, we can work—”

“Work it out?” Jack says. “How I live in our house and you live in his? Maybe the three of us can come to terms,” he says. “We can work out how much longer you’ll be there. We can all of us make  some kind of deal.” He walks back over to the rows of chairs, gets the catalog, gets the fire helmet, gets The Duck. He gives Hendrick the rest of the orange crackers. He says, “I don’t think so, OK?”

“Jack.”

He looks up. “What?”

She zips her purse closed. She bites on the inside of her mouth. He’s got her on this one. He knows he does. “I’ll tell him you were here,” she says. “I’ll tell him that you came by.”

“OK,” Jack says. “Good. Thanks.” And then—what comes next is that he sees himself holding his hand out to shake hers. It’s like his body is rebelling against him. There’s his arm, his hand. Her face changes as she reaches out, takes his hand. Something unbends. This will be one of those brightly lit moments they’ll have no problem remembering. The time when. He is shaking hands with his wife in the emergency room. He’s not sure he’s ever shaken her hand before. Surely he has. Joking around about something. Pleased to meet you. She looks like she can’t figure out what to say to him now. She probably can’t. He lets go, puts The Duck on Hendrick, and walks him out the automatic glass doors into the parking lot and toward the truck. The first time he turns around, Beth’s standing right where he left her, looking confused, watching them go. The next time he looks, though, she’s gone.

[image: 016]

Back home. He gets Hen in bed, late—tomorrow will probably be hell—and sits on his porch for a minute. The girls down the street are really at it, standing out in the yard and smoking and laughing and yelling at each other to shut up, shut the hell up, oh my God. He goes across the street, turns a light on in one of the back bedrooms, comes back and sits in his own house and watches the glow. It’s cool again tonight. He turns the attic fan on low, drags air in through the windows, listens to the enormous hum, feels the floor vibrate. He’s hung the fan just wrong enough to shake the whole  house. Eventually, he’ll have to get back up in the ceiling with some foam or something, put that under the edges of the fan, see if that might cut down on the shaking. He gets a beer, clicks The Weather Channel on. Rain in Portland, 106 in Phoenix. Storms in the Midwest and in Kentucky. Nothing in North Carolina. Maybe showers later in the week. A woman in a pink suit shows the radar loop of a thunderstorm moving through Austin over and over. She’s new. He doesn’t think he’s ever seen her before. She’s pointing to the storm, then spreading her palm wide like she’s wiping something off the rest of Texas.

Hendrick is asleep. The house hums and bounces. Bethany is either still at Moses Cone, waiting, or she’s driving Canavan back to his house. She’ll stop at the grocery, offer to buy him whatever he wants. Peach ice cream? Chips? Nothing? Are you sure? She’ll get him back home, get him set up in the bed or on the sofa, leg elevated, glass of water, fancy pain pills. He’ll fall asleep and she’ll walk the house, trying to figure out what to do now.

How pissed off he is comes and goes, which worries him, because he feels like here’s one more thing he’s getting wrong. He feels like anybody else would be over there trenching his yard every night, would be slashing their tires, would be standing in the driveway screaming at her, demanding things. Stella! Anybody else would have stood there in the hospital and asked her to end it, to come home, finally, would have said Isn’t this about enough? He’s not talking to a lawyer, he’s not asking for a divorce. He doesn’t go to strip clubs, doesn’t go home with the woman at the Brightwood with the tattoo of the world globe. He doesn’t tell Hendrick that his mother is a stonehearted bitch, doesn’t even tell Butner that. Because she isn’t. That’s half his problem right there.

He watches more radar, runs a checklist of what he’s got to do before he can get a sign in the yard across the street. Get the house sold, or ready to sell, and that’ll help. Prime and paint. Sand the floors. They hired the floors out over here, but he watched the guy  do it, thinks it might be something he could do himself. The weather goes to commercial. Toyota, allergy medicine, a gun show coming to the Coliseum. The local forecast is supposed to come on next, but the feed’s all wrong, and instead he gets loops of the visible satellite for the Pacific Northwest, for central Canada. His doorbell rings, and he looks at the clock on the microwave: It’s ten-thirty. Yul Brynner goes apeshit, comes flying down the hall, barking, puts his nose right up against the door. It’s way too late for it to be anybody trying to convert him to anything. It could be the police. It could be Bethany, ready to apologize, ready to help him figure out just what it is that they’ve done to each other. He gets hold of Yul Brynner, opens the door, and it’s Rena. The dog stops barking, wags like crazy. She’s standing there holding two bottles of red wine. She’s been crying. She says, “Hi.”

He says, “Rena.” She’s wearing jeans with holes in the knees and a thin T-shirt that says ORE-IDA OVEN CRISP FRIES on it.

She holds up the wine. “This is the best I could find at your quickie mart down the street.”

“Did you dye your hair?” he says. It’s blue at the ends.

“Yeah,” she says. “I thought I should try it. You know—kid stuff. While I was out on my own.” She looks at him, looks behind him into the house. “What have you tried? Since you’ve had the place to yourself?”

“Nothing,” he says. Her hair looks good. Strange, but good.

“Too bad,” she says. “Guess what? Terry called me from the hospital. Seems my boyfriend has sustained an injury. I think I’ve got most of the story now.”

“I was supposed to call you. I’m sorry. I just didn’t know what to say.”

“What’s there to say? Let me in your house. Let’s drink all this wine.”

“OK,” Jack says, and he lets her in, follows her into his kitchen, watches her dig through his drawers, watches her work his shitty  wine opener into first one cork and then the other. She opens both bottles. She’s got little ropes of muscle in her elbow. He gets them a couple of tumblers out of the cabinet, sets them down on the counter.

She fills each glass almost to the brim. “Cheers,” she says, picking hers up, holding it out.

“Cheers,” says Jack.

Rena looks at the tile floor, at the plywood wall. “Well,” she says. “I love what you’ve done with the place.” She takes a long drink from her glass, smiles. The attic fan is rattling the dishes in the cupboard. Rena says, “Tell me all about your day, dear.”

And he does.




End of sample
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