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    I was broke when duty called me to minister to those less fortunate than myself, so maybe I’m no Florence Nightingale. And maybe in light of all that happened with Piper and Jodi, I’m not qualified to care for anybody. The fact is, at thirty-nine, with a gap in my employment history spanning the better part of the technological revolution, I’m not qualified to do much anymore.


    But don’t get the idea that just anyone can be a caregiver. It takes patience, fortitude, a background check. Not to mention licensing and a mandatory curriculum of continuing education, as evidenced by my certificates in Special Needs in Dementia 1, Positive Crisis Management, and Strategies in Nonverbal Communication. The bulk of what I learned about being a licensed caregiver, I learned from the Fundamentals of Caregiving, a twenty-eight-hour night course I attended along with fourteen middle-aged women at the Abundant Life Foursquare Church right behind the Howard Johnson in Bremerton. Consuming liberal quantities of instant coffee, I learned how to insert catheters and avoid liability. I learned about professionalism. I learned how to erect and maintain certain boundaries, to keep a certain physical and emotional distance between the client and myself in order to avoid burnout. I learned that caregiving is just a job, a series of tasks I’m paid to perform, as outlined in the client’s service plan, a binding care contract addressing everything from dietary constraints, to med schedules, to toiletry preferences. Sometimes, that’s a lot to remember. Conveniently, the Department of Social and Human Services has devised dozens of helpful mnemonics to help facilitate effective caregiving. To wit:


    Ask


    Listen


    Observe


    Help


    Ask again


    I had a head full of these mnemonics and a crisp certificate when, three days after I completed the course, the Department of Social and Human Services lined me up an interview with my first potential client, Trevor Conklin, who lives on a small farm at the end of a long rutty driveway between Poulsbo and Kingston, where they do something with horsesbreed them, sell them, board them. All I really know is, that Trevor is a nineteen-year-old with MS. Or maybe it’s ALS. Something with a wheelchair.


    I’ve got one more cash advance left on the old Providian Visa before I’m cashing out the IRA, which will only yield about fifteen hundred after penalties. For a year and a half after the disaster, I didn’t even look for work. All told, I can hold out another month before I’m completely sunk. I need this job. My last job interview was eleven years ago, before Piper was born, at the Viking Herald, a weekly gazette devoted primarily to Scandinavian heritage, pet adoptions, and police blotters. The Herald was hiring an ad sales rep at the timea telemarketing gig, basically. I met with the head of sales in his office at the ass end of new business park on the edge of town. Right away I forgot his name. Wayne. Warren. Walter. Not so much a salesman as a miscast folk singer, someone you might find strumming “Tom Dooley” in the shadow of a cotton-candy stand on a boardwalk somewhere.


    “Have you ever sold anything?” he asked me.


    “Muffins,” I told him.


    I didn’t get the job.


    This morning, I’m wearing one of the button-down shirts my estranged wife, Janet, bought me five years ago when it looked as though I’d finally be rejoining the workforce. Never happened. We got pregnant with Jodi instead.


    I arrive at the farm nine minutes early, just in time to see whom I presume to be one of my job competitors waddle out the front door and down the access ramp in sweat pants. She squeezes herself behind the wheel of a rusty Datsun and sputters past me up the bumpy driveway, riding low on the driver’s side. The sweatpants bode well, and even with three missing hubcaps, my Subaru looks better than that crappy Datsun.


    The walkway is muddy. The ramp is long like a gallows. I’m greeted at the door by a silver-eyed woman roughly my own age, maybe a few years older. She stands tall and straight as an exclamation point, in bootleg jeans and a form-fitting cotton work shirt. She’s coaxed her flaxen hair into an efficient bun at the back of her head.


    “You must be Benjamin,” she says. “I’m Elsa. Come in. Trevor’s still brushing his teeth.”


    She leads me through the darkened dining room to the living room, where a tray table on wheels and a big-screen TV dominate the landscape. She offers me a straight-backed chair and seats herself across from me on the sofa next to the reclining figure of an enormous brown cat showing no signs of life.


    “Big cat,” I say.


    “He’s a little testybut he’s a good ratter.” She pets the cat, who bristles immediately. She strokes it until it hisses. Undaunted, she forges on until the beast begins to purr. I like this woman. She’s tough. Forgiving. The kind that sticks it out when the going gets rough.


    “My neighbor has a cat,” I offer.


    “What a coincidence,” she says. “So, tell me, do you have any other clients?”


    “Not at the moment.”


    “But you have experience caregiving, right?”


    “Not professionally.”


    She’s unable to suppress a sigh. Poor thing. First the lady in sweatpants, now me.


    “But I’ve worked with kids a lot,” I say.


    “Professionally?”


    “Not exactly.”


    “Do you have children?”


    “No. Not exactly.”


    She glances at the clock on the wall. “Do you mind if I ask what led you to caregiving?” she says.


    “I guess I thought I might be good at it.”


    “Because . . . ?”


    “Because I’m a caring person. I understand people’s needs.”


    “Do you know anything about MD?”


    “A little bit.”


    “And what did you think of the class?”


    “Honestly?”


    “Honestly.”


    “I thought it was . . . uh, pretty informative.”


    “Hmm,” she says.


    “I mean, a lot of the stuff was common sense, but some of it was pretty eye-opening in terms of, you know . . . just different methods and approaches to . . .” I’ve lost her.


    “Benjamin, I’ve taken the class,” she says.


    At last, Trevor wheels into the living room, a good-looking kid in spite of an oily complexion and a severe case of bed head. He’s sporting khaki cargoes, a black shirt, and G-Unit low-tops. The disease has left him wafer thin and knobby, slightly hunched, and oddly contorted in his jet black wheelchair.


    “Trevor, this is Benjamin.”


    “You can call me Ben.”


    He shifts in his seat and angles his head back slightly. “What’s up?” he says.


    “Not much,” I say. “How about you?”


    He shrugs.


    “Trevor is looking for a provider he can relate to,” Elsa explains. “Somebody with similar interests.”


    “So what kind of stuff are you into?” I say.


    His hands are piled in his lap, his head lowered.


    “He likes gaming,” says Elsa.


    “What games?” I say.


    “Shooters, mostly,” he mumbles.


    “Oh, right, like, uh, what’s it calledMortal Combat?”


    He rears his shoulders back, and hoists up his head, moving like a puppet. “You play?”


    “No. A guy on my softball team is always talking about it.”


    He lowers his head back down.


    “Tell Ben about some of your other interests,” says Elsa.


    The instant she calls me Ben, I feel like I’ve gained some small bit of ground.


    “Yeah, what else are you into?”


    Trev shrugs again. “I don’t know, not much.”


    “He likes girls,” says Elsa.


    “Shut up, Mom,” he says. But she’s managed to coax him out of his shell. For the first time, he looks me in the eye.


    Elsa rises to her feet. “I’ll leave you two to get acquainted.” And without further comment, she strides across the living room and through the dining room.


    After a moment of awkward silence, Trevor whirs closer to his cluttered tray table.


    “So,” I say. “Girls, huh?”


    He casts his eyes down, shyly, and I wish I could take it back. Poor kid. Bad enough he’s all twisted in knotspeople are always putting him on the spot, pushing him out of his comfort zone, pretending that everything is normal, as though he can just go out and get a girlfriend, ride the Ferris wheel with her, and feel her up in the back of a car. Look at him, staring into his lap, wishing he could disappear, wishing everybody would quit pretending. But it’s all just a ruse. Because when he lifts his head again, he swings his chair round clockwise and checks the doorway. Jockeying back around, he smiles and looks at me unflinchingly. There’s a glimmer in his eye, a flash of the evil genius, and I understand for the first time that I may be dealing with someone else entirely.


    “I’m crippled, not gay,” he says. “Of course I like girls.”


    I check the doorway. “What kind of girls?”


    “Any kind,” he says. “The kind who want to get with a guy like me.”


    “You mean because of your . . . because of the wheelchair?”


    “I mean because I’m horny. But yeah, that too. Do you have a wife?”


    “Not exactly. Well, technically yes, butlong story.”


    “Is she hot?”


    “She’s hot.”


    He leans in conspiratorially. “Would she get with me? Do you think she’d get with me?”


    “Uh, well, um . . .”


    “I’m joking,” he says. “Why do you wanna work for nine bucks an hour, anyway?”


    “I’m broke.”


    “You’re gonna stay broke working for DSHS.”


    “Does this mean I’ve got the job?”


    “Sorry, man,” he says. “But I haven’t met all the candidates yet. I like you better than the fat lady, though.”


    CLIMBING INTO MY car after the interview, my hopes are buoyed by the sight of a dented white Malibu bumping down the driveway as another candidate arrives from DSHS. The front bumper is all but dangling. The tabs are expired. The guy behind the wheel has a spiderweb tattoo on his neck.
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    the pro
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    Now, four months after the interview, I spend anywhere from forty to sixty hours a week with Trev. We’re way past the awkward toiletry stage. Beyond the honeymoon stage. I’ve been Asking, Listening, Observing, Helping, and Asking again for sixteen weeks, a gazillion waffles, eight trips to the shoe store, endless hours of weather-related programming. I passed the burnout stage about three months ago. That’s not to say I don’t like TrevI do, tyrannical streak and all. I feel for him.


    His father ran off when he was three years old, two months after he was diagnosed. Funny how that works. Trev is currently enrolled in the college of life, though his mom is encouraging him to take community college classes. Elsa ought to wear a cape. She runs the farm sixteen hours a day, makes dinner, cleans house, and still finds quality time for her son. She sleeps about three hours a night, and even then, she’s up every half hour to turn Trev.


    It’s not MS or ALS but Duchenne muscular dystrophy tying Trev in knots, twisting his spine and tightening his joints so that his ribs all but rest on his hips now. His legs are bent up toward his stomach and his feet point downward and his toes curl under, and his elbows are all but locked at his sides. A pretzel with a perfectly healthy imagination. But I’m not going to ennoble Trev just because he’s looking death in the eye. Really, what choice does he have? We’re all dying, Trev’s just dying faster than most. But I’ve seen fastera lot faster. The truth is, for the last month or so, at least half the time, I’m downright annoyed that Trev doesn’t take more risks, that he willfully imprisons himself inside of his routines, that he consumes life by the measured teaspoon. And for what? So he can milk a few extra years watching the Weather Channel three hours a day, eat a few hundred more flaxseed waffles? Piper should have been so lucky. Jodi should’ve had such opportunities. Sometimes I want to let Trev have it.


    Aren’t you tired of doing the same ten things over and over! I want to say. The waffles, the Weather Channel, the mall and the matinee on Thursday? Don’t you ever just want to free yourself from your compulsive routines, and go out in a blaze of glory? Or at least order something besides fish-and-chips every single time we go to the Lobster!


    But of course, I never do these things, or say these things. Because in spite of the burnout, I still cling to my professional credo:


    Professional


    Reliable


    Objective


    According to the Fundamentals of Caregiving, Trev doesn’t need to know what happened to my daughter or my son or why my wife left me or how I lost my house. Or how I contemplated killing myself as recently as last week but didn’t have the guts. My guilt, my self-contempt, my aversion to other people’s children, Trev doesn’t need to know about any of them. Trev needs only to know that I am here to serve his needs. Try spending sixty hours a week with one person under these circumstances. Everything about him will bug you before long. Once you’ve recognized all his quirks and idiosyncrasies, once you can predict (or think you can predict) his actions and reactions, he’ll start to drive you crazy. Once you’re forced to endure his routines time and again, you’ll want to strangle him. For instance, Trev’s very particular about his shoes. All his pants are khaki cargoes and all his shirts are identical black tees with a left-breast pocket (which is annoying in itself). Even his boxers are an identical royal blue, as though by dressing the same every day, he might stop the clock or at least sneak a few extra days under the radar. But his shoes are a different matter entirely. He buys a new pair at the mall on the second Thursday of every month and aligns them (that is, I align them) neatly on three shelves running the length of his double closet: footwear for every conceivable occasion. Shoes are a morning ritual. Even before the five pills, the two waffles, the eight-ounce Ensure with the bendable straw, even before the Weather Channel informs him of the weather he’s not likely to venture out into.


    “What’ll it be today?” I’ll say.


    “I don’t know.”


    This is my cue to start Asking, to start Listening, to start Observing. “What about the white Chucks?” I’ll say.


    “Nah.”


    “Black Chucks?”


    “Nuh uh.”


    “Docs?”


    “Nah.”


    “The All Stars?”


    “I don’t think so.”


    Round and round we go. I reel them off. He declines them. It’s our daily exercise in independence, something I might have done with Piper when she was four years old.


    Thursdays are something of a highlight, particularly that hour before the matinee, when we come to the food court at the mall to ogle women. Few spectacles are more conspicuous and ungainly than the masculine figure in crisis. Trev, at least, has youth in his defense. I’m just pathetic, I guess. From our preferred vantage opposite Cinnabon, we objectify, demystify, belittle, and generally marginalize the fair sex, as though we weren’t both completely terrified of them.


    “Look at the turd-cutter on her,” he says, of a poodle-haired blonde in tight jeans. “Would you tap that?”


    “In a heartbeat,” I say.


    Lolling his head to the side, he looks me in the eye. “I’d give her a Gorilla Mask.”


    “I’d give her a Bulgarian Gas Mask,” I counter.


    “I’d give her a German Knuckle Cake.”


    “That’s fucked up,” I say.


    “Thanks,” he says. “Should I ask her out for a pizza and a bang?”


    “A bang and a pizza.”


    “How about just a bang?”


    “No, trust me, the pizza part is classy.”


    Poodle Hair breezes by toting two Cajun corn dogs and some curly fries, with a boyfriend trailing in her perfumey wake. They take a table in front of Quiznos and begin eating together silently, as though they’ve been eating together their whole lives.


    “What is she doing with that tool?” says Trev.


    I wave them off. “She’s probably a psycho.”


    “Yeah, they’re all psychos.”


    We lapse into silence, and I wish I had a smoke. Strip away our routines, and we are little more than our hypotheticals. Last year, in this same food court, I asked Trev what he’d do if he awoke one morning with all of his muscle functions, which is about as hypothetical as it gets since his condition is progressive and incurable. I was thinking: Climb a mountain, run a marathon, chase a butterfly down a hill. He said: Take a piss standing up.


    Poodle Hair and I exchange brief glances. Or maybe I’m imagining it. When I go fishing for a second glance, she is evasive. She’s getting cuter by the second. She looks good holding a corn dog. I’m now convinced I could spend the rest of my days beside her. Then we lock gazes. And for one delicious instant there is a spark of possibility. Possibility of what? Of getting my ass kicked by a two hundred pound cuckold? Or more pathetic still, the possibility of being loved again, by anyone?


    Now Poodle Hair is whispering something to her boyfriend who lowers his corn dog midbite. I was wronghe’s at least 220. He’s staring holes in me. All I can do is look at Trev’s checkered Vans and feel the heat of my face.


    “What?” says Trev.


    “Showtime,” I say.


    And without further delay, we stand to leaveI stand to leave, anyway, acutely aware of the boyfriend’s eyes in my back like daggers.


    Trev hunches his shoulders to buttress the weight of his head, clutches his joystick with a knotted hand, and whirs around in a semicircle, piloting himself toward the exit.


    “Regal or Cineplex?”


    “Regal,” he says.


    It’s always the Regal.
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    o-fer
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    Doing anything with Trev is slow, no matter how many times we’ve done it before. There’s the matter of the ramp, along with all that buckling and unbuckling, the fact that he’s a slow eater, and the fact that he likes to make me wait. But at least we always get a good parking spot. Thursdays are tight for me schedulewise, depending on the movie. Usually, by the time the matinee is over and Trev’s had his fish-and-chips, and I drop off the van, I’ve got just enough time to put on my navy blue sweats with the drawstring and the elastic cuffs, my knee braces, my jersey, my cleats, and my hat.


    My softball team hasn’t lost a game in three seasons. It helps that we play the same two teams over and overhelps us, anyway. Line us up, and we look like any other stooping, paunchy, hobbled men’s league roster from here to Casper, Wyoming, but we hit line drives all day long, and our defense is strong up the middle. Me, I can’t seem to buy a base hit the last two seasons, not when it counts. Back in the day, I was a line-drive machine. Back when my skin was elastic and I wasn’t so soft around the middle, and people used to tell me I looked like Johnny Depp, I played a nifty center field. I was a vortex where fly balls went to die.


    Nowadays, the last thing I want to do after a week of caregiving is strap on some cleats and make a spectacle of myself in front of my peers (and worse, their wives and children), by going 0 for 4 against a guy who recently sprained his back making an omelet. But I soldier on for the team. And it is with the same sense of duty that I agree to accompany Forest and a few of the guys to the Grill on game nights to celebrate our victory.


    Forest is my best friend. I roomed with him freshman year at the U. Even back in those days, he was gently trying to show me the way. Years later, he was my best man when Janet and I got married.


    Forest is about six foot, 230, with big arms and a little bit of a gut in recent years. The crotch of his red sweats is starting to ride uncomfortably highuncomfortable for everyone involved. We call him the Grape Smuggler becausewell, use your imagination. Forest is the backbone of the O-fers. He pitches, bats cleanup, collects the fees, makes all the pregame reminder calls, fills out the lineup card, and is the undisputed (though unspoken) team captain. Few things inspire like watching Forest round third in the late innings with a head full of steam and two bad knees, his spare tire heaving violently beneath his snug jersey, just as the second baseman is fielding the relay.


    “Run, Forest, run!” we yell, from the dugout. It never gets old.


    Tonight at the Grill, it’s cricket. Forest and I against Max and Teo. Max has a mustache of the biker/leather fag variety. We call him Lunch Box because he always brings his hustle. He may not look like a player with his straggly locks and stovepipe legs, but he hits ropes all day long, and though he runs like a man who is angry at the ground, he can actually motor. Pretty good at darts, too. He and Teo are currently smoking us. I’m not helping matters with my short-arm delivery.


    “Good darts,” Forest says, patting me roughly on the shoulder.


    He’s lying, of course. I’ve managed only a single 20, and I’ve left 17 wide open. Triple 17 used to be my sweet spot. I was money on 20. I’ve lost my steady hand. Teo is raping us on 17s, and I’m letting Forest down again. But the truth is, it’s hard to care for very long. The world flows right through me like a human dribble glass.


    I know I should be counting my blessings: Forest, for starters. The guy is solid. Then there’s the fact that I get to see a matinee every Thursday for freehow many people can say that? I should be doing my work. I should be plugging those holes, healing myself, filling myself back up like a jug. It’s been over two years. But I’m still stuck in that driveway, my arms loaded with groceries, looking back helplessly over my shoulder as my universe implodes.


    “Yo, Benjamin,” Forest says to me, handing me the darts. “Why don’t you focus on bull’s-eyes, and I’ll work on closing those seventeens?”


    “I’m on it,” I say.


    Having just scored a double bull, Max is grinning like a chimpanzee. I know I’m a loser because I’m always happy for the opponent.


    “Good darts,” I say to him.


    Forest slugs me on the shoulder. “Bear down,” he says.


    And I do. Adjusting a not-so-snug flight, and tightening a tip, I toe the line and narrow in on the bull’s-eye. It actually looks pretty big tonight. I can still see it when I close my eyes. I tell myself I can hit it. Forest is probably telling himself I can hit it, too, but like me, only half believing it. Finally, leaning forward on my right foot, poised like a marksman, I let the first dart fly.


    And, well, you can probably guess the rest.
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    the long way home
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    On the way back from the Grill, I do what I haven’t done in months. I take the long way home. I don’t know why I decide to take this backward step tonight of all nights. Maybe because Piper’s birthday is approaching. Maybe because I can’t bear the apartment tonightor the compartment, as I often refer to it. No matter how many nights I spend in the compartment, it continues to defy the expression “lived in.” The place smells of hand soap and new carpet. I eat from paper plates. Nothing new accumulates, no call from the outside world eludes compartmentalization. To the tune of several hundred dollars, I’ve purchased from Rite Aid hard plastic vessels of every shape and size to contain the bric-a-brac before it spreads. I stack them in the master closet, three and four high. Beneath one of those glacier blue lids, nested like a matryoshka within an envelope, inside of a folder, within a container, you will find my unsigned divorce papers.


    Had I gotten shit-housed at the Grill tonight, had I matched Max beer for beer, shot for shot, I probably wouldn’t be taking the long way home. But that would’ve been a backward step, too. Everywhere I step seems to be backward.


    The drive home down Agatewood is still so familiar that my muscles know every wooded bend by memory. I could drive this stretch without headlights. Indeed, in those agonizing months following the disaster, after Janet ran off (or rather, walked away), I frequently drove this stretch from the Grill to the house so gooned I might’ve pissed myself and not known better. Those were the nights without Forest, the nights before serving Trev had imposed any shape back on my life. The other nights I was in Forest’s care, too selfish and shortsighted to consider that I was robbing him of his own family. For a year he tried to coax me to dinner at his house. But I always insisted on going out. Nights I spent with Forest were moderate nights by comparisona few pitchers for distraction, a ball game, a pizza, and yet those occasions are no less blurry. By my count, I lost eighteen months to the blur. Eighteen months in which I could not move myself to seek employment, even as my small nest egg dwindled. Eighteen months in which I may well have been inhabited by somebody else or nobody at all. I participated in hundreds of conversations of which I have no memory. I forgot my birthday. For eighteen months I was awash in a sea of faces, some of them concerned, some frightened, some even repulsed, to which I can attach hardly a single name or context, at least not from where I’m sitting now. I made friends I don’t remember, collected numbers without names, made promises based on good intentions that were not my own. My life, if it could be called one, bled mindlessly through the hours like ink on a blotter. It’s a miracle I didn’t start smoking again.


    There’s somebody living in the place now, finally. For over a year after the foreclosure, the house stood vacant, and that doesn’t happen around here, even in a slumping market. You’d think the place was haunted all those months. But not anymore. It’s a home again, that much is clear. There’s a jungle gym in the side yard, which I can just make out by the ghostly light seeping from the upstairs bedroom. The old greenhouse is gone. Piper’s bottle tree is gone. The tenants have erected a cedar fence between the driveway and the ledge, a great big sturdy thing. They’ve planted boxwood to obscure it. How can I help but wonder how things might’ve been different had I erected such a fence? But the truth is, I was remiss in so many other ways the fence is irrelevant.


    And what was I thinking in that instant just before the world went icy black, as I strode toward the front door irritably beneath my mountain of groceries? That the ice cream was melting? That if I hurried, I’d still have time to put away the groceries, take a shower, and preheat the oven before Iron Chef? That I wished like hell the kids would go to bed early, so I could have twenty minutes and a beer to myself before Janet got home? Maybe I was thinking about those hundred feet of waterfront on Discovery Bay. Thinking about buying a skiff. What thought so consumed me in that moment, what matter was of such pressing importance in my life, that I could be so absent? And the answer is: I don’t remember.


    The car is still idling. I see that a light has come on in the foyer, and now a face peers out the window at me. I pull away from the curb slowly, resisting the urge to look back.
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    adventures in cartography
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    On Fridays, Trev and I work on the map for ninety minutes. The map was my idea. It was inspired by one of those “America’s back roads” type of travel channel shows where the host goes to some rotting seaside burg and learns how saltwater taffy is made, or he travels to some dark hollow in Appalachia where the hoecake was invented. Except in this particular show, they went to places like the Two Story Outhouse, in Gays, Illinois (alternatively known as “the Double Dumper”), or the Spam Museum in Austin, Minnesota, or the Wonder Tower in Genoa, Colorado. The host, with his overactive eyebrows and tall hair, was impossibly irritating, but the unique destinations made the show worth watching. You wouldn’t believe what’s out there. They’ve got an actual stuffed jackalope in Wyoming. There’s a Virgin Mary in a stump in Salt Lake City. Liberace’s ghost is haunting an overpriced Italian restaurant in Vegas. The town of Bedrock actually exists. Yabba-dabba-doo!


    We started the map early in the spring, as a sort of survey of North American roadside attractions, from double dumpers (of which we’ve cataloged no less than sixteen) to Hitler’s stamp collection, which purportedly resides in Redmond, Oregon. I suspect the ongoing project appeals to Trev for the same reason that the Weather Channel appeals to him; it’s an opportunity to note conditions he will never experience himself. We’ve devoted the better part of a living room wall to our AAA road map, which Rick down at Kitsap Reprographics was kind enough to enlarge by 400 percent for us in spite of certain copyright infringementsand at a nifty price, too. People will do most anything for a guy in a wheelchair as long as he doesn’t have food in his beard. Working on the map means a lot of Googling and pushpins. Of course, I, being of fine digital health, do all the Googling and pinning. Trev delegates like a field general from his wheelchair. Lately, we’ve been focusing our survey on Muffler Men. We’ve cataloged over four hundred of these giant fiberglass humanoid relics coast to coast. They are a diverse lot from Loggers, to Vikings, to Cowboys, to Indians, to a former Big Boy in Malibu who’s been made over into a Mexican, complete with serape and burrito platter.


    To keep track of everything, we use a color-coding system. Muffler Men are red. Museums are blue. Mystery houses, vortexes, crop circles, and other unexplained phenomenon are green. Dead celebrity parts (Einstein’s brain, Napoleon’s johnson, etc.) are black. Everything else is yellowthis would include anything from ghost towns to two-headed farm animals, to Thomas Edison’s last breath, which, technically speaking, should probably be cataloged as a dead celebrity part. Somewhere behind all of this pinning and mapping, there lingers the vaguest of notions that we will someday visit some of these places. Needless to say, it’ll never happen and we both know it. The map is just another exercise in hope. Next comes the slow, steady deferral of that hope over the coming months.


    After we conclude our mapping for the day, Trev whirs to the bathroom, urinates into his plastic vessel for what seems like an inordinate period of time, whereupon I dump his pee (which is invariably too yellow by my estimation), flush the toilet, rinse the jug out, and replace it on the counter. This I do efficiently and respectfully, like a waitress, in strict adherence to my sensitivity training. I do not stand by tapping my foot as he struggles to liberate his dingus after I’ve unzipped his fly. I do not say things like Gee, you really had to take a squirt, or Why does it dribble out so slow? or Try not to get any on the rim. I do not grimace when I wash the vessel, nor do I wrinkle my nose on those occasions when he’s evacuated his bowels and I must clean him with baby wipes, as he leans helplessly forward with his face buried in my inner thigh for support. This is my job. I’m a pro.


    From the bathroom we move on to the Weather Channel, where our host, a chubby blonde with a Rachel cut and big hooters, informs us that it’s not a good day to be wearing flannel in Charleston, that Portlanders might consider carrying an umbrella this afternoon, and to “think layers” if you live San Francisco. Meanwhile, out the window, the clouds are burning off, and I have no idea what the temperature is.


    “I’d hit that,” Trev observes, matter-of-factly.


    Trev is a hopeless chubby chaser, as I once was, before Janet broke the mold. Maybe it’s because he’s withering away to nothinghe was 103 pounds at his last checkup. Whatever the case, he likes his women generously proportioned.


    Trev flashes an evil-genius grin. “She’ll go crazy for my Big Mac cologne.”


    “You’ll know it’s over when she starts singing.”


    And so the hours pass. When I first started working for Trev, he whiled away these same afternoon hours with his wheelchair two feet in front of the computer, gaming online at full volume. First-person shooters. I used to sit on the couch with the cat in my lap and watch stupidly, marveling at the bloodbath. Or try to read Edith Wharton in spite of the racket. Now and then, I’d sneak a little one-eyed nap. But then a couple months ago, Trev’s digital functions started deteriorating rapidly. Imagine somebody putting screws through your finger joints and tightening them one turn at a time until your fingers can no longer move. Gaming suddenly became an exercise in frustration for Trev. The more he played the game, the less proficient he became. Finally, he hung up his joystick (threw it away, in point of fact) and turned his attention to the weather. Lately, I’ve noticed that even the TV remote is giving him problems. To change channels, he has to contort in his wheelchair with his head lolling heavily to one side and his forearms dangling out in front of him like a tyrannosaurus. The remote looks as though it weighs ten pounds.


    Now more than ever, as his fingers turn to stone and his heart weakens, I want to push Trev to new placesif not to the American back road, then at least to Quiznos for a change of pace.


    “You wanna go to Quiznos and get a sub?”


    “Not today.”


    “What about IHOP? They’ve got waffles.”


    “Nah.”


    “Mitzel’s?”


    “No.”


    “Mickey D’s?”


    He’s stony silent. My pushing annoys him. It makes him uncomfortable. I can tell by a slight flush in his face as he rears his big head back toward the Weather Channel, where he leaves it until it stops bobbling. He stares straight ahead as the color continues to suffuse his cheeks.


    I want to say KFC. God, I want to say KFC.


    But I don’t. As it stands now, he will exact his revenge in some trivial way by defying my will to push him into new places. Maybe he’ll send his message by shrinking our world still further. Maybe there will be no matinee next Thursday, no food-court gazing, no fish-and-chips. Maybe next Thursday we will sit right here in the living room and watch storm systems gather along the Gulf Coast while Trev eats waffles. Could it be because we both know he’s stuck with me, and that quality care is hard to find at nine bucks an hour, that I push him so? Do I make it my business to force Trev’s hand daily because I care about him deeply or because it vexes me that he refuses to live when Piper and Jodi no longer have the chance? I suspect it’s neither, but because I know that no matter how safe one plays it, no matter how one tries to minimize risk, to shelter oneself or one’s charge from the big bad world outside, accidents will happen.
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    any other day
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    June 12, 2007, begins like pretty much any other day in the Benjamin household. Toilets flushing, footsteps up and down the carpeted stairs, Buster scratching at the door to get out.


    Janet’s running late for surgery. She’d skip breakfast if I let her.


    “Have you seen the keys to the Jetta?” she calls down.


    “Check in your coat pocket!”


    Piper pads into the kitchen in slippers, the hem of her bright red cape dragging on the linoleum. Yes, my child is wearing a capethis is not unusual. Her hair is in a sleepy jumble. But already she’s bright-eyed at 7:45 a.m. During the school year, I had her up at 6:10 every morning, and she was a trouper.


    “Jodi’s got a runny nose,” she announces.


    On cue, Jodi rumbles into the kitchen barefoot, every inch a boy, despite the grief I’ve taken for giving him a “girl’s” name. I should have named him Sylvester the Cat, to hear him talk. I can’t understand a word he says. Without Piper, his communications would be lost on all of us.


    “Squish-squish-squishity-squish,” he says.


    “He wants cereal,” Piper explains.


    “Too late,” I say, skillet in hand. “Besides, we’re out.”


    “You were right,” says Janet, dropping the keys in her purse as she strides into the kitchen.


    I corral them all around the breakfast table and dish them up just as the toaster pops. Piper promptly refuses to eat her eggs on the grounds of runniness, and Jodi begins feeding Buster his faux bacon.


    “Jodi, stop that,” I say.


    “Buxuxer,” he says, grinning out from beneath his mountain of curly hair.


    I plate the toast and set it on the table.


    “Pretty crummy weather for summer,” says Piper.


    “It’ll burn off,” I say.


    “That’s what you always say.”


    Janet sips her grapefruit juice and nibbles briskly around the edges of her unbuttered toast, as she scrolls through the Times.


    “Daddy, can I have yogurt instead?” says Piper.


    “Fine,” I say. “Just put the plate by the sink. And don’t give your bacon to Buster. He’ll poop on the floor.”


    Jodi laughs, and snot runs out his nose. “Poop poop,” he says, then something else jumbled I can’t understand. When do we start talking about a speech pathologist?


    Piper carries her plate to the sink, lobbing Buster some bacon on the sly.


    “Do you have to read at the table?” I say to Janet.


    “You’re right,” Janet says, pushing the paper aside, even as she finishes reading her sentence.


    “Thank you,” I say.


    She glances at the clock, takes a courtesy bite of her eggs. “So, what are you doing today?” she says, though I’m pretty sure I already went over it with her last night in bed. I suspect she’s just making conversation so she doesn’t seem like she’s in a hurry to leave.


    “Taking the kids to your mom and dad’s.”


    “Leaving them there?”


    “Just visiting.”


    “Are you shopping?”


    “Yeah, afterward.”


    “Don’t forget Kleenex.”


    “I won’t.”


    “What about the rest of your day?”


    “Probably not much. Maybe go to the park if there’s time.”


    “Sounds nice,” she says.


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “It’s not supposed to mean anything. It just sounds nice.”


    “You know, you’re welcome to stay at home, Janet. I am employable, you know. At least marginally.”


    “I didn’t mean anything by it.”


    “Well, I sort of resent the implication that my life is easy just because I’m not performing colon surgery on a shih tzu.”


    “It’s a Lab. And it’s intestinal.”


    “This is not as easy as it looks, Janet. Especially not when Jodi is sick, and Piper is home, and”


    “I know how hard you work, Ben. I didn’t mean anything. You’re just being defensive.”


    She’s right. I’ve been defensive for weeksever since she found me sleeping on the job a couple of Fridays back. She came home for a surprise lunch and caught me snoozing on the sofa with my fly unzipped, a half gallon of Rocky Road in my clutches, and a Cat Stevens CD skipping. In my own defense, I was exhausted. Jodi hardly slept the night before. It wasn’t a big deal, and anyway, I was only asleep for a minute. Piper was still at school. And Jodi wasn’t farther than four feet away, sequestered in his Pack ’n Play. I’m not even sure Janet saw me sleeping, or if she just thought I was lounging. I think it was more that Jodi was chewing on the nail clippers that got to her. She didn’t say anything about any of it, but I felt her disapproval. A couple days later, she found my weed pipe in the gardening shed and accused me of being developmentally arrested.


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, you’re sitting around smoking pot and eating ice cream and listening to Cat Stevens, Ben. Isn’t that what you did in college?”


    “I didn’t eat ice cream in college. And I’m not sitting around,” I explained.


    “Daddy, can I show Grandpa my rat, today?” Piper says, peeling back the seal on her peach yogurt.


    “Wait until Grandpa and Nanny come over, sweetie,” says Janet.


    “But I asked Daddy, not you,” she pleads.


    “Your mom’s right, honey. We can’t bring the cage with us in the car. We need to go to the store afterward.”


    “I asked you, not Mommy,” Piper says. “How come Mommy’s always right?”


    “She’s not,” I say.


    “Well, whenever she talks first, you always say the same thing as her. Like an echo or something.”


    Janet chuckles.


    Sometimes it feels as though there’s a conspiracy afoot.
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    crossing the line
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    Elsa is made of impressive metal. She is resigned to her grief, breath by breath, day by day. Meanwhile, it is the suddenness of my own that has left me reeling. I crave Elsa’s strength, her resolve, the shelter of her self-assurance. I’m convinced I could love her, with her sad clear eyes, her starched work shirts, and the scent of timothy and manure that trails in her wake.


    Two of her lessons have canceled, so she’s at home this morning, sweeping the kitchen, folding laundry, and emptying wastebaskets while Trev sleeps with the door closed and the baby monitor beside him on the nightstand. When I hear Elsa filling the sink and stacking dishes, I leave my post on the sofa and, without asking, station myself beside her at the sink. Sunlight floods the kitchen from the east, so I can see the downy hair of Elsa’s face, otherwise invisible. In silence, she washes, I dry. I could stand all morning in this square of light. Now and again, I look up from my plate or my dish or my mug to sneak a sidelong glance at Elsa squinting into the sun. It feels good to be standing next to somebody, hip to hip, almost touching. After years of being climbed on, and jostled, tugged at and embraced, I am needy. I ache for human touch, if only the graze of an elbow.


    “You can only push him so far before he starts pushing back,” she says.


    My scalp tightens. She’s caught me totally off guard. I’m not sure if the statement is an observation or a reprimand.


    “I learned the hard way,” she explains. “The way I learned everything else. Do yourself a favor, Ben, and use a little finesse.”


    “I . . . It’s . . .”


    “You don’t need to explain yourself,” she says. “Just take my adviceit’ll make the job easier. For everyone.” Her tone is not critical but matter-of-fact.


    “Thanks,” I say. “You’re absolutely right.”


    “You’re welcome.”


    She likes me. She wants me to stick around. And who knows, maybe not just for Trev’s sake. “I guess that’s true of everybody, right?” I say. “Push them too far, and they’ll push back?”


    “Some people absorb better than others,” she says. “When you’re a parent, you learn to absorb.”


    She’s left me no choice but to tell her the truth. “Elsa, look, there’s something I . . . In the interview when you asked if I had any . . .”


    “I know,” she says.


    “About . . . ?”


    “Yes. Word travels fast.” She fixes her eyes on the murky dishwater, scrubbing absently beneath the surface. “I’m sorry, Ben. Very sorry.” Then she turns and looks up at me, squinting in the sunlight. And before she can say another word, I seize her about the waist with both hands and pull her toward me. Instantly, the world turns to ice as Elsa tears herself free of my clutches, glowering. It’s tough to say what all is written in her expression as she backs away from me across the kitchen, but surely there is a hint of ambivalence. She can’t look me in the eye.


    “I think you better go home for the day,” she says.


    “I . . .”


    “Please,” she says, just as the baby monitor squawks out Trev’s summons.
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    the whistle stop
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    When Elsa encounters me in the kitchen the next morning, she is business as usual, starched work shirt, efficient bun, tack bag in hand.


    “I may be a little late today,” she says. “Can you stay until six?”


    “Of course,” I say. And I can only marvel at her capacity to move on.


    I’m mid-crossword when Trev calls me to the bedroom two hours early. Assuming he needs to be turned, I peel back the blankets to reveal his wasted figure, which fails to stir as the cold air greets it.


    “I’m ready to get up,” he says.


    “Bathroom?”


    “Just up.”


    His curtness makes me think he knows. Suddenly, I don’t want to lose this job. I begin to dress him on the bed, beginning with his gold-toed socks. When I’ve managed to wrestle his cargo pants up around his knees, I hoist him out of bed and prop him on my elevated knee, and with one hand I work the pants the remainder of the way up before nesting him in his wheelchair.


    “White Chucks today,” he announces, even before we’ve assumed our post in front of the double closet. “High-tops.”


    Chucks are shallow-bottomed and narrow shoes. Which also makes me think Trev knows about my pass at his mom, because Chuck high-tops are a pain in the ass to put on, and he knows it. The high-tops need to be unlaced most of the way to accommodate his gnarled feet. They can’t be comfortable with his buckled toes and high arches.


    “Would you do Charlize Theron?” he inquires, much to my relief.


    “Duh.”


    “What about in Monster?”


    “Oof. No way,” I lie.


    By the time we move to the kitchen, I know I’m in the clear. I’m about to uncap his Ensure and pop his frozen waffles in the toaster when he catches me off guard once more.


    “Let’s go out to breakfast,” he says. “I’ll buy.”


    He must know. Either he heard us, or Elsa told him. He never buys, except for the matinee, and that’s his mom’s money. Suddenly, it occurs to me that Trev may be conducting me to the neutral confines of a restaurant for the purpose of firing me. But then who will drive him home?


    “You pick the place,” he says.


    And so, after three Digitek and two Enalapril, a morning piss, a brushing of the teeth (his, not mine), and two swipes of deodorant under each arm, we make for the van, where I lower the ramp somberly and buckle Trev into place as one might secure a piece of rented power equipment.


    Forced to choose, I pick the ancient diner downtown for my last meal as a caregiver, the one that looks like an old Airstream splashed with neon.


    “Listen,” I say as we bump up the driveway. “About yesterday . . .”


    “My mom already told me.”


    “She did?”


    “As long as it’s just allergies, I’m not worried,” he says.


    A warm sense of relief washes over me. “So, uh, why are we going out to breakfast, anyway?”


    “I fucking hate those waffles. They taste like cardboard.”


    “For real?”


    “My mom makes me eat them. They’re healthy as shit.”


    “Ahhhh.”


    He bobbles his head toward the side window. Still, I can see in the mirror the suggestion of a grin playing on the corners of his mouth. “Fucking flaxseed goes through me like birdshot.”


    “Ah man, why didn’t you say anything? I could’ve made you something else on the slysmuggled you some Frosted Flakes or whatever.”


    Craning his torso to one side, Trev does his best to wave the subject off, offering a little flipper motion with his right hand.


    The Whistle Stop is so packed that the windows are fogging up. The tiny parking lot is at capacity but for the disabled spot. Unfortunately, a black Escalade is spilling over into the ramp clearance, so I’m forced to leave the van idling in the middle of the lot as I crawl around undoing the four buckles, circle the car, and lower the ramp, making Trev’s entrance all the grander as the platform eases him gently onto the wet pavement. It’s an entrance worthy of Queen Victoria. A few curious diners have pressed their faces to the window. On the pavement, Trev whips a three-point turn and waits off to the side in the rain as I raise the ramp, circle the van, and guide it in the handicapped spot, leaving a loogie on the driver’s door of the Escalade, as is my custom when somebody blocks the ramp clearance.


    No sooner do we reach the entrance than I note the three cement steps and the absence of a disabled ramp.


    “What the fuck?” I say.


    Our predicament is not lost on the proprietor, a morbidly obese gentleman in a white apron with a film of sweat on his forehead visible from thirty feet. Just as Trev is whirring a one eighty, and I’m mentally preparing myself to jockey the van around, he rushes from behind the counter, waving madly at us, and drawing to our little drama the further attention of his patrons, who are now as attentive as any Greek chorus.


    Bursting through the glass door, the fat man huffs and puffs as he beckons us back with his spatula. “Come! Come! Around back!”


    Here we have no choice but to oblige. We circle the shiny structure and arrive at the back door between two Dumpsters, where the fat man greets us urgently.


    “Just one little one,” he says, indicating the single cement step.


    Before anyone can object, the services of the dishwasher have been employed to lift, and Trev finds himself hefted wheelchair and all, rotated, tilted, and generally finessed like an oversized sofa through the narrow doorway. Slightly unnerved but safely on the ground, he whirs past a stupefied line cook and through the kitchen, where he appears to the diners as a severed head gliding smoothly across the countertop.


    By the time we emerge from the kitchen into the dining room, we are nothing less than a curiosity. People are craning their necks. The waitress and the busboy are clearing a booth furiously to accommodate us. Obviously, Trev’s not going to fit in a booth; thus his place is being set on the end of the table, where his wheelchair will occupy the better part of the narrow aisle, creating a clusterfuck for not only the waitstaff but anyone who wants to use the john. Adeptly, with a series of clicks and lurches, Trev finesses himself into these tight quarters. Almost instantly, a curious toddler in a baby blue onesie attaches himself to the back of Trev’s chair, where he begins exploring the hydraulic guts of the thing with chubby fists. Soon he is rooting around by the battery compartment.


    I can’t tell who the child belongs to. “Psst,” I say. “Get lost, kid.”


    But the boy is only encouraged by my attention. The little fellow is pretty excited, goggle-eyed and bubbling at the mouth. He’s got a tiny yellow bruise on his forehead, where no doubt his curious wanderings have met an abrupt end against a table edge or some other obstacle.


    The toddler has now moved onto the tactile mysteries of the back right wheel. Trev, who is amused rather than annoyed by the attention, struggles to crane his neck in order to investigate matters, but his body won’t allow it. He is smiling nonetheless. The instant he rests his gnarled hand on the joystick, before I hear the mechanical click, I see the darkness descend, though I’m powerless to utter a sound. In a chilling flash the toddler is screaming not eighteen inches from Trev’s ear, and still Trev can’t see why or even where precisely the child is situated. He looks utterly helpless and confused as he backs his wheelchair up still farther with a click, whereupon the child’s caterwaul reaches a bloodcurdling crescendo. People are converging on us in a terrible instant. Somebody’s got coffee on their breath. Trev’s wheelchair is jostled and wrenched carelessly about, and finally it’s jerked off its right wheel to liberate the screaming toddler, who appears to be in one piece, though still terrified by his own vulnerability, as he is swept up in his mother’s arms. I want to berate her for not paying attention, for letting her child wander into peril’s way, for causing all of this.


    Goddamnit, you can’t take your eyes off. Not for a second.


    Poor Trev is mortified, his oily face has gone as red as a stop sign. I’m glad that he has diverted his gaze, so he doesn’t have to see the scowl on the mother’s face.


    “Watch your kid,” I snarl.
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