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A Note on the Author


The Elasticity of Bone

On the morning before my old man left for Kosovo, I fumbled along the banister downstairs to the living room, where I found him adjusting his gunbelt so it wouldn’t jostle on his hips. He drew the leather through the buckle, notch by notch, and then forced his stomach out; if the belt wobbled, he’d tighten, repeat. He stood a head taller than me and a shoulder wider. His fists were named “Six Months in the Hospital” and “Instant Death,” and he referred to himself as the Kid of Granite, though the last was a bit of humour most people don’t quite get. He wore jeans and a sweatshirt with a picture of two bears in bandanas gnawing human bones. The caption read: Don’t Write Cheques Your Body Can’t Cash.

When he saw me he cleared his throat, unbuckled the belt, and mumbled about making sure it was working. —You’re up early.

I nodded. Beside him, a square foam pad leaned against the couch. He sometimes used it during practice at the judo hall. I gestured at it.

He grinned beneath his moustache. Once, years ago, he had come home from two weeks of training with the moustache shaved, and everyone watched his bare lip with a wary eye. Coworkers hesitated in shaking his hand. Men who were his friends forgot what beer he liked. His sister called him from Winnipeg: I had another bad dream.

He hefted the pad and flipped it to me. It was larger than my torso and along the back was a strap for my arm. —Hold it like a shield, he said.

—Why?

—Just hold it like a shield.

I brought the pad up. He squeezed his hand to a fist then let the fingers unroll, muscles tense. Eleven years of kung fu had taught him to strike with the heel of his palm – the second-hardest impact point on the lower arm. He jabbed the bag in quick succession: right, left-right, right, his lips whitened to an O, his breath pumping with his arms.

—That all you got, old man? I said.

He flicked his wrists so the joints ground and the fingertips whipped in the air. —Brace yourself, boy.

He coiled his right leg toward his left and held it there, perched on one leg, the arch of his foot nestled around his kneecap. Then he kicked out in a way he had taught me would break someone’s knee, because you only need fourteen pounds of pressure to break someone’s knee.

I bounced against the closet door behind me and knocked it from its track. My old man doubled over and growled his bear laugh. I pushed the pad toward him. I told him I had to fight in the tournament later. I called him a jackass. He asked me if I had a preference for his right or left fist.

I went into the kitchen and poured myself some coffee. The mug I picked had a picture of one of his friends tending a bonfire with a caption that read, Burn, Fat Man, Burn. I put it in the microwave. It was five twenty-seven in the morning and the coffee was already cold.

—Will, he called from the living room, —let’s take the trunks to the detachment before the tournament starts.

I told him to wait until I had my goddamn coffee and he told me to get my ass in there or he’d break all the knuckles in my left hand. I told him whenever he’s ready he’s free to try, so he came into the kitchen and shortly thereafter I was helping him move the trunks. The microwave beeped.

The trunks were police-issue chests fastened with two silver Macedonian locks. The plating peeled around the keyhole and silver flakes speckled the RCMP crests. Letters spelling his name were engraved beneath: JOHN A CREASE. The brass handles left my palms smelling like loose change. We hauled the trunks out, then the boxes from the garage, then the duffle bags from his police room in the basement. He told me to disregard any incriminating evidence I saw about anybody. I asked him what the information was worth to him and he told me pain was a good way to make people agree.

He didn’t let me carry the gun. Never has.

We loaded the last of his stuff into the back of the truck – a 1989 Ranger with a rusted door and missing tailpipe. I fiddled with the radio while he fought with the ignition. It was a good truck as soon as you could make everything work. It finally chortled to life and I got some Ozzy playing. The extra weight in the back strained the shocks as we scaled the small lip of our driveway onto the shitty streets of Invermere. The tires dropped into potholes and the trunks rattled in the back.

The detachment was a red brick building that used to be the public library. One of the RCMP cars had a series of stickers on the side that looked like bullet holes; this was fifteen-Charlie-seven, my old man’s car. He fingered one of the stickers and peeled it off, stuck it to the trunk, and I threatened to tell the police. He shook his fist at me.

He had joined the RCMP twenty-three years ago and spent all of those posted in small towns on the fringes of B.C. He served seven years in Cranbrook, four in Kingsgate, four in Fort Nelson, and eight in Invermere. This turned him into what he dubbed a CFL – a constable for life – since promotion opportunities meant he’d drag his family (me) through shit and broken glass: corporal status, if he’d live in the Yukon; pay increases and living expenses if he’d police a backwater dump he’d have to get to by seaplane, where his son would turn into a user or a gang member and he’d probably end up dead. Promotions, he told me, are a lot like blowjobs: easy to get if you’re willing to go somewhere dirty.

Inside the detachment, a stuffed buffalo head hung over the entrance. It was as large as the door of our truck but not quite as ugly. We unloaded his stuff so it could be picked up and flown to the base in Kosovo. The whole peacekeeping thing started when he applied online one night during a Christmas party and proudly proclaimed that he would be going to smite evil. When they called, he couldn’t give a definitive answer because he hadn’t actually considered it; he was almost fifty, and peacekeeping was a young man’s job. But, in short, they’d pay him a lot of money for not a lot of dangerous work: law-drafting and applied police science, no guns.

—You want to get some food before the tournament? he said.

It was by now past seven, which meant the A&W would be open. We ate scrambled eggs and toast and one of their hot apple pie things each, because this was the ultimate breakfast of champions when I was seventeen.

—I’ve got to be there for opening ceremonies, I said. —I’m coaching the little bastards.

My old man swirled the coffee in his mug, then set it down without drinking. —I’m coaching the not-so-little bastards.

—You calling me a bastard?

—Yeah, he said, and placed his hands on the table, his uneven knuckles enmeshed.

At eight-thirty we went back to the house to get our judo gis. He was a black belt, a shodan, in judo, kung fu, and kick-boxing, and he had police combat training. I was a brown belt in judo and more sarcastic than him. He wore a Toraki Gold gi with a lapel of refolded cotton as stiff as pressure-treated lumber. I wore a Toraki Silver because they were lighter and I relied on speed. He stood six-foot-three and weighed just over two-twenty. I did not.

I slipped into the cotton pants of the gi while upstairs my old man got his stuff together. It’s important to wear your gi before the actual fighting starts, so you’re accustomed to its weight and the way the fabric shifts when you move. My old man came down the stairs with his duffle bag in his right hand. He’d changed into a shirt that said, Pain Is Only Weakness Leaving the Body, and he’d donned a pair of sunglasses despite the cloud cover, because he liked to pretend to be Agent Smith. I called him that as we entered the truck. He pinned me against the door and used his index finger to roll my upper lip against my nose. For the record, that hurts.

To the untrained eye a judo tournament is distinguishable from a toga party only by the presence of referees. It is a gathering of people screaming at combatants in white pyjamas, a place where redneck wives cough and turn their heads when their husbands grind their hips and paw each other’s chests. It is a place of broken arms and vanquished hopes, concussions, overpriced hotdogs, and eastern Europeans.

Our tournament took place in the gymnasium of the local highschool. We’d laid out two fighting areas on the floor, fashioned into twenty-foot squares with red and grey mats linked like Lego blocks. Masking-tape numbers designated them as I and II. Small factions had already formed in the bleachers – groups of eight or ten people rallying under homemade banners that declared FERNIE ROCKS or RAYMOND JUDO. No fewer than two banners read CRANBROOK SUCKS.

Our sensei, Herman, greeted us as we entered. He was an old stonemason from Austria who was once injured by a bomb he’d found in a field outside his home. He’d lain on the ground, his eyes seared blind, a four-inch piece of shrapnel through his chest, for seven hours before help arrived. He was eleven.

When he shook hands he clasped them with both of his. —You made it.

My old man let his duffle bag slide off his shoulder. —I thought about staying home.

Herman pushed him. My old man caught the wrist and tugged. Herman beamed. —You are nervous is all, he said, and nudged me with his elbow. —Your dad is a little scared, just like you were.

—I was never scared, I told him. My old man tapped his fist against his palm.

—When do you leave? Herman said.

My old man eased his sunglasses off his face and held them in front of his chest. I thought about calling him Agent Crease, but Herman wouldn’t get it.

—Tomorrow morning. My flight is at ten.

Herman ran his fingers against the grain of his barbedwire beard. —You will enjoy it.

—I hope so.

—Make sure you check out their judo clubs. It is very popular.

—It won’t be the same.

Herman clapped my old man on the shoulder. —It will be better.

He stood there with one hand on my old man’s shoulder and peered up at him. The white cotton around his stonemason’s fingers dimpled. He smiled. —But I must go. They are forcing me to ref. We will talk later. Before you go.

Then he wheeled around and moped to the joseki, the administrative table, where he was accosted by a pack of men in blazers. They shoved a dress tie at him.

Young judoka rampaged around the mats, climbed on the bleachers, shoved each other down and called it practice. Somewhere in this mess of bobbing heads and white belts were the ones I was supposed to coach. A kid I recognized came running off the mat with wet circles around his eyes. He accused another kid of punching him. I told him he could complain when his head hangs off backward.

My old man smiled beneath his moustache. He had put his sunglasses back on.

The Joseki summoned me over the loudspeaker. I was screaming like a bookie at a pit-bull fight because the kid I was coaching kept charging his opponent. The other coach – a redneck named Ferman who made his judoka call him Sir – was yelling to his kid to use my kid’s momentum against him.

I picked my way through the judoka rimming each mat and presented myself to the joseki. Herman was there with a rolled-up schedule in one hand and someone’s misplaced green belt in the other. He told the girl at the table that he had been reffing for the last four hours and wanted a break. She shook her head and shrugged because she really had no say in the matter.

—Sensei, I said. —You called?

He threw the green belt at the girl and tucked the schedule into his blazer. —Will, he said. —Nobody’s in your division.

—So split one.

—There’s nobody to fight. Under seventy-three is empty. You win gold.

—I want to fight.

—That is too bad.

—It’s the last tournament before my old man goes to Kosovo, I said.

Herman tapped his chin with his thumb. —I can put you in the next division. I can put you in under eighty-one. What did you weigh in at?

—Sixty-eight.

He licked his fingers and flipped through registration sheets. —No, eighty-one is also empty. Under ninety. We will put you in under ninety.

—I might as well fight my old man.

Herman fumbled for the schedule in his chest pocket. He held it out in front of him at arm’s-length, tilted it sideways. —He is in the senior open division. It is him and one other shodan.

—Put me in.

—It is the senior division.

—I know.

Herman crumpled the paper up and shoved it back into his blazer. He was the only person at this entire tournament who would accept this idea. We approached the head table and Herman asked the girl to pencil me in. She told him that she couldn’t do that without the consent of the competitors in the category. I told her she could tell the other guy but for God’s sake not my old man. She told me it was against policy. Herman told her for God’s sake not his old man. He had the green belt in hand again and he brandished it at her. She paged the other guy to the head table.

Judo tournaments grow more intense as they continue. Tottering kids give way to adolescents with a degree of skill, white-belt wrestlers give way to teenagers with the competitive edge. It took hours for the tournament to progress to the masters and the seniors – the old guys who rub A535 onto their biceps and calves after each fight. Joseki called my old man’s division to standby.

He asked if I’d help him warm up. I told him no problem and he looked at me funny. We started with uchikomi and a light randori – repetition of technique and a little sparring. He asked how the coaching was and I bitched about it. I bitched about not being able to fight. He told me there were lots of tournaments.

Joseki called, —On deck: Dan Simmons and John Crease.

My old man and I finished warming up. I grabbed him a red sash and told him to put it on. He’d been to dozens of tournaments but never fought in one before, so he was familiar with the details, but things are always different doing than watching. Whoever’s name is called second wears the red sash so the referees can identify him.

The Dan Simmons fellow was a black belt in his mid-twenties. Short, clean-shaven, straight hair – he looked like a military cadet who pumped iron to get stronger, not better looking. Probably weighed thirty pounds less than my old man. I watched him do some uchikomi against the wall and informed my old man that he would probably try a seo nage, a shoulder throw. I told my old man not to be scared. He said if I didn’t stop patronizing him he’d make me pay. I warned that idle threats spawn malicious foes. He told me not to quote Shakespeare.

Joseki called my old man and Dan Simmons as “now fighting.” I wished him luck.

It was a long, brutal fight. Dan Simmons tried a few tricks by swapping to a left-handed grip midway through. This lost him the match because an opposite grip only works if you are stronger than the other guy, since you’re both grappling for the same lapel, and one person is left clutching a paltry piece of fabric on the outside of the shoulder. My old man blocked his seo nage with a display of brute force. Dan Simmons was fast – he was young – and he expected to win the fight that way, but my old man is not as slow as he looks. He stepped around Dan Simmons’s sweeping legs, his bobbing knees, and though he didn’t throw him, my old man, at the end of the match, won by decision.

All in all, a decent first-ever fight.

My old man dabbed his forehead with a yellowed training towel. He squirted water into his mouth from a Judo B.C. water bottle that read: No Pain, No Gain. Five straight minutes against a guy half his age was enough to make him see that he was not as young as he remembered. He placed his forearms on his thighs and leaned forward. His back rose and fell with every breath.

Joseki called the two “now fighting” names over the loudspeaker. Then: —On deck, John Crease and Will Crease.

Maybe I’m dramatizing, but the crowd quieted – a third of them, after all, were from our club – and the lights flickered, and my old man lifted his head from his position of crumple and fatigue. He looked at me and I could hear him telling me how I would pay for this when he was a little rested and not as sweaty and after he’d rubbed on the A535. Herman ran toward us to watch the fight. He had that same green belt in his hand.

Then my old man smiled. He dropped his head between his knees and then threw it back and chuckled.

The kids on the mat finished fighting. They bowed off. Joseki called: —Now fighting: John Crease and Will Crease.

I stepped up. I donned the red sash. My old man stood and placed his hands on his hips and bent backward. I did my customary hop and slapped the outsides of my thighs. He didn’t have a customary opening because this was his first tournament. The ref motioned for us to enter the mat. We bowed and moved to the first line, bowed again and stepped forward. I could see the rise and fall of his chest, the sweat beading on his forehead near the border of his hair. I could almost hear the whistle of his breath through his nostrils. On the sidelines I didn’t hear anyone yelling. I didn’t look. Never look.

The referee yelled hajime.

We are both right-handed. We are both standard grip fighters. I tried to catch his right in my left but he was fast and his massive hand, those massive fingers, curled around my lapel. You only become fully aware of a person’s measure when you fight him, as though this most base of human activity is the standard by which all people are judged. I clasped his lapel, the sleeve of his gi, could sense his patient grip, the complete absence of slack in his arms.

Watching judo is watching two people move in circles until one falls down.

I kicked at his feet a couple times, tried to hook his ankle for a lame win. This pissed him off and he kicked me right back. He was solid and he outweighed me. I tugged, hard, on his lapel and his head bobbed down. I tried to keep him bent over but he didn’t like it. He straightened and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to prevent it.

He tugged me and I moved in whichever direction he wanted. He tried to trip me and I stepped over it. Speed and balance. The Gentle Way. I reacted, my feet fwa-thumping on the mat, hooked at his legs, the excess length of our belts whipping around our hips and the red sash some rogue colour among the black and brown. He tugged me again and I moved with it so he put himself off balance backward. This was judo – this was using his momentum and his force against him. Then I was doing my harai ogoshi, my Sweeping Hip Throw, and I had all two hundred and twenty pounds of him pinnacled on the fulcrum of my hip.

This was it. He was tired and old and in the air. I was fresh and young and the balls of my feet were balanced on the mat, my knees bent and my calves tensed and quivering. If I threw him hard enough, if I hurt him, just a little – a sprained wrist, bruised rib, minor concussion – he would miss his flight. He would not go to Kosovo. He would stay in Invermere away from the snipers and the land mines, and he would fight me again.

But then I stopped. I was stopped. He brought his policeman’s arms down in a bear hug and my balance disappeared. My momentum slouched away. He rag-dolled me into the air and then I was on the ground, pinned beneath his weight, and the referee raised his arm halfway to full, yelled waza ari, half-point.

I tried to twist before he could lock it in. His hands found each other and I could hear someone on the sidelines yelling, SQUEEZE. He tucked his head down against mine and his sweat streaked against my cheek. Sourness, the split of his lapels. The referee yelled osaekomi – hold down started. I couldn’t budge him. I hooked his head with my foot and tried to leverage him back, but he just clenched his teeth against the heel in his face. Pain is only weakness leaving the body.

The horn sounded. Twenty seconds done. The referee called ippon and my old man’s arms slackened. I lay on the ground and stared at the rafters of the gymnasium. A pair of sneakers hung over a metal beam. People on the sidelines laughed and cheered. Herman stroked his Austrian beard, the green belt discarded. Of course it is not fitting that the son should defeat the father.

My dad would go to Kosovo. He would be shot by a Serbian man while apprehending him for spousal abuse, something he was doing only because the Kosovo police were short-handed. The bullet would enter his torso just above the second rib on his left side and puncture the lung, and he would feel it compress into a ball the size of a discarded tissue. His fellows would gun the Serbian down, rush my old man to the hospital. They would reinflate his lung and he’d recover.

He would keep the bullet. It is not an easy thing to look at.

Even the referee smiled. I stayed on the ground. My old man laboured to his feet and reached down and I caught his hand. He hoisted me up. He patted my back. The referee awarded him the match and we bowed off the mat.

—Dammit, old man, I said.

—Someday, boy, he said, and grinned, the two of us alone in that roaring gym.


The Persistence

The morning he decided to put things back together, Ray walked five kilometres along the highway in the hours when everything was grey except the mountains lightening in the east. It was one of those mean days in November – sub-zero, wet – so he couldn’t wear a scarf or a ski mask because his breath would condense on the wool and freeze, and then he might as well have been breathing an arctic wind. It was still dark, five-thirty, but the sky over the Rockies had reddened, which meant today might be one of those days he’d carry with him to the grave – red sky in the morning, sailor’s warning.

Ray drew a cigarette from his chest pocket and fumbled it in gloved fingers. He had four, maybe five left, and too little money for another pack. It always bothered him how smoking didn’t warm him like he expected it to. He removed one glove to light the thing and burned the ends of his fingers with the match, stupidly, like a fourteen-year-old trying to be cool. Nerves, maybe. This valley, maybe. He’d been absent three years, had spent a little time in Cranbrook, a short stint in Calgary, but the places were deadly similar. Too frequently he bumped into things from the past: a person he recognized, some guy with a sledge seesawing over his shoulder. Relics, anchors. They made him think of her.

But all threads lead home, and so does every missing cent and every angry creditor.

The Kootenay Valley stunk of gossip; even the two Calgarians he’d chatted with on the Greyhound were up on local banter, about a cop getting shot in the chest overseas and a tinbasher haunted by the ghost of his dad. He knew people who existed solely for gossip, and given the chance he would bury them all.

He walked under a panelboard sign that read Welcome to Windermere. The only way to fix himself, here in this place, was with his old friend Mudflap. Mud had worked with him for five years, started as a dumb apprentice and became the guy who ran Ray’s company in his absence. Ray taught him everything he knew, and in return Mud kept him living vicariously. He was the kind of guy who planned his mid-life crisis, whose central philosophy was persistence beats resistance. He was also one of the few people Ray had parted with on speaking terms.

Ray found the place after a short walk. Log house, landscaped yard, a couple trucks and a minivan. He was too cold to wait for signs of people awake so he climbed two steps onto the porch and stepped in a pet’s dish and something like the haze he’d lived through took hold of him, and he wanted to bootfuck that bowl across the lawn. He’d have to watch himself, avoid people. Mud could help with that.

He knocked on the door and stood straight. People moved about inside. Someone swore and was hushed. A baby cooed.

—I swear to God if it’s your dad again I’ll kick him in the fucking teeth.

Mud opened the door wearing jeans and a clean T-shirt, a ballcap that said Olympus Electric. He had a dad’s face now, not age-creased but with skin drawn tight around the bones of his ocular and jaw. His blond wife, Alex, leaned on the wall in a bathrobe, arms crossed and foot tapping. She’d always been a good-looking woman.

It only took Mud a second.

—Ray?

—Hey, Mud.

—Jesus, come on in. You want a coffee?

Ray stomped the snow from his boots. His steeltoes were so damned cold he expected to hear them ring as he set them side by side. Inside Mud’s house, he noticed the designer lighting but couldn’t say it surprised him – Mud was an electrician, after all. Years ago, Ray worked in a house where the owner, a plumber, had plumbed beer to every sink. Once, he and his crew puzzled over how to wire a swivelling wall in a framer’s rec room.

He sat at the table and Alex shuffled to the kitchen to make coffee. Mud intercepted her, caught her forearm, and whispered in her ear. She took the baby and left the room. Mud ground coffee beans and heaped three spoonfuls into the filter and Ray watched his hands. They were the hands of a guy who no longer worked like he used to – not nicked and burred from splinters and construction yards, but still callused. A man never loses his calluses. Well, a working man never loses his calluses. Ray used to tell his guys to find a girl who didn’t mind rough hands, and that advice had come to bite him in the ass.

The coffee brewed behind Mud. Ray had taken to drinking espresso because the drip of normal coffee made him lonely.

—This isn’t easy for me.

—I know.

—I’ve got nowhere else to go.

Mud filled two cups.

—Like I told you when you left, Ray. My door is never closed.

Ray wrapped his hands around the mug and felt its warmth. He drank his coffee black, always had. He didn’t consume it for fun or flavour, only as a means to keep grinding on.

—I need a job.

—I’ve got work.

Fucking Mudflap. Fucking reliable Mudflap.

—I need a place.

Mud raised the mug to his lips and held it there. It had a picture of two guys in overalls dancing and a caption that said, You and Me Soul-Brother.

—My suite isn’t finished.

—You’re getting lazy.

—No one to boss me around. Well, someone.

He looked down the hallway toward the door Alex had disappeared through. Christ, she was a good-looking woman.

—A couple days, Mud?

—You got money?

—Do I look like I’ve got money?

—I see you’re bitchy as ever.

—Just old.

Mud pulled his ballcap off and spun it on his finger.

—My suite needs work. You wanna work on it?

—I’d need a place to stay.

—There’s light and power and I think I even put up a piece of drywall.

—Are you serious?

—Just lazy.

He’d hoped for a day or two on the couch, enough to get his bearings and find a place with some snowboarder come to work at the ski hill for the winter, a place where he could get jealous of the twenty-something getting laid every night in the next bedroom. A place to make him feel his age.

—When can you start work?

Ray kicked his pack.

—Got my tools with me.

It turned out he didn’t have all the tools needed, but Mud gave him the things he lacked and a threat that if he lost them, he’d buy new ones. Olympus Electric employed two other journeymen and three apprentices. Mud took one apprentice and gave the rest of the team instructions for the week; they wouldn’t be seen except for material runs or if it all went south.

Mud leaned close and spoke in a low voice. —One of them’s a woman.

—So?

—I’m just saying.

—Saying what?

—If you want on that crew you just let me know.

Mud winked.

Ray’s apprentice, a kid named Paul, sat in his truck in the driveway, asleep against his own chest. He drove a ’92 Ranger with green paint peeling to black. There was something sickly frozen in clumps onto the driver’s door.

—Is that egg?

—From last Halloween. Fucker’s too lazy to clean it.

Mud knocked on the window and Paul jolted awake.

—You didn’t load the Bullet?

—I didn’t know what we needed.

—Goddamn it.

Paul climbed out of the truck and pulled his tuque over his ears. He was a spindly kid with curly hair and bony cheeks, long arms that could probably haul more weight than a pair twice as thick. He moved with a long, awkward gait; his boots slapped the driveway every time he stepped, as though he hadn’t adjusted to the weight of his steeltoes. Mud pointed at the things they’d need for the day and Paul packed them in the work truck, a ’79 Dodge with a metal material box bolted to the frame, aptly named the Silver Bullet. Mud’s father-in-law built it for him during his apprenticeship, and as much as Ray made fun of the beast, it held as much gear as a van and burned twice as much gas. It looked like a shed on wheels, and the running gag was to screw crushed beer cans to it, because Mud never removed them.

Ray offered to help load. Mud shook his head.

—It’s like obedience training. The kid’s got one hell of a lip so I’m trying to breed it out.

—Does he know?

—That, or it’s starting to work.

So his days went. In the mornings he’d wake and brew a pot of coffee and make two peanut butter sandwiches, grab his tools, and head out to the Silver Bullet. He’d start the thing so it was warm by the time Paul arrived, always on time. He’d sit in the driver’s seat and drink his coffee and smoke while Paul loaded the things they needed for the day.

Mud put him and the kid in charge of wiring a fourplex condo unit. The entire thing was built on two lots, with room on each side; they were tiny, and constructed with each cost cut as low as anyone could get away with. The studs twisted near the tops – culled lumber bought at a fraction of regular price. The place smelled like snow and sawdust and as though someone had pissed in the corner, and someone probably had. He marked the locations for plugs and lights and Paul scurried behind him with one end of a wire spool in his fist.

In the evenings Ray worked on the suite. Mud gave him free rein over the design, access to his supplier for any materials needed, and a budget. Ray added recessed lights over the dining area, a track in what would be a small kitchen after he pulled in the stove. He worked two hours every day. It gave him something to do. He only went out to get groceries, and occasionally with Mud for beers at the City Saloon. He had friends in town, still, and they called him one by one. They wanted to know how he was doing, if he needed anything, if he’d heard any news about Tracey, about her painting company. He’d tell them they’d drink beers and they’d be satisfied, and he’d hang up and press his forehead to the raw drywall and think about how far he’d come, and how far he had yet to go.

He came out the door on a day in mid-December and found most of Olympus Electric’s crew gathered outside the shed. They were two journeymen and an apprentice, named Philippe, Clay, and Greg. Philippe was in charge; he was a stubby Frenchman with a white cowboy hat who slurred his e’s.

—How’s the dumb apprentice?

—He works hard.

Philippe fished into his pocket and snatched a pair of pliers. He started clipping his fingernails.

—You used to be Mudflap’s boss?

—Yes.

—And now he is the boss.

He’d been warned about Philippe, the way he’d look down his nose even though the top of his head barely measured to Ray’s chin. He had eyes like a pair of gun barrels and he sniffled each time he clipped a piece of fingernail.

Ray lit a cigarette.

—I’m just here to help out.

Philippe stopped with the pliers held level with his chin, his hand half a foot from his face.

—It is good for you then. We are glad to have you.

—Where’s Mud?

—In the shed with Kelly. She is angered with me because I try to make her work and she does not. I tell her to bring the things, she does not.

—You make her haul everything?

—She is the greeny. She must do these things.

Mud came out of the shed with Kelly behind him. She had high cheekbones and tight lips bent into a scowl. Her brown hair hung to her shoulders beneath a grey ballcap. She was taller and she wore a denim jacket over a grey vest, and an Usher T-shirt beneath that. She must have been at least Mud’s age. Mid-late thirties, maybe.

Mud took his ballcap off and ran a hand through his hair.

—Ray, you have enough work for one more?

—Sure, but no room in the Bullet.

Mud nodded and secured his cap on his head. He strode to Paul’s window and Paul started unrolling it, frantically.

—You’re driving your own truck today. Bill me for gas.

Ray climbed in the Bullet and leaned over to unlock the door for Kelly. She got in and chucked her tools on the seat between them. He snuck glances at her as the Bullet trundled down the highway. She shifted and eyed him, patted the unoccupied middle seat. A curl of dust drifted from the fibres.

—There’s room in here for Paul.

—I don’t like rubbing up to that kid. He enjoys it too much.

He saw her relax. She put her seatbelt on.

—What do you think of Phil?

Ray wrung his hands on the steering wheel. The windshield started to fog so he cracked his window, thought about lighting a smoke but didn’t know if she smoked.

—I think he’s a twat.

—He is. Mud’s good shit.

—Mud’s good shit.

In his twenties he used to cruise around in a shittier truck than the Bullet, Tracey lodged beside him as he tried to shift gears. She’d wear tight jeans, faded on the ass, tomboy. He’d spill his beer and swear and she’d drawl a “whatever” between tokes. She never had trouble fitting in with the guys at work. She was smart, good with her hands, but he couldn’t convince her to start pulling wire. She said it’d be too cutesy if they worked together.

—What year you in?

—Just my first. It sucks.

—We were all first-years.

—Not at my age.

—Better than being something lame all your life.

—Like a painter.

Ray startled. He didn’t think she meant anything by it, though she probably knew his history. Everybody knew his fucking history. Kelly picked sawdust off her shoulders and arms. She was a good-looking woman, but not in that fire-blooded way Alex was. She didn’t make him feel his heart in his chest, didn’t make his ears go red. It was different, more subdued.

—Yeah. High from the fumes or the dope in the morning.

It felt good to have a team again. Three guys, a small job. Ray marked instructions on the studs with a fat pen. Paul drilled holes and pulled wire to the breaker panel; he stopped wearing a tool pouch and instead packed his pockets with staples. Ray told him it wasn’t a good idea, because those staples would go right into his balls if he fell off the ladder, and Paul started wearing his pouch again. He taught Kelly the basics of circuit wiring and let her finish some that he started. Philippe only had her haul things and dig ditches, the kinds of jobs reserved for highschool kids and idiots who couldn’t tell an auger bit from a spade. Paul lingered in the rooms while Ray gave advice, until Ray eventually promised to teach him, too, after they finished the fourplex. Kelly learned fast. She’d be going to school in May, and after she got her ticket, would move to Fort McMurray for a year and work seventy hours a week, leave with a hundred and twenty grand. He’d heard the same thing from hundreds of others, young guys who could afford to work themselves like slaves, old guys who figured they’d last a month, maybe, or land a cushy job as a foreman.

He found himself often in the same room as her. She couldn’t keep up to him, but he always managed to find something that had to be finished. A wire too close to the surface needed a nail guard, a light was a couple inches off centre, a few plugs looked too low to the ground so he would have to measure them against his hammer.

At the end of the day she asked if he wanted to come for beers. Ray slung his belt into the Bullet. The first condo had already been drywalled.

—I gotta work on the suite. I took the day off yesterday.

—It’s only a couple beers.

—Next time.

Paul looked up and for the first time actually held Ray’s gaze.

—You sure you don’t want to come?

—I said next time.

The kid knocked on the window of his own truck and Kelly opened it from inside. Dumb bastard only locked the driver’s door. Ray got into the Bullet and lowered the window so he could smoke. The Bullet couldn’t play music. Mud used to haul ass from site to site with a portable stereo plugged into the lighter and bang his head to tinny rock and roll.

The next day, as he pulled up to the fourplex, there was a brown van parked in one of the driveways. The side of it read Excentuate Painting.

Three years ago he’d found that same van, or at least one like it, at the mountain resort he’d been contracted to renovate. His company, Straightline Electric, had to refurbish the condos; the job was to swap minor things like yellowed faceplates and broken light fixtures, work nobody wants to do even though it pays well. He’d been on his way home when he saw an Excentuate van parked at one of the places he’d renovated. Excentuate Painting had been, and still was, owned by a guy named Caine – not the smartest or the nicest, but the kind of guy who knew when and where to buy the beers. Tracey had worked for him but quit when he hired a team of highschool kids to blast through the houses as fast as they could – a kind of fuck-it-we’ll-fix-it-later type approach.

Then, at that resort three years ago, Tracey had come out of one of the condos. She saw him in his truck as he rolled by. She waved. He’d pulled over. Caine came out the same condo a second later.

—Afternoon, Ray. How are things?

Tracey sidled up to the truck and opened the door. She hopped in as though he’d come to give her a lift, as though everything were hunky-dory.

—I might go work for him again. He fired the highschoolers.

After that Ray started asking around. It turned out Tracey spent a lot of time with Caine, and everybody knew it, so one day Ray pretended to go to work and instead sat outside his house in Mud’s Dodge. Caine picked her up in that same van and Tracey welcomed him inside. Ray timed it and could conclude nothing. They came out with coffee mugs. Tracey insisted they were making coffee. Business, she said, always business. Then, on a Friday evening, while Ray drank beers on his porch and watched his dog play, Mud came tear-assing down the driveway, chewing gravel in that Dodge. He stepped down, decked out in his Carhartts and steeltoes, all tans and browns, looking like a man with a secret to tell.

And now, that memory still fresh, Ray couldn’t go inside the fourplex. He pinched the bridge of his nose and tightened his grip on the steering wheel. There had to be a way for him to escape without freaking the hell out of Kelly and Paul. But he couldn’t leave them alone, either, or that’d be Mud’s ass.

—You alright, Ray?

—Need a second. Twenty-six-ounce flu, you know.

He didn’t think she bought it, but she gave a nod and stepped out of the truck and started unloading. Paul asked what was going on and Kelly shrugged. The kid lingered for a second; Ray could see him in the rearview. He wanted to bark at him to get to work but he didn’t need to. They unloaded everything and began without instructions. The painters were in the first condo. They’d be warm and doped out of their heads and wouldn’t wander out to the cold or into the unfinished basements. If he stuck to the ground and to the open air he’d avoid them. He couldn’t see Tracey today. He wasn’t ready for that.

Kelly appeared at the window, but before she said anything, Ray opened the door. He grabbed a spool of wire and his tool belt and trudged into the basement of the last condo, as far away as he could get. Kelly carried two electric drills and a fifty-foot extension cord.

—We starting on this one?

—I am. Finish up over there.

—It’s not pulled yet.

—Pull it. If you get in trouble ask me. If Paul finishes the feeds, show him how to tie in.

He set up his wire spool and plugged in a drill and bored holes through studs and the floor joists overhead. The way the bit curled into wood satisfied him, always had – that hint of heated spruce in the sawdust and at the tip of the metal. He never minded wood chips in his hair and never wore a ballcap to keep them out. Ray’d use sawdust-scented shampoo if such a thing existed. At lunch, Kelly brought him coffee from her thermos while Paul waited in the Bullet. She wore pink mittens over her work gloves that she kept hidden in her lunch kit next to her thermos. Half a sandwich dangled in her hand. She turned the wire spool on its side and sat down. Ray sipped the coffee. It was nearly white from all the milk and way too sugary.

—You need any help over here?

—I’m doing okay.

She bit her sandwich and shoved the food to one cheek as she spoke. —You wanna come for beers tonight?

—Floyd Flannerly’s Christmas party is next weekend. We can have beers then. And they’ll be free.

—I can never take that guy serious.

—Because he’s a plumber?

He offered her the coffee and she washed her food down.

—No. Because he actually wears flannel shirts, she said. She stood, brushed herself off, and saluted. —Too cold. Going back to the Bullet.

He watched her pick her way across the cluttered floor. Her boot caught his extension cord and she had to kick it free. She saw him looking and stopped, her foot three inches above the plywood ground, one hand wrapped around a stud for balance. She looked like the girls on the front of tool magazines, brand-name drills held upright at their shoulders like guns. Except Kelly had a sandwich and not a drill, and heavy grey overalls instead of skimpy shorts.

Tracey used to wear a massive winter coat, open so she could reach the tools in her chest pockets. She preferred wool gloves that left her fingertips exposed, with flaps in case it got too cold to bear. Her hair was blond and ear-length; she had pucker marks from years of smoking, a few wrinkles around her eyes – nothing unattractive. She had been raucous on-site. In the winter she packed a halogen work lamp wherever she went, for warmth rather than light. She was known for being terrible in finished houses, would carry things twice her size and mar the walls, damage the ceilings. It was the way she thundered around the job site that drew him, the way she moved antithesis to everyone else. She would stomp over a pile of debris rather than skirt it.

Kelly shook herself free. She flashed a grin, bit into her sandwich. He dipped his head in a nod and she turned and disappeared.

Later that day he damn near drilled a hole in his leg. Paul gave him a lift home because Kelly didn’t have a licence, and Ray couldn’t operate the clutch. The kid drove with the speedometer not wavering from one hundred, as though Ray would give him shit for going too fast. When they got to his place, Paul stood awkwardly at the passenger door, his arms half-extended.

Ray limped out of the vehicle, turned and faced him.

—You want a hug or something?

—Was thinking a kiss, actually.

Ray grinned. The kid knew how to throw shit after all.

Inside, he opened a Kokanee and sat on the couch. It was times like this when he wished he had money for cable, but he barely had enough for shitty beer. He raised the can and drank half. It tasted like the stuff he used to drink in the States – real manly, real light – and it reminded him of raised trucks and shotguns, a twenty-year-old drywaller named Burt with a backward hat and a stomach that drooped over the edge of his tool belt. They hunted coyotes along gravel roads, so drunk they could barely see. Then Burt shot one and it didn’t die. Ray wanted to finish it but they left it with its final howls rattling in its throat.

He pulled his pant leg over his calf. The drill had only glanced along the meat without boring into him, but it had winched the fabric so tight the muscle was bruised and bloodshot. He flexed it and it ached. Not the worst injury he’d ever taken; in fact he’d be able to work tomorrow, dammit. It was only eleven. So much for the four-day weekend.

Someone knocked on the door. He yelled that he’d be a second, and started to work himself to a stance, but his calf seized and he fell onto the couch.

—Fuck it. The door’s unlocked.

Alex opened the door and peeked through. Her hair was up, but a few strands hung down the side of her head. She had a bag of ice tucked under her shoulder and a small black film canister in her hand.

—I got a call from Mud. How bad are you?

—Not bad enough.

—I’ve got ice and our secret stash of T-3s.

—I’ll take the ice.

Her hands lingered on the edge of the door before she closed it. She wore track pants and a windbreaker, had probably been out running – one of those fitness women with legs like nautical rope. A film of sweat shone on her forehead and she placed the back of her wrist to it, let her eyelids drop. Her shoulders rose, fell. Then she stalked across the room and extended the ice.

Ray took it, careful not to let their fingers brush, and wedged it under his calf. Alex hesitated near the coffee table, arm’s-length from the couch. Ray set his beer down.

—Where’s Madison?

—With my folks.

She toyed with the zipper on her jacket and didn’t look at him. He’d known her longer than he’d known Mud – she waitressed at a restaurant he frequented during his apprenticeship, too young to be taken seriously, labelled an up-and-comer by the sleazebags he worked alongside. Then, when he took Mud under his wing, she always came with him to the parties and gatherings, this crazy, mysterious blonde you could tease but never touch.

—You want a beer?

She shook her head. He scratched his stubble. Fifteen years, maybe more.

—Well. You alright, Alex?

—Can I sit?

He shifted his leg off the edge of the couch, moved over, and shoved the ice up along his calf. It stung his damaged skin. She sat on the lip, far opposite him, and stared forward. He reached for his beer but it was too far away, so she grabbed it by the rim and slid it to his palm. He felt like an idiot and drank the rest and Alex looked at her watch and then set her hands on the flat of her thighs.

—You’ve known Mud as long as I have.

He could sleep with her, right now, if he wanted to. That’s what she was going to tell him – that it’d been a long time since Mud touched her. He’d seen it before, hundreds of times; guys get so infatuated with the new business that they neglect their wives and then their wives go and sleep with fucking painters who get doped each day before work.

—Mud’s good shit.

She drummed her fingers on her knee.

—You ever get tired, Ray?

—All the time.

She turned her palms upward and stared at them, one then the other. They were small and soft, hands that could easily button up a shirt, hands that didn’t grapple power tools. When he did the same, Ray saw only twenty years of scrapes and cuts and decades gone to waste. But Alex read something in her own, or read something in his. Or, more likely, she simply saw right through him. He had no idea what she wanted.

Her eyes fixed on him, those raven lashes, those irises as bright as sparks.

—Sure you don’t want the T-3s?

—Save them for when I drill through my leg.

—The suite looks good.

—Bedroom’s the nicest so far.

She scrunched her nose as though recoiling from a bad smell.

—Do you ever get tired of, you know, this?

—All this?

—I don’t know.

She crossed one leg over her knee and leaned her chin on her wrist. She was such a good-looking woman.

—It’s hard not to. It always seems like everything’s the same until the moment when you need everything to be the same. Then you find out it’s been different the whole time.

Alex bobbed her head. She drew a strand of hair from her face with her pinky. The nail was groomed, curved perfectly around the fingertip. Ray smelled cinnamon, assumed it came from her; the scent of a clean body. She rolled one eye toward him, her face turned only a degree in his direction.

—I knew about Tracey and Caine, before you found out.

—Everybody did.

—I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.

Ray shrugged. —Nobody did.

Alex went to the door.

—Are you going to Flannerly’s party this weekend?

—I promised Kelly and Paul that I would.

—Paul looks up to you.

—Only because I don’t rail on him like everyone else.

—It’s more than that.

Ray shrugged again. Alex cocked her head and the tie on her hair loosed, dropped that mane all the way to her biceps.

—You regret coming back?

—Not one bit. Other things, yeah. Part of being human.

—Man from beast.

—You regret me coming back?

That got her out the door. Before she closed it, she peeked her head in.

—What if Tracey’s there?

He’d been mulling that over since he’d agreed to go. Worse than Tracey, he feared she’d be there with Caine and that he’d say something dumb and get in a fight. Caine was ten years younger and he went to the gym every second day. Ray couldn’t afford to get the shit kicked out of him. He’d lose everything, again. And he couldn’t blame everything on the two of them.

—Hopefully I’ll be too drunk to realize it.

—Have a gooder, Ray.

She shut the door. He struggled to his feet and fished another beer from the fridge and nursed it on the couch, counted the hours. Ray’d mulled over other stuff, too: where to go when Mud eventually gave him the boot, how long he had until his body at last failed him, whether Kelly was actually giving him the eye. It wouldn’t be a stretch to say a certain kind of woman caught his attention, but it wouldn’t be a stretch to say that scared him cold. Kelly did things the way Tracey used to, a no-bullshit approach that he admired and made a show of admiring. But she had rough edges, too – he’d seen the way she scowled at Philippe – and a past Ray would one day have to ask after. He didn’t know her story but he bet he understood how she felt: everyone who falls off a roof usually lands the same way. And if she was attracted to him – if he didn’t, for instance, need someone to pull his head from the clouds – then Ray knew why: broken people are drawn to broken people. That’s the love life he had to look forward to with Kelly: a three-legged race.

Not that it’d slow him, not that it’d sway him. Ray would persist. It’s just what he did.

Every vehicle in the driveway of Flannerly’s shop was a truck. He spotted Paul’s Ranger and pulled the Silver Bullet – the only vehicle he had access to – in beside it. A group of guys smoked outside the shop. Ray recognized one as a lippy plumber named Ben, but the others he didn’t know. He stepped out and nodded. A black Lab bounded from among the trucks and put its nose in his hand.

The plumber, Ben, waved his cigarette at him.

—Hey, Sparky.

Ray gave a deep nod. —You talking to me or the dog?

—The dog’s not a goddamn electrician, is he?

—He’d make a hell of a plumber, though.

Ray winked and went inside. Flannerly’s shop was a giant shed, wired with heating and a television upstairs, unfinished walls, material piled in the corners. The walls were dressed with Playboy tear-outs and posters of girls in swimsuits. It felt like any other shop Ray had ever been in, except six times as big.

Some thirty guys and a handful of women sat in a giant circle. They had two barrels of iced beer and a table with whiskey. Ray set his bottle of rye on the table and poured himself the first glass. Rye and Coke, cut one-to-one. He found Mud and Paul and joined them. Paul nodded and Ray clapped him on the back. The kid wasn’t so bad.

Mud passed him a beer.

—Guess I’m double fisting.

—Ray, Kelly started eyeing you the second you walked in.

—I like Kelly.

—You should. She’s a coug. I’d hit that if I wasn’t married.

Ray winked.

—How much you had, Mud?

—They call me Doctor Love.

Ray shot the last of his rye and took a beer from the stash Mud had beside his chair. Paul sat smiling and mute; his stack of empties was only half as big as Mud’s, but he was doing his best. Bunch of drunken idiots, the lot of them.

Ray spent most of the evening trying to work up the courage to go talk to Kelly. The night wore on. Mud entertained the group with a story about bull riding in Kelowna under the name Texas Dunlop. Some cabinet guy tried to breakdance but slipped on a crushed beer can and twisted his wrist. At one point Mud leaned toward him, elbow in his ribs, and nodded at Kelly. She had gone to the liquor table and stood apart from everyone else.

—Persistence beats resistance.

—I’m not sure that applies.

Mud nodded, sage-like. —Ray, it always applies.

He joined Kelly at the liquor table. His rye was the least touched of all the booze there, still half-full. He lifted it and filled a plastic cup halfway and offered it to her. She took it. He filled his own and they stood, side by side, but not looking at nor talking to each other.

—How’d it go after I drilled myself?

—We’re not going to talk shop, are we?

Ray shrugged, beaten. —Couldn’t think of a way to get started.

She tapped the table with one finger and left it resting there. —Can you drive?

He shook his head. —Not legally.

—How’d you get here?

—Illegally.

She left her drink on the table and slunk to the exit. She stopped in the doorway, pressed to the frame, her Usher shirt visible through the cleft in her vest, and winked. Mud saw the wink – had to see the wink – and put on a go for it grin. When Ray looked back she had disappeared except for the tip of her hand. Her fingers waggled on the wood; the nails were chewed down. His ears went red, and not from the booze. He went out the door. Behind him, the guys gave a cheer.

They walked to the beach because Ray couldn’t drive, and it was about as romantic as things would get, boozed as they were. It was darkening; the sky over the Purcells had turned a milky red. Red sky at night, sailor’s delight. The frozen lake creaked, giant ice plates ground like earthquakes, once so loudly she jumped. They leaned against each other. He felt like a sixteen-year-old anxious to get laid. He stopped noticing things, tripped on tiny rocks and almost ate a mouthful of sand. A tree branch, bent and loose like a drunk’s weighty arm, took him straight in the chin. She laughed; he cursed and swatted.

Their meandering took them to the far end of the beach where the sand terminated against a concrete wall. Above them loomed what remained of a wooden fort, weathered to a mottled rib cage lined with insulator’s plastic. A long time ago it was a ferry port, when people traded up and down the Sevenhead River. Ray used to party in it as a kid, had his first blowjob there, pressed into the corner with a bottle of rye in one hand and a fistful of denim jacket in the other, jeans drawn down past his ass.

Kelly gestured at the fort.

—I slept with a twenty-two-year-old there, last year.

—Wish I could say the same.

From her vest she produced a silver flask, held it flat in her palm with one thumb curled over the spout. She flicked her hair around to the other side of her head, showed off the curve of her neck, a mole perched on the cusp of the jugular.

—It’s chocolate vodka.

Ray let her churn the flask in the air beneath his nose, leaned forward as if to follow when at last she retracted it. It smelled like a coffee house, like dark beans or maybe the liqueur they squeeze into brandy chocolates. When she tipped it to her lips he watched her swallow, her neck again.

He wanted to reach for her hand and lead her away.

Her house was a few blocks away – the basement suite of a thirty-five-hundred-square-foot house. Two other girls, half her age, lived there too, but they’d gone home for Christmas. It was almost, she said, like having a place of her own.

The chocolate vodka didn’t last long. It was the first step in losing their clothes, there in her well-lit bedroom. Kelly slid her hands around his grey-haired chest, over his gone-soft biceps, and Ray stared at nothing but that bedroom light – how could he turn it off without being obvious? But, perhaps sensing the unease in his stiff, trembling shoulders, she flicked the light so he didn’t have to. Then, for the first time in three years, he kissed a woman.

Soon after, naked under the covers, he plucked a bolt of lint from her belly button and she giggled. Kelly’s body disappeared beneath the blankets, her muscled legs only shadows against the curl of his palm. Ray caught a glimpse of himself, his pasty gut, his mangled hands on her stomach – how could she be genuinely interested in him? With this awareness went his boozy haze, and, with that, everything that mattered at a time like this. He focused on Kelly, the sound and sight of her, the way she shifted with his hand and tongue.

He thought of Tracey, followed the memory of curves and moans and the way she would sink her teeth in the soft of his ear. But Tracey was not the woman laid out beneath him; his memories did not match the curves, the sway of breasts. He imagined how Alex would’ve acted at a time like this, or how he would’ve acted with her thighs sticky against his jaw, those muscles that must reach like taut ropes toward her knees. Christ, she was a good-looking woman. His old body hovered above Kelly, spread along the length of her, limp. His lips grazed the coarse hairs between her legs but it didn’t matter, nothing was going to matter.

Ray rolled off her and sat on the edge of her bed. One of her legs touched his lumbar beneath the sheets. Amber light from a street lamp leaked through the tiny window; it blanketed his feet and lit his discarded pants. She shifted. The blankets rustled. He wouldn’t do this well with a woman ever again. His cock dangled against the bed. The sight of it made his cheeks hot, made his fists ball. Kelly fidgeted behind him. If only she would say something.

Then: a hand on his back, between the shoulder blades, warm in the winter cold. He imagined the contours on those fingers, the nicks and scars and the chewed nails and he felt a tingle, down there, but it lapsed as he noticed. He shivered and leaned away; her fingertips lingered on his spine.

A real man would save face, blame the booze, answer with bravado and nonchalance – but Ray had long moved beyond that. You get less and less invincible, he figured. Or you give up trying. Years ago he would have demanded a blowjob and passed out halfway through. Instead, he hooked his jeans with his big toe, slid them toward him, and tugged them on. Her hand disappeared. The denim balled at his kneecap.

—You can stay, if you want.

He did want. He wanted so bad to stay there in that bed, sexless and warm, snug against the tight muscles in her lumbar. He wanted to wake late with his face buried in her hair and watch her dress in the blaze of daylight, naked and his, even for just this once.

—I’m sorry. About this. It has nothing to do with you. So much depends on this night and I don’t know. I don’t know why.

He felt her shrug.

—So go to work on Monday and tell them everything they need to hear.

Something like relief passed through him, a great exhalation. Ray lay down with his arms at his sides and clutched the blankets. What was there for him to say? It felt like highschool, the first time he ever had sex, the winces and squinting eyes, cold sweat on the bedsheets. Kelly coiled around him. Her warmth spilled into his backside; the human body produces as much heat as a one-hundred-watt bulb. Ray let the night happen. She prodded his feet with her toenails and, later, laced her fingers through his. He didn’t flinch. He didn’t even shiver. All the problems could wait.
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