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				PART I 

				in the beginning

				one

				My father almost never got drunk. When he did, it was usually a happy, goofy drunk. But one night when I was nine years old, after a Christmas party, for reasons still unknown, he told me the story of my conception. This is how I remember it. 

				Bobby Winters stared out the motel window. From behind he could hear his little brother in the bathroom. It was a day like any other day, except Bobby knew something bad would happen soon. He could always tell when his brother was about to do something stupid. It was just a matter of trying to keep the damage to a minimum. 

				 Mark came out from the bathroom completely naked with a pistol in his left hand. 

				 “We’re gonna rob this motel,” is what he said.

				 Bobby just kept staring out the window. He knew better than to argue. Everything had already been said before. 

				 Mark continued, “We ain’t got no money left. After it gets dark, I’ll go into the lobby alone when it’s clear. You keep the car runnin’. We’ll haul ass outta here. Maybe go to Texas or somewhere.”

				 Even though they were only nineteen and twenty years old, it seemed to Bobby he’d been keeping Mark alive for centuries.

				 Bobby turned around and said slowly, careful to control his voice, “Don’t hurt anybody, Mark.”

				 Mark smiled. “You worry too fuckin’ much. Like somebody’s grandmother or somethin’.”

				 When the sun was gone and the lobby empty, Mark pushed open the glass door and walked quickly to the man behind the counter. The man was standing alone, bent at the waist, reading a magazine open on the counter. Before he could raise his face from the page, Mark placed the barrel of the pistol against the crown of the man’s head and pulled the trigger.

				 Bobby heard the shot. “Jesus,” he whispered, and then began to count out loud quietly for no particular purpose. “One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten. Eleven. Twelve. Thirteen. Fourteen. Fifteen. Sixteen.” 

				 The car door slammed. Bobby spun the tires on the gravel and yanked the steering wheel to the right. Mark counted the cash. Twenties in one pile, tens in another. The odd bills were stacked to the side. 

				 “Two hundred forty dollars. Shit, that’s pretty good. It’ll get us to Texas. That’s for damn sure.”

				 The siren ended the sentence. Bobby saw the police car in the rearview mirror.

				 “Where’d that son-of-a-bitch come from?” Mark asked, like he couldn’t believe it. Like he couldn’t believe a police car might actually be there. 

				 Bobby ran through a yellow light and tapped the gas. His chest pounded.

				 “What did you do back there, Mark?” he asked, looking in the rearview mirror. 

				 “It don’t matter,” Mark answered.

				 “I need to know,” Bobby said.

				 Mark turned around to see another police car joining the chase.

				 “It don’t matter,” Mark repeated.

				 Bobby raised his voice, “I need to know what I’m runnin’ from, Goddamnit.”

				 Both men were aware, on different levels, and for different reasons, who held the pistol and who didn’t. Mark felt himself squeeze the handle. 

				 “Put it this way, they ain’t takin’ me. I ain’t goin’, so you better haul ass.”

				 Bobby took a slow, deep breath. A promise was a promise, he thought. Blood is blood, and you can’t turn your back. Whatever happens, that’s just the way it is. You gotta ride it out. 

				 So he pushed down on the gas and the car topped one hundred miles an hour. In the darkness, down the country road, the bushes and trees passed so fast they were only shadows. The blue lights of the police car spun around, reminding Bobby of a toy he had as a little boy. It would shine with colors in the sunlight, and for a moment he wondered where it had gone. 

				 Bobby passed a truck on the two-lane road and then another truck. He could see houses and lights up ahead in the distance. The two police cars got stuck behind the second truck, unable to pass because oncoming cars couldn’t pull over in a construction area. Space grew between the chaser and the chased.

				 Bobby pushed the accelerator against the floorboard. He looked in the rearview mirror. Sweat eased slowly down the skin underneath his arms to the waistband of his underwear. His heart still pounded. 

				 “Those stupid motherfuckers,” Mark said, looking back over the seat, laughing like a crazy man. 

				 The hill came so fast. The road was flat, and suddenly there was a hill. No time to slow down. No time to know until the car was in the air, the road curving to the left, and the car flew into the field, landing hard, flipping over and over, slinging mud and grass and bits of plastic until it slammed sideways into a cow and finally twisted to a hissing stop, quiet on the downslope of the hill, outside of sight from the road. 

				 The police cars barreled past, slowing down for the hill the drivers knew would come and then turning left around the curve, the drivers looking ahead into the distance for red taillights.

				 Bobby’s first thought was nothing. Then he knew something bad had happened, like he was sure it would. 

				 “Mark,” he said.

				 It was dark in the field. One of the headlights of the car shined out away from the road and Bobby could see a cow on its side.

				 “Mark.”

				 Bobby crawled out the busted window. He could feel burning on the side of his face, and his right arm hung limp. Bobby walked around to the far side of the car, and in the darkness, like a mannequin in the grass, he saw his brother’s body. The shirt was yanked up over his face and his pants pulled to his knees. Dirt and grass covered a portion of his underwear and stuck to the blood from the peeled back flesh.

				 In the distance, Bobby could hear the sirens.

				 “Mark,” he said, bending over his little brother.

				 But Mark was dead, and the promise had been broken, no matter who was to blame. It was over, just like he knew it would end, sooner or later. 

				 Bobby felt a strange relief. A heaviness lifted from his body. Something he could not define or admit, a lonely freedom. 

				 Bobby Winters stood and looked out across the field. He could see lights through the woods, far off, flickering as the tree limbs moved gently in the evening breeze. He began to walk toward the lights and away from the car, and his brother, and the cows. As he walked he didn’t think of much, only walking. Beyond the lights he didn’t wonder where he might go, or what would happen, because it didn’t matter. He was alive, and Mark wasn’t, and there was a reason, whether he understood it or not.

				 At the edge of the field, Bobby turned back for one last look. He could see the blue lights circling down the long road. He could see the one headlight from the upside-down car, and the cows, and a bump on the ground he knew was his brother. He turned and walked into the woods and kept walking until he reached a house. It was a small house, with a front porch and rocking chairs. Bobby saw a light in a back window and followed the light. He looked inside and saw a woman lying naked on a bed. Before he could decide what to think of her, a man, wearing only socks, the lady’s husband, came to the bed. He stood looking down at his wife in a way Bobby had never seen before. 

				 The man touched his wife on her leg with the back of his hand and then ran his hand slowly up to the edge of her hip. And she let him touch her, but not in a way Bobby had ever had a woman let him touch her before, but instead, in a way he couldn’t possibly describe.

				 He knew it was wrong to watch, but it wasn’t a choice. The man leaned down and they kissed. His hand slid to his wife’s breast, and he squeezed gently and released, leaving his hand resting on the breast. Bobby could see her breathe. The air pulled in, the chest expanded, and the air pushed out. The man opened his wife’s legs and positioned himself in between, rising above her like he was floating, careful not to touch until she guided him inside.

				 Bobby watched as they moved, the man floating above, the husband and wife only touching where he entered her, slowly back and forth, where she accepted him, the two looking only at each other like there was nothing else in the world worth seeing. And rising, and building, deeper, and a tiny bit deeper, until the man closed his eyes and pushed one last time while Bobby Winters watched at the window and witnessed the acts leading to the conception of James Early Winwood. 

				 There was a sound behind him, but he didn’t turn around. He didn’t stop watching until the gunshot opened the night, and the bullet tore through the neck of Bobby Winters, shattering the skin and slicing through the cord, bringing Bobby to his knees, his cheek skidding down the brick wall until he was in the dirt, face down under the window. And his heart stopped.

				 The gunshot spewed blood all over the window. The man inside dismounted like he had taken the bullet himself and fell to the carpet in complete nakedness, leaving his spread-eagled wife afraid to move a muscle until she saw the outline of the police officer’s head at the window. She jumped upright, covering her nipples with the palms of her sweaty hands.

				 My father told the story like he was the man at the window, knowing things he couldn’t possibly know. My mind has filled so many gaps through the years it’s not possible to reconstruct what my father actually told me that night after the Christmas party. We never spoke of it again.

				 Perhaps the single most important moment in each of our lives is the moment of conception. Thank God most of us are spared the nasty little sexual details of our parents churning away on one another. Although I’m fascinated by my father’s story, I wish he’d never told me. I already had some vague feeling of oddness surrounding my creation before I knew about the Winters brothers, but now the oddness has taken form. I’m left with a trap door of anarchy shaped unfairly by events beyond my control. The fact it happened before my birth makes it no more or less unfair. 

				 Certain cultures believe the soul of the person who dies travels to the nearest new life and takes up residence. It’s a curious belief, perhaps predicated by our desire to continue, or at least exist day-to-day with the hope of unlimited life. But let’s be honest, how much of Bobby Winters do you think drifted through the cracks around the window, floated invisibly into my mother’s vaginal canal, and affixed to the embryo, invading like a bad smell caught in the fabric of a boy’s underwear? Probably not much, but the way my dad told the story, who the hell could say what’s not possible.

				 When I was in high school, a group of us drove to the beach for a party one Saturday night. There was this girl there, the younger sister of a friend. I’d seen her before, but she was two years younger, and two years is a lot when you’re eighteen. I tried not to look at her, but there was something beyond my control happening. I was attracted to her like a mayfly pulled to a yellow dock light.

				 I went outside just to break away from the tension. She came outside behind me, took my hand in the shadows, and led me away without a word between us. She started to run, pulling me behind, and my heart beat like a bank robber’s. We veered between two houses and ended up in the backyard next to a pool. It was so dark I couldn’t see her face.

				 “The Prestons are in Mexico on vacation,” she whispered.

				 I heard the snap of her blue jeans, and the sounds of undress. I tried to equalize my breathing so she couldn’t possibly hear the wheeze of my asthma, so she couldn’t possibly tell I was on the verge of hyperventilating, maybe fainting, and cracking my stupid head on the patio cement.

				 She giggled. “Take off your clothes.”

				 My eyes began to adjust to the moonlight and there she stood, as naked and pure as anybody had ever stood, anywhere, in the history of mankind. And I felt this feeling I’d never felt before, maybe like my father felt about my mother on the night Bobby Winters watched. I don’t know. 

				 I took off all my clothes, and we walked down the steps into the coolness of the black water. I kissed her, and touched her body like a starving man. We held on to each other, and then she stopped me from doing what we had no business doing, what I couldn’t stop myself from doing, and it was the last time I ever saw the girl. Even now, this many years later, when I’m alone in my bed I can think about her and touch the feeling again. Like I’m there, in the dark waters of the Prestons’ pool, in the summer moonlight.

				 People are born with ranges of potential. One man may be born with athletic potential and, if left unfulfilled due to worldly circumstances or laziness, it may be wasted. On the other hand, the man may reach levels unreached before, taking advantage of the possibilities. I cannot hit a baseball out of Yankee Stadium. I cannot get my bat around on a ninety-five-mile-per-hour fastball. My individual potential lies in awareness. As a young child I remember sitting in new surroundings, watching. There is so much to notice if you know what to look for. So much to be aware of around you.

				 My mother said when she took me to a new place I wouldn’t speak for at least an hour. Just looking around at movements, listening for inflection, establishing the walls of the fish tank. I wonder if my range of potential awareness has anything to do with the strange circumstances of my conception? I wonder if the feeling caused by my friend’s sister was a result of the blinding darkness of the night, the quickness of the situation, or the finality of our contact? I don’t know, but I’d love to see her naked in the darkness again, if only for a minute.

				 The first moment which I am aware of being alive is the flash of a memory. I am looking up from the confines of a crib at the face of a man with a black mustache. I can see him clearly, but I don’t know who he is. The man is wearing a white button-down shirt. His hair is medium-length black. He’s neither smiling nor frowning, just leaning over me like a stranger.

				 I’ve never figured out who the man could be, but surely there must be a reason the moment remains my first memory, as opposed to the moment before, or the moment after. We are forged by a handful of events from conception to death. These events, together, form the sound that life makes. 

				 And so I was born nine and a half months from the date Bobby Winters was shot to death watching my parents on the other side of the window. Born unto this world, another soul amongst many. A tiny, cold, wet-skinned child, filled with the fear of this life and the outcry of potential. But I can’t remember anything until the mustached man appeared over my crib rail. I imagine my father was both amazed and overwhelmed at the miracle of my birth. I imagine my mother was absolutely sure she would never have another child, for any reason, ever, and I was blessed at such an early age with the inability of being aware of anything whatsoever. Instead, my lungs concentrated on drawing the next breath, the simplest possible act of living, and in this simple act, set in motion the rest of my life.

			

		

	
		
			
				two

				It would be best if we could tell the intelligence of a person instantly by the size of their heads. A big-headed man has more brains and therefore more intelligence. A little-headed guy is obviously stupid and will be treated accordingly. 

				 My mother called me Early. My father apparently tried to stick with James, but it became obvious fairly soon that James didn’t fit. Oddly, neither did Early, but my mother won the battle anyway. She had a secret weapon in such battles. The weapon of indifference. Impossible to counter. Virtually invisible, but nonetheless lethal, like a small daily dose of poison. It’ll wear you down until quitting seems right. 

				 My mother was unnatural, removed, artistic, and dramatic. We looked at her a lot and sometimes she looked back, usually extraordinarily busy with some project or another. She would paint entire rooms and then paint them again, a different color, the next day. 

				 My father would come home from work and ask, “Christine, wasn’t the dining room blue yesterday?”

				 Usually, my mother wouldn’t answer such questions. I think she believed she was truly a special person born in the wrong time and place. I called her Christine because she said it was her name, and it only seemed weird when I turned four or five years old and none of the other kids called their mothers by their first name. Around other people I would say “Mom” in a very low voice at the beginning of my sentences.

				 “Mom, can I have a popsicle?”

				 “What?”

				 “Mom, can I have a popsicle?”

				 Outside I would say, “My mom likes to give me popsicles,” emphasizing “mom.”

				 My father was the opposite. I remember him as warmth, a smile. He was very human, but of course, in retrospect, I know my father’s memory enjoys the benefits of death. He died in a car accident when I was eleven years old, leaving me and my mother alone like two strangers connected and disconnected from my father.

				 It changed me, as you can imagine, forever. One day he was there before I left for school, and then he never came back to us. I couldn’t possibly forgive him. I understand it wasn’t his fault. I understand he didn’t drive away and live somewhere in California. 

				 My father was hit by a train. One of those cross-cutting events. We watch TV while somebody down the block miscarries. We eat a piece of pie while a man dies across town in a pool of his own blood. But sometimes, the events cut across our lives like the time the train killed my father while he sat in his car listening to the radio, drumming his hands on the steering wheel, with a big black train bearing down.

				 If he did it on purpose, it was an inefficient way to die, but brilliant. It leaves everybody thinking, would a man kill himself with a train when he could take a handful of pills, or blow a hole through his head? If he wanted it to look like an accident, he might.

				 I can barely read my own handwriting. After my Dad died I wrote down imaginary conversations we probably never had.

				 Dad: When you’re having a bad dream, Early, just remind yourself it’s only a dream.

				 Me: I don’t know how.

				 Dad: You’re smart. Just say, ‘Hey, it’s only a dream. I can do whatever I want because I know I’ll wake up in the morning.’ And then punch the monster in the nose, or light the bad man’s hair on fire, or stand on the train tracks and watch the engine run right through you.

				 Me: Somebody told me, if you die in your dream, you die in real life. 

				 Dad: And how do you suppose the person who told you that could know? They couldn’t ask anybody who ever did it, right? Because they’re all dead. You’re a smart boy. Be in charge of your own dreams, real and unreal.

				 The story of the Winters brothers is another example of one of those cross-cutting events. The boy could have gone to another house, another window, but he didn’t. He could have died at the wreck scene, or shown up two minutes later, but he didn’t. His life-ending event coincided, collided, with my life-beginning event, and nobody planned it that way.

				 My mother made a big deal out of Thanksgiving. It was really weird. Birthdays were uneventful. Christmas, Fourth of July, Easter, just another reason to be out of school. Most of the time she was too busy to pay any attention to us at all, but when Thanksgiving rolled around, it was a different story. We had to have all the excess, the biggest turkey in town, three kinds of cranberry sauce, mincemeat pies. It was some sort of trade-off I never really understood and still don’t. But who says I’m supposed to understand everything anyway? And who says I need to figure it all out? 

				 If I breathe deeply, eyes closed, for three full minutes, it suddenly doesn’t seem so important anymore. Nothing can endear one person to another like allowing oneself to be saved. Or demanding it. Or requiring it. Vulnerable, spread-eagle emotionally, like my mother, I’ve remained detached and efficient the majority of my life. And like my father, I’ve allowed the world at times to be too much with me and prayed for the train to come. This balance, or imbalance, is the essence of my person.

				 Eddie Miller was my best friend from ages five to seven. He was one year younger and soft, like a chubby marshmallow. Eddie would do anything I said, follow me anywhere I went. He was getting hurt all the time, once falling off his bike in the road carrying a Coke bottle. The bottle busted and Eddie ripped a gash in his chin. Of course, he was getting the Coke for me. I was three blocks away in a tree fort, waiting impatiently for my cold Coke that never arrived. 

				 Mrs. Miller asked me to step outside one day.

				 “Why did you tell Eddie there’s no such thing as Santa Claus?”

				 I played dumb.

				 “Answer me,” she said, louder.

				 I said, unapologetically, “I thought he should know it’s a big lie.”

				 The scowl on Mrs. Miller’s face left a deep impression.

				 “Well, Mr. Know-it-all, we’ve got one or two good Christmases left. If you ruin it, I’ll whip your bottom red. I don’t care who your parents are.” 

				 At the time, I didn’t pay much attention to the last sentence. I immediately went back to Eddie in his room.

				 “Eddie, that stuff I said about Santa Claus wasn’t true. He’s alive, and he’ll probably come see you for two more Christmases. After that, you’re on your own.”

				 Eddie didn’t listen. He just stood up and peed in his toy box like he always did. He told me I could pee in the toy box, too, if I wanted, but it never seemed right so I didn’t do it.

				 My other best friend was Jake Crane. He was a year older and the complete opposite of Eddie Miller. Jake’s mom was wild as hell and good-looking. I knew she was good-looking even before I knew the difference, mostly by the way my dad acted around her.

				 Miss Crane was black-headed and wore tight pants with high-heeled shoes. She laughed and smacked her red lips. There were rumors she took a shower with Andy Bradshaw’s brother who was in college, but who knows if that was true.

				 Jake’s grandmother lived in his house. She was the meanest woman I’ve ever known. The first time she backhanded Jake’s little brother I froze in fear. The kid was lifted from the floor and rolled across the room, his nose bleeding, like a boxer. And for nothing. Just changing the television station. That’s how they lived, in between the sexual energy of their mother and the violence of an old woman.

				 Jake stole cigarettes from his mom. He taught me how to cup the cherry so nobody could see it at night. One time we were in the dark outside his mom’s bedroom window smoking one of those long, skinny cigarettes when she came into the bedroom. Neither of us said anything to each other as she took off her shirt, reached around to unhook her bra, and stood before us naked from the waist up. I had never seen such a thing, and truthfully it scared the shit out of me, but I didn’t turn away. Thank God she went in the bathroom to take off the rest of her clothes or I might have passed out in front of Jake Crane.

				 People wanted to be near Jake in elementary school. There was a power about him. A loose energy field. But it was the best he’d ever be. At sixteen, all of his good days were mostly behind him, his loose energy dissipated into the air of the world. It’s like an airplane. It has to reach a certain speed to lift from the ground and take flight. That was the reason no one before the Wright Brothers could invent the airplane. Such speeds weren’t possible. Once they were possible, gliding in the sky was a given. For Jake Crane, he never quite reached the speed of lift. 

			

		

	
		
			
				three

				At around age four, I started having dreams of a scary circle on the floor. I know it sounds ridiculous, but I’d awake from those dreams in terror. The circle was black and a few feet across. In the middle of a perfectly good dream, the circle would appear on the floor. I never knew if it was a hole or what. I only knew the monster was the fear itself.

				 Other people running around in the dream couldn’t see the circle. I’d yell. I’d warn them. One time I pulled a kid away from the hole. Nobody ever stepped inside. Besides being weird, there were no signs the circle was evil or dangerous, but I knew what it meant. I knew what the black circle held.

				 My grandfather was a very patient man. He was from a time before the world became too busy to enjoy, and we went fishing sometimes in a pond out in the country. I was maybe five or six. Paw-Paw would spend hours gathering together two cane fishing poles, red-and-white plastic corks, crickets, cheese sandwiches, and a little cooler with two grape sodas. The ritual was part of the event, as satisfying to him as the fishing itself, and I would watch him thread the thin, clear fishing line through the tiny hole in the hook, the knot just right, imagining the tug of the fish swallowing the kicking cricket.

				 The pond had lots of turtles. Paw-Paw let me push the boat away from the pier and the little motor would take us to parts of the pond my grandfather was sure the fish would bite. I learned catching a fish wasn’t really important. For Paw-Paw, the importance seemed to lie in the silence. Watching a turtle sunning on the bank. Staring at the red-and-white plastic cork floating on top of the coffee-colored water. The beauty, for my grandfather, was in the wait. For me, the wait was agonizing. It would always be. It was hard to understand anything except the joy of seeing the cork bob, and the line pull tight, and the unfortunate little fish dangling from the hook through his lip.

				 It must be frightening for the bream. His wet google-eye scanning for something familiar, but instead seeing big round faces, and grape soda cans, and the hand that wraps around the body and holds tight while the other hand unhooks the hook from the lip.

				 My grandmother was very different from Paw-Paw. Nanny was small and quick. She laughed hard and found certain things funny I didn’t find funny at all. She cooked and sang little songs in the kitchen, laughing sometimes at herself, and finding a rhythm in the work. Paw-Paw took her fishing with him once, and afterwards they both agreed never to do it again. Apparently, she talked incessantly about turtles, and ripples in the water, and all the other things in which my grandfather found such solace. However, there was no solace to be found in the discussion of these things, only in the things themselves, and besides, Nanny told me, “One stick of dynamite in that stupid pond, and we could eat fish for a year. What’s the point in trying to trick the silly things into biting a cricket on a hook?”

				 My grandfather heard her make that particular statement as we sat at the kitchen table eating biscuits and honey for breakfast. The old man rolled his eyes at me and sipped his coffee from the saucer. After his cup was empty, he had a habit of lifting the saucer to his mouth and drinking all the coffee he’d spilled from the cup. The low slurping sound sticks in my memory and makes me wish I could see my grandfather one more time.

				 When I was seven years old, I had my worst asthma attack. I was with my grandfather just after we pulled the boat from the pond. It was springtime, and all the weeds were in bloom. For some reason I decided to run around the other side of the pond to see a bullfrog I’d seen from the boat. I couldn’t find the bullfrog, but when I arrived, there was a wheezing in my chest. It wasn’t until I ran back to my grandfather that the tightness began. It was like the devil had wrapped his big red hand around my heart and started to squeeze, and squeeze, until there was no room for the air to go inside.

				 My grandfather saw the look on my face. He dropped the cane poles where he stood and carried me to the car to get my inhaler. The car was parked under a shade tree, and he put me on the backseat. I’d had asthma attacks before, but the one at the pond was the worst. I was afraid I’d die, and as my grandfather got down on one knee next to me at the car door, he started to pray.

				 “God, hear me pray now. Today we need you to put your hand on Early in the backseat of this car here. And loosen the grip on his lungs so he can breathe your air freely. And if you feel the need, take me with you in return, but I’ll stay here if you want, and I promise to never sneak another sip of scotch whiskey.”

				 He spoke the words so slowly it was like the world had fallen into slow motion. I watched the leaves on the trees up above swaying gently in the breeze, and I started to feel the panic subside, and with the panic gone I felt my chest loosen. I could breathe again. 

				 On the ride home, Paw-Paw kept looking at me in the rearview mirror, afraid to take his eyes away from either me or the road for too long. It was probably the day I began to struggle with the idea of God. Had He truly put his hands upon me, as my grandfather prayed, and loosened the grip, or instead, was my grandfather’s prayer itself soothing and calming, allowing me to escape the panic and provide time for my body to return to normal? And what kind of God would care to trade my life for my grandfather’s secret whiskey sips? It just seemed enormously confusing, and my abilities of perception—

				usually so helpful in crawling inside the minds of other people—actually seemed to complicate the idea of God. Nothing in my young life really compared to the day my father died. Up until then, things were moving along fairly well. Besides Eddie’s mom yelling at me about Santa Claus, the occasional asthma attack, and the lingering questions concerning my conception, life was pretty good. By age ten, I’d already made a conscious decision to be average. It seemed much easier than the alternative. The truly gifted, original, unique people in society must be prepared to suffer and fail as miserably as the ungifted, lazy, and idiotic. We like to pretend our culture embraces originality, but in truth we embrace repetition, familiarity. We only appreciate originality in hindsight, when it’s no longer original.

				 It’s much easier to decide to be average. The expectation level is mild. Disappointments are infrequent. I imagine the suffering of unacceptance is highly overrated. How easy can it be for a person to know they’re better, but endure ridicule from a lesser man, a lesser man defending lesser men? Don’t get me wrong. I’m not some self-suppressed genius. I’m probably average anyway. I just cut short the discovery process. I was unable to figure out how God could take my father away and leave me with my mother. It didn’t make any sense at all, from any direction, so I figured hiding amongst the average was the safest place to be. I wish I could say I had a cold shiver up my eleven-year-old spine the moment the train killed my dad. I was at school, probably chasing somebody around in the dusty schoolyard during P.E. class, or picking my nose in the back of Mrs. Eubanks’ room, or thinking about something stupid when it happened.

				 When the principal came to the door of the classroom I thought I was in trouble for pushing Missy Jesup earlier during a softball game. It wasn’t much of a push, but I was afraid she’d told on me and the principal, Mr. Walker, might be at the door on Missy’s behalf. I was afraid I was in trouble. Instead, my father was dead.

				 My mom stood beside me in the principal’s office with her hand stiff on my shoulder.

				 Mr. Walker said, “Early, I need to tell you something.”

				 The door was closed and the window shades were shut. 

				 “Missy Jesup exaggerates,” I said.

				 Mr. Walker got down on one knee. He was a tall man, and on his knee we nearly looked eye to eye. I remember he wore a white button-down shirt. The sleeves were rolled up, and his tie was loosened a little at the neck. The skin around the collar was red and bumpy, like chicken skin.

				 I don’t know why my mother didn’t tell me. I don’t know why she just stood there and made Mr. Walker say the words.

				 “It’s not about Missy Jesup, Early. It’s about your father.”

				 That’s when I felt the world turn a little bit.

				 We looked at each other hard for a few seconds, and I could see the redness in his eyes. 

				 “No,” I said, “it’s not about my father. It’s about Missy Jesup. I pushed her.”

				 Mr. Walker looked up at my mother. The hand on my shoulder didn’t twitch. It was like a deadweight, a sock full of brown sand.

				 “There’s been an accident, Early. Your father passed away.”

				 I remember thinking, “Passed away? What a strange way to put it. Like he vanished into thin air.”

				 I managed to say, “I don’t understand.”

				 I didn’t look up at my mother when she said directly, “Your father died today. He got hit by a train.”

				 Mr. Walker and I were still face to face. Like some sort of interpreter, he nodded his head and said softly, “It’s true.”

				 My father was dead. I’d seen him that morning before I went to school. And the next time I saw him he was dead in a coffin, propped up like he’d fallen asleep watching baseball on television. I wanted to touch his shoulder, wake him up, remind him it was time to throw the football in the yard. But he didn’t wake up, and they buried him in the ground. 

				 A few days after the funeral I went into my mother’s room. She was sitting up in bed reading a book. We looked at each other for a long few seconds.

				 I finally said, in a flat voice, “I just don’t understand. Why would God, the same God who made us, kill Daddy with a train?”

				 My mother didn’t answer. She just looked at me. 

				 I said, “When I get older, will I understand it better?”

				 My mother continued to hold her book open on her lap like she hoped the conversation would be short. “Probably not,” she said.

				 The words seemed to pass slowly from my mother’s mouth to my ears and then inside me. They were very final, but I couldn’t leave it.

				 “So when kids grow up, they don’t figure all this out, about God and dying and that kind of stuff?”

				 “No, Early, they don’t. I guess we just become more comfortable with the mystery.”

				 My eyes wandered down to the floor. My father’s shoes were next to the bed. Mom leaned over to look down at the shoes herself. There was a space between us. It had always been there, but before, when my father was there, he and I shared the space my mother required. It didn’t seem so big back then.

				 “I wish that day never happened,” I said. 

				 Mom said, in a slightly different voice, “Save your wishes, Early. You’ll need ’em later. Life is for doing, not undoing, and wishes are for the future, not the past. Your father loved you.”

				 Did you ever see a kid drawing a picture? And it looked so easy? The face of a clown, or maybe the wings of a bird, and you thought, “I can do that. It’s like riding a bike, or eating. Anybody can do it.”

				 And then you tried. The wings didn’t look like wings at all, but more like brown walls. The clown looked like nobody. 

				 And then it occurred to you. That kid can do something I can’t. That kid can draw.

			

		

	
		
			
				four

				After the death of my father, I fell into a moral tailspin, grasping at right and wrong, ultimately choosing the rebellion of invisibility. But before I settled on invisible and average, I managed to break a few laws.

				 We used to take our bicycles to school. Eddie’s mother wouldn’t allow him to ride to school with Jake, and Jake considered Eddie to be just this side of retarded. So I alternated between the two. Eddie and I stopped at the drugstore most mornings. I stole candy.

				 I didn’t just steal the candy haphazard and random. I spent entire days drawing diagrams of the store. Locating mirrors, cameras, the viewpoint of the pharmacist in the back and the fat lady at the front on the register. I made Eddie repeat the plan over and over.

				 “I stand by the candy bars and keep my eyes on the door.”

				 “And how long do you stand in that spot?”

				 Eddie squeezed up his face.

				 “I forget.”

				 “Five, Eddie, five. Count slowly. Five Mississippis. By then I’ve got the property in my pocket. If you stand there too long staring into space they’ll get suspicious.”

				 Eddie said, “Why don’t we just pay for the candy bar? I’ve got a dollar.”

				 I would say, very condescendingly, “You just don’t get it, do you? It’s the plan, Eddie. It’s the point. Remember? We agreed. Everything should belong to everybody.” 

				 Eddie thought a moment. “Does that mean somebody could just take our bikes outside and ride away?”

				 I didn’t have an answer for his question.

				 The next day, at the drugstore, we put the plan into action. It had already worked twice before, but on this particular day I decided we’d go for the mother lode, two Snickers bars.

				 We walked around the store very awkward and stiff. Looking at mirrors, pretending to size up hairbrushes or some other such thing. The adrenaline rushed through my veins like a raging river. The only thing that kept me from vomiting was the requirement to look composed in front of Eddie. He picked up a tube of shampoo, and his hands shook wildly.

				 Eddie whispered, “I don’t really want a Snickers.”

				 “Don’t back out on me now. We’ve come this far.”

				 I took Eddie by the elbow and led him toward the candy. The janitor, a black man older than my mother, was mopping something off the floor near the front door. He glanced in our direction and went back to mopping.

				 I positioned Eddie according to the diagram. One by one I checked each point of interest. With my eyes directly on the eyes of the fat lady stocking the shelf behind the counter, my hand reached out and fumbled for the candy bars. I shoved them quickly into my pocket. It felt like my heart would explode.

				 From behind, seemingly out of nowhere, I heard the black man whisper, “It ain’t worth it.” 

				 I turned and saw the janitor mopping the floor only a few feet behind me and Eddie. His eyes were looking downward. I couldn’t speak. I thought of running but my legs wouldn’t move me, so I just stood there. Eddie’s mouth was actually open. He was white as cotton.

				 With his eyes still looking downward, the man whispered, “Put ’em back.”

				 I’d never been so afraid in all my life. All he had to do was raise his voice, or look up at the fat lady, and we’d be caught. Maybe go to jail in a police car. Who knows?

				 I slowly slipped the candy bars out of my pocket. Keeping my eyes on the black man, I put the candy back on the shelf and waited to see what would happen next.

				 The janitor pushed the mop a few extra times across the linoleum floor and turned away. He left us standing there. Eddie was the first to move and I followed him outside, never to return to that drugstore again in my life.

				 I’ve often thought about that day. If my plan had been successful again, and maybe again after that, would I have lost the fear of being caught? Would I have slipped over the edge and learned to steal for a living? Probably not, but who really knows? The small daily twists and turns through the maps of our lives are sometimes just as important as the big dramatic forks in the road.

				 Years later I read in the newspaper about kids making elaborate plans to kill people at school. They drew up diagrams, considered evacuation routes, and planned it all down to the detail. One kid was the leader, and one kid was the follower. They couldn’t have been more nervous than me that morning standing by the candy with Eddie Miller, but at the end of their day those boys murdered twelve kids and then stuck guns in their own mouths. Somewhere along the way they must have gotten extremely lost. 

				 The first completely naked woman I saw was in a magazine. Jake Crane stole two dirty magazines from Mr. Henderson’s garage. We’d been in the garage a few days before to help the old man move a worktable. In the corner was a stack of Playboys and Penthouses. After my encounter at the drugstore I was hesitant to plan a theft, but this was different. They were just stacked up in the garage. It’s not like they were worth much on the open market, but to two twelve year olds, the value was high. Curiosity and hormones drove the scheme, and Jake took the wheel.

				 The old man didn’t leave home much. We staked out the place after school for three days in a row. Documented his comings and goings. Finally, on the third day, the old man drove away and left the garage door wide open. Jake waited for the car to turn the corner and took off like a shot. There was nothing subtle or sly. Snatch and grab, run like hell to the spot in the woods, and stare at vaginas.

				 We both acted like we knew a lot about the damn things. This many years later, from experience, I don’t think anybody knows a lot about the damn things. Not even women. And yet our mothers have ’em, and babies come from ’em, and God knows what else goes on in there. But that day in the woods, turning the pages of Mr. Henderson’s dirty magazines, I was transfixed, and so was Jake.

				 It didn’t make a lot of sense, but I knew we had to see a real one. The opportunity presented itself when Jake’s cousins came to visit. Two sisters, Mona and Janine, seventeen and eighteen years old. 

				 It was nighttime. The cousins, their mom, and Jake’s mom were all talking in the living room. We waited until the right moment and slipped outside. Jake and I climbed on his roof and positioned ourselves directly above the bathroom window. The window was small but strategically located above the shower.

				 Mona was the first to enter the bathroom. We laid our bodies at a downward angle, faces peeking over the roof edge, just a few feet from the small rectangular window. We counted on the darkness outside, and the bright light in the bathroom, to make us virtually invisible.

				 Mona messed with her hair and looked in the mirror very intently at a bump on her chin. She pulled off her t-shirt and dropped it to the floor at her bare feet. In an instant the white bra was on the floor next to the shirt. I could feel a slow rise in my jeans and a dryness in my mouth. No words passed between me and Jake.

				 Mona walked from the mirror to the tub, her smallish, taut breasts barely moving as she walked. She turned the shower on and looked upward at the window, but didn’t flinch. We held our positions, the edge of the black shingle shoved up against the bridge of my nose.

				 And then she dropped her pants to the floor. And before we could wish for more, the cream-colored panties were down. The brown patch was there to be seen for an instant, and then Mona stepped into the shower. 

				 We watched her wash herself and I remember being amazed at how little time she spent touching the good parts. It almost seemed she didn’t understand their importance, or certainly there would have been more attention to the details. The part where she dried herself with the white towel, as I recall, was the best. Mona squatted down a bit to reach far places and ran the towel through the crack of her ass. The pressure in my pants reached new levels, like an unscratchable itch deep below the surface in some primal region of my loins. I closed my eyes for a few seconds and hoped Jake didn’t notice.

				 I’m not sure of the exact moment, but at some point I became uncomfortable watching the girl. She went back to the mirror and spent more time examining the bump on her chin. She stepped away and looked at her body in the mirror, clearly unhappy with her hips. It became apparent that Mona wasn’t just perky tits and a patch of brown. She was a person. A person in the bathroom, believing she was alone, looking at herself in a time of privacy, and I wondered if anyone had ever spied on me in such a time. 

				 Mona left the bathroom. The window had fogged up slightly, so we moved our heads to find clear spots and waited for the next girl. Jake’s mother came through the bathroom door. There was no protocol for such a situation. I waited for Jake to speak, and secretly wished he wouldn’t. Since seeing Miss Crane topless that fateful day, my imagination had painted vivid pictures in my mind.

				 Miss Crane flipped off her shoes. She unsnapped the button on her pants. Jake lifted himself up, and I immediately followed suit. We sat that way for a while.

				 “Let’s steal a beer from the cooler.”

				 “Okay,” I said.

				 And we did. A Budweiser. I tried not to let my face show the nasty taste, swallowing the cold liquid quickly and handing the beer back to Jake. After just a few sips my head felt light. We brushed our teeth with our fingers to get rid of the smell and sat down in the living room with the women. I couldn’t look at Mona. She wore a yellow t-shirt with no bra underneath, and a pair of shorts. Just minutes earlier I’d watched while she washed and dried herself. Knowing she was so close, with no window between us, no contrast in darkness to hide my face, I felt an odd mix of dirty and good. Unable to look at Mona, but at the same time surrounded by her presence.

				 Twenty years later, in the grocery store, I ran into Mona in the cereal aisle. She was fingering a box of Captain Crunch. I barely recognized her. She was at least a hundred pounds heavier, and those perfect little breasts, three children later, hung like dog teats from her chest.

				 I continued to smoke cigarettes off and on, separate from any physical addiction, but learning to like the idea of smoking alone. I’m sure my mother knew, just like I’m sure she knew about the beer, and the dirty magazines hidden in my closet, and sneaking out my window at night to terrorize the neighborhood, ringing doorbells and lighting things on fire. But she never said a word. She never started the first conversation about any of it. At the time it seemed purposeful, cold, like she’d be damned before she paid me the least ounce of attention. It wasn’t until many years later I figured out she simply wasn’t capable.

				 I entered high school in this state of misidentification. I didn’t fit any of the standard categories, and I wasn’t strong enough to start my own. It seemed everybody else had a better idea of the world than I did, and on the first day, the very first day of high school, I was tested. After weaving through the lunch line in the unfamiliar cafeteria, I found an empty table. A goofy-looking freshman named Peter Jankins sat next to me. Although I secretly longed to belong to a group, Pete Jankins wasn’t exactly what I had in mind. He was even goofier than me, acne between his eyes, big shoes.

				 A few minutes into our delicious meal, two guys sat down across from us. Seniors. Big sons-of-bitches. One of them wore a football letter jacket. The other just smiled at us, reminding me of the time I watched the neighbor’s cat push around a lizard until the lizard gave up all hope.

				 After a few minutes of me feeling like the lizard, the guy with the smile on his face turned up his chocolate milkshake and filled his mouth. He rose slowly from the chair, leaned over my tray of lunch, opened his mouth, and spit a stream of milkshake down upon my Salisbury steak and brown gravy.

				 The guy leaned back and sat down in his chair, content to watch the lizard. I looked at Pete, his mouth agape, and then looked at the guy across the table. If I did nothing, just let it happen, it would continue to happen my whole life, in one form or another. 

				 Time seemed to slow down, but there was really no time to think. I just shoved my tray as hard as possible across the table, stood, turned my back, and walked away at a crisp pace. As I walked away, I expected to feel a large hand on my shoulder. Maybe a fist against the back of my head. But I didn’t look back. I just walked outside, turned the corner, and wore a baseball cap to school the rest of the year, hoping I’d never see the smiling guy again, and if I did he wouldn’t recognize me. I stayed out of the cafeteria, and on at least two occasions had the opportunity to hear Pete Jankins tell the story like I was David and the milkshake guy was Goliath and I killed the giant, when really all I did was push away my lunch tray as a minimal display of defiance and flee the scene.

				 Although I was pleased to have taken such action on my own behalf, spending the rest of the year in hiding helped contribute to my desire to become invisible and my decision to remain average. I started to seek people to save, because in retrospect, after the death of my father, I was never really able to build strong friendships, and everybody knows, if you’re unsteady, become a savior.

			

		

	
		
			
				five

				Who am I?

				 The universal question, for the high school student in particular. Repeated like a mantra in the teenage subconscious, a low hum below the surface, everpresent, annoying yet elusive. I loved baseball, but I wasn’t good enough to play in high school, so I didn’t fit with the baseball players. My grades were average (fittingly), and therefore the National Honor Society skipped me. For a while I tried to pass as a drughead, or whatever the hell they call themselves, but I didn’t care much for drugs. I remember actually putting pepper in my eyes one morning before school so I’d look stoned.

				 Monica Houston said, “What’s wrong with your eyes?”

				 I smiled stupidly and mumbled, “What do you think?”

				 She squinted to see. “It looks like bits of black pepper.”

				 I panicked and defended myself too lucidly. “It’s not pepper. That’s stupid. I smoked a big joint on the way to school.”

				 “With who?” She asked.

				 I hesitated an amazingly long time. “Nobody.”

				 Monica Houston said, “Let me make sure I understand. You smoked a big joint on the way to school by yourself and somehow ended up with black pepper in your eyes.”

				 It was too much work to be a drughead, especially since I didn’t like drugs, so I fell into a sort of no man’s land. The high school abyss. But all that changed the day I met Kate. She became my focus. At first from a distance, and then later with no distance between us at all.

				 There was a graveyard down Dugger Road, tucked away under big oak trees with Spanish moss hanging from the limbs like long gray beards. During the day the sunlight would cut through in sharp spears to the ground below, succeeding only briefly, allowing the earth to stay moist and the gravestones to turn a dark shade of green. But at night it was the scariest and darkest place in all the world. 

				 Who knows where or when the legend of Onionhead began? He was described as a large man, some sort of caretaker of the cemetery, with a bald head and huge black boots. Some said he was grotesquely deformed, one eye lower than the other, with six fingers on his right hand. The image and description was formed through years of eyewitness accounts and outright lies, but if you were sixteen years old and taking your first midnight ride down the long twisting road to the cemetery, almost anything was believable.

				 I’d heard about Onionhead since grammar school. He didn’t become real until we were able to drive. Going out to the cemetery on a Saturday night with a carload of teenagers was one of the things to do. At the time we had no idea why we did it. It was an early challenge of manhood, I suppose. Facing fear to impress each other, or more importantly, to impress a girl. I can remember my first visit to that cemetery like it was yesterday.

				 Jake somehow got permission to use his parents’ van. At the time, I was working as a stock boy at a local grocery store. My shift ended at nine o’clock on Friday nights, when the store closed. I saw the gold van sitting out in the parking lot. There was no plan to go look for Onionhead. The plan was to drink peppermint schnapps and smoke cigars. Beer had long since lost its luster for us. We’d moved to a level of importance in the world worthy of peppermint schnapps and Swisher Sweets. The van smelled like a barroom.

				 Joey Shannon sat in the passenger’s seat. His nickname was Bluto. He was round and unshaven, with a unique ability to shotgun a fourteen-ounce Old Milwaukee like it was nothing. He was the arm wrestling champion of the western world and often took on challengers at strange times.

				 The other guy in the gold van was Toad. I never knew his real name. His nickname was such a perfect fit it never crossed my mind he might have another name. He was the guy who always sat in the corner. One night he rode home in the trunk of a girl’s car because there wasn’t enough room inside. Toad didn’t seem to mind.

				 We all drank from the same bottle and tried not to make a face when the warm schnapps burned our throats. We inhaled cigar smoke and blew smoke rings when the van wasn’t moving. As lost as I was in the world, it felt good to be young. There is a beauty in youth that exists all alone. A freedom that can never be recaptured.

				 And then Bluto said, “Let’s go out to Onionhead.” 

				 The suggestion may have lingered and died, covered up by a new idea, but Jake immediately followed with, “Hell yeah, let’s go out to Onionhead.”

				 We made a U-turn on Front Street and headed toward Dugger Road.

				 “I’ve seen that big bastard,” Jake said. He was the best cusser amongst us. Jake’s cuss words seemed to fit in his sentences like they belonged. He took a drag from his cigar and held his arm out the window for the ash to blow away.

				 We went further and further out of town. There were no streetlights and the houses were set back from the road, offering just a twinkle of light through the woods as we sped past. Jake turned down the radio when we pulled off on the dirt road. The van moved slowly and then we turned down another skinny dirt road. Jake switched off the headlights. I couldn’t see anything except the cherry ends of the cigars, like little Christmas lights inside the van. 

				 And then we stopped. I wondered if anyone else could hear my heartbeat. There was total silence. Bluto opened the passenger door and the dome light covered us in a dull yellow. We piled out of the van and closed the doors gently. My eyes adjusted to the darkness enough to see we were standing in a circle in front of the vehicle. We were only a few yards from the entrance gate to the graveyard.

				 Jake whispered, “Follow me. And be quiet. Don’t talk until we get where we’re going.”

				 Toad asked, “Where we going?”

				 “You’ll know when we get there,” Jake said.

				 In a line we walked through the gate. I could see the shapes and shadows of gravestones. There were no lights in any direction, just the moon. I was third in line, behind Bluto, who was behind Jake. I followed the big white t-shirt in front maybe fifty yards, until Bluto stopped. Toad bumped into me from the back.

				 I heard Bluto whisper, “Jake? Jake?”

				 He turned to me and said, “Where the hell’s Jake?” 

				 Nobody wanted to be the first to run.

				 “Listen,” Toad said.

				 We listened. There was a distant rustling of leaves. And then silence again. I was more afraid than the time in the drugstore, but not so afraid to be the first to run. The first person to run would hear about it the rest of their lives. They’d hear the story told over and over in class, at the football game, forever, about the time they ran.

				 The silence was broken. The horn on the van blasted. I felt Bluto brush past me as he took off. I ran. There was the sound of footsteps all around. The horn continued to blare in the night. I expected to feel a hand grab my shoulder, a six-fingered hand, and pull me back to the cemetery. I expected to die.

				 I passed Bluto and arrived at the van ahead of the others. The first thing I saw was Jake standing at the driver’s door, his arm inside the van on the horn, holding the bottle of schnapps with his other hand, laughing. I stopped and then felt the force of Toad’s body hit me from behind, knocking me to the ground face-first. He fell over the top of me, and the dome light in the van came on, shining a yellow light on Jake’s laughing face.

				 It was quiet again.

				 “Y’all are a bunch of titty-babies,” Jake said. “There ain’t no Onionhead. It’s all made up. My cousin made it up.”

				 “How do you know?” Toad asked from the ground beside me.

				 “There ain’t no tooth fairy either, Toad, or Santy Claus,” Jake explained.

				 I stood up. Jake handed me the bottle of schnapps, and I took a swig. It was the first time I noticed I no longer held my cigar. I looked back the way we’d come to see if I could see the little red dot of light on the ground. There was nothing to see.

				 We laughed. Knowing there was no Onionhead was almost disappointing. Bluto opened the other bottle of schnapps, and we lit up a new round of cigars. 

				 Overcoming the myth, rising above Onionhead, made me feel a little more like a man. It was a separation from all those kids at school who still talked about it like it was real. Those kids who lied about ever going to the cemetery in the first place.

				 “I’ve got an idea,” Jake said.

				 Even though I felt more like a man, and even though I was glad to shatter the Onionhead myth, I was ready to leave that place and go back to town.

				 Jake continued, “Let’s go back and get Lori and her two friends. One of us will stay out here and hide. We’ll get the girls to walk out to the middle of the graveyard, and the guy can jump out of his hiding place and scare the holy crap outta the girls. It’ll be classic.”

				 Jake liked Lori. I’d never met her two friends before. Jake said, “One of the girls is a year older, seventeen. She’s good lookin’. I don’t know about the other one. I think she’s a Fatty O’Patty.”

				 Bluto asked the question, “Who’s gonna stay?”

				 Jake answered, “I’d stay, but I’ve gotta drive the van. The rest of you can draw straws.”

				 It was hard to argue with drawing straws. We each had a sixty-six percent chance of not having to stay. The odds were good I’d be sitting in the comfortable van for the ride back to town. Jake picked up little sticks and turned his back to measure two sticks the same size and one smaller. When he turned back around he held in his hand the tops of three sticks.“Who goes first?”

				 Bluto grabbed one and held it up. “You’re safe,” Jake said.

				 There was just me and Toad. It seemed right that Toad should be the one to stay. He was the runt of the litter. 

				 “You pick,” Toad said to me.

				 I took a deep breath. It appeared fate would be on my side. Toad seemed destined to lose and stay in the graveyard.

				 I pulled the stick on the right and held it up. It was short. Too short.

				 Jake held up the third stick. He looked at me and said, “You’re short, big boy.”

				 He handed me a bottle of schnapps and said, “Follow the same path y’all walked before. About twenty yards ahead of that spot, where you stopped last time, you’ll find a big headstone. It’s the biggest one out there. You can’t miss it. Sit behind it. We’ll be back in thirty minutes. When you see my lights flash, you’ll know we’re comin’. Wait until we get the girls all the way there before you jump out. And then scream.”

				 Toad said, “This’ll be great. I bet Lori pees her pants.”

				 I was slightly in shock. Somehow I’d forgotten Onionhead didn’t exist. I’d forgotten my newfound manhood. I just stood there while they piled in the van. The headlights kicked on and illuminated the cemetery. Far in the back I caught a glimpse of a big headstone. The van backed out, turned around, and left me alone in a graveyard. I stood still and listened to the van until I couldn’t hear the engine. I began to walk slowly in the direction of the big headstone, quiet with my steps, holding the bottle by the neck to use as a weapon if necessary. Every ten yards or so I’d stop and listen. I tried to imagine where the van might be. How close to town? How many more minutes until the headlights would be back at the gate? 

				 My heart pounded. I took deep breaths and held my eyes as open as they would go. I listened for any sound. Finally I could see the big headstone. It was as tall as my chest. Instead of getting behind it, I decided to sit down in front. I figured I’d have time to hide when the lights showed up down the dirt road. 

				 I squatted with my back against the stone. I could feel the coolness through my shirt. I set the bottle down next to me and wondered again where the van might be in the journey. What if they couldn’t find the girls? Maybe it was a joke. Maybe they weren’t coming back. My mind shot in quick circles, trying to decide what to do if they didn’t come back. Where to go? I sat there for what felt like a long time.

				 And then I heard a sound. It was just sound. A noise where there had been none before. It could have been a bird on the ground, or a rabbit in the leaves. And then I heard it again. It was louder the second time. A footstep, and then another, off to my left. There was nothing to see. I looked down at my shirt and thanked God it was dark blue and not white, like Bluto’s t-shirt. The sound stopped. It stopped long enough for me to believe I had never really heard it in the first place. And then I heard it again. A step, and then another step. Someone else was in the graveyard. Someone was walking in my direction.

				 My hand reached out and took hold of the neck of the bottle. I could run, I thought, but where would I run to? And what if I fell? I might run right into a gravestone, or a tree, or the fence. 

				 There was another step, and then another. To my left, moving closer, maybe thirty yards away, three first downs on a football field. I looked toward the front gate. How long had it been? My hand tightened on the neck of the bottle, still half-full. I lowered my head so my white face wouldn’t show in the darkness, my chin against my chest, eyes cutting hard to the left.

				 Slowly, a figure appeared. At first it was nothing but a movement in the black dark. And then it was an outline. Ten yards to my left I saw a person appear. A very large person. Dark clothing with a white head. A large, bald, white head. He was looking toward the back of the graveyard, his profile etched in the black background. It was Onionhead. It was no myth. It was no concoction of teenage lies. It was a very large man with a very large head. A head like a big onion.

				 To this day I can see the figure, the arms down at his sides, the milky-white hands at the ends of the sleeves, the enormous head resting like a glow-in-the dark ball on his broad shoulders.

				 His head began to turn very slowly toward me. He seemed to be scanning the cemetery for anything out of place, anything disturbed. As he turned further, I could see something wasn’t right with him. Something was off-center, distorted. I was sure he could hear me breathing, or smell the cigar on my clothes or the peppermint from the bottle. If his face made a full turn, if his eyes met mine, I decided I would run. I would run toward the gates. Whatever happened would be better than feeling the hands of Onionhead upon my clothes. If he took one more step in my direction, I would go.

				 The lights. Through the woods I saw the headlights of the van. Onionhead turned to the lights, and then turned to me. It was only two seconds, maybe three, that we looked at each other, but God knows it felt like eternity. I ran. I left the bottle and ran toward the gate like an arrow shot from a bow. I didn’t look back.

				 The van turned the corner of the dirt road and stopped at the gate, the headlights like spotlights shining and showing the way. I didn’t care if anyone laughed. I didn’t care if the girls whispered at school about my blind run through the cemetery. I had seen Onionhead. I had come face-to-face with the legend of Onionhead and lived to remember it all. At least that’s how I felt as I ran in the direction of the gold van. But as I got closer I saw Jake, and Toad, and Bluto, and three girls climb out and stand next to the van. And the next thing I knew I was there with them. I recognized Lori, and the fat girl, but the other one, the seventeen-year-old, she was something else. She was different. 

				 And that’s how Kate first saw me. Running like a wild man out of the blackness of a midnight cemetery with my face contorted in pure fear. I turned around. There was nothing behind me. No gigantic white-headed man. No murderous Onionhead.

				 “What the hell, man?” Jake said. “You were supposed to wait until we got ’em back there. Are you stupid?”

				 To this day I can recall the feeling of not being able to take my eyes from Kate’s face. I just stared at her. There was something besides beauty. Something you had to look for. It took me years to figure it out. A brokenness underneath.

			

		

	
		
			
				six

				And so began the era of Kate Shepherd. I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about her. With every lull, every blank space between normal thoughts, my mind clicked back to Kate like a mechanism. It was my first taste of love. Blind, convoluted, complicated, teenage love, from a safe distance, and yet it didn’t seem safe at all.

				 I located her locker in fourth hall, inventing reasons to wander past and then running like hell back to first hall so I wouldn’t be late to class. I wrote notes, anonymous notes, written left-handed, or backward, so no one could identify the penmanship, but eventually threw them all into the trash instead of hurriedly shoving the papers through the vent-cracks of her metal locker door.

				 I followed her home from school one day. She got a ride to a fast food restaurant, waited around a few minutes, and walked three or four blocks. I kept my car far behind until she turned down a driveway. I couldn’t see the house as I drove by. It was set back far in the woods. The dirt driveway and the section of town made me think it wasn’t the fanciest house. An old, short-haired dog stood guard at the entrance of the property near the end of the road. One of his ears was chewed clean off and the other stuck up to the sky.

				 My sophomore year ended, and I spent the summer working construction. The alarm clock woke me up every morning at four-thirty. I had to be at Huey’s house by five. He was the foreman. I rode in the back of his brown pickup truck almost an hour to the job site. I’d lie with my back against the truckbed and watch the sky turn from black to gold. It was my first construction job. No place for the hardworking. Most guys exerted themselves as little as possible trying to maintain the appearance of working. I never really figured it out, I guess. I busted my ass in the summer sun from the moment I arrived until I climbed in the back of Huey’s truck at the end of the day. Even Huey told me once to slow down before I killed myself, but like I said, I never really figured it out. It seemed to me there wasn’t much point in working if you weren’t working hard. And it didn’t matter what anybody thought, including Huey. I didn’t compare myself to the other men. How hard I worked had nothing to do with them at all. Mostly they watched me and talked about how fast their cars would go or the size of their dicks.

				 I worked construction off and on for years after that summer. I learned two things. I learned I worked harder than most people, and I sure as hell didn’t want to spend my life listening to some lazy hungover bastard talk about his pecker, or his car, or both. Huey and the boys did more to motivate me to go to college than anything else.

				 It was harder to find opportunities to see Kate during the summer. On weekends I’d ride around in Jake’s van, inspired by the possibility of seeing her outside McDonald’s or in the car next to us at a red light. As the months passed, time began to lift Kate onto a pedestal, approaching mythical status, without a flaw. I’d see her, and she’d smile, and I’d wonder if she knew we’d end up together. And then I’d wonder if such a thing was possible. She seemed so far above me, but at the same time she seemed so vulnerable, and the vulnerability slowly took on the appearance of something else. Something romantic, exciting, even sexual.

				 At the end of the summer, just a few weeks before school was set to start, I got my chance. A kid had a party. His parents were out of town. Jake knew the guy, sort of, and we showed up on Saturday night after a bottle of cinnamon schnapps and a pack of Jake’s mom’s cigarettes. We got there late, and the place was already out of control. Jake’s girlfriend, Lori, was there, and I hoped Kate had come with her.

				 Lori was sitting on the swing. After a few minutes of conversation, I casually asked, “Is Kate here?”

				 Lori smiled a drunken smile. “You like Kate, dontcha?” she asked. 

				 I took a swig of the warm schnapps and tried to think of an answer. Nothing came to me, so I just sat there like no question had been asked.

				 Lori kissed Jake on his sweaty neck. She smiled again. “Kate’s in the car. She drank too much and got sick. We put her in the backseat.”

				 I’d noticed Lori’s car parked out by the road. Now it was just a matter of separating without being noticed, slipping away and walking alone down the long driveway.

				 A few minutes passed.

				 I said convincingly, “I left the cigarettes in the damn van.”

				 “You don’t even smoke,” Lori said.

				 “I smoke when I feel like it, and I don’t smoke when I don’t feel like it. It’s not the cigarette’s decision.”

				 Nobody said anything.

				 “I’ll be back in a minute,” and I moved off slowly like a cow from the herd, easing down the path. 

				 The driveway was dark. I slowly passed Lori’s car, trying to see if Kate was sitting up in the backseat. From behind the car I lined up the back window with the front window and the lights in the house to catch a silhouette of her head. There was no silhouette, so I put my face to the window and tried to see. The outline of the shape of Kate’s body resting on the backseat slowly formed. I tapped lightly on the window, a bold move for me, but clouded in the warmth of the schnapps and Kate’s state of intoxication.

				 There was no response. I tried the driver’s door and it was unlocked. The dome light came on, revealing Kate lying on the backseat, face up, eyes closed, asleep. Or at least she looked asleep. She very well could have been dead. Her hand rested on her stomach. Her fingers were small, with the nails chewed to the quick. I’d never noticed before. It struck me as strange. What would a person like Kate worry about? 

				 She was wearing shorts. The way one leg was lifted and the other was down on the floorboard, I could see the edge of her panties between her legs, white in the light from inside the car. I’d never looked at a girl so closely in all my life. The lines on her face. The tiny hairs where a mustache would be. The rise of her breasts beneath the thin red shirt, and the smooth skin of her belly between the edge of the bottom of the shirt and the top of the short pants. 

				 It was a glorious experience, and in the glory of the moment it occurred to me we were alone, and drunk, and she was so near. I closed the car door gently and caused the darkness.

				 I waited a long time until my eyes readjusted. From my place in the front seat I looked down upon this girl who occupied nearly every minute of my mind. My hand was so close to her body. Just a move away from touching skin, or resting on the fabric of her shirt, or God knows, sliding my finger through the space left open to the warm panties underneath.

				 I took a big breath. The air inside the car was hot and stagnant. For some reason I thought of the morning I stood next to Eddie in the drugstore, stolen candy bars in my pocket, waiting. Kate’s breathing was deep and consistent. I closed my eyes and tried to smell her. The clean, perfumed smell of a girl, even in a hot car, passed out drunk, rising above all else.

				 “Kate,” I whispered, hoping she would answer, but there was nothing.

				 I looked back toward the house in the distance. There was no movement along the driveway. The sounds of laughter were far off, nowhere near the car, or me, or Kate, or my hand reaching between the front seat and the back and descending so slowly downward until the fingertips touched the softness of the skin, and moved gently, and it is wrong, and I know it’s wrong, and I cannot pull my hand away, and there’s a sound outside the car, and I jerk my body around to face forward, and close my eyes like I’m asleep, and when the car door flies open I act confused, blinded by the light.

				 “Get your asses up,” Jake said, and a few minutes later, when no one was looking, I put my hand to my face and it smelled like Kate, and I wondered again how anyone like her could chew her fingernails to the quick.

				 With Lori’s help, Kate woke up and lifted herself to a seated position. I climbed in the backseat beside her for the ride to take her home.

				 “My head hurts,” she said.

				 Jake turned up the radio, and I wished he’d turn it down again.

				 “Turn off the radio, please,” Kate said, and I looked at her. She saw me looking. “I look like shit,” she said.

				 “No, you don’t.”

				 She was seventeen. I was sixteen. She would be a senior in a few weeks, and I’d be a junior. Jake slowed down and then gunned it through a stop sign. We were almost to Kate’s street. I waited for Lori and Jake to start a conversation in the front seat between themselves.

				 “Why do you bite your fingernails?” I asked quietly.

				 She looked at me, straight into my eyes, the streetlights passing outside. It was a look I hadn’t seen from her before. Like I’d gotten a glimpse at something I wasn’t supposed to see. Like she was surprised I’d noticed anything about her fingers. But there was no answer. Just a stare, and then Kate noticed where we were.

				 “Stop here,” she said.

				 “What?” Lori asked.

				 Kate raised her voice, “Stop here.”

				 “Stop,” Lori told Jake. “She wants to get out here.” Jake slowed down. “But her house is up the—” 

				 Lori pushed Jake on the shoulder like he was being inconsiderate.

				 “What?” he asked, not catching on to the signals of a woman.

				 Lori raised her eyebrows. “Stop here, please.”

				 The car rolled to a stop. Kate got out with no words and closed the car door.

				 “Go,” Lori said.

				 Jake asked, “You want me to leave her on the side of the road?”

				 Lori whispered, “Just go, Jake. I’ll tell you why.”

				 And the car rolled away, leaving Kate Shepherd on the side of the road. I looked back through the rear window. She stood, bent over slightly, looking at the ground near her feet. She was under a streetlight, and the shadow thrown by her body spread out on the pavement like a tall ghost. When we were far enough away, Kate started to walk.

				 Lori explained, “She doesn’t like people to go to her house.”

				 “Why not?” I asked.

				 “She just doesn’t. I don’t know why. I always pick her up at different places. I think something’s the matter with her father. Robin says he’s crazy or something, and the house is like a shack, all rotten, with dogs everywhere.”

				 I looked back through the rear window, but we’d already turned down another street.

				 “What about her mother?” I asked.

				 Lori stuck her head in the backseat. “You do like her, dontcha?”

				 I was weak. The night had taken its toll. “Maybe,” I said.

				 “What about her mother?”

				 “She never talks about her mother. I don’t know.”

				 “Does she have any sisters or brothers?” 

				 “I don’t think so. I think she moved here from Oklahoma.” 

				 After that night my focus became even stronger. Kate filled all the empty places in me. She rounded the rough edges and gave me purpose. She didn’t know it yet, but Kate was my girlfriend, and I had plans. Detailed, elaborate plans, considering every possibility. I could save her from all that was bad and protect her from the world. And who I was, who I would become, would have a starting point, a structure, a method of measurement. The difference between me and Kate would narrow into nothing.

			

		

	
		
			
				seven

				People who make bad grades in school sometimes like to say they’re bored, or it wasn’t challenging. The implication is clear. They made poor grades because they were smarter than everyone else, including the teachers.

				 I don’t know how my smartness compared with other people, but I know my grades weren’t too good. Of course, I spent a large percentage of my junior year in high school creating vivid sexual fantasies and searching for shortcuts. I’m not sure why there was such a contrast in my drive to work hard on a construction site and my quest for shortcuts in the classroom, but the contrast existed and I didn’t do anything to figure it out, despite the motivation for a college education caused by moronic co-workers. 

				 Mr. Lee taught Biology. He was a small Asian man. Back then we thought all small Asian men were Chinese. We called him China Lee. I think he was from Vietnam, or Korea maybe, I’m not sure. His accent was strong and his fingers were thin like pencils, holding up things in front of his special safety goggles.

				 “Okay, cass. Weed pwoblem numbar fwee.”

				 It took Jody Gardner two weeks to understand Mr. Lee well enough to respond to his name at roll call. He was marked absent every day. 

				 The first two tests didn’t go well. I needed to make a B on the semester exam to pass the class, so I decided to cheat. On a piece of paper about the size of a business card, I wrote, in super-tiny letters, the answers to every question in the damn book. I messed up once and had to do it again, but finally, in super-tiny writing, I had everything I needed to know.

				 I taped the piece of paper lightly to the backside of my thigh, just above the hem of my khaki shorts. The idea was to position the paper under my leg in the chair so I could simply move my leg to the side an inch and see the cheat sheet as needed during the exam.

				 Mr. Lee was like a prison guard. He roamed around the room watching with those beady eyes. Every time I looked up he was watching me, waiting, somehow knowing my plan, like he’d gotten inside my house and watched me write the tiny cheat sheet, twice.

				 Out of sheer frustration I started reading the questions on the test. To my amazement I knew almost all the answers. Answers I surely hadn’t learned in class in between sexual gymnastics and inappropriate thoughts. But there they were, coming out of my pen all over the page. Fill-in-the-blank. Multiple choice. Bing, bing, bing. 

				 In my plan to cheat I’d learned I didn’t need to. Finding the answers in the book, identifying them as somehow important, and writing them down in such a focused and concentrated fashion burned the answers in my mind. They were there to stay, and more importantly, I learned a study method that served me well throughout my higher education. Prepare to cheat, and then don’t.

				 I was left with a peculiar dilemma. Beneath my leg was proof of my immoral intentions, but I never looked down. Under Mr. Lee’s burning eyes, how was I to get up and walk away? I’d managed, by fidgeting and sweating, to disconnect the cheat sheet from my leg. The tape was folded over and the evidence was left between my bare leg and the wooden seat. 

				 People began to stand and walk to the front of the class, but Mr. Lee’s eyes stayed on me. I’d finished the test. There were only two questions I couldn’t answer. I’d never looked down, but who would believe me? Who would believe I could make an A on the final exam after making F’s on the other tests without cheating? I’d created a sticky quandary.

				 Everyone was gone but me.

				 “Meester Weenwood, au yuu feeneshed?”

				 We looked at each other. I wondered what was running around in that crafty mind of his. Had he seen me sneak my hand down to adjust the paper under the leg? Had he noticed the glistening of sweat on my upper lip in anticipation of the misdeed? The room seemed overly warm. I felt a touch of asthma and moved my hand to feel the bulge of the inhaler in my front pocket. 

				 I held the exam in my hand and reached it out in the direction of Mr. Lee, who stood to my right, twenty feet away. I held it there, waiting for him to move, or not move, or whatever came next. I half-expected police officers to arrive and take me into custody, but instead, Mr. Lee walked over to my desk and took the exam from my hand. 

				 He studied the papers, looking occasionally at me over the top of the page. When he finished, Mr. Lee lowered the exam from his face. I held his stare.

				 “I didn’t cheat,” I said.

				 Mr. Lee’s mouth tightened. His chin seemed to rise slightly. There was not the tiniest hint of a smile. 

				 “I know,” he said.

				 We were only a few feet apart. There was no way to snatch the cheat sheet and shove it in my pocket, or eat it, or anything else. I was left in the shaky hands of fate, with my eyes still locked upon the eyes of China Lee. I stood slowly from my chair, prepared for a small piece of paper to fall at my feet, taking the eyes of Mr. Lee with it to the floor.

				 But there was no such feeling. And his eyes stayed with mine. And I turned and walked, hands in pockets, out the door into the crowded hallway. Around the corner I reached my hand and felt the back of my leg. And there, hidden beneath the edge of my shorts, stuck to my sweaty leg, was the cheat sheet. When I’d sat down, the pants leg edge had pulled naturally further up the thigh. And when I’d stood, the edge naturally hung down lower, covering the evidence of my evil scheme. Fate had rewarded me and I made a D+ in biology. Maybe I was just bored.

				 I had a job as a waiter that year in a nice restaurant downtown. I found it difficult. Instead of being able to lower my head and work my ass off like I’d done in previous construction jobs, suddenly I had to talk to people. What’s more, I had to pretend like they were interesting and important, and I cared whether they wanted regular or low-fat ranch dressing on their stupid little salads. 

				 The balance was difficult. It kept my mind off Kate, but not for long. She looked tired sometimes. I’d watch her across the baseball field sitting in the aluminum bleachers doing her homework. She’d look out across the green field at nothing for long stretches. Sometimes she’d shut her eyes and take a deep breath. 

				 Everything she did was very mysterious. I’d never been around women much, except my mother, and I don’t think my mother was typical of women in general. I wasn’t comfortable asking my mother questions about anything at all, much less sex, or menstrual cycles, or the hopes and fears of teenage girls.

				 Instead I mostly watched Kate and tried to learn things. I practiced conversations with myself. I tried to imagine situations we might find ourselves in. I took notes on small pieces of paper, like my cheat sheet, in case I ever got up the nerve to call her on the telephone. Notes of things to say to fill the ungodly dead spots in a hypothetical conversation. As the year drug on, my obsession with Kate became familiar, like a favorite shirt. It wore well and aged one day at a time.

				 I continued, along with everybody else, to struggle with identity. I embraced the role of savior but slowly came to recognize a savior must have someone to save, or you’re really just a stalker. It’s hard to tell what Kate knew or didn’t know of my obsession. The sight of a certain face, Kate’s face, made me feel physically different. I didn’t need to actually see her. I could think about her and the chemicals would squirt out and leave me drunk. It was hard to understand why it didn’t happen to everybody else who saw Kate. People seemed to pass all around, even speak with her in the hallway, or sit next to her in the classroom, and then walk away unfazed.

				 In the middle of my junior year there was a school dance. I generally stayed away from any school-related functions, social clubs, or any other organized activity for that matter. I might have been average, but there’s a big difference between being average and being a conformist. A conformist is an average guy sitting around the room with a bunch of other average guys. I was average alone.

				 I went to the dance because I knew Kate would be there. She was on a date with a guy named Jeff Temple. I’d seen him around her before. Jeff was a senior, played on the baseball team, and had no appreciation whatsoever of the value of Kate Shepherd. I could tell by the way he walked with her, and the way he smiled at all the right times. He just didn’t know.

				 I wasn’t really mad at him. How could I be? I was more frustrated than anything else. Frustrated that neither one of them could recognize the obvious when they walked into the dance together. I sat over in the corner with Jake and Lori, hidden in the dark recesses of the high school fringe. Kate seemed to be having fun, but I knew she wasn’t. She acted like she liked Jeff Temple, but I knew better. It wasn’t possible at the time to understand the woman I believed I knew so well didn’t really exist. I’d created my own person. Built, like the bride of Frankenstein, to be exactly who I wanted her to be. That’s the problem with love. The chemicals make you drunk. People in love shouldn’t be allowed to operate heavy machinery.

				 He left her alone for awhile to stand next to his buddies. I wanted her to see me. I stood and walked out of the dark corner into a patch of light.

				 “You don’t belong here,” I wanted to tell her. “Let’s leave. You and me. Go drive around. Go sit together at night in the aluminum baseball bleachers and talk about nothing. Just hold hands in the dark, and you can tell me what I already know,” I wanted to say.

				 But we never say things like that in the real world, only in the movies. And in the real world, the boyfriend comes back before Kate sees me, and they walk off together, and I go home and masturbate.

				 It all came down to one night. The night of Kate’s graduation. I’d squandered the entire year, never gathering the nerve to ask her on a single date, or call her on the telephone. The fear had extended beyond the natural boy/girl fear into a category of being afraid the real Kate Shepherd couldn’t measure up to the Kate Shepherd inside my mind, the one that caused the release of all those chemicals. But I’d decided I couldn’t just do nothing. I couldn’t let her graduate, and maybe slide out of my life without something. Anything. I wasn’t even sure what it would be.

				 It ended up being one of those nights we remember our entire lives. There was a party at David Ansley’s house after the graduation ceremony. Kate was laughing and drinking. I’d heard stories of her drinking too much and worse.

				 From the other side of this party I watched Kate go from happy and laughing to alone and stoic, and eventually to drunk and angry. It was the talk of the party. She cussed out Jeff Temple by the pool and he broke up with her in front of the world.

				 For everyone else, it was high school drama at its best. For me, it was painful. Through the past year I’d melted into Kate Shepherd, and as I said before, the difference between me and Kate narrowed to nothing. I could see the brokenness. It wasn’t just a random act. It was the night of her graduation. It was everything coming together. It was Jeff going to college when she wasn’t. It was being dropped off a block from her home. It was the knowing and not knowing.

				 I followed her out to the road in front of David Ansley’s big house, but lost her in the darkness. I called out her name but didn’t get an answer, and wondered if she recognized my voice, or if she was passed out in the woods somewhere.

				 Back at the party Jeff Temple didn’t seem to have a care in the world. He drank a cold beer and laughed with his buddies. I watched him grab a girl on the ass with a cigar hanging from his mouth. 

				 I wanted to beat the shit out of him. I wanted to make him stand before the crowd, blood trickling from his nose, tears in his blue eyes, and say, “I’m sorry, Kate. I was wrong. You’re too good for me.”

				 But of course I didn’t do it. Of course I just watched him from across the party as long as I could stand it, and then left alone to find Kate. There was still no answer on the street. I figured she might have gotten a ride home. One of her friends must have cared enough to get her safely to her bed.

				 I drove across town in the direction of Kate’s house. It was midnight, and I had no real plan. Of all the situations I’d envisioned, this wasn’t one.

				 I parked out by the road, near the mailbox. The dirt driveway snaked through the center of the wooded lot. Far back in the lot I could see a single yellow light. There were a few houses on the street, but everything was quiet. I got out of my car and closed the door gently. This was it. The moment I’d waited for. She needed me. I could tell her why. Everything would come together for both of us. She needed saving, and I could explain the reasons, and then I could proceed with the plan.

				 I put my hands in my blue jean pockets and started down the driveway. I could barely see the road at my feet as I twisted around one curve and then another. The yellow light came from the porch of a small wooden house. It hadn’t been painted in twenty years. A scruffy white dog crawled from beneath the porch. Her teats were engorged and hung below a fat belly. I could hear the whimpering of puppies. I stopped to wait for the dog’s decision to bark or not to bark. She wagged her tail and smelled my shoe.

				 I stepped up on the porch. The boards creaked under my feet. There was a dull glow from the single yellow bulb. It wasn’t until I reached the door that I realized it was only a screen door. Inside was dark like a cave. I pressed my face against the screen and tried to see anything at all. The outline of a piece of furniture, a couch, anything.

				 In a low voice, almost to myself, I said, “Kate?”

				 There was no answer. No sound of any kind inside. I put my hand on the handle of the screen door and pulled gently to test whether it was locked. The door opened a few inches, the hinges making a rusty squeaking sound.

				 In the silence my ears were raw for sound, listening for any noise. From below, on the other side of the door, came a deep gutteral groan, low and long. I froze with my hand on the handle of the door.

				 The noise stopped and I waited. It came again, the prelude to something violent.

				 From inside the room I heard a man’s voice, “He won’t bite.”

				 I couldn’t see anything in the direction the voice had come. With the light outside, I knew the man and the beast at my feet could see me clearly, the outline of a stranger testing the door at midnight.

				 A lamp flicked on inside. In an instant I could see what I could only imagine the second before. At the base of the screen door, sitting on a dirty welcome mat, was a stout, red-faced pit bull with a brown leather collar. In a reclining chair in the corner of the room sat a man with one leg elevated. He wore a short-sleeved gray shirt and a pair of old dark pants, unbuttoned at the waist. We looked at each other. 

				 The man repeated, “He won’t bite,” but the tone of the statement was neither friendly nor unfriendly. The words were tired, spoken out of habit.

				 “Is Kate here?” I asked, my hand still holding the door between me and the world inside the room.

				 The man’s foot was swollen and black. I could see crust on the top of the foot, the big toe white against the darker colors. The man’s other foot rested on the floor next to a bottle of clear liquid. It looked like a liquor bottle without a label.

				 The smell from inside was hard. Old cigarette smoke, dog hair, and sour milk, maybe. There was no ceiling fan or air conditioner running. The wall of hot air started where my nose touched the screen. The man looked to be maybe fifty years old. He’d been sitting in the dark waiting for God knows what. I couldn’t imagine Kate in such a place. I just couldn’t see her walking through that room, passing the man in the chair, stopping to open the screen door, stepping around the pit bull, smelling the smell.

				 The man kept his stare on me. “Kate ain’t here. She left,” he said, in the same flat voice as before. 

				 “Where’d she go?” I asked, and noticed his eyes drift slowly away to a place on the wall, just an empty place on the wall, no framed picture or even a stain to look at.

				 “Where does anybody go?” he said.

				 The man moved slightly in the chair and winced in pain. I looked down at the dog at my feet and when our eyes connected he made his favorite sound again. A deep, slow growl from a place inside his thick chest. 

				 The man took both hands, placed them on either side of his knee, and lifted up the foot high enough to move it a few inches. He settled back in the old chair.

				 I asked him, “What happened to your foot?”

				 “I shot a hole in it,” is what he said.

				 His answer begged more questions, but suddenly I didn’t care. I came for Kate. The old man, whoever he was, didn’t matter. If he wanted to die in that chair in the dark it was his business, not mine, and not Kate’s anymore either.

				 “When’s she comin’ back?” I asked.

				 The man reached for the bottle next to his chair. He lifted it to his lips and took a swig. There was no reaction to the clear liquid rolling down his throat, and just by the way he swallowed I knew the man had taken so many swigs like that in his lifetime he couldn’t tell you anymore if it burned or not. He was a dead man, kept alive by inertia and the gravitational pull of millions of years of evolution. He was less alive than dead.

				 “She ain’t comin’ back, boy. Not this time. She’s gone for good.” From his voice I could tell he believed it was true.

				 “How do you know?” I asked.

				 The man smiled, or at least it looked like a smile, mostly on one side of his face, and he said, “You must not know Kate too good, do ya?”

				 If the dog hadn’t been there I’d’ve flung the screen door open and stood above that old man. I’d’ve told him he didn’t know what I knew, and he never would, and whatever he thought he knew about Kate was bullshit, and he’d never see her again because she’d be with me, and I wouldn’t allow it. But there was a pit bull at the door, and a wall of hot air, and the feeling that if I ever went inside that room I wouldn’t be able to leave. I’d be like the old man in the chair, staring at a place on the wall and hoping to die before the sun came up.
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				Nobody saw her all summer. I drove past the house late at night, but eventually even the yellow porch light through the trees burned out. Lori heard Kate moved back to her mom’s house in Oklahoma. Jeff Temple told people she always talked about going to California. He also told people Kate gave him a blow job behind the concession stand between innings of the high school baseball playoffs. After I heard him say it, the picture in my mind was like a snapshot. Jeff in his baseball uniform behind the brick wall encircling the air-conditioning unit. He’s peeking over the edge of the wall with his hat backwards and baseball pants to his knees. Kate’s bent over at the waist, her mouth around him, a buzz in her head from the two mixed drinks she had earlier in the car. I have to remind myself I wasn’t there. 

				 I’ve got very little recollection of my entire senior year of high school. Blurred images of classrooms, waiting tables in the evening, skinny dipping with the wonderful sixteen-year-old girl that night on the coast and feeling guilty about it the next day like I’d cheated on Kate, even though Kate had gone away. 

				 I stayed to myself, mostly. My mother and I passed each other in the house. I wondered why she didn’t date. Christine wasn’t the type of person to mourn her husband’s untimely death by remaining a widow, but outwardly she seemed to have no interest in men, or anyone else for that matter. She was a complicated person. Creative and driven, yet off to the side, lonely for a particular unseen reason.

				 I thought about my father often. Right after he died I found a photograph of him in a bottom drawer. As my memory of my father slowly eroded, the photograph took the place of real memories. It was the way I’d remember him my entire life. Smiling, his head turned a bit to the side like he was considering something mischievous, wearing a t-shirt, extremely alive. When I thought of him, I thought of him this way, and it always made me feel good. 

				 “What happened to that girl?” my mother asked. I was sitting at the kitchen table in my underwear, eating a bowl of cereal. It was the first time my mother ever asked about Kate or any other girl. 

				 “What girl?” I asked, looking down into the bowl.

				 “Wasn’t her name Kate?” Christine asked.

				 I turned and looked at my mother where she stood by the refrigerator. It was the first time I’d looked at her, really looked at her, in an awfully long time. She seemed older.

				 “You wouldn’t like her,” I said.

				 My mother answered, “It doesn’t matter whether I’d like her. It only matters whether you like her. That’s kinda the point, isn’t it?”

				 It seemed like a very profound thing to say. I was a week away from driving off to college and my mother decided to say something profound in the kitchen. 

				 “Aren’t you worried I’ll fail out of college?” I asked.

				 “No,” she said.

				 Between words, the kitchen was quiet. There were no bellowing televisions or radios in the house. No sounds of traffic in the neighborhood.

				 “Aren’t you worried I’ll piss away my money on beer and road trips?”

				 “No,” my mother said.

				 “I mean, I’m eighteen years old. I’m driving away to college in a few days. Into the den of temptation. Aren’t you worried I’ll do something stupid?”

				 “Not really,” Christine said. “Why would you start now? You’ve always worked hard. You’re a smart kid, good with your money, you’ll find your way around.”

				 She was standing, leaning against the refrigerator, her arms crossed over a long faded blue night shirt, no bra.

				 “Do you ever think of Dad?” I asked.

				 She seemed to study me, and then smiled just a little bit. It was almost like she didn’t want to do it. Didn’t want the smile to get the best of her, and when it did she waited for it to come and go, her mouth slowly melting back to the way it was until there was no smile left.

				 “Sometimes,” she said, and I knew it was true. I knew he slipped around the corners of her mind like he did with me, and I wondered what he looked like to her. What pictures she held in her memory of my father.

				 “Dad told me a story once,” I said. “A story about two brothers robbing a motel, and one of them gets shot outside our bedroom window.”

				 Christine didn’t answer. I could see her mind had drifted free to someplace I couldn’t go, a place only she and my father were allowed to go, and now it was her place alone.

				 I interrupted, “What are you gonna do here by yourself when I leave?”

				 “Same things I do now,” she said.

				 A week later I loaded up the car to go to college. Christine left earlier that morning for some important appointment, probably scheduled just to avoid saying goodbye, and so I sat in the car in the driveway alone. I backed out, looking at the house where I grew up. Looking at my bedroom window.

				 In just a few minutes the car was on the highway. I rolled down the windows, turned up the radio, and started to get a certain feeling. It was the entrance into my time of selfishness, a time of free flight, between the dependence of childhood and the responsibility of age. At the moment, I didn’t have the understanding to describe the feeling in words. Like so many things in this life, freedom can’t be appreciated until later, after it’s gone.

				 I found a niche in college. The stupid high school categories didn’t exist. There were people from all over the world, and they seemed self-contained, more interested in standing out than fitting in. The lines between independence, fear of the future, and loneliness faded slowly, until I began to see myself in the mix.

				 My grades improved. In the evenings I worked at a barbeque restaurant. My clothes smelled like hickory smoke and sauce. I had a roommate who failed out after the first semester, and then another roommate who just disappeared one morning. He was there in the bed when I went to class, but when I got back he was gone. He left behind a can of Pork N Beans and one sky-blue sock. I never saw the guy again. I threw the sock in the trash and waited two weeks to eat the beans, in case he came back. His name was Barrett, Barrett Kinard I think, or something like that. I remember he wore a pair of strange rubber booties in the shower and over explained a toe fungus problem he’d had since childhood. 

				 After the first few weeks of newness, I felt like I belonged in college. The library was vast and quiet. Between the circle of buildings, long sidewalks cut through patches of bright green grass, girls sat cross-legged on wooden benches, and towering oak trees spread shade. It was really a beautiful place to be, and I stayed there my freshman summer and into my sophomore year. 

				 When I went home, Christine seemed happy to see me, but after a day it usually wore away and then it was like I’d never left. My room was exactly the same, which seemed strange to me. I’d changed, but my room, the place I’d fallen asleep so many nights, had the same posters on the walls, the same baseball pillowcases, and the same smell. I wondered if my mom ever sat on the edge of my bed and thought about me. Probably so, but we couldn’t talk about it, and who’d want to anyway.

				 Eddie Miller was a year younger. At the beginning of my sophomore year, Eddie became my new roommate. He was lazy and funny and mostly unfocused. When I went to work, he went to sleep. When I went to the library, he went to the bar down the street.

				 “You’re gonna fail, Eddie.”

				 “Naw,” he said, and smiled, lying on the couch in the middle of the day watching a soap opera. He wore shorts and a pair of white socks.

				 “Hey, remember that girl you used to like in high school?” he said, out of nowhere. 

				 I still carried her with me. I hadn’t seen Kate for almost two years, since the night of the party. I hadn’t heard her voice. Sometimes, when I walked across campus, I’d see a girl up ahead and I’d think it was Kate Shepherd, and I’d follow her and it wouldn’t be. It would be another girl instead, a girl who didn’t even really look like Kate, but it would get me thinking about her and wondering where she might be.

				 I pretended not to remember who he was talking about. “Who?”

				 “That girl, Kate, the one who got drunk at David Ansley’s party and disappeared.”

				 Sitting at the old, beat-up dining room table, I flicked a piece of french fry across the wooden tabletop. It spun to the far edge and came to a stop hanging on the cliff, half-on, half-off.

				 “What about her?” I asked.

				 “I saw her last night,” Eddie said, his mouth covered by the brown square couch pillow.

				 “What?” I asked.

				 “I saw her last night at the bar next door to Nicky’s, up the street. She was fucked up. Could barely walk. Whatever happened to her anyway?”

				 I teetered on the edge. To ask another question would pull me into the reality of finding Kate Shepherd, maybe saving Kate Shepherd. Or I could just let it go. Go to work. Spend a few hours at the library. Get up tomorrow and make it to class on time as always.

				 “I think she had a black eye,” Eddie said, watching TV as he spoke.

				 I had always wanted to touch her face. To hold it in my hands.

				 “A black eye,” I repeated. 

				 “Yeah. She looked pretty bad. Whatever happened to her anyway?” he asked again, not really expecting an answer.

				 I thought about it for a little while. “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know what happened to her.” 

				 Eddie’s eyes slowly shut like cat’s eyes, and then opened up again as he floated between sleep. The show he was watching had something to do with rich people living in a very exclusive town, and a serial killer who stalked only women with red dresses.

				 “How can you watch that stupid shit?” I asked.

				 Eddie mumbled something I couldn’t understand. Somewhere in the world, in a foxhole, a soldier was glad Eddie Miller wasn’t watching his back. He was a good-hearted guy, but fourteen hours of sleep a day is just too much for anyone. 

				 It was dark outside. I threw the book bag over my shoulder and headed in the direction of the library. I knew I wouldn’t stop there. I walked past the library steps, turned left down the side street, and ended up at the front door of the bar next to Nicky’s. It was just a hole-in-the-wall. A long wooden bar with fifteen or twenty stools. There were two pool tables in the back and a side area with tables and chairs. The smoke from a million cigarettes soaked into the walls. Beer and urine, perfume and onion rings. It was a college bar, the early crowd already in their seats. I found a small table in the far corner and sat with my back against the wall.

				 At the bar sat a guy and his girlfriend. They talked about people they knew and drank beer out of big, cold mugs. He didn’t look at her as she spoke, but she almost always looked at him, like he might get away if she didn’t pay enough attention. As she drank down the beer in front of her and ordered another, the girl’s voice got progressively louder and louder and the guy joined the conversation less and less. He stared off into the distance.

				 Two big white guys and one skinny black man shot pool to my left. The black man was older, maybe fifty, and leaned over the table to line up his shot, a cigarette hanging from the side of his mouth. The smoke caused his eyes to narrow until it looked like he was closing his eyes on purpose to shoot a blind shot. He wasn’t as good as the white guys thought he was, but I sat in my chair and watched him win game after game anyway. Money changed hands.

				 I recognized a few people in the bar. Just enough to nod my head. Whenever a figure would appear at the door, my head would swing around to look. But Kate wasn’t there. Maybe Eddie was wrong. Maybe it was somebody who looked like Kate. What would she be doing there anyway?

				 It was dark outside. I’d had all I could stand of the drunk girl at the bar telling a story about the day she almost drowned at the beach. By the end of the story I wished she had drowned. Maybe her boyfriend could find some peace. I grabbed up my book bag off the table and left the barroom.

				 Outside the door, to my right, were a few restaurants and other bars. It was fairly well lit, with people roaming around outside. To the left, the street headed into a more residential area. I went left and planned to cut across the railroad tracks back to campus and then to my apartment on the other side.

				 A police car passed and the red-headed officer eyed me. I walked down the sidewalk, cracked and broken with roots pushing up from underneath, and thought about the old saying, “Step on a crack, break your mama’s back.” What a terrible thing to tell a child.

				 Up ahead I saw the dark figure of a person sitting on the curb of the street. She was huddled over, her arms wrapped around her bent knees, her face turned to the side, resting cheek-down on the top of one knee.

				 It was a girl, or a woman, with dark hair and some kind of dark, flowing dress. As I got closer I could hear her humming, more like a lyric mumble, and she rocked her body forward and back slowly.

				 I got behind her, only a few yards away, and stopped. Was it Kate? It looked like her from the back. But I couldn’t see her face and I couldn’t make out the words she hummed. Next to her was a small bottle, and next to the bottle, in the light from a passing car, I saw a glass pipe. 

				 She said in a low voice, “It’s the only color I know.”

				 Was it Kate’s voice? It sounded like it. I moved closer and leaned my body over hers. A car passed, and I could see part of her cheek and the edge of her chin. The rest was covered by brown hair hanging down.

				 There was a part of me that wanted badly to walk away and not know. The part that never missed a class, and showed up early at work, and knew Eddie would fail. The part that balanced my checkbook, and looked forward to my time in the library, and secretly liked the way my boyhood room never changed. But Kate had been with me all along, and I couldn’t make myself walk away without knowing.

				 She said, “He held it in his hand. I saw it.” And it sounded less like Kate because she said it drawn-out and slurred. I wasn’t sure how to feel about wishing it was Kate, or wishing it wasn’t, or hoping it was someone else lost in this big world. And I wasn’t sure if I was still a savior, but I remembered the man in Kate’s house that night, sitting in the darkness, his foot propped up and rotten, waiting for something to happen. He was probably dead by now. 

				 “Kate?” I whispered, the same as I had the time she was passed out in the back of Lori’s car.

				 “Is that you?” I said.

				 She didn’t respond, just kept rocking. Kept humming.

				 So I reached my hand down to pull back the brown hair. I touched it, and pushed it back off her face. I held it that way until another car passed, and in the few seconds of light from the headlights I saw it was Kate Shepherd, the girl I’d thought about for so long. Alone, her eye black, sitting on a street curb talking to no one, a crack pipe by her side.

				 There wasn’t much thinking to do. I’d been through it a million times in my mind. I knelt down, put my arm under her knees, the other arm on her back, and lifted the girl off the ground, my book bag on my back. She didn’t flinch. She just put her face into my shoulder, and I could feel the low hum against my skin under the fabric of my shirt.

			

		

	
		
			
				nine

				It’s the nature of this round world, spinning around and around in circles, eventually everything comes back to you if you only wait. Kate came back to me, and I carried her across the campus that night. Her bones were light, but even so, by the time I reached my apartment the muscles in my arms were burning.

				 I put her down on my bed. Eddie was out for the night and his bedroom was dark. I sat down in the chair across the room from her and stretched out my arms on each side, feeling the burn slowly dissipate. It was dark in the room, and quiet, with the only light coming from the kitchen. Kate’s breathing was low and the mumbling had stopped. She was asleep like a child, completely, with no cares and no idea where she slept and who watched.

				 In my mind, like I said before, I’d rehearsed a million times the moment like the one on the street when I picked up Kate and took her away, but after that moment of gallantry I hadn’t really considered what would happen next. Now she was here, in my bed. The moment of gallantry was over. My arms didn’t burn anymore. This girl, a girl I really barely knew, would wake up in my room. She might not even remember my name. Should I take off her dress and put on a t-shirt and a pair of my shorts? Where should I be sitting when she opens her eyes?

				 I sat in the chair and just let my mind spin like the world. It was done. She was still pretty, thinner than I remembered, but with the same gentle face and presence. It didn’t matter where she’d gone the night of David Ansley’s party until I saw her sitting on the curb. We were together like I knew we’d be.

				 I heard the front door open and close around two-thirty in the morning. Eddie was home. I hadn’t slept all night. No part of me wanted to sleep. I saw him walk past my bedroom door on the way to the bathroom. He sounded like a racehorse pissing on a cookie sheet. It went on and on until I couldn’t believe any man’s bladder could hold so much beer. On the way back down the hall Eddie stopped at my open door. He craned his neck inside to see me sitting in the chair. He turned his head a click to see Kate in my bed. I could smell the burnt smell of cigarettes and spilled beer from ten feet away.

				 Eddie entered the room quietly. We still hadn’t spoken. He stood by the bed between me and Kate, looking down at her. I rose from the chair and stood next to him.

				 “She’s beautiful,” I whispered.

				 Eddie didn’t say anything. He looked at me, and I could see in his face he didn’t agree. I could tell he was confused about the situation, the girl in my bed, and the fact I’d gone and found Kate at the bar next to Nicky’s. He didn’t see her the way I did. Maybe nobody would. But for the first time, the very first time, it was clear to me I saw Kate Shepherd physically different than other people saw her.

				 Eddie went to his room and closed his door too hard, the way drunk people sometimes do. I sat back down in the chair. When I woke up and opened my eyes, Kate was looking at me from her place on the pillow. The morning light from the window was a deep yellow. Her eyes were brown like I remembered. A rich brown, the darkness of chocolate. We looked at each other for a few seconds, and then a few seconds longer. It lasted so long I wondered if one of us might be dead, but I was afraid to move. Afraid of what she might say, the first words that might come from her mouth. Finally, finally, she smiled. It wasn’t much, just a tiny upturn of the mouth, but it was a smile. No doubt about it.

				 And then she said in a voice I could barely hear, “Early Winwood.”

				 She remembered my name. To hear her speak it was the best possibility. It allowed the moment to float forward, the potential to remain unlimited. Maybe it was better than I’d imagined. Maybe she came looking for me. Maybe it was no natural coincidence her world crossed mine outside a bar on that certain night.

				 “What are you doing here?” she whispered, childlike.

				 “You’re in my apartment. You’re in my bed. I carried you here.”

				 The expression on her face didn’t change, and we were staring at each other again for impossible periods of time. But as the minutes passed, the discomfort of the silence left the room, steadily, until there was no discomfort at all. We just looked at each other, and I stopped trying to figure out what she was thinking, or what she might say next.

				 “Where are your parents?” she asked.

				 “My mom’s at home. My father is a writer in New York City,” I said.

				 For the life of me I don’t know why I lied. I’d never said such a thing to anyone before. As soon as it left my mouth I wished it was never said, but there didn’t seem to be a way to take it back or explain it. The lie hung between us. It occurred to me she thought we were at my house back home. She didn’t even know what town she was in.

				 “Where do you live now?” I asked.

				 Kate’s face on the pillow didn’t move. Her words were certain.

				 “Here,” she said.

				 More time passed. Maybe five minutes. Maybe more. I can’t be sure.

				 “Where’s your stuff?”

				 “I don’t know,” she said.

				 I reminded Kate where I’d found her the night before. Her eyes drifted from me to the window and then back to me like she was searching for a memory, found it, and brought the memory to her lips to speak it.

				 “There’s a house down the block from there, a yellow house. My suitcase is upstairs.”

				 I stood from the chair and left the room. The yellow house was where she said it would be. A girl from my business class passed me on the sidewalk. It would be the first class I’d missed all semester.

				 I knocked on the front door. There was no answer. I knocked again. Still nothing.

				 I tried the doorknob. It was unlocked. The house was a wreck inside. A rolled up carpet rested upright against the far wall. Ratty clothes, towels, and trash were strewn across the floor. It wasn’t the remnants of a party the night before. It was old trash, the smell of neglect and decay. A house uncared for.

				 I didn’t call out. I turned up the stairs and walked slowly, listening for any sound. I stopped at the top of the staircase. Still no noise inside the house. The air was musty and stale, like an attic. I moved slowly into the first bedroom to the left. In the corner, on a thin, stained mattress, was a body. The body of a man asleep on his back, bare chested. He was unshaven, one sock on and one sock off. Next to the mattress was a bent aluminum can with the tell-tale black residue on top and a pack of open restaurant matches.

				 The room stunk of human odor. Clothes were scattered on the floor. There was a hole the size of a fist through the sheetrock near the man’s head and a splattered stain on the ceiling. I was disgusted at the idea of Kate inside a place such as that. Anywhere in the house. Anywhere near the man asleep on the piss-stained mattress.

				 “Where’s Kate’s stuff?” I said.

				 He didn’t move. He didn’t even twitch. He didn’t jump up, startled the way a normal person would be startled by a stranger standing in their bedroom. The man’s mouth was open, and I could hear his body sucking air inside him, despite everything.

				 I raised my voice, surprised by the angry edge, “Where’s Kate’s stuff?”

				 The man began to open his eyes, struggling against the glare from the window. He lifted his hand to his face to shield the light and finally focused on me standing near the doorway.

				 All he said was, “Fuck you.” That’s all he had to say. That’s all that came out of his mouth, and it’s all it took for me to lose control of myself like I’d never done in my entire life. 

				 The reaction was instant. There was no internal discussion. No weighing the options. The anger was overwhelming. I was over him, the first kick landing squarely in his rib cage. My fist came down against the side of his face with a force I’d never felt, bones crushed underneath. The second punch, and then the third, and I could feel spit flying against my face, his and mine. And I swear to God I wanted to kill the man. There was blood on the wall around the hole in the sheetrock, blood on my hands. It was violence I’d never imagined could come from me. Extreme and beyond control, with my fist down again against his teeth, caving inside, and I wanted to bite him, rip a piece of his flesh away in my mouth before I fell backwards from the force of my own rage and stood again over the man I’d brutally beaten in his bed, his face in his hands, curled into a fetal position, soundless and wet.

				 I said, “Where’s Kate’s stuff?”

				 One of his hands left his face, slowly and then upwards until the index finger separated from the ball of blood and pointed down the hall.

				 I left the man and went to the next room. There was a big blue suitcase open on the floor with clothes out and around. In the corner of the room was a pile of burnt things, looked like a newspaper and a child’s doll, with black streaks and soot up the wall nearly to the ceiling. I put the loose clothes in the suitcase, zipped the sides, and carried it down the stairs like it was a normal day in a normal house, a normal man carrying a suitcase, with blood beginning to dry on my right hand, beginning to feel stiff over the skin.

				 When I got back to the apartment Eddie was sitting at the old wooden dining room table, eating a bowl of cereal. He watched me carry the suitcase into my bedroom. Kate wasn’t in the bed, and I thought she’d gone. I thought he’d let her walk out the door. But then there was a sound from the bathroom. The sound of vomiting, retching.

				 I opened the bathroom door. Kate was on the floor, her head resting on the toilet seat. I wiped her mouth with a towel. Her eyes still closed, and I wondered if she knew it was me, or maybe thought it was the man in the yellow house. But when she opened her eyes there was no look of surprise.

				 “I got your things from the house,” I said. 

				 She looked up at me, and again I was struck by the way she stared. I thought of Jeff Temple’s story of the time behind the concession stand during the baseball game, and I knew it couldn’t be true. I imagined the man on the mattress in the yellow house was Jeff Temple, his baseball cap on backwards, pants down to his knees, a smile on his bloody face.

				 “I’m pregnant,” she said.

				 In hindsight, these many years later, it was the moment I could have let myself off the hook. It was the fork in the road. I probably should have been rattling off questions like, who’s the father? How can you get drunk and use drugs with a baby inside you? Did you plan to bring your child home to the room in the yellow house with the burnt doll and rancid smell and the man sleeping on a piss-stained mattress?

				 But those questions never entered my mind. Instead, I could see her clothes hanging in my closet, making room for her underwear in the chest of drawers, asking my boss for a few days off of work to get Kate settled, finding a doctor, being with her during the first days her body craved the drug, wiping the vomit from the side of her mouth.

				 And then, with the same uncharacteristic lack of thought I displayed in the violent attack earlier, I said out loud, “We can get married.” 

				 For a moment I wasn’t actually sure I said the words loud enough to be heard. Kate’s face was unchanged. There was no reaction at all, and for some reason I thought of my father, and his hand in mine when we walked together one morning on a beach a long time ago, when I was maybe four or five years old.

				 “What do you want to be when you grow up?” he asked.

				 And I said, “I want to be with you.” 

				 He squeezed my hand a little tighter and looked down at me as we walked. When he looked back up across the water there was a smile on his face not meant for anyone but him. A pride in me, his son, he never found anywhere else. And I wondered what he would think of me as I lowered the towel and wiped the glistening saliva from Kate’s chin where it rested on the toilet seat.
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				We talked all day. I fixed Kate a sandwich for lunch. She told me about leaving the party that night, and getting a ride home, packing a bag and leaving her father sitting in the living room where I found him later.

				 “I went to Oklahoma to stay with my mother and her boyfriend, but she just had a new baby. It didn’t work out.”

				 “Where’d you go from there?”

				 Kate answered my questions with a tired indifference. She was worn out, surviving for the sake of survival when there was nothing else better to do.

				 “A boy in the trailer park, his name was Darren, offered me a ride to California. I had a friend who lived in Sacramento. We mostly slept in the car…”

				 Her eyes drifted past me again, and she seemed to remember something she’d forgotten.

				 “Let’s talk about something else,” she said. “Let’s talk about you.”

				 I told her about my job, and taking business classes. I told her about Eddie, and the time we got caught stealing. And then I told her about going to her house that night and talking to her father.

				 “He was sitting in the dark. There was a dog at the door. When’s the last time you talked to him?” I asked.

				 “That night.”

				 “You haven’t talked to your father since then?”

				 She didn’t answer right away. She didn’t even seem to hear my question. I waited.

				 Kate said, “Why did you go to my house that night?”

				 It was the question I knew would come eventually. The dilemma I expected to face. Should I tell her about my infatuation? Would she consider my dedication honorable or creepy? 

				 Through the years, in anticipation of such a conversation, I’d changed my mind back and forth. Eventually, I’d settled on a middle ground, waiting to size up Kate’s reaction, waiting to actually get to know her before gauging her possibilities.

				 “I was just worried about you.”

				 I thought about Jeff Temple, the cigar in one hand and beer in the other, standing by the pool, laughing. I thought about the man on the mattress in the yellow house.

				 “Do you have a boyfriend?” I asked.

				 She smiled, and even though I’d seen her smile earlier, I’d forgotten what it did to me.

				 “No,” she said, like she’d never been asked before.

				 I called in sick to work. Kate took a shower and we ordered pizza. My mind was a whirlwind of ideas and plans. In the mirror, accidentally, I caught a glimpse of Kate in her bra and panties. It was only a glimpse, maybe lasted one second, and I turned away, but it was a remarkable one second. I can still see her closely in my mind, wet hair, bent over slightly looking for something in the drawer, white panties, freckles on her back. She seemed not to recognize the value of her body, just moving around like nothing at all.

				 It was nighttime again. The whole day had passed and we’d never left the apartment, barely stepping foot outside my room. We sat down on the bed together. Kate smelled clean. I held a notepad and pen in my lap.

				 “Do you want to make your life better?” I asked sincerely.

				 Kate smiled. “Yeah,” she said.

				 “I mean really? Do you seriously want to make your life better? Because we can do it. We can sit here and list out every part of your life, and under each part list out how to solve the problems, how to make each part better.”

				 She seemed not to understand, so I moved forward.

				 “See, on this first page we’ll break down the sections of your life: education, employment, finances.”

				 I wrote as I spoke, making sure to pick the most general categories first.

				 She was hesitant. “Okay,” she finally said, and then asked, “What else?”

				 “Well, family relationships. Maybe substance abuse issues. The baby.”

				 Kate touched her hand to her belly, reminding herself it was real. My categories had become more specific. She could see I’d thought about what I was saying. She seemed to be impressed I’d taken the time to break her life into identifiable pieces, something she’d never considered.

				 “What else?” she asked curiously.

				 “Maybe, spirituality. I don’t know. And long-term goals, like marriage, maybe.”

				 We both looked down at the list I’d made, top to bottom, in a column like a grocery list. Like we could go to the store and pick out each of the items and mark them off one by one.

				 “Now what?” she asked.

				 “Well, we turn over to the next page, and we write the first thing on the list at the top of the next page in big letters. Education. And then, underneath, we write down what kind of education you want and how to make it happen. Do you want to enroll in college here? What kind of classes do you want to take? Would you rather go to nursing school, or one of those places they teach you to be a court reporter, or what? What do you want to be when you grow up?”

				 We both laughed at the idea we weren’t already grown up.

				 After a moment, Kate said, “I don’t have any money.”

				 “Don’t worry about that part yet. Let’s just talk about what you want. Then we’ll talk about how to get it.”

				 I could tell she’d never even asked herself the question. Probably her mother and father had never asked her the question, because it wasn’t a possibility. It wasn’t something possible, and so there was no point. It wasn’t a subject avoided. It was no subject at all. The same as they probably never discussed how many light years it takes to reach the furthest star, or why our blood comes out red. I thought again about the man in the chair, beaten down by the day, a bullet hole through the top of his foot, in the dark.

				 I said the words again, “What do you want?”

				 She looked like a child. “I think I’d like to take some history classes. I always liked history.”

				 I was surprised by her answer, and excited for her. She’d probably never told anybody before, and then a wave of unforseen anger came over me. She’d spread herself naked for men, maybe sucked the dick of Jeff Temple like he said, given herself away in so many ways, and none of those people cared a shit about what she wanted, and maybe I was too late. She was pregnant with another man’s baby. Who knew what they’d done to her, all of them, and now I was charting how to fix it. How to fix everything, right down to the details.

				 I wrote, “History classes, enroll for next semester,” and closed my eyes halfway through, the words tailing off down and away.

				 We stayed up for hours, talking and writing down pages of notes underneath capitalized titles. She had credit card debts. Her brother lived in New Mexico. She believed in God, but thought he’d given up on us and wasn’t really paying attention anymore to what was going on.

				 We circled employment opportunities in the Classified section of the newspaper, weighing the advantages and disadvantages of each type of job. I balanced a hypothetical budget based on what the two of us could make, plus Eddie’s share of the rent, and took into consideration a monthly payment toward Kate’s credit card debt. The interest accrued at a rate higher than we could pay down, an endless cycle of wasted resources.

				 She didn’t want to see her father again, and didn’t like to talk much about her mother in Oklahoma.

				 “Do you know if you’re having a girl or a boy?”

				 “I don’t know. It feels like a girl.”

				 “Do you have any names picked out?”

				 “No.”

				 “Why not?” 

				 “I’m just now gettin’ used to the idea there’s somethin’ living inside me. I haven’t gotten around to naming it yet.”

				 On the pad of paper, I wrote down, Baby Names.

				 We both stared at the page.

				 Finally Kate said, “I like the name Gretchen.”

				 I wrote it slowly on the paper. Gretchen. Kate said it out loud again. It was old-fashioned, original. I hadn’t heard the name in a long time.

				 “I like it,” I said. No one spoke for awhile as we stared at the word on the page. Seeing the written name made it more real.

				 “You can’t do any more drugs, Kate. And you can’t drink. Not just for yourself. For the baby.”

				 “I know,” she said.

				 “Do you need help, or can you do it yourself?”

				 “I can do it myself. It’s just a diversion. I don’t need it.”

				 We were sitting very close together, our heads nearly touching as we leaned over the pad, backs against a mound of pillows stacked at the headboard of my small bed.

				 She smelled glorious, a clean soapy smell mixed with a soft, feminine scent. I glanced down and could see the top of her breasts, light brown and smooth, leading to the border of the white bra just north of the nipple line. I felt a stir in my shorts. Just a stir at first, but as my imagination slid slowly across Kate’s body the stir became a full erection, hidden behind the yellow pad of paper in my lap. I felt my breathing deepen and wondered if she knew.

				 Her face rolled to my face and I felt Kate’s lips brush my cheek and stop. She kissed me. I’d been through it a thousand times in my head. In cars, hotel rooms, open fields. There was almost a familiarity, an expectation, but in reality it was new ground.

				 I turned my face until our lips touched and closed my eyes. There was a moment, a tiny fleeting moment, when I wondered if it was real or just another vivid, detailed daydream. And I moved against her, and we kissed. And I moved again until I was above, and she was below, and I could feel her breasts pushed against my chest, and our hips together with the pressure in between. 

				 My left hand found its way and cupped Kate’s breast, firm, but not too firm, a light squeeze, and the desire to have it in my mouth. I pushed downward, my lips on her neck, and then slowly to the skin of the chest and then up against the place I wished to bury myself, the softness and the smell like nothing my imagination had been able to capture.

				 I slid back up and kissed her again on the mouth, harder, and felt Kate’s legs wrap around my waist. It was actually happening, and I tried not to think about it. I tried just to do the next thing, think the next thought, apart from the whole. And with our clothes still on, Kate started a slow rhythm, our bodies moving together into each other, and God help me it was more than I could control, and the instant came upon me like a wave of water and I raised up with involuntary sounds from my mouth, and Kate must have known because she pulled me to her and held me hard, wrapped up in arms and legs until the shuddering stopped and the embarrassment came quietly down upon me like a dark blanket. It was the sign of things to come. 

				 “I’m sorry.” I whispered. “It’s never happened before.”

				 When I said it, I was actually thinking it had never happened before in all those vivid daydreams. Those dreams of red panties and short skirts always ended well, the timing perfect.

				 I rolled off her and we lay side by side, looking up at the dotted ceiling. I felt the yellow pad under me and didn’t bother to move. I was afraid to look at Kate, but when her breathing began to come and go in a rhythmic flow I finally looked over to see her eyes closed. I worried about what had happened and felt the wetness in my underwear, but our arms were locked together so I didn’t try to get up, and lying next to Kate Shepherd, her breathing slowly put me to sleep.

				 I woke up alone to the sound of the front door gently closing. The clock showed 1:13 a.m. Kate was gone. I bolted up from the bed and changed clothes quickly. I ran outside and headed in the direction of campus, watching for figures of people moving in the dark shadows or under the lamp lights. 

				 I traveled in the direction of the yellow house, hoping I would be wrong. Hoping there would be a simple explanation, until I found myself on the street of restaurants and bars, looking left and looking right, and there she was, with her back to me, walking in the direction of the yellow house, and the man on the floor, and the burnt doll in the corner of the room.

				 I followed at a safe distance. Maybe she forgot something? Maybe I’d left behind a dress or a shoe when I zipped up her bag? She turned up the walkway to the yellow house, its windows dark. I stepped into a bar off the street and found a place to stand where I could see Kate and the house. She went inside without knocking. Just walked into the dark house.

				 Somebody behind me said, “You want anything, buddy?”

				 It was the bartender. A big guy with curly blonde hair and a t-shirt with no sleeves.

				 “Yeah,” I said, “a cigarette.”

				 He didn’t hesitate. The big man pulled a pack of cigarettes from his top pocket and with one hand shook out a single cigarette. He held the pack out to me and I took it.

				 I never really understood the idea of addiction to cigarettes. I’d smoked off and on but never felt the physical demand. It was just a cigarette, and with a pack of matches from the top of the bar I lit the end and stood next to the open swinging doors, my eyes fixed on the yellow house halfway down the short block.

				 Ten minutes passed. I glanced back and forth at the big clock behind the bar. How long would I wait? Was Kate in some type of trouble? I picked a number, twenty minutes, and decided I’d go get her if she didn’t come out by that point.

				 I thought about what happened earlier. How awkward it became so quickly, and how she’d fallen asleep without so much as a word about it. Maybe she didn’t consider it a problem? Maybe she considered it a compliment? I would, if I could cause a girl to shudder in pleasure with a simple kiss and the mere touch of a breast.

				 Fifteen minutes passed. I noticed the bartender watching me, suspicious, or maybe just curious about my presence and the importance of something down the street and the passing minutes on the clock.

				 I decided at seventeen minutes I’d start walking down the block. I estimated, at the twenty minute mark, I’d be standing at the door of the yellow house ready to do whatever I needed to do.

				 I stepped out of the bar onto the sidewalk as the second hand crossed the twelve. At that exact moment, Kate came out the front door of the yellow house. I took a backwards step through the open door into the bar, feeling the bartender’s eyes on me. Kate held nothing in her hands and walked back the way she’d come, eventually passing me in the bar as I moved in a step behind a large plant between us. I couldn’t read anything on her face. Her hands were in her jean pockets. I ran out of the bar in the opposite direction, jumped a chain-link fence, and ran in the dark over the railroad tracks around the Arts & Sciences Building back to my apartment. I got inside, took off my shoes, and struggled to catch my breath.

				 Should I lie down and pretend I was still asleep, or should I confront Kate with what I’d seen? Was it a one-time thing, or would I always wake in the night alone, wondering?

				 I sat down in the chair in the bedroom. The front door opened, and closed, gently. Kate came around the corner through my bedroom door. She looked at me, and I couldn’t tell anything from the look.

				 “Hey,” she said.

				 “Hey,” I said back. I waited, but only a few seconds, and then said, “Where’d you go?”

				 “For a walk. I couldn’t sleep.”

				 Maybe it was true. Maybe she couldn’t sleep. Maybe she just had one last loose end to tie up before she changed her life. I wanted very much to believe.

				 Kate came slowly across the room, bent at her waist, and kissed me on the lips, casual, comfortable, like she’d done it a thousand times before and planned to do it a thousand times more. It was all I needed.

			

		

	
		
			
				eleven

				Eddie never asked me anything about the girl living in our apartment, which was odd, but I suppose not so odd as my going out into the night and bringing the lost girl home in the first place.

				 In a short time I crossed over some sexual barrier into a place I never knew existed. A place of experimentation, comfort, physical pleasure, and it left me dumb and hypnotized, like an opium addict. We wouldn’t leave the room for days, choosing the flesh over reason, another position over food. I had no idea it could be like that, and Kate seemed happy to be locked away and safe. I spent hours exploring every portion of her skin, every fold, especially the parts I didn’t have myself.

				 “I feel like I’m at the doctor’s office,” she said once, and I felt stupid, so I turned off the flashlight.

				 Sometimes, when Kate slept, I’d go through the written plan, adding things and marking things off. Kate got a job as a hostess at a restaurant. She enrolled in only two history classes, deciding to take it slow in the beginning until the baby was born. 

				 Eddie failed out, as I knew he would. He packed his things and left on a Wednesday evening without much fanfare. We had more space, but it certainly didn’t help in the rent department. I put Kate in charge of the utility bills so she could handle her own money and gain a little confidence. Sometimes, right after we accomplished a particular goal, I’d make a big deal out of pulling the yellow pad from under the bed, turning to a certain page, and marking a dark line though the word on the list. I didn’t notice until much later how little Kate really cared about my list, and marking things off, and any of the rest of it.

				 For a month and a half we were like a happy little married couple, wrapped up in each other in my small bed, taking turns cooking inexpensive meals, even studying together. I felt like it could be that way forever if I could only lock the door, nail boards over the windows, keep out the world and everybody in it. We could be like two humans kidnapped from Earth, taken by aliens to another planet to be observed naked in a homelike setting, except for no telephones or televisions, and nobody else to talk to, self-contained and happy, fornicating and eating ice cream all day. But we couldn’t live that way for long, and eventually the world outside would seep under the door and we’d have to pay bills or file taxes or clean out the wad of hair from the sink drain.

				 Kate’s little belly swelled. I could rest my head on top and listen deep inside. It was hard to imagine a baby in there, floating quietly in a sack of warm liquid. And if my head happened to be resting in a particular direction, guilt would mix with lust to form a separate uncomfortable feeling, until the lust would eventually win out.

				 “I know it’s not my baby inside you, but it feels like my baby.”

				 Kate didn’t say anything.

				 “If we get married, she’ll have my last name. They’ll put me on the birth certificate.”

				 I thought I felt something move next to my cheek underneath Kate’s skin. I stayed still and waited to feel it again. Waited for the confirmation.

				 “Should we tell her?” I asked.

				 Kate didn’t say anything. She had her hand on the top of my head, rubbing lightly through the hair. Maybe she wasn’t listening at all. 

				 Sometimes I imagine waking up in the morning to see a giant eye on the horizon. The Earth held up between a huge index finger and a thumb, being examined, the way we might examine a child’s marble. And seeing the giant eye, and knowing the Earth is just a single grain of sand on the beach of some planet far away, I am relieved of worry and responsibility for everything and anything.

				 What a wonderful burden Jesus carried, all of mankind on his shoulders, when I’m allowed to save only two, Kate and the baby. But at the same time, what a relief it must have been to be tortured to death on the cross by those Romans, set free of worry and responsibility, at least for a little while. Some things were only meant to be carried for short distances.

				 “Let’s go up to the courthouse and get married,” I said.

				 Kate’s hand stopped rubbing my head, and then started again.

				 “When?” she asked.

				 “Now,” I said.

				 I couldn’t see her face and didn’t want to. Hesitation was unwelcome. Inane questions were unwelcome. There was just me, and her, and whoever was inside of her, and the giant eye on the horizon. There was just Jesus, and the Romans, and the wonderful burden.

				 “Okay,” she said, matter-of-factly. Not overjoyed, not sad, but without much hesitation, and naked, with my head resting on her warm belly, pointed in the wrong direction on purpose.

				 I rose and started to get dressed, very conscious of each muscle, each movement, listening behind me for sounds of Kate rising from the bed, getting dressed for our marriage.

				 I hadn’t told my mother. I hadn’t even told her Kate was living in my apartment, or Eddie had failed out, or I was on the verge of changing every single thing about my old life. But as I got dressed I imagined sitting at the kitchen table telling my mother all about it, and having Christine, braless and distant, listen to everything I had to say. And then the phone would ring, and she’d hurry out of the house, leaving me at the kitchen table, mid-sentence, with both of us knowing it was her way of showing me how much she really cared.

				 Kate brushed her hair. She wore a blue sundress, light blue, loose around her waist so no one could see the bulge. I wanted to ask her if she’d always dreamed of a big wedding, with a white dress and bridesmaids, maybe a band at the reception and shrimp cocktail. But I didn’t ask her, because I didn’t want to know. I hated the possibility she was disappointed, it wasn’t the way she’d dreamed it would be. So we kept getting dressed, brushing our teeth in silence except for a few short sentences.

				 “Have you seen my other shoe?”

				 “No.”

				 And then a few minutes later, “Is this your other shoe?”

				 “Yes.”

				 I’d saved every extra penny for the past weeks. In the car, on the way to the courthouse I said, “Afterwards, we could go out to eat.”

				 “That would be good,” she said, but I couldn’t tell much from the way she said it. My usual sharp instincts of perception had become dull and self-centered like the 

				opium addict.

				 I let my left hand sneak down from the steering wheel to my left pocket. The bump in the pocket was my grandmother’s ring. She gave it to me when my father died. We were alone in her kitchen after the funeral. She didn’t make a big production of it.

				 “One day,” she said, “you’ll meet a special girl.” And she placed the ring in the palm of my hand and bent my fingers inward into a fist around the ring. Now it was in my pocket, all clean and old-fashioned. 

				 The lady at the marriage license desk asked us questions. She liked to guess to herself which couples were pregnant. I could tell by the way she glanced at Kate’s belly from time to time, unsure. I wondered if some of the questions she asked were really necessary or if maybe she just enjoyed knowing things about other people. People getting married. Pregnant people.

				 We walked upstairs and sat in a judge’s office. The secretary was too busy to ask us anything and simply said the judge would be with us shortly.

				 My stomach felt like I’d swallowed a pinecone. One of those hard green pinecones, and after it sat awhile in the juices of my stomach, the pine cone must have expanded. Kate looked down at her hands. We both thought about the baby inside her. We both had all those natural and unnatural doubts. I thought maybe if the judge didn’t come out soon one of us might get up and leave, not in a hurry, but just get up and go outside and heave up a green pinecone.

				 “The judge will see you now.”

				 We went in the office where he stood in a black robe. The secretary sat down against the wall. She was the witness. There’s always a witness. 

				 We shook hands with the judge and made small talk. He looked over the marriage license and then opened a small notebook.

				 My knees were weak, and I tried to think about the yellow pad under the bed, and the lists, and how good it was to rest my head on her soft belly and listen inside, and my grandmother, and my father’s hand holding mine. Mostly his voice when he told me things I needed to know.

				 “Marriage is an institution of divine appointment and commended as honorable among all people. It is the most important step in life, and therefore should not be entered into unadvisedly or lightly, but discreetly and soberly,” the judge said.

				 It was like a train beginning to move and slowly picking up speed. Once it started, it would be damn near impossible to stop, and I was glad.

				 “Into this estate these two persons come now to be joined. If any person can show just cause why they may not be lawfully joined together, let them speak or else hereafter forever hold their peace.”

				 I turned around and looked at the secretary. She was staring blankly at the floor. She’d probably stood quietly by as thousands of ill-suited idiots married each other, only to eventually end up back in the courthouse fighting over kitchen tables and visitation rights.

				 “Wilt thou, James Early Winwood, have this woman to be thy wedded wife, to live together after God’s Ordinance in the estate of matrimony? Wilt thou love her, comfort her, honor and keep her in sickness and in health; and forsaking all others, keep thee only unto her, so long as ye both shall live?”

				 “I will,” I said.

				 “Wilt thou, Katherine Anne Shepherd, have this man to be thy wedded husband, to live together after God’s Ordinance in the holy estate of matrimony? Wilt thou love him, comfort him, honor and keep him in sickness and in health; and forsaking all others, keep thee only unto him so long as ye both shall live?”

				 I looked at the side of Kate’s face. She was crying just a little bit. I wanted to hold her right there, and tell them to leave us alone. Let us lock the door and cover the windows and stay in my room forever with the aliens watching us through the glass.

				 “I will,” she said.

				 “Please join your right hands.”

				 My hand was wet, and her hand was wet, and we held hands because the judge told us to.

				 “Repeat after me, please,” he said, and I did as he directed.

				 “I, James Early Winwood, take thee, Katharine Anne Shepherd, to be my wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish till death us do part, according to God’s holy Ordinance.”

				 I stopped repeating at the tail end, thinking for a moment he said, “God’s holy orifice.” I looked at Kate, and I think she thought the same thing because we smiled at each other like no one else could see us, like the judge was a robot.

				 The judge looked at Kate and said, “Repeat after me.” And she did.

				 “I, Katherine Anne Shepherd, take thee, James Early Winwood, to be my wedded husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish till death us do part, according to God’s holy Ordinance.”

				 And right when he said the last part Kate and I looked at each other again, and she started laughing, and God help me, I’d forgotten what her laugh could do to me. It was a medicine.

				 The judge said politely, “The ring?”

				 I reached my left hand deep into the pocket and pulled out my grandmother’s diamond ring. Kate held up her left hand with a look of surprise on her face, and I slipped the ring onto her finger.

				 That was that, I thought. That was the hardest part.

				 The judge said, “Inasmuch as this man and this woman have in the presence of God and these witnesses, consented to be joined together in the bonds of matrimony, I do now pronounce them husband and wife.

				 “Ephesians: Husbands love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church and gave himself for it…He that loveth his wife loveth himself.

				 “May the Lord bless and keep you, may he make his face to shine upon you, may the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you his peace now and evermore. Amen.”

				 And when he was finished saying what he had to say, I kissed Kate Shepherd long and hard in the judge’s office, and she kissed me back in front of the witness. It was almost like the act of marriage was the proof we needed that Kate loved me, and I loved her, for all the right reasons, and it wasn’t as crazy as it seemed.

				 There was a sound like a gunshot. And then silence. Through a window we saw men in uniforms running. Heavy footsteps down the hallway.

				 I looked to the judge, but he looked afraid, and he looked at the secretary who had broken free of her trance. A large deputy sheriff came through the office door.

				 “Judge, there’s been a shooting downstairs. I’m gonna take all four of you through the back entrance, evacuate the building.”

				 The judge asked, “Has anyone been hurt?”

				 “Yes,” he said.

				 No one wanted to move. It seemed pointless, and the next day, in the newspaper, sitting in my fucked up little room, I read about what happened in the courthouse on our wedding day.

				On Tuesday afternoon at 2:15, shots rang out in the County Courthouse. Investigators believe Clay Namen (age 28), and his estranged wife, Jamie (age 26), were embroiled in a custody battle over their six year old daughter, Deanna. The case was scheduled for a trial in the Courtroom of Judge Francis, and according to authorities the Court broke for lunch after the wife concluded her testimony.

				 Apparently, by yet unknown means, Clay Namen was able to smuggle a gun past the security checkpoint and into the Courthouse. A spokesman for the Sheriff’s department refused to speculate and stated only, “This has never happened before.”According to sources, after lunch Mr. Namen testified in the hearing, acknowledging he had made mistakes during the couple’s marriage, but begging the judge for the opportunity to see his daughter regularly. Witnesses report that before the judge issued a ruling, and during another break in the trial, Clay Namen fired a single shot in the hallway in the direction of his wife. The bullet missed Jamie Namen and apparently ricocheted off the wall, striking the six-year-old child in her face. 

				 The child was pronounced dead upon arrival at St. Martin Hospital. 

			

		

	
		
			
				PART II 

				somewhere in between

				one

				It was just a regular day. The doctor’s appointment was scheduled in the afternoon. It was the day we expected to see the sonogram and learn if it was a boy or a girl inside. I knew there was a part of me resentful of this baby, but I suppressed the resentment and tried not to think back to Kate’s time away from me, and the yellow house and all the other possibilities, but instead to the plan mapped out on the pad of paper under the bed.

				 We sat in the waiting room with the other pregnant women, some with men next to them. I wondered if they were the fathers, or just men waiting for something in the waiting room. Anything. A place to wait quietly, apart from all the hustle and bustle outside.

				 “Are you nervous?” I asked Kate.

				 “Yes, I’ve got to pee.”

				 We were called to the back, and I sat on a stool in the corner of the room. The doctor placed the stethoscope on Kate’s belly, moving the silver circle from one spot to another.

				 “Excuse me just a moment,” he said, and left the room.

				 Kate lifted herself up on her elbows. “Do you think anything’s the matter?” she said.

				 “No, nothing’s the matter. He probably just forgot something in the other room. Don’t worry.”

				 But she looked worried, and somehow the silence and the disinfected environment didn’t help like it should have.

				 The doctor came back in the room with a nurse. This time the nurse moved the silver circle around on Kate’s belly, listening.

				 The doctor said, “I couldn’t pick up the baby’s heartbeat. It’s not unusual. Sometimes Shelley is better at it than me.”

				 The room fell silent again. Any second I expected Shelley to say, “There it is. I hear it,” but she didn’t, and the moment expanded slowly like a balloon filled with warm air until there was a pressure all around us.

				 The nurse said, “Let me try the other one.”

				 She left, and the doctor followed, leaving us alone again. 

				 “Oh, God,” Kate said. “Something’s the matter.”

				 “No, it’s not. Nothing’s the matter. You heard the doctor, it’s not unusual.”

				 I believed what I said. I’d imagined the birth of the baby, our lives together, even crazy things like one day encountering the natural father, but my mind had never imagined no heartbeat. It wasn’t on the list. It wasn’t part of the plan.

				 But it happened anyway. The baby died inside Kate, never reaching the outside. She cried with a sadness I’d never seen. I tried to hold her, but she was limp in my arms like she was dead, too.

				 We crawled along through the next days and nights at home and then at the hospital. I tried to imagine what it was like for a doctor to scrape the dead baby off the side of the womb and feel nothing at all, like it was a blister. To ball it all up together in one of those little metal bowls and then throw it away, hearing the thud in the trash can.

				 We didn’t talk much during those days. There was nothing to say. Once, when I was sitting at the kitchen table alone, I felt Kate looking at me. I lifted my eyes, she kept looking, and we just stayed that way, me trying to figure out what she was thinking, and Kate wondering if I’d wished for it. Wished another man’s baby to die inside of her, like I had a secret list somewhere, hidden, with such things written on the page. Such things as “I hope the baby dies…”

				 Looking back, the death of the baby inside Kate seemed to start in her an unstoppable process of decay. Who knows, maybe it was already unstoppable and all I did was slow it down awhile, but nothing was ever the same again. For my part, I was driven to deposit my seed, to put another baby where the last one had been, right the wrong, fix the problem, put everything back the way it had been. But it wasn’t so simple. The lightness was gone. She pulled back from my hands, and looked at me like I was a cripple, turning me slowly from a savior to a beggar, leaving me to make ridiculous rational arguments, sometimes out loud.

				 “For everything I provide to you, the roof over your head, an education, and you can’t let me touch you? You can’t give yourself to me for just a few minutes? Once every two weeks just isn’t enough for me.”

				 And another one. “It’s funny, I’m supposed to be strong all the time, like a statue, like a tree, always solving the problems. I can’t be weak for a minute, not even weak for you, physically. Even that weakness is unattractive to you.”

				 The arguments always sounded better alone. When I tried them out loud, the whole structure caved in upon itself until I was a blithering idiot and the words had no meaning, only a cutting anger and frustration. Success was rare. 

				 One day I called Kate’s restaurant.

				 “May I speak to Kate, please.”

				 Pause.

				 “Hello?” I said. 

				 “She doesn’t work here anymore.” 

				 Pause.

				 “What do you mean?” I said.

				 “She’s no longer employed here.”

				 We had a gigantic fight that night over the definition of being fired. I never could figure out exactly what happened, and in the middle of the fight the electricity went out. The man on the phone said we hadn’t paid our bill, but Kate swore she sent the check.

				 I could barely function. I found a bottle of vodka behind a box of tampons. The bank called to say Kate had bounced three checks at the grocery store. The phone started ringing at night, and Kate would go outside and whisper. I’d press my ear to the window and pick up pieces of words, inflection in Kate’s whisper, a soft laugh.

				 And then, one day while I was in economics class, my wife packed her bags and went away. I couldn’t concentrate. Everything had unraveled. In just three or four months it had gone from my head resting on Kate’s belly to complete and utter chaos. I couldn’t focus on schoolwork. I’d slept on the floor, on the couch, or sometimes next to the corpse in my bed. I’d argued with myself, and Kate, and swung from one end to the other, until the day I came home to the empty apartment. Everything had happened so quickly, at least that’s the way I remember it now. Life just wouldn’t slow down.

				 The door was unlocked. I thought it might be another one of those nights I’d end up staying awake listening for the sound of her getting home late. But it was different. This time, even her ghost was gone, and the apartment felt like it used to feel when Eddie laid around in his socks watching daytime television. 

				 Sitting on my bed, I closed my eyes and let myself believe for a minute it was all a dream. One of those crazy nonsense dreams you wake up from and you’re glad it’s over but wish you could get back in the middle of it a few more minutes. But it wasn’t a dream. I was married and had no idea where my wife had gone. She didn’t leave a note or anything else. Even the tampons and vodka were gone, leaving in their absence a recurring visual analogy of a person drowning in a pool, calling out for help until someone jumps in the pool and pulls them to the side. And then, a few minutes later, when nobody’s looking, the person paddles back out to the middle of the deep end and starts to drown again, calling for help, until they’re saved again, and so on and so on until finally nobody comes when they call and so the person either drowns or struggles to the side, and by then maybe nobody cares anymore, no matter how beautiful they are or how worthy they may be, because maybe God made some people unsavable on purpose.

				 I remember one time on the couch, after the baby died. Kate had fallen asleep. I climbed over and crawled in beside her, my front against her back, and smelled her hair. With my top hand I ran my index finger along the skin on her upper arm and slowly let my arm relax downward until I cupped her breast. We were still for a moment, the rain outside falling sideways against the window, and then, with her eyes still closed, Kate said, “You’ll be feeling me up on my deathbed.”

				 I remember thinking, as loud inside of myself as possible without anyone else being able to hear, “No, I won’t.” And knowing what I already knew, saying to myself, “You’re not who I wanted you to be. I can’t save you. I can’t even save myself.”

				 I left the empty apartment and got in the car to drive home. It seemed like the only place to go. I drove past the street with the restaurants and turned the wheel. I could see the yellow house up ahead. It was a cloudy day, thin gray clouds covered the world like a blanket. The front door of the house was wide open, but I couldn’t see anybody. I drove past slowly to the end of the street, turned around in a driveway and went by again. Standing in the doorway I saw the man I’d beaten on the floor before, and he saw me. We watched each other and I thought of him on top of Kate, kissing her mouth, her open legs around his waist, the burnt doll in the corner watching, fixated, and then I felt my lungs seize up, and the last free breath leave my body, and the burning panic like I’d felt before.

				 I didn’t stop driving. I opened the windows and got on the highway heading home. It was the middle of the week. I had classes the next morning. I was in the thickness of an asthma attack. My wife was gone, everything had come apart. I had no detailed plan for such a day, so I drove, and wheezed, and tried to make each breath just a bit easier than the one before. I thought about my father on the train tracks, and how until I found Kate he was the person I felt closest to, and he was dead. And now the person I’d brought closest to me didn’t want to be close to me anymore, but my father didn’t have a choice.

				 I pulled into the driveway of my mother’s house after hours of driving and driving. It was raining, big drops pounding against the metal roof of the car. I thought about opening the car door, but didn’t. I thought about it again, but my hand didn’t move, and I wondered if maybe my body had decided not to listen to my mind anymore. Maybe the rebellion had reached my own arms and legs, a complete rejection of any plan I’d made, or would ever make in the future. Maybe my hand would decide if and when it would open the car door, and my legs would decide if and when to go inside the house, and my mind would just have to wait.

				 I sat for awhile, just listening to the rain, feeling sorry for myself. I saw my mother come to the front window of the house. We looked at each other, and I wondered if she knew instinctively somehow that something was wrong, or if she was devoid of any such instincts and saw only a car in the rain in her driveway in the middle of the week.

				 We stayed that way for minutes, me and my mother, in a silent conversation, but I needed more from her. My hand opened the door and my legs took me in the house, wet and shivering, and after an awkward continuation of our silent conversation, my mother actually hugged me. She held on long enough for me to know the sacrifice.

				 “I got married.”

				 She didn’t react. I might as well have told her it was Wednesday.

				 “How about a cup of coffee?” she said.

				 We sat down at the white kitchen table. My mother’s house was always extremely clean. In fact, it reminded me of one of those model homes where no one actually lives. Just a house, with furniture, and books on the shelves not meant for reading.

				 “I got married to that girl from high school, Kate Shepherd. We went to the courthouse. It was the day the man shot his little girl in the hallway outside the courtroom. We were there that day, upstairs, getting married, me and Kate.”

				 My mother took a sip of her coffee. “I’m not sure what to ask. Why did you wait until now to tell me?”

				 I felt myself wanting to cry. I hadn’t cried but I felt the feeling in my throat and then up into my face and eyes.

				 “I screwed up,” I said, trying to force back the emotion.

				 My mother said, “Everybody screws up, Early. Everybody.”

				 “She left. I don’t know where she went.”

				 I started to cry, and when I started I couldn’t stop. My mother stood and leaned over me, her hands on my shoulders, her face resting on the back of my neck, and I cried so damn hard I thought the asthma might come back, my body shaking, eyes squeezed shut in my hands.

				 My mother didn’t offer any advice, and I’m glad she didn’t. Whatever she said would have cheapened how I felt, and it wasn’t the reason I drove to see her anyway. I drove there because it was still my home, good or bad. It was the place where my father used to walk in the front door from work every day, and I’d hear the door open and run like hell to see him, until that last day when he didn’t come home at all and the world changed colors.

				 The agony slowed and I was able to speak. “‘I’ve got to go back to school, Mom. I’ve got classes in the morning.”

				 She didn’t try to make me stay the night. She didn’t tell me it was crazy to drive all day to get there in the rain just to turn around and drive all the way back. She didn’t tell me everything would be okay, because it wasn’t, and we both knew it, and what would be the point of patting each other on the backs and saying, “Everything will be all right?” No point.

				 Back at the apartment I tried to focus on the next thing only, the next class, the next day at work. I counted on the routine to pull me slowly from the mire, but it was too slow to notice, like the movement of the minute hand on the clock. You know it’s moving, you just can’t see it, and so you can’t really be absolutely sure it’s moving at all.

				 Weeks passed, and then months. Kate didn’t come back. She didn’t call. One night I found the pad of paper under the bed. Pages of words, all in my handwriting, outlining a life other than my own. No wonder it failed, but as time passed some of the bad things about Kate diluted and some of the good things rose slowly to the top. Maybe she was in a horrible situation? Maybe she needed me? I drove around town, past the bars, past the yellow house, past the bank, the restaurant where she used to work. No one had seen her. She hadn’t gone to her classes. Maybe she went back to Oklahoma. Maybe back to Jeff Temple.

				 On a cold morning I opened my front door and stepped outside. There was a man.

				 “Are you James Winwood?”

				 I was startled. My breath came out white in the freezing air.

				 “Yes.”

				 And he handed me some papers. Divorce papers. Katherine Shepherd Winwood, plaintiff, vs. James Early Winwood, defendant. The papers said Kate was pregnant, and I was the father, and she wanted custody, and me to pay child support, and she planned to marry a man, an older man named Russell Enslow, with a good job, financial stability, who would help her provide a fine home for the baby. And the papers said I had “tendencies of violence,” having beaten a man in his home, and I was controlling, “stalking the plaintiff since high school,” basically “imprisoning the plaintiff in my apartment,” and more and more and more.

				 I expected to read, “He tried to feel me up on my deathbed.” It was like we were in two different relationships, in two different places, with me and my Kate on the faraway distant planet, enclosed in glass, observed by aliens as we ate ice cream and fornicated happily all day, while the other Kate and the other me were locked in a musty apartment strung out on control issues and implied threats of violence waiting for something bad to happen. We didn’t have to wait long.

			

		

	
		
			
				two

				My lawyer looked like an idiot, tall, gaunt, with big ears, one sticking out farther than the other. I guess I shouldn’t complain. My mother paid his bill.

				 Kate’s lawyer was sharp-dressed and angry. He pranced around the courtroom pointing his finger and raising his voice. Kate’s new boyfriend, the rich old guy, Russell, paid his bill.

				 The judge said, “I’m not entertaining the issues of paternity or custody until the child is born. After the child is born and the DNA tests are completed, we’ll deal with all of this, gentlemen. In the meantime, the mother can move to California as long as she comes back after the birth of the child and consents to jurisdiction here.”

				 I tried to stare straight ahead. I tried to look at the judge, the bailiff, a black speck on the top of the table where I sat. I didn’t want to look at her. I didn’t want to see her. I suppose the man who shot his wife in the courthouse hall on my wedding day must have felt such things. The anger of losing something. The fear of falling to your knees and begging to get it back. The prospect of a lifetime alone.

				 The falling apart happened so fast. The healing seemed not to move at all. I surrounded myself with the fortress of daily routine. Class and work, brush my teeth, remember to eat, go to the library, don’t think. The worst parts were those minutes between the tasks. Forced to acknowledge there would be a baby in the world soon, and I would be kept from her, by a judge, by distance, by a sharp-dressed angry lawyer, by my own stupid decisions and mistakes. And it was all outside my control, happening to me when somebody else decided it would happen.

				 I started smoking cigarettes again to fill the empty spaces in the routine, but I found myself creating more spaces than the ones I filled.

				 “What if I’m not the father?”

				 But the question went unanswered, sitting in the dark on the ground with my back against the wall next to the barbecue grill, smoking another cigarette. Sleeping sometimes wasn’t possible. It’s when all the loneliness settled in the room until I couldn’t breathe. Everything she’d touched, I threw away. The sheets, the shampoo. Everything that smelled like Kate I carried out to the dumpster in the rain. It was impossible to separate her from what was happening to me, from the self-pity, the futility, the embarrassment, the longing. But the options were limited, and I got up again, and did it all one more time, and waited for the healing to begin.

				 Gretchen Anne Winwood was born in Sacramento, California on April 22. My lawyer called to give me the news. The divorce and custody trial would be scheduled in the summer. I hung up the phone and then sat for a very long time, thinking about my father, and how, if he hadn’t been killed that day, things might be different. Trying to go year by year in my mind, from age eleven to the present moment, imagining my father still alive, and how his simply being alive could have changed me. And it made me think about the baby girl so far away born into this world without me being the first to hold her. Some other man being there instead, and how she could get confused by everything and think I didn’t love her, which wasn’t true.

				 The DNA test was positive. It was my mindless sperm responsible for locating and penetrating the ripe egg despite Kate’s disdain, her limp legs wide open, our relationship smoldering like a bombed-out city. You would think an entity as capable of creating the miracle of life could take a few minutes to grasp the circumstances of the surroundings before deciding to plow ahead and make a baby inside a madwoman. But no. Nature hasn’t quite caught up to the complexities of a modern overpopulated world. The crazy sperm blindly twisting and swimming at all costs for the opportunity to further complicate the universe.

				 My mother walked over to Kate and Russell where they sat in the hallway with baby Gretchen. The same hallway where Clay Namen had accidentally killed his daughter. My eyes scanned the walls for bullet holes, but I couldn’t find any. There were sections with slightly newer paint, and I imagined a man on a ladder filling the holes with plaster and painting over the spots.

				 “May I hold my granddaughter?” Christine said.

				 I stayed at the other end of the hall, sitting in my suit, listening. She said the words without begging, without sympathy. 

				 My mother sat down next to me, holding the baby. She was pink and quiet, with a nose you could see up inside, and eyes like Kate’s. She looked at me like I was just another person in the world. Like it was perfectly normal to meet your father for the first time in the hallway outside of a courtroom. I wanted to say, “Don’t you understand what’s happening here? Don’t you see what’s going on?”

				 The lawyer told me we should reach an agreement. He said I was in no position, working and going to school full-time, to take care of a baby. He said if I agreed to let Kate have custody out in California, which he said the judge would undoubtedly do anyway, they’d agree for me not to pay child support until after I graduated college and could afford it. He said I could visit Gretchen, and talk to her on the phone, and later, if I wanted, I could come back and try to get more visitation, or even go for custody if Kate slipped.

				 His ears stuck out from the sides of his head like they were pulled by invisible fishing line. I felt myself wanting to reach up and cut my hand through the air along the sides of his head to reveal the clear string, pulling the line tighter with the pressure of my hand, forcing the ears outward even further. 

				 My mother told me it was the right thing to do for the time being. We couldn’t prove Kate’s drug problem. She’d never been arrested and she tested negative on the urine test. She would impress the judge holding the baby in her arms as she testified. Russell’s money had bought good legal representation, a nice place to live in Sacramento, California, and I couldn’t match their financial stability. What judge would order the baby removed from her mother’s arms to be handed over to a part-time barbeque restaurant cook who could barely pay the electric bill?

				 I couldn’t stop thinking about Clay Namen, having the only thing he loved in God’s world taken from him, his daughter. Walking past his wife and her smiling family on his way to the bathroom and knowing they would win and he would lose because everybody knows a father can’t be a mother. 

				 I graduated from college in finance and took a job as an investment broker in a national firm. There were three of us in the office and three secretaries. I sent a child support check every month to a central collection office. Sometimes when I’d call to talk to Gretchen they’d answer the phone. More often it would ring and ring and ring and I’d slam the fuckin’ phone against the nearest wall. I’d send cards and never know if they were received. Father’s Day passed with nothing.

				 I buried myself in my work for ten years. I remember very little about the efficiency. I bought a small house, with a room set up for Gretchen. The first time she came to visit we sat on her bed like strangers. She was six. 

				 “You’ve got your own bed here. And look at the sheets. Pink, your favorite color.”

				 She held her little bag in her lap like she might stand up and walk out the door any minute. Like a small replica of her mother.

				 “There aren’t any toys here,” she said.

				 She was right. It was like a picture of a child’s room in a magazine. Perfect color coordination. Perfect alignment of the furniture, but no toys, or stains on the carpet, or half-eaten Pop Tarts.

				 “We’ll go get toys,” I said. “We’ll go buy as many toys as you want and fill up the room.”

				 She didn’t move. I expected a fine reaction, a big smile, a hug.

				 “You don’t have any books to read, or movies.”

				 “We’ll go to the bookstore. We’ll go to the movie store, too. I promise.”

				 We sat silent on the bed. My tie was too tight around my neck.

				 “Just give me a chance, Gretchen. Please. Just give me a chance. I’m your dad, and I know it’s all weird, but we’ve got to get a chance to know each other.”

				 And I started telling her more than I planned. “My dad died when I was eleven. For a long time I was really mad. Mad at my dad, mad at God. When I got older, instead of being mad about all those years I didn’t get to spend with him, I started being happy about the first ten years we had together.”

				 On Gretchen’s visits I used my vacation time from work. It always took us days to get familiar again. Every time I heard her call Russell “Daddy” it was like a cold icepick shoved in my ribs. I took her to the zoo, the theater, the park, trying to cram a year into a week, a lifetime into a few days. Each time I saw her she seemed like a different child, older, taller. I stayed away from the subject of Kate but secretly looked forward to fragments of information, stored later inside my mind in a certain place, all together.

				 “Why don’t you have a wife?” Gretchen asked one day.

				 I hadn’t dated much. I’d overheard one of the secretaries at work tell another secretary she thought I was gay. I couldn’t even muster the energy to tell her any different. Nearly every woman I met scared the shit outta me. What was behind them? What poison lay just under the skin? What secrets did they hide until it couldn’t be hidden any longer, until it was too late? If I’d been so wrong before, I could be so wrong again, and it just wasn’t possible to survive another round. Goals at work could be reached. Bonuses earned. On some channel, somewhere, a baseball game, or a boxing match, was happening, pure. I started running. Long distance running. It allowed me to organize my thoughts, discipline my mind to a degree. I looked forward to it, hated it after a few minutes, and then loved it again standing in the shower.

				 Kate and the old man had gotten married. They’d had another child, a girl. It’s all I really needed to know, but I knew a lot more. Through bits and pieces from Gretchen the picture had come together. Russell was the father figure I couldn’t be. The father figure Kate always needed. She felt safe, secure, and it didn’t matter if she loved him, or if he loved her. She was a long way from the house in the woods down the dirt driveway. A long way from the old man sitting in the darkness. But both of us knew, both me and Kate, she was never too far away from where I found her.

				 Gretchen asked, “Why does your house smell funny?”

				 If it smelled funny, I didn’t know it. Ten years of living alone does strange things. Empty refrigerator, hair on the soap bar, too much fast food, too much sausage. Nobody to point out all the obnoxious habits until they build on top of one another and sooner or later you’re not fit to be around people, unable to smell your own smells. Some people might say those ten years were wasted time. They weren’t wasted. They were lonely, necessary, but not wasted. There was a time I thought I’d never heal.

				 And then one day I was in the grocery store. There was this woman, about my age, up ahead of me in the cereal aisle. I don’t know what it was about her that made me stare. There was no ring on her left finger. She was buying food kids would eat. I liked the way she moved. Quietly and gently, like she was quiet and gentle inside. Her hair was clean and short, sandy blond. She dressed casually, but carefully. 

				 There was a rhythm to her existence. It’s hard to explain. A simplicity.

				 I passed her and took a deep breath through my nose, trying to smell her. Not too much perfume. I lagged behind at the oatmeal until she passed me by again. I hadn’t felt such a way since Kate, light like a boy. Like anything was possible.

				 “Hello,” she said.

				 “Hello,” I said back, too quickly. Premature response.

				 She smiled. A good smile. An inviting smile. A new light at the end of a long tunnel.

			

		

	
		
			
				three

				I went to the same grocery store every day at the same time for a week. I saw her again. There she was next to the milk. I’d planned the moment. She needed to see me first. I’d be able to tell everything from her immediate reaction, before she had time to be polite. Would she be glad to see me? Would she be pleasantly surprised? Or would she not even recognize my face, turning away to check the expiration date on the milk?

				 I stood in front of the cheese ten feet away. So many different kinds. White and yellow, shredded and block, Mexican, mozzarella. Out of the corner of my eye I watched her put a small carton of half-and-half in the buggy. She stared at something level with her eyes, and then glanced at me to her left. My timing was perfect. I turned a split second after her glance and we were looking at each other.

				 She smiled again, like before, except this time with recognition. She remembered me and was glad I was only ten feet away next to the cheese.

				 I forgot my line, betrayed by the exhilaration, and instead said, “There’s lots of cheese.”

				 “Yes, there is,” she said.

				 “My name is Early Winwood,” I said, and stuck out my hand like I was meeting a guy at the lumber yard. She stuck out her hand and we shook, awkward but nice just the same. 

				 Her hand was very soft and well-manicured. She was smaller than I remembered, relaxed with herself, and me.

				 I abandoned the master plan altogether. The coy little conversation I’d rehearsed in front of the mirror. She liked me. There was no need to beat around the burning bush. I was over thirty years old, not seventeen. We were grownups, in the grocery store, liking each other.

				 “Would you go to dinner with me tonight?”

				 She didn’t flinch one way or the other. Just stood there, smiling. I tried to put myself in her place. I could be a murderer, a rapist, a con man. She not only had herself to protect, but probably children. The children at school, looking forward to drinking milk when they got home.

				 So I said, “I’m thirty years old. I’m an investment broker. I’ve never been arrested. I’ve got a ten-year-old daughter, Gretchen, who lives in California. I’d like to be more coy and mysterious, but we wouldn’t be able to have dinner tonight, and it would be at least another week until we ran into each other again. And then I’d probably say something stupid like, ‘There’s lots of cheese,’ so I was wondering, would you like to go out to dinner with me tonight?”

				 She listened to all my goofy crap with the same pleasant smile. Her eyes were good and blue. A deep blue. Almost gray, and her skin looked extra-soft. I was struck by the desire to reach out my hand and touch her on the face, but I didn’t, thank God, and instead waited patiently for her answer. 

				 “Yes, Early Winwood, I would like to go to dinner with you tonight.”

				 I went home in a new mood, feeling things I hadn’t felt in a very long time. I called Gretchen on the phone, not to tell her about my date, but just to talk to her, connect my good things with each other.

				 “Is it a beautiful day out there in California?” I asked.

				 I didn’t expect her to question my upbeat mood, or even notice it. Gretchen sometimes struggled with the obvious. I had, however, detected in her some perceptive ability. She was shy in new surroundings. Watching. Noticing. And picked up on things about people.

				 “I can’t wait until Thanksgiving,” I said. It was Gretchen’s next planned visit. Christine and Gretchen had a bond. It was subterranean and strong. They seemed to have an understanding, sometimes looking at me like I was the weak link in the chain. I was jealous of the bond at the beginning. It seemed I’d never be as close to either one of them as they were to each other. But the jealousy went away, and it was healthy, appropriate, and provided me a glimpse into my mother I couldn’t get otherwise.

				 “I’ve got a date tonight,” I blurted out to Gretchen on the phone. 

				 I hate to think I said it hoping the news would get to Kate, my ex-wife of ten years, the wife of Russell Enslow, the woman who packed up and left me while I was sitting in economics class. But who knows why I said it. Maybe the motivation was pure. Maybe I just wanted to share it with my girl.

				 “Daddy’s got a date,” she said out loud to someone in the room with her. I couldn’t hear what the other person may have said.

				 “Where are you taking her?” Gretchen asked.

				 “You got any ideas?”

				 “You’re the Plan Man,” she said, and laughed like the other person in the room with her shared the thought.

				 “Maybe not anymore. Maybe it’s time to stop planning anything at all, just wake up and go through the day. Whatever happens, happens. Carefree. You can call me Mr. Carefree. Who knows? Maybe I’ll buy a horse and become one of those people who rides the horse real fast around barrels.”

				 “That would be fun,” she said. “I think you should get a horse.”

				 I should have kept Kate locked away in my mind. I shouldn’t have ruined her with all that impossible reality. Some things need to be left alone. The memory, the memory of her before that night outside the bar on the street curb could have been a great thing to visit. A place to go when I needed her, in between parts of my life, anytime I wanted.

				 I stood at Samantha’s door, as nervous as a bird. The house was huge, in a fancy neighborhood. My modest car looked pitiful in the driveway next to the white Mercedes. Samantha Kilborn was rich, or at least somebody was.

				 I knocked on the door. A boy, maybe ten years old, Gretchen’s age, opened the door. He was dressed neatly, and we looked at each other for a moment.

				 “Is Samantha Kilborn here?” I asked.

				 The boy turned and walked away, leaving the door open. I heard him call out, “Mom.” There was whispering, and then Samantha and the boy came to the door together.

				 “Early Winwood, this is my son Allen, Allen Jr.,” she said. “Allen, this is Early Winwood.”

				 “Hi,” I said, again too eager, like a big, over-friendly dog. 

				 We all stood there. Allen Jr. said, “Early? That’s a weird name.”

				 Samantha scolded him. “That’s not a nice thing to say.”

				 I tried to be funny. “Better Early than late.”

				 It was brutal. Nobody laughed. We stood there like three well-dressed mannequins in a window. I ended the brutality with a simple, “Okay, are we ready to go?”

				 Samantha and the boy retreated inside. More whispers. I caught a glimpse of a third person, a babysitter maybe. And finally we were outside in my modest car going to a restaurant. I wanted to know everything about her. I could feel myself begin to surface from the disconnection. Someone new. The excitement. The sexual undercurrents.

				 We laughed a lot at dinner, which is good. She remained relaxed, gentle, and told me she was divorced from Allen Kilborn. Allen Sr., she called him. They’d been divorced for three years and she really hadn’t dated much. She didn’t work outside the home because Allen Sr. wanted her to raise their only child, Allen Jr., who was eleven years old and struggled with his parents’ divorce.

				 I told her about me, leaving out most of the weird parts. I dwelled on simplicity and Gretchen, skipping all the stuff about Kate, and the oddness of my conception, and my father’s death, and my vow to be average and invisible. As I edited my responses I wondered how much Samantha edited what she told. I looked for signs of mental instability, pent up anger, propensity toward misery. I analyzed and over-analyzed everything she said, but at the same time tried with all my might to keep it light and fresh.

				 At one point, when she had a piece of chocolate cake on her top lip, I wanted to kiss her. I wanted it more than anything I’d wanted in a long time. And my mind took off on its own with a quick sequence of imagined sexual events, starting with the kiss in the restaurant, and my hand sliding underneath her shirt, and me falling to my knees with my head under her skirt, and finally the two of us up against the far wall next to the painting of the Italian landscape, knocking the painting off the wall.

				 “Where does your ex-wife live?” Samantha asked.

				 “She lives in California. Sacramento.”

				 “Do you get along with her?”

				 I thought about the question. “We don’t really talk. Gretchen’s old enough to talk for herself, so we don’t need to. What about you? Where does Allen Sr. live?”

				 “He lives outside of town.”

				 Her face revealed the slightest sign of tension when she spoke of her husband. Just enough to show.

				 “Do you get along?” I asked.

				 “Yes, I suppose,” she said, and wanted to say more, but didn’t. 

				 After dinner we parked downtown and walked around looking in the windows of the shops. Maybe it was the wine, maybe the cool evening, but there was no discomfort between us. No sense of wanting to get away from each other to assess the situation and organize thoughts. We were walking along and came to a crosswalk. Samantha took my hand as we hurried across ahead of the cars. When we arrived on the other side of the street, she left her hand in mine, and it felt really good. I kept my mind on the moment. Tried not to let it slip into the fear that I’d misjudged again, and it might be good for awhile, but then confusing, and eventually unbearably painful, and I’d be rolled up in a ball again on my living room floor crying until I coughed.

				 Driving home I wrestled with the idea of the goodnight kiss. Should I try in the car? Should I wait until we’re at the door? But I didn’t want to freak out the kid. He already seemed freaked out enough by his mom going out on a date. Maybe skip the kiss. Ask her on a second date. Plan the kiss. Location. Circumstances. Eliminate the possible complications.

				 I walked Samantha to the door. She reached for the knob and the door swung open. Standing in front of us was a large man. Maybe six foot three, two hundred thirty pounds. His face was hard, and that’s the way he seemed to like it. I felt the potential immediately. The posture of the confrontation. I knew it was Samantha’s ex-husband. The man she wanted to tell me more about, but didn’t.

				 Samantha wasn’t prepared.

				 “I didn’t see your car,” she said to the man.

				 “I guess you didn’t,” he said back, in a voice matching the body. A crushing tone over the words as he looked down at us.

				 “Did you leave Allen with a babysitter again?”

				 Samantha’s demeanor had changed. She was more childlike, apologetic, like she’d been caught sneaking a cookie.

				 I stuck out my hand. “My name is Early Winwood.”

				 He looked down at my hand and left me standing there.

				 “Early Winwood?” he repeated, like he was making a mental note of the spelling. Like he’d be checking me out and needed to remember the name.

				 My hand was still out. I decided to leave it there.

				 “Do you see this house?” he asked me.

				 I looked across the door frame. “Yes,” I said.

				 “I bought this house. Just like I bought that car in the driveway. Just like I bought everything inside the house. I don’t know who you are, and I don’t really care.”

				 He’d been a bully all his life. I could tell. And all his life it worked. People did what he told them to do. He’d raised intimidation to an art, believing himself superior in size and intellect. It must have scared away so many competitors. So many potential problems. Like one of those big black gorillas in the rainforest pounding a fist against the dark flesh of his chest and howling.

				 If I shrunk away, Samantha and I would never see each other again except perhaps with uncomfortable sideways glances in the grocery store from time to time. It was terribly early in our relationship for such a test, but there it was before me, and I decided to leave my hand extended in front of him, without moving. There was no way to pull it away with dignity. I was back at the cafeteria table so many years ago with the senior leaning over, emptying a mouthful of chocolate milkshake on my lunch tray.

				 “My name is Early Winwood,” I repeated.

				 The big man looked over my head to the street. I turned to see a car pulling up in front of the house under the streetlight. He walked past me, past my outstretched open hand, toward the car.

				 I stared at the back of his head and had a clear vision of the future. Something bad would happen, and it would be me, and not him, to make it happen. I heard the first click of the machine in my head, the first microscopic movement toward a plan. A detailed, mapped-out, absolute plan. The man walking across the green lawn would ultimately affect my life, perhaps more profoundly than any other single person.

				 Samantha and I watched him. Allen Kilborn looked back at me over the top of the car before he climbed inside and went away. My hand was still outstretched.

				 “I’m sorry,” Samantha said. “I should have told you.”

				 “Can I kiss you?” I asked. It came out quickly, before I could think about it.

				 She seemed surprised by the question. She seemed surprised I hadn’t run away like one of those smaller gorillas in the jungle, looking over my shoulder.

				 “Yes,” she said, “you can kiss me.”

				 And so I did.
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				I looked forward to seeing Samantha. She spent the night at my place whenever Allen Jr. was staying with his father and Gretchen wasn’t in town. It was our time, alone, without distraction, free from ex-husbands and 

				ex-wives, free from the complications of children and potential stepchildren. It was always the time I knew for sure I wanted to marry her, and live together, and not be on my own anymore.

				 She was funny. And in the bedroom Samantha didn’t just wait around for things to happen. I’d forgotten how wonderful it could be with the doors locked, a few glasses of wine, a mischievous look in her eye as the panties come off.

				 But even at my own home, with the doors locked tight, I found myself peering out windows expecting to see Allen Sr. sitting in the big white truck outside my house. I knew he wasn’t the kind of man who would ever allow another man living in the same house with his son, taking his place as a father figure, taking his place as the husband he could never be to the woman now outside his control, no longer dependent upon his money.

				 My plan was slow and patient. I took a business trip to Chicago. It was a seminar on new investment opportunities. On a Tuesday afternoon I skipped a class on alternative fuel source investments and rode a taxi to the far side of the city. At a Salvation Army store I got a pair of brown cotton gloves, khaki work pants, a button-down flannel shirt, a pair of thick dark socks, and a pair of cheap boots. I made sure none fit me well.

				 Next door, at a hardware store, I had a key made. The morning before leaving home I had taken Little Allen’s key to his father’s house and slipped it in my pocket. While the man in the hardware store cut the key, I made small talk.

				 “I’ve never really figured out how that machine works,” I said.

				 “It’s easy,” the man said. “You just stick it in here.”

				 I didn’t pay attention.

				 “Can you tell where a key was made?” I asked. “I mean, if I found a key on the street, would there be any way to tell what machine, in what state, at what store, cut the duplicate key?”

				 “Naw,” he said, “there’s not a secret number on it. It’s just a key.”

				 When I arrived at the airport, I put the shoes, pants, shirt, socks, and gloves in the trunk underneath the spare tire in the wheel well of my car. That evening, over at Samantha’s house, I waited for Allen Jr. to go outside and then replaced the key to his father’s house back where I’d found it, later hiding the spare in my own house.

				 While in Chicago I toyed with the idea of buying bullets for a .357, but I couldn’t get them home on the airplane and didn’t want to risk sending a package through the mail. Surely Allen would keep his gun loaded. He was the kind of man to have a loaded pistol in his house, or at least bullets nearby in the special drawer in the kitchen.

				 I hadn’t seen Eddie Miller in years. He still lived in town and worked for a rental car agency, but we never seemed to be in the same place at the same time until we ran into each other at a doughnut shop one morning.

				 It was good to see him again. He’d gained weight, probably from hanging out too often in the doughnut shop. We talked about being kids and the stupid stuff we did. We talked some of college days, but not a lot, and I told him all about Kate. He already knew most of it, but shook his head and listened anyway. He seemed happy for me finding Samantha. 

				 We left the doughnut shop promising to go drink a beer together soon. We exchanged phone numbers and shook hands. His smile was the same as it always had been. Wide but reluctant, like he wasn’t sure it was appropriate to laugh at certain things. Like maybe the world wasn’t supposed to be a funny place, even if he found it funny sometimes.

				 The days kept passing and the plan kept moving forward by itself. On Samantha’s calendar hanging on the refrigerator, a date was marked in red. I pointed with my finger and said, “What’s happening here?”

				 Samantha leaned over to see. “Oh, Allen’s father is taking him deep-sea fishing. They leave at five a.m. and get back around seven at night.”

				 It was three weeks away. Suddenly my plan had a date, a day on the calendar marked in red. It became more real. Part of me hoped something would happen to change the course of events. The other part of me knew there were no alternatives. The next night, perhaps purely by coincidence, I was reminded of this fact.

				 Samantha and I were having one of our nights alone at my house. We had candles around the bathtub, and a bottle of wine, and the blinds closed tight. She bent over for me in front of the big bathroom mirror, and I was grateful for the chance to see us that way. A few minutes later, after midnight, while Samantha stretched out in the bathtub, I snuck out my back door to the secret porch in total darkness to smoke a cigarette. I was naked, and it felt good to be naked in the cool evening, the backyard surrounded by a privacy fence.

				 I kept a pack of cigarettes and a book of matches hidden in a crack between two boards above the door. Samantha didn’t know I smoked a cigarette every few days. I’m sure she wouldn’t have cared, but it wasn’t how I wanted her to see me. I never smoked in front of anyone else, and sometimes went months between buying a new pack.

				 I reached up, fished out a cigarette, and lit it quickly. I held the menthol smoke inside my lungs, breathing out slowly, thinking about the woman in my bathtub, surrounded by candles. Thinking about the look on her face in the mirror, bent over with me inside her. I closed my eyes and let the smoke roll freely from my nose.

				 In the quiet, from the darkness twenty feet away at the far end of the screen porch, the voice said, “That’s some sweet pussy, wouldn’t you say?”

				 The shock of not being alone, the instantaneous outright fear, shot like electricity up my legs and into the core of my naked chest. I spun around, lost my balance, dropped the cigarette on the floor and fell against the door leading back into the house. It wasn’t until I got through the door I recognized who it was, the voice.

				 I ran to the hall closet and grabbed a baseball bat. From the bathroom Samantha said, “What’s going on?”

				 “Nothing,” I answered quickly, and then pulled on a pair of shorts, the fear hardening into a brick of anger. How long had the son-of-a-bitch been there? Did he watch us through the tiniest crack in the blinds at the bathroom window? He had seen me smoking, naked, on the back porch, eyes closed?

				 I flicked on the kitchen light and swung open the back door to the porch, now lit from the lights through the windows. He was gone. My cigarette still lay on the tile floor, smoke rising slowly up and circling.

				 I heard Samantha coming up from behind. Before she could see, I picked up the cigarette and shoved the butt into the dirt of the big houseplant by the screen door.

				 She was wearing only a towel and carrying a glass of white wine.

				 “What’s going on?” she repeated.

				 I decided not to say.

				 “It smells like somebody’s been smoking out here,” she said.

				 “I know. I thought I heard somebody. Probably just kids.” I turned my head away so she couldn’t get a whiff of my breath. 

				 She stretched her neck to look around the doorframe.

				 “You’ve got a bat,” she said.

				 I wondered whether Allen Kilborn was somewhere out in the darkness watching us, maybe even close enough to hear our conversation. The moment solidified my resolve. He deserved to die. He earned it. Sitting on my back porch in the middle of the night. I wasn’t Samantha. He wouldn’t intimidate me with his bullshit. And I remembered Allen Jr. was staying at his house that night. The man had left his eleven-year-old son alone in the house. What if the kid woke up? What if he had a bad dream and went to his father’s bedroom for comfort? His father wouldn’t have been there. Instead, he would have been on my back porch talking nasty about the mother of his son. Scaring the holy shit out of me.

				 Two days before the date marked in red on the calendar, I drove in the very early morning hours to two designated spots. I put on the Salvation Army boots and walked approximately fifty yards to each place into the woods. I took a small gardening shovel I’d found a few weeks earlier at the local dump. With the shovel I dug two holes, one at each location, about two feet deep, in the soft soil. I piled up the dirt around the backside of the holes, careful not to leave any mud or dirt around the front of the holes, and careful to remove any dirt from the bottom of the over-sized boots before the boots were placed back in the wheel well. No cars passed on the secluded backroads while I dug the holes.

				 Later that day I burned all my written notes and plans, along with the diagram of Allen Kilborn’s house, and the maps of the backroads. I lit them on fire inside a ceramic pot, and after each piece was burned, I poured water into the pot, stirred it around into a black mess, and poured it on the flowers in the backyard. I burned the entire notepad in case anything I’d written or drawn had traced onto a bottom page. The diagrams reminded me of the drawings I’d made so long ago of the drugstore—locations of mirrors, the pharmacist, the candy bars, Eddie’s lookout point. I’d forgotten the janitor, and learned from my mistake.

				 The day arrived. I didn’t sleep well the night before.

				 Looking over at the red numbers on the clock by the bed. Thinking, and rethinking, every part of the plan. Allowing myself to overthink and find flaws where no flaws existed. It was almost like the plan stood alone, outside of me.

				 I knew the boy would be picked up by his father around five in the morning. At five-thirty I drove over to Samantha’s house and let myself in the back door. She’d gone back to sleep like I knew she would and the house was quiet. I went to Little Allen’s room and got his pellet gun. I drove to Allen Sr.’s house and pulled up at a spot on the road with a clear shot at the streetlight. I took aim at the light, pulled the trigger, and missed. The gun wasn’t very loud, but I felt stupid missing the entire streetlight. I shot again. And then again. On my fifth shot the light busted and glass crashed to the ground. I drove away in a hurry, checking the rearview mirror for any cars coming from the direction of the Weltys’ house down the road.

				 Back at Samantha’s, I replaced the pellet gun in Little Allen’s room, wiping my fingerprints away while she slept.

				 I took Samantha to breakfast and we spent the morning shopping at the mall. I tried to focus on little things, bacon, a kid sitting on a wood bench, swinging his legs, waiting for his mother to try on another pair of ridiculous shoes, a dog outside lifting his leg on the back tire of a new car, and then the front tire a few seconds later. I tried not to think about how the plan would ultimately end, only the next step. The next thing to do on the list in my mind.

				 I called Eddie Miller and set up a time in the afternoon to drink a beer together. He picked me up around three o’clock. Down the road on the way across town to the sports bar to watch the Saturday game, I said, “Do you mind swinging by Samantha’s ex-husband’s house? It’s on the way. I’m supposed to see if the kid’s back from fishing.”

				 “Yeah, okay,” Eddie said. He didn’t care anything about the game.

				 As we pulled up near the front of Allen Kilborn’s house, I pretended to notice the broken glass for the first time.

				 Eddie said, “Looks like somebody busted the streetlight.”

				 I told Eddie to stop at a spot on the street where he couldn’t see the front door. His windows were up and the radio was playing. Eddie was the kind of man who enjoys air-conditioning and music.

				 I walked on the pavement and then across the steps to the door, glanced back to make sure Eddie’s car was out of sight, knocked on the door three hard times, and then opened the front door with the key cut in Chicago. I hurried to the kitchen and opened the drawer using the tail of my shirt between my fingers on the knob. Inside was a .357 pistol, just as Allen Jr. said, in a special wooden rest. It was loaded.

				 I went to the foot of the stairs and walked up slowly, stepping near the middle of each step. The seventh step squeaked in the middle. The right-hand side made no sound. At the top of the steps, straight across the hall, was the computer room. The back of the chair faced the stairs, with the computer in front of the chair, and a big window to the left. I went back down the stairs, again slowly, and avoided the middle of the seventh step. I ran to the refrigerator, grabbed two beers, stepped outside, locked the door, and walked across the stones and the pavement to Eddie’s car, careful not to step near any broken glass.

				 “The door was unlocked,” I said. “They’re not back yet. I don’t think he’ll miss a few beers.”

				 Eddie drank down nearly half the beer like he was thirsty. In only a few minutes I’d accomplished a good chunk of the plan. I tested the key, verified the location of the gun, made sure it was loaded, and got the layout of the house. I checked out the stairs, saw the design of the computer room, made Eddie a witness to my visit to the house of Allen Kilborn, as well as the unlocked door and the busted light. Most importantly, I now had an explanation for any hair, fingerprint, glass shards in the shoe sole, stray eyelash, or anything else I could leave behind or take with me from the crime scene. I simply stopped by to check on the boy. He wasn’t back yet. The door was unlocked, so I called inside, walked up the steps to see if they might be upstairs, grabbed a few beers, and left. And who could say the door wasn’t unlocked? Allen Kilborn? He’d be dead in ten hours, according to the plan.

				 At around seven o’clock in the evening, according to schedule, Allen Sr. dropped off his son at Samantha’s house. The boy was exhausted. He told us all about the day. He went to his room after a shower and talked with his father on the computer. By ten o’clock, Allen Jr. was sound asleep.

				 By eleven o’clock, Samantha was on her fourth glass of her favorite Chablis. I brought over two bottles, and every time I poured a glass for myself I’d fill it half with water. We watched a movie, and around twelve o’clock, midway through her fifth glass, Samantha fell asleep. I carried her to the bedroom and she was snoring like a sailor in just a few minutes.

				 I entered the boy’s room quietly. He was hard asleep. The computer in his room was turned off. I closed his door and then sat down alone in the living room. I could have laid down on the couch and just fallen asleep. I could have let the Saturday marked in red on the calendar pass by. Sometimes I wish I had.

				 I got the clothes from under the wheel well and changed in the front seat of my car. I drove the posted speed limit to the road leading to Allen Kilborn’s house. The light was on upstairs in the computer room. The Weltys’ house was dark except for a light on the front porch. 

				 I parked away from the broken glass on the dark street. I could have driven away. I could have gone home and stood on the back porch smoking a cigarette. But I didn’t. I closed the car door quietly, walked over the pavement and across the stones to the door. No matter how much you plan, no matter how precise and careful, luck demands a role. Allen Kilborn could’ve been standing in the kitchen in his underwear drinking milk out of the carton when I opened the door. He could have been at the top of the stairs looking down on me. But he wasn’t. He was sitting, just as I envisioned, at his computer, with his back to the stairs, when I arrived behind him, holding the man’s loaded pistol in my gloved hand. He didn’t hear the squeak from the middle of the seventh step, because I didn’t step in the middle. He didn’t hear anything at all.

				 I was behind him. I could’ve gone back down the stairs. I could’ve avoided the squeak on the way down, replaced the pistol in the special drawer, locked the door on the way out, and climbed in bed with beautiful, drunk Samantha. But I didn’t. I held up the gun and thought of her on her knees with her mouth on him, with him looking down on her, and her eyes looking up at him. It disgusted me, and I felt my chest tightening inside. Suddenly, I couldn’t draw the next breath, just like the day at the pond with my grandfather. My lungs seized. I felt the panic rise through my body.

				 Allen Kilborn’s fingers stopped on the computer keyboard, like he sensed someone behind him. Like he knew I’d gotten the best of him. And according to plan, even in the middle of a full-blown asthma attack, just as I knew I would, I pulled the trigger, exploding the back of Allen Kilborn’s head like a ripe melon across the room.

				 I bent over at the waist and tried to concentrate. The air sucked in, and I stood, arms outstretched, praying I wouldn’t collapse on the floor in the dead man’s room. Listening for my grandfather’s words of comfort. Trying to rationalize the irrational, and in time, the air came more freely. I didn’t look back at him. I kept the gun, ran down the stairs, rubbed both doorknobs with my gloved hand, and left the door unlocked on my way out. I stayed on the stones, and then the pavement, and avoided the shards of glass. I drove carefully, my hands shaking on the wheel like a man with Parkinson’s, my breath still short and forced, to the first designated location on the backroads. I turned the car so the headlights would shine in the woods, walked in my Salvation Army clothes to the hole I’d dug, and dropped the gun into the hole. With the shovel I’d left near the hole, I pushed dirt and mud inside until it was full and covered the top with dry leaves. I walked back, careful not to step in any mud, and removed my boots before entering the car. I changed clothes in the front seat. At the second designated location, after parking the car again with the headlights shining my path, I walked in sock feet to the second hole. I dropped the shirt, pants, gloves, and boots into the hole, filled the hole, and again covered it with leaves.

				 Before entering the car, I removed the heavy dark socks and put my regular socks and shoes on my feet. A mile down the road I threw one sock out the window. A mile further, the second sock followed. And a mile later, the little shovel ended up in a gully and the spare key flew through the air and landed in a farmer’s field.

				 I parked outside Samantha’s house and opened the back door quietly. Again, Samantha, or even worse, Allen Jr., could have been standing in the kitchen getting a glass of water. But they weren’t. Allen was still sleeping hard after a day fishing in the hot sun. Samantha still snored like a sailor. It was done. It was over. I stood in the shower and felt the hot water down the back of my neck, felt the shaking in my hands slow to a pulse, took long steady, deep breaths, in and out again.

				 I climbed in bed in my underwear and waited until my body warmed beneath the blankets. I touched Samantha and woke her with a kiss. If she only knew what I’d done for her and her boy. If I only knew how it would occupy my mind for the rest of my life.

				 She smiled. “You’re staying the night?” she asked softly.

				 “Yes,” I said. “I’m staying the night.”

			

		

	
		
			
				six

				That night I dreamed again of the scary black circle on the floor. I hadn’t had the dream in years, but it came back just as before, except this time in the dream I was an old man. I was alone in a bedroom, sitting in a wheelchair, watching television. I was very tired. The circle appeared slowly on the hardwood floor by the closed door. I watched it form, beginning as just a slight discoloration, and then taking shape until it was the same circle from my childhood dreams.

				 The black circle began to move toward my wheelchair. The movement was steady and slow, getting closer and closer to me. I couldn’t move my arms. I was too tired to move my arms to roll away from the circle, and it got closer and closer until the edge reached the outer wheel of the chair, and the chair began to tip into the hole, and I woke up covered in sweat.

				 Believe me, my various motivations for what I’d done to Allen Kilborn did not completely escape me. I’d built a fortress of justification, but it was impossible to ignore my savior complex rearing its ugly head. The jealousy and anger held deep roots, and regardless of whether the world, and Samantha, and Allen Jr., were better off, I would forever struggle with untangling the necessities.

				 I lay in bed, thinking of the circle and waiting for Samantha to open her eyes and see me in her bed, see the clock, and know I’d slept with her throughout the night. I backtracked through my mind, making sure I hadn’t forgotten anything. The explosion of the man’s head was difficult to believe. How quickly he went from alive to dead. How suddenly I was alone in the house, his brains and blood across the computer and the wall. The next morning, it was hard to believe I’d done such a thing.

				 “Good morning,” she said. The clock showed 8:07 a.m.

				 “Good morning. How do you feel?” I asked.

				 “Like my head got stepped on by a giant.”

				 She went to the bathroom, and I put on my pants. While she took a shower and tended to her headache, I banged around in the kitchen until Allen Jr. wandered in for breakfast.

				 “What are you doing here?” he asked.

				 “I fell asleep,” I answered.

				 The boy made a face of disgust. He went back to his room, and I knew he would send a message to his father telling him I’d spent the night. Tangible confirmation of my alibi. See, even the boy knows I spent the night in the house. I was there the next morning, in the kitchen, with no shirt. 

				 Allen Jr. and Samantha arrived back in the kitchen at the same moment. She avoided eye contact with the boy, recognizing the anticipated repercussions from her ex-husband for allowing a man to spend the night in his home with his son in the other room.

				 Allen Jr. said, “Dad’s not answering on his computer.”

				 “Maybe he’s still asleep,” Samantha said.

				 The boy picked up the phone and dialed a number. I poured a cup of coffee and imagined the phone ringing in an empty house, the dead man upstairs in a cake of his dried blood, stuck to the floor. My stomach felt weak. The smell of the coffee was suddenly sickening. 

				 “There’s no answer,” he said.

				 “Well, maybe he had to go out for something,” Samantha offered. “We’re gonna go to church this morning. We missed last week.”

				 “Can I go?” I asked. I’d never been with them before.

				 Samantha seemed pleasantly surprised. “Yes, you can,” she said.

				 I drove home, washed my clothes in the washing machine with hot water, took another long, thorough shower, washing my hair twice. On the way to meet Samantha and Little Allen at church, I stopped at a self-service car wash and vacuumed the car, including the trunk and under the spare tire. I sprayed down the car, concentrating on the tires and underneath.

				 The church was big and white. We sat near the front, and I was glad. The multi-colored, stained glass window of Jesus on the cross glowed in the morning sunlight, high above.

				 The Episcopal priest stood to deliver the sermon. He was a small man, thin, with not much hair left on his head. He spoke of our limitations, and how we shouldn’t be disappointed in our inability to always behave like God would want us to. He said that’s the very reason we need a God, to forgive us, to teach us, to help us find our way. What would be the role of God in a world full of God-like humans? None. Just like the Devil would have nothing to do in a world of sinners who fail to recognize their sins, or fail to repent. I tried very hard not to fidget or look around too much. 

				 Afterwards, on the way out, I shook hands with several people I recognized, and knew they’d remember seeing me for the first time in their church. I shook the priest’s hand at the door, but didn’t overdo it or bring attention to myself. He hugged Samantha, and told her he was praying for her. I wondered how he had enough hours in the day to pray for everyone he knew, or even everyone he knew who needed praying for.

				 On Sunday night, alone on my back porch, I sat in the dark smoking a cigarette. All day I’d waited for the phone to ring, the news of Allen Kilborn’s death, the suspicion cast on the ex-wife and her boyfriend. The coming down of everything upon the discovery of the dead man. I hoped it wouldn’t be Samantha or the boy to see him first.

				 The phone rang. It was Samantha. “Allen wants me to take him over to his father’s,” she said.

				 “It’s a school night,” I said. “His father’s probably not home because he’s stalking one of us again. Maybe he’s hiding in my bushes right now, or putting sugar in my gas tank.” 

				 She laughed a little, but not really. It was more a nervous giggle, kinda like it was risky to say such things over the phone. Like there was nothing Allen Kilborn couldn’t hear, or tape-record, or find out about.

				 It was impossible to sleep. I kept hearing the priest’s words in my head. I kept going over and back over every detail of the plan, every unforseen mistake, and the black circle waited for me. Waited for my eyes to close, the cover of darkness, peaceful sleep, to sneak back into my room and maybe swallow me completely, sucking me down. But eventually I must have fallen asleep, because at 6:48 in the morning the phone rang, loud like a fire alarm.

				 “Hello,” I said.

				 “Oh my God,” the woman’s voice said.

				 “Hello,” I repeated.

				 “Allen’s dead,” Samantha stuttered. “Somebody killed him.”

				 “Jesus,” I said. “Little Allen?” I asked.

				 “No, no. Not Little Allen. Big Allen. They found him shot in his house. His business partner was supposed to meet him there at six-thirty this morning. He just called me. The police are there.”

				 “Oh my God,” I said convincingly. I knew the phone records would show Samantha called me immediately after hearing the news. I knew the investigators would jump to the conclusion we killed him together, and Samantha was calling me to tell me the body had been found.

				 “You need to go over there,” I said. I figured her emotions would be genuine in front of the investigators. She had nothing to fake, because she knew nothing, and never would. The first impression she would leave with the investigators could be invaluable.

				 I needed to be seen at work, composed, yet concerned about Samantha. I ended the conversation telling her to go to Allen’s house so she could give the police any information about the fishing trip, and her son’s return Saturday night, and Allen Sr. not answering his boy’s calls all day Sunday. I didn’t want to be there with her, following the old pattern of the murderer returning to the scene of the crime.

				 I shared with the people in my office what had happened, appearing amazed and shocked. Later that morning, about lunchtime, Samantha called from the police station. She asked if I’d come down. The investigator wanted to ask me a few questions. I didn’t hesitate or hurry, arriving at the police station and asking to see Samantha Kilborn.

				 A man introduced himself to me.

				 “I’m Frank Rush, the investigator on the Allen Kilborn homicide.”

				 “I’m Early Winwood. Is Samantha here?”

				 “She’s in the back talking to my partner. Would you mind stepping in my office? I was hoping you could answer a few quick questions.”

				 “Absolutely,” I said.

				 He was mid-fifties, slightly overweight, with a mustache and a patient way about him. I sat down across his desk. Behind him there was a picture of a woman with three grown kids, maybe college-age. The youngest looked very much like his father sitting in front of me, except without a mustache. The woman was remarkably unattractive, her face reminding me of a rodent. 

				 “How long have you and Samantha been going out?”

				 “It’s been months. She called me and told me what happened right after the business partner called her this morning. Has anybody told the boy yet?”

				 Frank Rush studied me for a moment. All of his thirty years of instincts were focused on my eyes, the inflection in my voice, the movement of my hands in my lap, my breathing. What if I had another asthma attack? An involuntary shut-down of my lungs in the office of the homicide investigator?

				 “The boy’s in a safe place,” he said. “You mind if I tape-record our conversation? It just helps me later when I have to put all the information in a report.”

				 “No, I don’t mind.”

				 He pressed the button on a hand-held recorder, whispered the date and time and my name, and asked me, “Mr. Winwood, you know anybody who might want to kill Allen Kilborn?”

				 “Well,” I hesitated, “no.” I intentionally left a space between the words to invite the next question.

				 “You seemed to hesitate with your answer.”

				 “Well, I don’t know how much you know about Allen Kilborn, and I don’t want to speak ill of the dead, but he was the kind of man someone might want to kill.”

				 I could almost see his mind reeling inside. “How so?” he asked.

				 “He was…abrasive.”

				 “Abrasive?” he repeated.

				 “He was a bully. I guess that’s the best way to put it.”

				 Frank Rush sat perfectly still, arms crossed on the desk in front of him. “Did you ever want to kill Allen Kilborn?” he asked.

				 “No,” I said. “I never wanted to kill him. I would have liked to kick his ass a few times, but I wouldn’t want to kill anybody.”

				 “Do you have a key to his house?” he asked.

				 “No. I don’t even think Samantha has a key.”

				 “Have you ever been inside Allen Kilborn’s house?”

				 I pretended to think. “As a matter of fact, yes. This past weekend. Saturday afternoon around three o’clock or three-thirty. I stopped by to see if they were back from deep-sea fishing. I knocked, nobody answered, the door was unlocked, so I went inside and called out for the boy. They weren’t back yet, so we left.”

				 “Who is ‘we’?” he asked.

				 “My friend, Eddie Miller, was driving. We were on the way to watch a football game at a sports bar.”

				 Frank Rush leaned back in his squeaky leather chair. “Is it just a coincidence, Mr. Winwood, that the first and only time you’ve been in Allen Kilborn’s house was the same day he was murdered?”

				 I paused. “I guess so, but he wasn’t home. They weren’t back from the fishing trip. I’m sure you can verify that with the charter boat.”

				 The man stared at me. I waited the required period of time. “You act like I had something to do with this,” I said. 

				 “Did you?” he asked.

				 “No, I didn’t.”

				 “Whoever it was who went to see Allen Kilborn this weekend went there to kill him. It wasn’t a robbery. It was an execution. Do you own a gun?”

				 “No, I don’t have a gun. I’ve never had a gun.” I showed a touch of anger at the implied accusation.

				 Frank Rush said, “You wouldn’t mind if we searched your house, or your car, would you? I mean, you have the right to say no, but if you don’t have anything to hide…”

				 He shrugged his shoulders. It was a test.

				 “I don’t have anything to hide. You can search all you want.”

				 My car was taken behind the police station to a garage. I rode with Investigator Rush to my house. Two other officers met us there. I sat down on the couch as they combed through my house. Shirt, pants, socks, and shoes, all touched and replaced in drawers and on hangers. One guy crawled around in my attic with a flashlight and another sifted through the garbage in my garage. There was nothing to find.

				 My car had an odd smell, a chemical smell, when I got it back. After I left the police station I drove to see Samantha. Allen Jr. was with his grandparents. They’d searched Samantha’s house, specifically asking about Allen Jr.’s key to his father’s door. They took the boy’s computer.

				 I tried to ease Samantha’s concerns.

				 “This is routine, Sam. When somebody gets killed, the first place they look is the ex-wife or ex-husband, and whoever they’re dating. Don’t worry, we didn’t do anything wrong. They’ve probably already figured out we’re not involved. You know as well as I do the son-of-a-bitch probably had a dozen enemies who’d blow his head off if they had a chance.”

				 She said, “They asked me if you spent the night Saturday night. I was embarrassed, but I told them the truth. They looked through my car. They took Little Allen’s key and his computer. The man with the mustache said he was killed around midnight Saturday night. He said the only thing stolen was the gun. They think he was shot with his own gun. And they said the door was unlocked.”

				 I went home that night. The highly trained police officers had failed to find my hidden cigarettes. I could’ve had the gloves hidden there, or the spare key, or a snapshot of the dead man sprawled across the floor, and they’d have missed it. As I smoked my cigarette in the dark, I wondered if Frank Rush was sitting in the bushes in my backyard watching. Maybe sitting in the same place Allen Kilborn sat weeks earlier after scaring the holy shit out of me.

				 On Tuesday afternoon Investigator Rush stopped by my office unannounced. I didn’t act rattled, expecting to hear from him soon. This time, we sat across from each other at my desk instead of his.

				 “I just had a few more questions I wanted to ask you. You mind if I tape-record the conversation again, just to help my memory? I wouldn’t want to get anything wrong.”

				 “Okay,” I said, and looked him directly in the eye.

				 “Where were you Saturday and Saturday night?”

				 “Allen Jr. went fishing with his father. I went to Samantha’s in the morning and took her to breakfast. We went shopping at the mall. After that, Eddie picked me up around three. We stopped by Allen Kilborn’s house, like I said, looking for the boy. He wasn’t there. We went to the bar and watched the game. I drank maybe two beers. I got back to Samantha’s around six-thirty. Allen Jr. got dropped off by his father at seven.

				 “After that, Allen fell asleep somewhere around ten. Me and Samantha stayed up, watched a movie, went to sleep around eleven. I usually don’t stay overnight when the boy is there, but I fell asleep and woke up the next morning around eight. I fixed coffee. I saw Little Allen in the kitchen before I went home to get dressed for church. And we went to church later that morning.”

				 For the first time in my dealing with Frank Rush, I saw some doubt in his eyes. Doubt that I was involved in the death of Allen Kilborn. Doubt that solving this case would be so easy. Or maybe I imagined it.

				 “Did you notice anything odd, or out of place, at Kilborn’s house that afternoon?”

				 “Yeah, as a matter of fact, the streetlight outside the house was busted. There was glass by the driveway.” “Anything else?”

				 “Only that I thought it was strange for the door to be unlocked in the middle of the day with nobody home. But then again, he lived out in the country. Maybe he didn’t lock his doors. I don’t know.”

				 The investigator looked down at his notes. “There was a calendar on Samantha’s refrigerator. Had Saturday marked in red.”

				 “I think Little Allen did that. He was looking forward to the fishing trip.”

				 “How long you and Eddie Miller been friends?”

				 “All our lives. We grew up together.”

				 “When’s the last time you and Eddie went to watch a game together, or drink a beer?”

				 “Before Saturday?”

				 “Yeah, before Saturday.”

				 “Probably ten years ago. College.”

				 He watched me closely again. “Is it just a coincidence, again, that the first time, the only time in ten years, you go have a beer and watch a game with your lifelong friend, Eddie, happens to be the same day, and the only day, you ever go inside Allen Kilborn’s house, which happens to be the same day Allen Kilborn gets his head blown off in that same house?”

				 Conscious of the tape recorder spinning round and round on the desk between us, I said, “I guess so, Mr. Rush, but I’m not a killer, and neither is Samantha.”

				 Frank Rush leaned over and turned off the tape recorder. “Would you mind, Mr. Winwood, providing me a written statement of your whereabouts on Saturday and Sunday? Just for the file.”

				 “No, I wouldn’t mind,” I said.

				 “Oh, by the way,” he said, “Eddie told us about your ex-wife. We pulled the divorce file, and called Kate to verify a few things. Did you ever get charged criminally with assaulting the man you assaulted in that house off-campus?”

				 For the first time in our conversations, I was caught off guard.

				 “No,” I said, “ and it didn’t happen the way she said it did. People will say anything in a custody battle. Did she mention she was strung out on crack?”

				 It was near the end of our conversation. He accomplished his goal of shaking me up, but it wouldn’t make any difference. He stood to walk out the door, and then stopped in the doorway. “Oh, one last question. How many times have you been to church with Samantha and her son?”

				 We looked at each other. “Once. Sunday was the first time.”

				 He reached his hand up and scratched the back of his neck. Frank Rush said, “Another coincidence?”

				 But he didn’t want an answer, and didn’t wait for one.

				 The funeral was on Wednesday morning at the Episcopal church. Allen Jr. was the same age I had been when my father died. Watching him cry made me feel the way I’d felt twenty years earlier as I stood in front of my father’s casket and wanted to wake him. Just wanted to touch his arm and remind him it was time to go throw the ball in the front yard. Watching Allen’s body shake in front of his father’s closed casket made me doubt what I had done. Maybe it wasn’t for me to decide. Maybe the bad would outweigh the good, for all of us.

				 I looked up at the stained glass window above, Jesus on the cross, multi-colored and all-knowing, glowing in the sunlight of a Wednesday morning, and I began to wonder about who I was, and what I had done, and whether anything would ever make sense again.

			

		

	
		
			
				seven

				Two days after the funeral I had my first experience of leaving myself. It sounds crazy, I know, but the way it sounds is nothing compared to the way it felt. 

				 I was driving down the four-lane interstate alone in the afternoon. Traffic was light, and up ahead in my lane, two or three hundred yards in front, I saw an old pickup truck. The bed of the truck was piled high with picked corn, still in the husk, and on top of the pile of corn sat a Mexican boy, maybe fifteen or sixteen years old. I found myself, within the drone of the radio, fixated on the truck ahead, and the corn, and the boy with the faded red t-shirt and black hair. I got closer and drifted into the left-hand lane to pass the old blue truck. I couldn’t seem to remove my eyes from the face of the boy. It was like I was hypnotized or something. And he looked back at me, no expression, with dark eyes against smooth brown skin, the color of wood.

				 We were nearly side by side, my car and the truck, me and the Mexican boy, and then I saw myself. I saw me, driving my car, from the eyes of the Mexican boy sitting atop the pile of picked corn in the back of the pickup truck. I saw me staring, my hands on the wheel of the car. I looked down at the brown hand resting on the ear of corn next to blue jeans, and looked up again to see myself for just a split-second longer behind the wheel of the car. Just a split-second, and then I was back inside myself again, seeing the Mexican boy, and him seeing me, and passing the truck, trying to figure out what had happened. Looking in the rearview mirror to see if the boy would turn his head around to the front, recognition that something had happened to him also. It wasn’t just me. But he didn’t turn around, and I kept going, speeding up to get away from the blue pickup truck. 

				 It happened maybe five more times after that through the years, after that day, but never so profoundly, never with such stark images and clarity of perspective. To see the world through someone else’s eyes, if only for a second, and then return to yourself, moving away, never to see that person again. I’ve often wondered what happened to the boy. Where his life took him. 

				 The fallout from Allen Kilborn’s murder was immediate. There were possibilities I’d failed to consider. A week before Gretchen’s next scheduled visit, I bought tickets for a play and made dinner reservations. I fixed up her room, wondering if I’d picked the right colors. Knowing I was only guessing what girls her age liked, or didn’t like, or thought was stupid. I’d missed so much. I’d missed waking her up in the morning, holding her hand on the way to school, the bond that can only come from the repetition of one goodnight kiss after another.

				 She didn’t come. The day before she was supposed to arrive, a deputy from the Sheriff’s Department knocked on my door. I sat on Gretchen’s bed, on the new quilt and clean sheets, and opened the envelope. My visitation was suspended. Kate’s lawyer called me “the subject of a murder investigation,” and said I was “cohabitating with a member of the opposite sex not related by blood or marriage.” Overnight visitation with my child should be suspended temporarily, they said. There was an affidavit from Investigator Frank Rush cleverly worded to call me a suspect, and at the same time call everyone in the world a suspect. 

				 I called Kate’s house. No answer. I hung up before the machine picked up. I called again, and again. I wondered if Gretchen knew it was me, and didn’t pick up because she didn’t want to talk to me. Because she thought I was a murderer, and a cohabitator, and some strange man she didn’t really know, or even want to know, who lived a million miles away and sat in a room that wasn’t really hers, on a bed she didn’t really want to sleep in.

				 What judge would order a child to fly across the country to sleep in the home of a man suspected of blowing a man’s head off sitting at his computer, in his own home? Not me. What’s more, I did it. I wasn’t just a suspect. I was a murderer. A man capable of such a thing, even if I was the only one who knew. 

				 I loved Gretchen. I wanted everything I’d missed. I would have been a good father. Better than good. If the judge had given her to me so many years ago, I would have fixed her breakfast every morning. Gotten her dressed. Taken her to daycare or pre-school and made sure no one was mean to her. We would have played in the backyard, and had things together. Like words we both laughed about, or stupid little songs only the two of us could sing, because we’d made up the songs. They were ours.

				 But she didn’t come home with me. She went to California with her mother and her rich stepfather and now they wanted to cut the string of what was left. Maybe it was all a part of the investigator’s strategy. Put pressure on me. Take away my little girl. Watch it eat me up inside until I told the truth, all of it, for a chance to see my girl again, or a pack of cigarettes, or a promise of redemption and everlasting forgiveness.

				 Eddie called and wanted to meet me for a beer at the same place we met before. 

				 When I arrived, he was already perched at a stool, a cold frosty mug of draft beer in his hand. I sat down next to him. He didn’t waste time with small talk. “This guy Rush has come to see me three times, Early.”

				 He held up three fingers and repeated, “Three times.”

				 “I know,” I said. “He’s been to see me, too.”

				 Eddie took a sip of his beer. He said in a low voice, “He’s asking me about you, and shit from college, and Kate, and the day we stopped by the dead guy’s house.”

				 He looked straight ahead while he talked. It occurred to me he might be wearing a wire. Frank Rush might be sitting in the back room of the bar, listening. He sent Eddie to see me. He squeezed Eddie with threats of arrest, co-conspirator accusations, and now, here we sat, me and my childhood friend Eddie Miller, not so far removed from the drugstore.

				 “He’s asking me the same questions, Eddie. I guess they can’t figure out who killed the man, so they just keep asking us the same things over and over. Since we didn’t do anything wrong, we don’t have anything to worry about. That’s the way I look at it.”

				 Eddie looked over at me and took a little sip of his beer. We were quiet for awhile. I glanced around the room looking for anything out of the ordinary. Maybe somebody watching me, a tiny camera lens. Maybe I was paranoid, I thought. Maybe I’d be glancing around rooms for the rest of my life wondering who was wearing a wire or why somebody was looking at me.

				 Eddie said, “When I was a little kid, why did you tell me there was no such thing as Santa Claus?”

				 I thought about it. “I don’t remember, Eddie.”

				 “That was a shitty thing to do, Early. Shitty. We only have so much time to believe in things like Santa Claus, and after that, it’s bullshit and bills to pay, sittin’ around knowin’ we’re gonna die at the end anyway. You shouldn’t have told me that.”

				 He was sincere. I began to doubt Frank Rush was hiding in the back room with earphones. The bartender walked over to us.

				 “I’ll have what he’s having,” I said. “And bring him another one, too.”

				 Eddie looked down at his glass.

				 “I’m sorry,” I said.

				 Somebody slapped my shoulder from behind. It was Jake Crane, my other childhood friend, the polar opposite of Eddie Miller. The guy who laid on the roof next to me watching his cousins take showers. I hadn’t seen Jake Crane in at least ten years. He was bloated, puffy in the face. I imagined ten years of cigarettes and whiskey, pool halls and local jails. 

				 “It’s like a reunion,” Jake yelled. “Bring me one of those beers,” he called out to the bartender.

				 In my paranoid state, I immediately wondered if it was a coincidence. Maybe Jake was in over his head with some drug charge. Maybe he was willing to wear a wire, accidentally run into his buddies, try to start a conversation about Allen Kilborn. Maybe Frank Rush had decided Eddie was involved in the murder, and me and Eddie did it together. My mind spun in circles and eventually came to rest on the puffy face of Jake Crane. He pulled up a stool between us.

				 I asked him, “Where you been the past decade?”

				 “Well, let’s see,” Jake said. “I been married twice, fixin’ to be three. I spent a little time upstate after my fourth DUI. I got me a damn good job now, and I gained fifty pounds. That’s about it.”

				 I lied and told Eddie and Jake I had to be somewhere. The fallout continued in directions I hadn’t envisioned. My two best childhood friends, and I couldn’t trust either one of them to have a simple beer and a simple conversation at a bar. I left them sitting next to each other, and I knew when I walked away I’d never meet with either one of them on purpose again. I walked out and got in the car. I sat there thinking about the Mexican kid and the idea of fate. The idea that, if I left the parking lot ten seconds later, or ten seconds earlier, I might find myself in the path of a dump truck running a red light, or find myself not in the path of a dump truck running a red light, and how do I know when to start the car, and when to pull into traffic, and how fast to drive to avoid the dump truck that may not exist, or may very well crush me in my car on the way home?

				 Reasonable doubt. The very foundation of the American judicial system. A standard a jury must utilize to 

				determine guilt or innocence. If you have reasonable doubt, a doubt for which you have a reason, then you cannot, according to the American judicial system, declare someone guilty. The standard, of course, exists to protect the innocent, but also harbors the well-organized, the well-prepared, the man willing to sacrifice. Maybe one of those sacrifices would be Eddie Miller and Jake Crane. Maybe the sacrifices would never end. Gretchen, then eventually Samantha, and finally, myself. Maybe fate would take it off my shoulders.

				 I wanted to marry Samantha immediately. I wanted her next to me every night, but it couldn’t be done. A wedding so soon after Allen Kilborn’s death would brighten the spotlight on me and Samantha. Her focus since the funeral had been on Allen Jr., which is where it belonged, but it left me utterly alone night after night on my porch smoking cigarettes in the dark.

				 I was finally allowed to talk to Gretchen on the phone. Her voice sounded like she was in the bottom of a deep hole. At one point in the conversation she called me “Early.” I knew she’d been calling the old man “Dad,” but she rarely slipped anymore. The worst part is, when she slipped on the phone, she didn’t even catch it. It went right on by, the low voice from deep in the hole mumbling something about feeling sick, or not being able to miss cheerleading practice. After she called me “Early” it didn’t matter anymore.

				 My mother called. “Why isn’t Gretchen coming to visit?”

				 I couldn’t tell her. I couldn’t say it.

				 “She’s sick. She can’t miss cheerleading practice,” I lied.

				 “That’s a lie, Early. What’s going on?”

				 I hesitated. “They filed something with the Court to suspend my visitation.”

				 “For God’s sake, why?”

				 “It’s Kate, fuckin’ with me. Taking advantage of the situation. They told the judge I was a suspect in the murder of Allen Kilborn.”

				 “Are you?” she asked.

				 “No,” I nearly yelled. “No.”

				 There was silence on both ends of the phone. I could hear her breathing.

				 “What about me, Early?” Christine asked.

				 “What?”

				 “What about me, Goddamnit? Me and Gretchen? Our relationship? Forget about you for a minute. Why do I suffer because you end up in screwed-up situations? I miss the girl. Every day. She’s my best friend.”

				 More fallout. More unintended consequences. It didn’t seem to make any difference if I got caught by Frank Rush or not. Even my mother would end up hating me. My father would know what to do. If he was still alive, things would be different. I would have married a nice, pear-shaped, stable girl from a stable family and lived securely in a well-built house. No savior complex. No drug addicts or courthouse marriages. No rich stepfather or abrasive ex-husbands. Smooth sailing, it would have been, if only my father had left the parking lot ten seconds earlier, or ten seconds later, crossing the tracks ahead of the train. It was just a matter of moments, like it’s always been, and like it will always be.

				 Strangely, as the weeks passed, and then months, I felt a change in Allen Jr. Before it was always them against us. Little Allen and Big Allen against me and Samantha. The lines were clear. Now, he was just a boy. A boy without a dad. His dad died and left him alone with his mother, and me. The man who hangs around his mother. 

				 “Are you gonna play baseball this year?” I asked.

				 We were sitting in the living room. Me in the chair and Little Allen on the couch. Since his father died, the boy was quiet most of the time, just like I’d been.

				 “Maybe,” he said.

				 It was getting late. Samantha was in the bathtub. Every night, before Allen went to sleep, I said goodnight and went back to my house. He had enough to deal with in his world without seeing me walking around the house in my underwear or imagining me and his mother doing it in the bedroom.

				 “I think you should play. If you want, we’ll go look for a new glove. You need a new glove.”

				 He looked at me as I spoke, like he was seeing me for the first time. He didn’t respond to the comment about the baseball glove. We sat quietly for a minute. I raised up in the chair to leave.

				 Allen said, his eyes staring at his hands, “You don’t have to go home every night. You could stay here some nights.” 

				 It made me smile. It was justification, small, but justification nonetheless. Before, he would never have considered such a thing. I was the enemy. Not anymore. Now I was just a guy. A guy who liked baseball, and anybody who loves baseball can’t be all bad. No matter what they’ve done.

			

		

	
		
			
				eight

				On the third ring, I said out loud into the phone, 

				“Pick up the fuckin’ phone.” Before I’d finished the sentence, somebody picked it up. There was silence, and then Kate said, “What if Gretchen had answered?” 

				 “Sorry,” I said, and I was actually sorry. The frustration was maddening. To have no control over something so important, so simple as having somebody pick up the phone on the other end of the line.

				 “Nobody answers over there, Kate. I’ve called ten days in a row. I can’t talk to your machine anymore.” 

				 Kate said, “We’ve got caller ID, Early. Gretchen can tell who’s calling.” 

				 There it was. What I didn’t need to hear. “Don’t say that. Even if it’s true. What pleasure could you possibly gain in saying that? You should see what it’s like to be on this side. Why don’t you send Gretchen down here? You can have three visits a year and maybe we’ll pick up the phone, maybe not, and I’ll be sure to rub it up in your face whenever I get the chance.”

				 There was silence again. 

				 “Don’t hang up,” I said.

				 I wasn’t sure she was still on the line.

				 “I’m getting married,” I said.

				 There was nothing do but wait for her to answer.

				 “To who?” she asked. 

				 “Samantha.”

				 “The dead man’s ex-wife?”

				 “Yes. But it doesn’t have anything to do with Allen Kilborn. She’s a good mother. She’s got a boy Gretchen’s age.”

				 It was strange, but Kate’s voice still held me. There was something pleasant inside of it. I wondered if it was the voice itself, or some memory attached to it. If I’d never met her before, would the voice make me feel anything beyond the words?

				 “Will it be a big wedding?” she asked, revealing more curiosity than I expected, and maybe more than she expected. 

				 “It didn’t start out that way. At first we just had a list of about twenty people. A month later, it was two hundred. Now we’ve got two cakes, a band, shrimp.”

				 She laughed. “A little different than the first time.” 

				 “Yeah,” I said. “A little different. I think that’s why Samantha wants the whole show. She did it like ours the first time.”

				 It was the most normal conversation I’d had with Kate since the day she lost her baby. Our baby. The baby inside her that died and made her hate me. 

				 “I want Gretchen to be in the wedding,” I said. 

				 “I’ve got a court order.”

				 “I know what you’ve got. I haven’t seen her for eight months, Kate. I’m gettin’ married. She’s my daughter. I can’t wait until she turns nineteen and then hope she sends me a Christmas card every year. Hope I can undo nineteen years of unanswered phone calls.”

				 I tried to keep the tone of my voice level. Frustration seeped out between the sentences. I took a deep breath, soundless, so she couldn’t hear my desperation. 

				 She said, “Did you kill that man, or what?”

				 “What do you think, Kate?”

				 She didn’t answer, and I imagined her standing in her high school home next to the man in the chair with the hole in his foot, a dim light and a dog at the screen door. A bottle of vodka by the chair. I could see it plain as day. She was wearing a dirty white apron.

				 “Is your dad still alive?” I asked.

				 I’m not sure what I meant by the question. Maybe I meant to remind her she had no relationship with her father, and maybe that was part of the reason she’d been so screwed up. And how could she want the same thing for Gretchen? 

				 She finally said, “If Gretchen’s going down there, I’m going with her, and we’re staying in a motel. I’m gonna be there with her at the wedding, too.”

				 It was unsettling on a number of different levels. Ex-wife at the new wife’s wedding. Mostly it was unsettling to me personally. If her voice still held me, how would I feel about her in the same room? At my wedding? But I was in very little position to challenge. Another court battle could take months, and money set aside for other things. Just another conciliation in the great compromise. Wishing I’d left her on that damn street so many years ago didn’t help, because there’d be no Gretchen, and then I’d have no idea at all what I’d lost.

				 “Okay,” I said, and we ended the conversation. 

				 People gathered in the church. I stood in a back room at the mirror with Allen Jr., tightening our tuxedo ties. I couldn’t stay still.

				 “Are you nervous?” he asked.

				 I wanted to be the strong, silent type. I’m sure his father never looked nervous a day in his life. “Yeah, I’m a little nervous,” I confessed. 

				 Allen said, “I would think the nervous part would be asking a girl to marry you. That’s when you really make the promise.” 

				 He was right. The hard parts were over. Minutes later we stood together at the altar waiting to watch Allen’s mother walk down the aisle with her father on her arm. My eyes scanned the faces in the crowd. People from work. Not really friends, just people who work in the same place. Allen’s grandmother on his father’s side. Her face hard like her son’s face had been. My mother, Christine, her eyes on Gretchen across the aisle from me. And Frank Rush, the investigator, his face near the back, uninvited. We looked at each other, and I moved along to the next face, and the next, but I felt my chest tighten, the breath stopping at a shallow point in the top of the lungs, refusing to go down deep. 

				 I glanced at Little Allen, and he smiled up at me. He seemed genuinely happy about the marriage. His smile gave me comfort, and I realized that his was the only face in the crowd to bring the feeling. In the far side of my field of vision I saw Kate. For the past two days I’d managed to avoid the moment, but now there was nowhere to go. I didn’t have the endurance to look away. She was beautiful. A woman now, not just a lost skinny girl with no home. Her presence made me weak in my legs. A moment longer, even one more moment of looking at her, and something bad would have happened. Instead, the music started, and my new wife turned down the aisle as pretty as any bride could be, her elderly father smiling wide just like the boy next to me, while the stained-glass Jesus looked down upon all of us. 

				 And it happened again. Only for a few seconds, but it definitely happened again. I saw myself from Allen Jr.’s eyes. It was just a blink, the side of my head, the wedding song, and I could feel what he felt. An excitement. Not nearly as clear as with the Mexican boy, but real just the same, and I was grateful for the interruption this time. Not as shocked as before. 

				 At the reception I focused on Samantha. All the other distractions had no place in the day. When I slipped away to the bathroom I thought I’d found a minute to smoke a cigarette and clear out my head. I was wrong. Before I could get the single cigarette out of my inside jacket pocket, Frank Rush came through the door. If it wasn’t an accident, he sure made it seem like one. 

				 “Congratulations,” he said. 

				 I washed my hands. “Thanks.”

				 It was like he was the gym teacher, and I was the kid who smoked cigarettes in the bathroom, and he almost caught me. 

				 He stood at the sink, washing his big hands. 

				 “I just wanted to see it for myself,” he said.

				 I played along. “See what?”

				 “See if you could go through with it. Standing up there next to that boy. Knowing how much he loved his daddy.”

				 We looked at each other in the mirror. I decided not to say anything. 

				 Frank Rush dried his hands on a brown paper towel. He never took his eyes away from me. 

				 “I know you killed the man, Early. I know it down in my bones. We can’t prove it yet, but we will. Sooner or later you’ll tell somebody, or the gun’ll turn up, or your wife and Little Allen will figure it all out, and I’ll get a call, like I always do. And when that day comes, I think you’ll be glad to get it over with. You don’t seem like a bad man to me. Hell, maybe we’re all better off without that abrasive son-of-a-bitch around anyhow.”

				 The bathroom door swung open. Eddie Miller walked in. He stopped dead still. There was a minute when we all looked at each other. I almost laughed. Don’t ask me why, because I don’t know why. It just seemed so ludicrous, the three of us standing in the bathroom together. 

				 “Hey,” Eddie said. 

				 “Hey,” I answered. I turned and left. 

				 Maybe, like I said before, it was fate. Leaving the parking lot ten seconds too early, or ten seconds too late, and getting pulverized by a train, except in my case, it was extreme violence so close in time and location to my conception. Maybe somehow the sound waves of the violence, the gunshot and the blood spatter against the wall, traveled through the small space of air from the window to my mother’s womb, wobbled the egg sac somehow. Maybe I would kill again, and again, and no one would be safe around me, including Samantha or Little Allen or Kate or Eddie Miller. Or maybe I was right in what I did. And there’s a place for violence, controlled violence, in a civilized world. 

				 I drank too much champagne at the reception. Everywhere I turned there was stilted conversation with the mother of the man I murdered, or Frank Rush eating a piece of chocolate cake, or Kate’s red dress on the other side of the room. So I drank another glass of champagne, and another, and for some godforsaken reason I decided it would be funny to snap a picture with somebody’s disposable camera up the skirt of a stiff, middle-aged woman with black hair and a tight bun on the back of her head, until she turned around at exactly the wrong moment. And her husband saw me do it. And then somehow somebody apologized to somebody else and Samantha and I were whisked away to our honeymoon to have sex, anytime, in almost any way I wanted, for four days and four glorious nights. That’s the way I remember it. 

			

		

	
		
			
				PART III 

				middle-aged anarchy

				one

				Our lives are not defined by the wide radical swings, but instead, by times in between, the leveling off. After the death of Allen Kilborn and my wedding, I tried very hard to smooth out my life into normalcy, the daily routine of living. After all, that’s why I did what I did, so Allen Jr. and Samantha could level off. So our lives would not be wide radical swings every day. 

				 The first step was committing myself to my career like never before. I was in my late thirties, a time in a man’s life when he should hit his stride. Working for a national investment company had it advantages, I suppose. There were plaques on my office wall. Corporate trips to San Francisco and New Orleans. If I jumped through the right hoops I got a bonus, or a new title, or a call from some big shot in Seattle who told me I was “the lifeblood of the organization. The personification of the values that set the company apart from competitors.”

				 I remember sitting at my desk staring at the back of the closed door for God knows how long. I remember feeling I was on the verge of slipping into some sort of cataleptic state, able to hear and see the world around me, but unable to make the decision to move a muscle. 

				 The voice from the phone said, “You’re the kind of man who moves this business forward, Early, and I don’t just mean the business of our company. I mean the stock market itself, the free enterprise system, America. You’re innovative, energetic, willing to work outside the lines, and you’ll be rewarded in the short run, and of course, in the long run.”

				 The words were like morphine. A dead warmth spread through my body. I remember saying, “Do you mean Heaven?” 

				 The voice hesitated. “Heaven?” it repeated. 

				 “Yeah, the long run. Do you mean all my innovation and hard work will get me into Heaven? Eternity with God and all the other people who earned a spot?”

				 The voice hesitated again and said, “Well, I was thinking more along the lines of district manager, but I suppose God likes hard work. It certainly can’t hurt.”

				 The back of the office door was off-white, the color of margarine. It looked good enough to lick, shiny. I began to imagine, in my cataleptic state, with the voice purring in the background though the phone, what it would be like to become part of the door, virtually melt into the off-white black hole of another object, until the voice said in a slightly louder volume, “Congratulations, Early Winwood.”

				 “Congratulations to you,” I said, which of course made no sense at all. 

				 My relationship with Allen grew in direct proportion to the deterioration of my relationship with Gretchen. He looked forward to seeing me in the afternoons. We talked about sports. I taught him the secrets of baseball. Gretchen wouldn’t return my calls. On one rare occasion when she answered the phone she told me she hated the idea of me sleeping in the same bed as Samantha.

				 “She’s my wife,” I said.

				 “I know. I was at the wedding. Remember?”

				 “Your mother sleeps in the same bed with her husband.”

				 “No, she doesn’t,” Gretchen said. 

				 “What do you mean?” I asked.

				 “They’ve got separate rooms. Anyway, it’s not your business anymore. You didn’t want to be married to Mom, so now you’ve got a new wife…”

				 I stopped her in the middle of the sentence. “What do you mean I didn’t want to be married to your mother?” I said. 

				 She hung up the phone. It was an odd revelation, Kate and her husband in separate rooms. I didn’t know what to do with the information. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to do anything with it at all. Maybe I was just supposed to not think about it one way or the other. Maybe I was supposed to be satisfied with my life, my job, my wife, and not reserve a corner of my mind for Kate Shepherd. The same corner she’d always occupied, maybe smaller now, but pretty much the same general location of the brain. The back left corner. Next to the part that thinks about food and oxygen. 

				 Of course, there wasn’t enough room in my mind for Kate Shepherd, or anything else for that matter, since Allen Kilborn Sr. crawled around inside every hour of my day. It got so bad I created a mechanism inside myself to cope with the problem. An automatic switch. When I’d catch myself thinking about the man, or what I did to the man, I’d switch to something else immediately. I started with Samantha, and then Little Allen, but it didn’t work well. My thoughts would circle back. I tried unrelated subjects, like the batting averages of third basemen, or listing the presidents of the United States in chronological order, but the relief was temporary. The only subject I found successfully distracted my attention was sex. The images inside my mind were vivid enough to start a chain reaction throughout my body, and the natural instinct seemed to take over. 

				 This caused new problems in the house. Since about a year after we got married, the sexual opportunities with my wife began a slow, steady decrease. There were plenty of excuses, and I began to obsess on the subject. It seemed like such a small sacrifice for her to make. I worked very hard. I provided. I was loyal and dependable. How could she let weeks pass without providing for me? I walked the line between beggar and brooder, and not very well I might add. A line I’d walked before, and just as poorly. 

				 “Samantha, it’s important to our relationship. I don’t understand.” 

				 Sometimes, when she would give in, I’d find myself on top of a dead body, warm and supple like a new corpse before the onset of rigor, with her head craned way to the side, probably thinking about grocery shopping, like an animal pretending to be dead until the predator moves along. As much as the situation disgusted me, I wouldn’t stop until I was finished, and satisfied, if only for a few hours. Sometimes, while we were doing it, I’d think about him on top of her and wonder if it was the same. Wonder if maybe with him she writhed and bucked and moaned. 

				 The value of sex for a man in a marriage far outweighs the five-second orgasm. It’s the ultimate reassurance. The ultimate display of complete trust, loyalty, and respect, to allow someone to enter you, literally, to physically enter your body. It’s an act of appreciation that can keep a man getting up in the morning and going to a job he doesn’t like, at least for a while. 

				 I found myself creating a new mechanism. An automatic switch away from sex and nasty fantasies of my wife doing things she’d never let me do. I started thinking about nothing. Started visualizing a blackboard at school. On the blackboard were words like Allen Kilborn, Kate, district manager, Gretchen, cigarettes, step #7, and Frank Rush.

				 I would lie perfectly still on my back, eyes closed in the dark room, and start with ten deep breaths. Then I’d visualize the blackboard with the words written haphazardly from top to bottom. One by one the words would be erased, and with each disappearing word, my body would relax. Finally, all the words would be gone and I’d be left thinking of absolutely nothing. Dark, black, nothing, surrounded by thick metal walls to keep everything else away from the nothingness. 

				 The front page of the paper said: SUSPECT ARRESTED IN MURDER OF KILBORN. The picture of Eddie’s face these years later made him look blank and hollow. It was a booking photograph from the jail. His eyes seemed to look directly at me and no one else. 

				 The article didn’t give many details. I can still recall my first clear thought after reading the headline. It had to be a trick. A ploy to get me to come forward. There couldn’t be any evidence against Eddie. He was innocent. All he did was drive me to the house earlier in the day. He couldn’t confess to something he didn’t do. He couldn’t lead them to the murder weapon, or the clothes, or the key. 

				 I sat at the kitchen table staring down at Eddie’s picture. Samantha must have been looking over my shoulder.

				 “Oh my God. Isn’t that your friend?”

				 I didn’t react.

				 “We were friends in grade school. I haven’t seen him but a few times since we grew up.”

				 “He was at the wedding!” she yelled.

				 Allen Jr. ended up in the unhealthy conversation.

				 “He killed my father? Your friend killed my father? Why?” he asked me.

				 “It must be a mistake, Allen. I’ve only seen Eddie a few times since college. He always seemed like a good man. It must just be a mistake.”

				 Samantha read the article. “I hope they execute the bastard.”

				 Little Allen started crying. All the emotions came upward from wherever he’d locked them down below. 

				 “It’s just got to be a mistake,” I said again. It was the only explanation I could offer. My mind started spinning around back to that day. 

				 Frank Rush must have convinced himself that Eddie was involved. Out of desperation, he must have finally decided to make a move, try to shake things loose. Rush probably figured if Eddie was involved, certainly now, sitting in jail with no bond, and facing execution or spending the rest of his life in jail, he would tell what he knew. What if he made things up? What if he told more than he knew, or could know, just to give Frank Rush what he wanted, which was me? 

				 The police car could pull up to my office any day, or maybe come to the house in the middle of the night, and they’d pull me off my limp wife and drag my sorry ass to jail. It could be me next week on the front page of the paper, with a washed-out photograph, and other people sitting at their kitchen tables saying what a nice guy I always seemed to be. 

				 There was nothing for me to do but wait. It was ironic, if that’s the right word. I would depend on the same judicial system for Eddie, an innocent man, as I depended upon for myself, not innocent, but prepared. If the system provided protection for a guilty man, even a well-planned guilty man with good intentions, then certainly it would protect Eddie Miller. If it didn’t, what would I do? And was it possible Eddie was in on the trick?

				 That night, on the way home from work, I took a longer route through town. Nobody seemed to be following me. I drove south and then looped to the backroads where I’d dug the holes out in the woods. It was hard to tell exactly where they were. The area was being built up, new subdivisions, box houses one next to the other. I didn’t turn my head to look into the woods as I passed. I just aimed straight ahead in case Frank Rush stood behind the line of trees waiting for me to pass. Waiting for me to coincidentally be on the wrong road, looking into the woods at the wrong spot, on the day after the wrong man was arrested. 

				 I stopped at a convenience store and bought a pack of cigarettes. My first pack in over a year. At home, after Samantha fell asleep in the middle of a conversation, I checked on Allen. His light was off down the hall. On the screened back porch, in the dark, I lit a cigarette with matches hidden by the grill. I could feel the thick smoke fill my lungs and then disappear invisibly into the night. I let the silence come down on me, and I listened for any sound. A dog barked down the street. An airplane roared way above in the sky, taking people I didn’t know to see other people I didn’t know, and I imagined each of them thought of things like me, but different from me, and they didn’t even know I was down below smoking a cigarette in the dark. 

				 The back door swung open. My head spun around to see the silhouette of Little Allen, not so little anymore as a teenager, standing in the doorway. I dropped the cigarette to the brick floor and stood on top of it with my bare foot, twisting as I turned to Allen. 

				 “Is everything okay?” he said. 

				 “Yeah, yeah. I thought I heard something. It was just a dog.”

				 He was in shorts and an oversized t-shirt. He was a good boy. Honest, with a full heart. It was the people around him who were crazy and disjointed.

				 “A dog? What kind of dog?” he asked curiously. 

				 “I didn’t see it. I just heard it.”

				 “Is there something burning?” he asked.

				 It should be the other way around. It should have been me catching a teenage boy sneaking a smoke on the back porch at night. It should have been me at the door in my boxers asking the questions. Instead, I felt a burning on the bottom of my foot. The pain built to a point I nearly cried out, then slowly lessened until there was a sound in the bushes to the left of where we stood. We both turned to look. 

				 “What was that?” Allen whispered.

				 “Probably the dog again,” I said calmly, but we both knew it was a lie. It didn’t seem like the sound a dog would make. It seemed more like the sound a man would make in the bushes. A man who watched me when I didn’t know it.

			

		

	
		
			
				two

				I was in my office, daydreaming about nothing, when the speakerphone on the corner of my desk said, “Mr. Winwood, there’s a Frank Rush here to see you.”

				 The daydream ended abruptly. My secretary must have thought she was talking to an empty room.

				 “Are you there?” she asked softly.

				 “Yes. I’m sorry. I was in the middle of something. Send him in.”

				 The door opened a few seconds later and Investigator Rush stood in the doorway. He was a bit larger than the last time I’d seen him, but the face was the same. Heavy.

				 He sat down, and as was the custom between us, I waited. A brown briefcase rested in his lap.

				 He said, looking around the room, “You’ve done pretty good for yourself.”

				 The panorama of framed certificates seemed impressive, but it was all bullshit. Seminars where I sat in the back not listening to the boring guy stomping around the stage. Training sessions I didn’t actually attend.

				 “Did you see Eddie in the newspaper?” he asked, focusing on a gold-leaf diploma to my left on the wall.

				 “Yeah,” I answered.

				 I felt a line of sweat sneak from my left armpit down my ribs beneath the blue button-down shirt. Mr. Rush watched me, and I watched him, the usual dance. I’m not sure what he expected from me. I’m not sure what anybody expected from me. 

				 In the silence between us I heard someone laugh in the outer lobby. It was the laugh of a woman, unrestrained, tickled by something, with no time to muffle the response. It was genuine, and I wished I was sitting next to her, whoever she was, instead of sitting across from the man with the briefcase in his lap, a thin line of cool sweat inching downward to my hip.

				 Frank Rush opened the briefcase and casually placed a large pistol on the desk between us. He closed the case. It was Allen Kilborn’s pistol, or one that looked like Allen Kilborn’s, only older, weathered, dug up from its grave.

				 “You recognize that?” the man asked. He pointed at the gun but started directly at my face. I leaned up a bit in my chair to see the pistol, and then leaned back again. 

				 “No,” I said.

				 The investigator leaned up in his chair also and looked at the gun like it was the first time he’d ever seen the thing. 

				 “We found it at a construction site off Highway 33. It’s a pretty remote area back there, but over the last few years neighborhoods have popped up. They were puttin’ in the foundation for a house. It was buried about a foot and a half.”

				 I glanced from his eyes back down to the gun.

				 “It’s cleaned up now,” he said. “It was in pretty bad shape. At first, I figured there was no chance a fingerprint could survive, but we sent it off to that fancy lab up in Virginia, the FBI lab.”

				 In my mind, I watched myself put the gloves on my hands. I saw the gloved hand open the drawer and remove the gun from the special wooden rest. I saw the hole I dug, about eighteen inches deep. Two feet at the most. 

				 “They found a fingerprint. One fingerprint.”

				 I didn’t flinch. I didn’t swallow. I just looked him in the eye.

				 “Guess whose fingerprint?” he said.

				 The woman in the lobby laughed again. Almost identical to the first laugh, but longer. She let it linger at the end, trailing away.

				 Frank Rush said, “Eddie Miller’s.”

				 It was a lie. I knew it was a lie, and he knew it was a lie. Eddie never touched the gun. It wasn’t possible. But I was the only person to really know for sure, and the investigator across from me looked so hard into my face for anything at all, anything, I began to feel physical pressure along the top of my eyes and down to my cheekbones, like his big hand was touching my face, holding my face like a soccer ball.

				 “I don’t believe it,” I said.

				 He studied my answer. “Why not?”

				 “Because Eddie Miller doesn’t strike me as the kind of man who would kill somebody. And why would he kill Allen Kilborn? I don’t think he even knew Allen.”

				 Frank Rush said, “You can’t always tell a killer by how he looks, Mr. Winwood. I believe we all have it inside us. The ability to kill, I mean. A man who wouldn’t kill to protect his child, or his family, is a coward. We all have a reason, a reason worth killing over, most of us just never get to that point. I guess Eddie Miller got to the point, for whatever reason, and now he has to face the consequences.”

				 I said, “I don’t know much about you, Mr. Rush. When I was younger, I could see people a lot better. I don’t see ’em so good anymore, but you don’t appear to be the type of person willing to send an innocent man to prison just so you can close an old file.”

				 The gun was directly between us and I tried very hard not to look at it again.

				 “What makes you so sure Eddie Miller is an innocent man?” he asked sincerely.

				 I turned my chair slightly to look at the gold leaf diploma displayed so proudly.

				 “Because when we were kids, maybe twelve years old, we planned an elaborate heist from the drugstore. A candy bar heist. Eddie’s job was just to be the lookout.”

				 I glanced back from the framed diploma to Frank Rush where he sat.

				 “He couldn’t do it,” I said. “He couldn’t even be the lookout for a candy bar theft. He started shaking all over and looking for excuses. He wouldn’t be a very good murderer.”

				 Frank Rush seemed to consume the story I told, and as it digested he shook his head up and down like he understood.

				 He said, “What exactly was your role in the candy bar heist?” 

				 I thought of the countless diagrams I’d drawn. Diagrams with locations of mirrors, and employees, with an X marking the spot where the candy bars were displayed. Frank Rush stared so hard at the side of my face I felt he could steal the thoughts right out of my head.

				 My secretary’s voice blared out from the speakerphone, startling the hell out of me, and in turn startling Frank Rush.

				 “Mr. Winwood, I’m sorry to disturb you, but Gretchen’s mother is on the line. She says it’s an emergency.”

				 It was Kate. Something about a seizure. Something about Gretchen in the television section of a big store, she had a seizure, fell into a TV, she was at the hospital. Kate was crying. The doctors weren’t sure what caused the problem. There were tests to do. 

				 I hung up the phone.

				 “I have to go to California, Mr. Rush. My daughter’s in the hospital. I need to be there. I hope I’m right. I hope you’re not the type of person willing to keep an innocent man in jail, for whatever reason.”

				 I stood and walked out of the room, leaving him in the chair, brown briefcase in his lap and the pistol resting on my desk. I walked past my secretary and the lady laughing in the lobby. She weighed at least three hundred pounds. Her blue dress was like a bed sheet draped across her massive body. She smiled at me and I smiled back. 

				 Samantha helped me pack my bag. She wanted to know details, but I didn’t have any details. She wanted to know exactly what Kate said, but I couldn’t remember the exact words, and it seemed like a strange time to be thinking about herself. I looked at Samantha across the room, my eyes red from crying at the thought of Gretchen dying in a hospital in California, and it occurred to me Samantha wasn’t capable of giving me comfort. She loved me when I was strong and dependable, because that’s what she loved about me. There was no place for me to be needy. When I needed comfort, affection, sexual reassurance, I was no longer strong and dependable, I was weak, and she didn’t love weak, so why would she want to have sex with a weak man, or put her arms around me and tell me she loved me?

				 I wanted to tell her right then and there that I killed Allen. Right in our bedroom, me standing by the closet, her standing by the bed, my suitcase open, my eyes full. I wanted to tell her what I’d done for her, Allen Jr., and all of us. Ironically, one of the primary purposes of killing the man was to remove all impediments in the relationship between myself and Samantha, but the guilt and suspicions, the underground doubts, had built a wall even larger, an emotional barrier we couldn’t seem to cross. I created unreasonable expectations. 

				 I turned away, but she knew something had clicked inside me. She watched as I packed my bag. The picture of my father was in my sock drawer, down at the bottom, and until I saw it, I’d forgotten where it was hidden. I’d forgotten again exactly how he looked, smiling, his head turned a bit to the side. The white t-shirt had a dark stain near the belly like he wiped his hands across his shirt. Maybe working on his car. Maybe working in the yard.

				 Samantha watched me put the photograph in the suitcase. She let me walk out the door to fly to California to see my daughter in the hospital, without a kiss goodbye. Without putting her arms around me and telling me everything would be all right. Even if it wasn’t going to be all right. Even if it was going to be bad.

				 I stepped inside one door of the waiting room just as the doctor stepped in the other. Kate and her old husband, Russell Enslow, stood. There was no one else in the small room. The doctor explained he believed it was pancreatitis. Rare in young people. The pancreas becomes inflamed, shuts down, wreaks havoc on the body. There would be more tests. It was a very serious situation. Gretchen was asking for her mother. The doctor took Kate with him, leaving me and Russell Enslow alone in the small waiting area.

				 I’d spent the last eight hours in airports and taxicabs. I could smell myself. The smell of self-pity and body odor. I hadn’t spoken a word, just walked up in time to hear the explanation from the doctor. I sat down across from Russell Enslow. We’d never had a conversation. Not one. We’d passed each other in the hallway of the courthouse seventeen years earlier. He answered the phone sometimes and handed it off to Gretchen. But no conversation. I knew nothing about the man, and all he knew about me was the venom he’d heard spewed from Kate’s mouth. He probably thought I smelled bad all the time.

				 We nodded to each other. There was no real anticipated relief. Kate’s return might ease his anxiety, but not mine. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. It was hard to believe earlier in the day I was sitting in my office with Frank Rush, a gun between us, and now I sat in a hospital waiting across from Russell Enslow, nothing between us except a coffee table covered in old magazines.

				 I was exhausted. All of it, Eddie in jail, the gun, the fat lady in the lobby, Samantha’s indifference, pancreatitis, all of it on the same day. Just another seemingly random day empty on the calendar where circumstances converge and take the wheel of your life out of your hands, the feeling of falling, free-falling into the future. 

				 I let my head go back on the chair. I let my eyes close. The sound of pages of a magazine turned by Mr. Russell Enslow created the only sound I could hear, until he spoke.

				 “My wife is in love with you,” is what he said.

				 I thought I must have dreamed it. Could he have said anything less expected? Maybe, “Do you mind if I take a dump on the carpet?” or, “My left ear is on fire.”

				 I swear to God I thought I dreamed it, maybe I’d dozed off, and without actually seeing Mr. Enslow in my dream, heard him speak. But when I opened my eyes, the man was looking at me, and I knew it wasn’t a dream. He was angry, not because he said what he said out loud, but because it was true, and looking at me half-asleep on the other side of the coffee table, he just couldn’t figure it out.

				 “What did you say?” I asked, just in case. 

				 He spoke succinctly, “My wife, Kate, is in love with you.”

				 We were in full-disconnect. I began to wonder if I was having one of my episodes, but even weirder than ususal, seeing a world that didn’t exist instead of just seeing the real world though another set of eyes.

				 “I don’t understand,” I said.

				 “Believe me, neither do I, but our lack of understanding doesn’t change the fact.”

				 He appeared resigned to the situation, like years had passed since he found it out and surrendered to the knowledge.

				 “I’m married,” I said.

				 “No shit,” he said. “Me too.”

				 It was no place to laugh. There was a strange comraderie. We were in it together, destined to share equally in the misery, both free-falling through the experience, no more in control than a butterfly in a storm.

				 We looked at each other for a long time. Me at him, and him at me. Russell Enslow was in his fifties, well-dressed, not overly handsome, but not ugly either. He had a slight paunch under his shirt and a sureness I never had, not even in my best moments.

				 “What are we supposed to do now?” I said.

				 “I don’t have the slightest idea. I thought you’d know. I’m not unhappy. I love Gretchen. I’m excited about her going off to college in a few months. Kate respects me. She appreciates what I provide, financially and as a father. You’d think it would be horrible to share your home with a woman who is in love with someone else, but it isn’t so bad. I’d rather be me than you.”

				 I wanted to stand up and punch him in his little head, but maybe he was right. Our first conversation hadn’t really helped me in any way. There was a youthful excitement to it all, but I had a wife, and a young man at home who needed me, maybe more than anyone else in the world. Eddie Miller was in jail for a murder I committed, and I had an office covered in framed certificates and fancy plaques. Even if Russell Enslow was correct, and I couldn’t imagine why he’d lie about such a thing, what would it mean in real life? It was all some crazy crap the world conspired to place on my doorstep at exactly the wrong moment, as if there would ever be a right moment. 

				 Kate came to the door. Russell and I stood.

				 From across the room Kate said, “They think she’s going to be okay.”

				 “Thank God,” Russell said.

				 Kate seemed to be looking at a spot between me and her husband, some comfortable middle ground with no eye contact. Maybe the fictional place she envisioned we should all come together in our concern over Gretchen. 

				 “She wants to see you,” she said.

				 I turned my body toward the door.

				 “No,” Kate said, still looking at no one, “She asked for Russell.”

				 He looked at me, but I saw no spite or satisfaction in his face. It just was what it was, no matter who was at fault. Right and wrong, good and bad, have no place in the present. They exist in the past and in the future, to be predicted and judged. Different-colored highways on a map leading to some seemingly random day on the calendar, like the day where I stood in the place where I stood waiting like the butterfly waits for the storm to blow itself out.

				 Later, when I was alone in the room, I rooted my hand around through the clothes in my bag until I found my father’s picture. I could see Gretchen in his face. Very clearly I could see her outline superimposed upon my father, two people a generation apart. Never allowed to be in the same room together, connected only by me.

			

		

	
		
			
				three

				I’ve always had a real need for permanency. A fundamental clinging demand for believing the idea that some things are forever, set in timeless stone, dependable certainties. Maybe it’s a human characteristic, or maybe it’s only a characteristic of me. The difference is difficult to distinguish sometimes. 

				 It might derive from the shake-up of my father’s death and the blunt-force realization at age eleven of the eventual loss of all things. It’s a complicated concept, and even more complicated to overcome. The constant need to rotate around something permanent. Another person, a job, the vows of marriage, even the certainty of the arrival of the Sunday morning paper. 

				 It wasn’t until I was able to break through the idea of permanency, set it aside and see the world as it is, every minute changing, evolving, temporary, unable to make or keep a promise for tomorrow, that I set myself free. Unfortunately, the cost of this freedom became a prepossession with suicide. The idea of it. The balance. The reasons for and against. The manner of the deed. Not for attention, nor for the purpose of some grand statement to the world, but to be dead, at ease. 

				 Maybe suicide, and the idea of it, was my mind’s attempt at replacing the concept of permanency. When all else seemed beyond anyone’s control, maybe my mind clung to the idea that at least I could control how long I remained. 

				 They say thoughts of suicide are supposedly symptoms of mental illness, but I didn’t feel mentally ill. I doubt seriously I suddenly suffered a rapid chemical imbalance. It wasn’t a knee-jerk reaction, an impulse to run outside and hang myself from the nearest tree. Instead, it came as a coldness, a vague narrowing of reason, and the idea, like a billowing white cloud, slowly took shape, and then began to flow from day-to-day virtually the rest of my entire life. 

				 My mother was out of town and asked me to stop by her house and water the plants. It was a good chance to climb up in her attic and look for those baseball cards I’d been telling Allen about. I found a box in a wooden chest, and opening the box of baseball cards was the closest thing to actually going back in time. The smell. Bent corners I remembered. Batting averages I’d memorized, with the numbers so ingrained in my memory they came back instantly, like addresses or phone numbers of childhood homes.

				 I took the box and started to close the top of the wooden chest, but something made me stop. There was a small bundle of paper. Letters and envelopes, yellowed and held together with a rubber band, in the corner of the chest. I sat down under the hanging attic lightbulb and began to read. 

				 They were letters from my mother to another man, and from the man back to my mother. His name was Bruce. The postmarks on the envelopes told me they were sent and received before my parents were married, before the night Bobby Winters was shot in the head outside the window of my conception. 

				 He loved her, and he told her so in the words of the handwritten letters. And she told him how she thought about him all the time and wondered what her life would be like with him. There was a photograph of them standing together in front of a house I didn’t recognize. He was a big man, much bigger than my father. His arm was around my mother’s shoulder and she was looking up at him with a smile I’d never seen on her before.

				 I started to read another letter, a long one, and stopped. We never really know our parents, the events that shaped them before we were born. The first kiss. The first person they ever loved who didn’t love them back. The choices they regret, and can’t change, because time has pushed them beyond the chance to go back. 

				 And so it goes that Gretchen and Allen will never really know me. They will know what they see of me, those parts shown, but not the rest. Because I couldn’t tell them about the night that I sat staring at Kate passed out in the backseat of the car, or how good it felt to beat the man on the mattress into a bloody mess, or my fear of becoming my mother, or the idea I had yesterday morning of swimming out into the ocean, putting a gun in my mouth, and floating slowly away. And they wouldn’t want to know those things anyway, just like I didn’t want to know about Bruce, or the letters my mother kept, or the smile in the picture.

				 I was becoming more like my mother, and it was hard to decide how I felt about it, mostly because it appeared her detachment was based on fear instead of strength. And learning this fact removed yet another delusion of permanence. My mother was getting older. Her mortality was becoming clearer to us both, and it didn’t seem to sit well with either one of us, for different reasons of course. She would never remarry, and we both knew that. Not Bruce or anyone else. She would hold bitterness for me, choosing to lay the blame on me for Gretchen being so far away. And I would accept the blame, the guilt so thick between us it sometimes seemed visible, like a fogbank. 

				 Gretchen’s illness got better, and my relationship with Allen continued to grow. We spent an entire week together looking for a car for him. He was genuinely a good kid, growing up, ready to become a man. He fought with his mother on occasion, and she expected me to be the disciplinarian. I walked the line between best friend and stepfather, and I must say I walked it well. We avoided using the “step” word whenever possible. I introduced him as my boy, and he was truly my boy, with the hint of something unseen nearby. I couldn’t describe it, but Allen Kilborn Sr. still occupied a place inside our home, our lives. We never spoke of him, Samantha and Allen Jr. avoiding the subject in my presence. I imagine they spoke of the man when I wasn’t around. 

				 My relationship with Samantha reached a routine oddness. We seemed almost uncomfortable around each other, but so dependent the oddness was endurable, inevitable. It was a constant struggle of miscommunication and unfulfilled expectations mixed with reliability, trust, and commitment. It occurred to me I might be entering a phase in a long-term relationship I’d never entered before. The leveling off I’ve spoken of. An apparent profound compromise, but without effect. Expectations settled like an old dog going round and round, coming to rest on the same comfortable pillow. There would be no more nights of unashamed passion. There would be no more flutter in the chest at the sight of her in the backyard planting flowers. But so what? I thought. Until the letter arrived. 

				 It came to the office. The stack of mail was left on my desk. Maybe a dozen envelopes. There was one different than the others. Handwritten. I recognized the handwriting before I saw the name on the left-hand corner. Kate Enslow.

				 She hadn’t written me a letter since the day she left. Not so much as a note. I held the envelope in my hands. If there was something the matter with Gretchen, Kate would have called like before. I remembered Russell Enslow saying the things he said in the waiting room at the hospital. I remembered Gretchen telling me they slept in separate rooms. I turned the envelope around and held it to my nose. There was no smell. No words written on the back. There was nothing to do except open it. 

				Early, 

				 How are you?

				 I know it must have been strange to see this letter mixed with your business mail. I’m not very good at explaining myself. I just felt like writing you a letter. 

				 Last night I found a shoebox on the top shelf in the storage closet with pictures of you and me. I knew it was in the house somewhere, but I hadn’t been able to find it for the longest time. Getting older is different than I thought it would be. Watching Gretchen leave for college was harder than I imagined. But I didn’t cry, which is hard to believe. I cry now at the drop of a hat. I sat down in the closet and looked at the pictures. I could hear you and feel your touch, but then it was time to put you back in the box. I left a little crack in the top.

				Kate

				 I read the letter. Then I read it again. And again. I’m not sure what I thought I’d see different each time, but there was so much to see. So much to think about. All those many years had passed, but one letter, written by her hand, could still tie me up in knots. 

				 I hid the letter in my file cabinet, in a file I knew no one would look for. The next day I pulled it out to read again. It took a lot for her to do it. As much or more as it would have taken for me to sit down with pen and paper. Write the words. Fold the letter. Address and stamp the envelope. Put the letter in the envelope. And finally, drop it in the mail. Each part of the process as difficult to finish as the one before. More than enough time between each level to throw it in the trash. Reconsider. But she didn’t. She finished every step, and now she knew I held the short letter in my hands. And undoubtedly she understood what it did to me. 

				 She’d been looking for the pictures of us in her house. The feelings were strong enough to hear my voice and feel my touch, or at least to say she did in writing, which was equally amazing. And the part about the crack left in the top of the box. Just a little space for the possibilities to breathe. But I told myself, “She’s going through a down time. Getting close to forty years old. Mid-life crisis. Her only child leaving the nest. A lull in her marriage, discontent.” 

				 It’s easy to remember only the good things. It’s easy to toy with the idea the grass is greener, and maybe life would have been different. Just like my mother, and Bruce, and the letters she kept in the chest in her attic.

				 Days passed. I felt guilty around Samantha for something I hadn’t even done. At the baseball game, watching Allen, I knew I’d never leave him, no matter what. It wouldn’t make any difference if Kate showed up at the front door and delivered the letter herself. 

				 I agonized over what to do. Write back? Don’t write back? Pretend I never got the letter? But I ultimately couldn’t do it to her. I imagined Kate going out to the mailbox each day. Worried she’d done the wrong thing. Full of regret one minute and the next minute wishing for my response to arrive. 

				Dear Kate, 

				 I got your letter. It was a surprise, but a good 

				surprise.

				 Seeing your name in the corner of the envelope on my desk made me smile. Like we used to smile a long time ago. I wish you’d send me copies of those pictures. Somehow I didn’t end up with any. It would be nice to remember, and have my own box, with a crack left in the top.

				 You’re right. Getting older is different than I thought.

				Early

				 I sent it four days after I received hers. Not too eager, but also not purposefully cruel. 

				 My letter made no promises, but at the same time, invited a response. A chance to see another one of her letters, handwritten, in my stack of boring business mail on the desk. A chance to let my imagination run wild on Kate Shepherd, and be back in my apartment in college, and see all those imagined moments in high school, but still remain totally under control. Letters were one thing. Calls or meetings were altogether something else. I would control the situation this time. I would decide the rules. The next day I threw her letter away, and wished to God I’d never sent my own. What if Russell Enslow got the mail? What if Kate called the house and told Samantha she loved me, and that I loved her, and we were gonna be like those crazy-ass people who leave their husbands and wives for each other out in Hollywood ?

				 It was upheaval, but pleasant upheaval. I would keep her inside my mind where she belonged. At least that’s what I told myself. 

			

		

	
		
			
				four

				I read somewhere that not a single cell in our bodies is the same as the cells contained inside us at birth. Our bodies are constantly regenerating and replacing old cells, and so, technically, we are completely different people than the day we were born. If this is true, and I believe it is, who are we? Are we strangers to ourselves? Is it just our invisible souls holding us on a certain track of identity until we die?

				 The call came from the hospital. “Mr. Winwood, this is Sherilyn McNally. I’m a nurse. It might be a good time for you to come down and see your mother. She’s asking for you.” 

				 “I don’t understand,” I said. “My mother’s at home.”

				 There was silence on the end of the line. 

				 “Hello?” I asked.

				 “I’m still here,” she said. “Mr. Winwood, your mother’s very sick. She’s not home, she’s here in the hospital.” 

				 On the drive it occurred to me that I hadn’t seen my mother in months. I worked. I concentrated on Little Allen. I paid bills. I walked in and out doors all day long, watching the stock market, worrying about Gretchen, agonizing over letters. My mother had her own life. It’s the way she wanted it to be. 

				 I was absolutely amazed at how different she looked in the hospital bed. She was in her sixties and looked like an eighty-year-old woman I’d never met before. My mother’s face was gaunt. Her hands on the outside of the white sheets were hands I didn’t recognize, bony and wrinkled, the skin dry, her fingernails longer than I’d ever seen them.

				 “Jesus, Mother. What is happening?” I whispered, like it was a secret. Like no one else could see what I could see. 

				 “I’m dying,” she said calmly.

				 “No, you’re not,” I answered.

				 She waited a moment, probably to allow the ridiculousness of my answer to resonate in the room. 

				 “Yes, I am, Early. I’m dying.” 

				 It made me angry. While I’d been paying bills and smoking cigarettes on the back porch in the dark, something was happening to my mother, the last remaining vestige of my permanence on this Earth. And now she looked like a dead body resting in an open coffin, except her eyes were open, and she was speaking.

				 “Four months ago the doctor told me I had pancreatic cancer, in an advanced stage. I decided against chemotherapy. I’m ready, Early. I’ve been ready for a long time now. Don’t be afraid.” 

				 I heard myself say, “What if I’m not ready? Did you think of that? Did you? What if I’m not ready for you to die?”

				 At the moment, where I stood in the cold hospital room, it seemed impossible. All of it. Like a crazy dream where you tell yourself it’s only a crazy dream. And then you wake up, and you’re glad it wasn’t real. 

				 I left the hospital room and drove around for hours and hours. I thought of every memory of my mother. Every single detail I could recall about her, and me, and my father, and I cried like I didn’t know I was capable of crying. Wiping my face at stoplights, ashamed, clear juices running from my nose down over the top of my lips, hyperventilating at times to the point of dizziness. I ended up in a full-blown asthma attack in my grandfather’s backseat again. I pulled over to the side of the road and tried my trick of the blackboard full of words, each one slowly erased in my mind, until there is nothing to think about and the air began to flow freely again. The man on the radio said to expect lots of sunshine. He said tomorrow would be beautiful. 

				 I had never taken the time to imagine my mother dying. After all, she was strong, removed, artistic, and detached. She wasn’t like me or my father, weak to the world around us. My mother was immortal, almost unnatural.

				 It must have been nearly two o’clock in the morning when I pulled back into the hospital parking lot, all cried out. My soul was dry. There was nothing left to remember. Sherilyn, the same nurse who’d called me earlier, let me back in my mother’s room. She was asleep. I sat in a chair by her bedside and looked around the room. This idea came to me. This idea of taking flying lessons, and renting a small plane on a clear spring morning, and taking off into the rising sun, turning south toward the Gulf of Mexico. In a bag on the seat next to me would be a bottle of good whiskey, a few books, and a large bottle of pills. As I cleared the coast, the white sands like snow on the beach below, I would start taking pills, swallowing each down with the hot whiskey, and reading passages from the books, my headphones off, the sound of the engine of the small plane drowning out everything. Not everyone is meant to live seventy or eighty years. Not with a soul as dry as mine. 

				 “I thought you might come back,” she said. 

				 Her eyes were opened in thin slits. The liquid dripped down the tubes into the place in her arm. Tape covered the needle to keep it secure in her dry skin. 

				 “I just don’t understand, that’s all. Why wouldn’t you tell me?” 

				 “You have enough going on, Early. And what would you have done anyway? It’s better this way.” 

				 I felt the anger rise. “Says who? Who says it’s better this way, Mother?”

				 She smiled a little bit, something I hadn’t seen in a long time.

				 “I do, Early. It’s my life, not yours. I get to decide.” 

				 The nurse entered the room and changed the bag of liquid hanging above. We were all silent while she did her job. 

				 “I have a million questions,” I said.

				 “I’m sure you do,” she whispered. “I wish I had a million answers.”

				 And then she started to talk, for maybe the first time in our lives together. And I started to listen, maybe for the first time. 

				 “I wasn’t born with a lot of motherly instincts. To be honest, I really didn’t have the slightest idea what to do with you.” 

				 I remembered what I’d read about none of us having a single cell left in our bodies from the day we were born. The person who came out of her was literally someone else. 

				 “Your father knew,” she said. “He knew from the first minute they put you in his arms. With him around, I could count on someone knowing what to do, how to raise a baby. When he died, eleven years with no practice, I was just as lost as the day you were born. 

				 “I can’t really apologize. God made me who I am. God and my own mother. The eternal victim. She died before you were born. I promised myself when I was a little girl never to be like her. She went from one crisis to the next, almost each self-created, and blamed everyone around her. She lived off sympathy and guilt, and killed herself on her thirtieth birthday. I was nine years old.”

				 “How?” I asked.

				 My mother looked at me, aggravated by the interruption.

				 “Pills,” she finally said.

				 It was quiet again. Unbelievably quiet.

				 “Maybe that answers some of your million questions,” she said. “Maybe not. You know, we like to believe we get better every day. We like to believe we wake up every morning a little better than the day before. I’m not sure it’s true. Maybe we peak long before we get old.”

				 The quiet seemed to settle around us, and my mother’s eyes closed slowly. She whispered, “Why don’t you come back tomorrow and we’ll talk some more.”

				 I sat in the hospital room for at least another hour and watched my mother sleep, and then I watched her die. There was no shouting or convulsing. No struggle to hold on for one last word. She just died, and left me very, very alone in the big world, with a dry soul, a family history of suicide, a guilty conscience, and tears rolling down my cheeks. 

				 She also left me a letter, folded neatly in an envelope: 

				James Early Winwood,

				 From the day you were born you were taught to be strong. As tiny men, even learning to walk on your little legs, you are all told not to cry. Crying is weak, and men are never to be weak. 

				 Men stand tall, they wear uniforms, they fight on battlefields, real and created, and they provide for their families.

				 At some point, some critical point, in order to truly know God and yourself, you must separate what you have been ingrained to become from what you must do. We must be weak to truly know anything. This weakness will let you say, “I love you,” to those you love, to cry for no real reason, to reach those places inside your heart I was never able to reach until the end. You see, it isn’t really weakness at all, is it? 

				 The greatest debate inside every human in the history of civilization is the debate over the proof of the existence of God. But there is no debate. No need to argue or require. There is a God, because there must be, and that is all to be said. 

				 I thank God for you and your father. Without you two I would have never known love, spoken or unspoken, never known the reason for this life. God will bless us both, now and forever. I know this to be true. He has told me many times when I have been tired and needed to hear His whisper.

				 I love you,

				Your Mother

				 As you might imagine, she left her affairs in perfect order. The house was packed up, everything in boxes, with notes where each box should go. I never found the letters from Bruce, but she left me a box of things about my father, and it was like getting to know him for the first time.

				 Inside the box I found his little league baseball trophies, pictures of me as a baby in his arms. The three of us on the beach. The same snow-white sands, building a castle at the edge of the surf. My mother was smiling in the picture, the same smile I’d seen with Bruce’s arm around her shoulders. 

				 There were poems my father had written, and letters to my mother, and little, odd things like an old bullet, three baby teeth in a small, black, cloth bag, a firecracker, and a picture of a dog that I’d never seen before, and all those other things that reminded me how little we know our parents. And now there was no one left to ask the million questions. Those people who created me, those with the closest connection, were both dead. And Allen Jr. held me so tight, and watched me like a grown man watches a child.

				 He stood next to me at the funeral and put his hand on my shoulder when I couldn’t hold myself together. Gretchen sat two rows behind with her mother and Russell Enslow. She looked at me with misunderstanding, perhaps the same way I had always looked at my mother. 

				 Samantha was lost in the role of providing comfort to a crying man, but I will never forget Allen coming home from college and sitting up late at night with me. Calling the office every day for months, pretending he needed this or that, when it was me who needed. The very boy whose father I murdered. The very boy who turned to me after his own daddy’s funeral and asked if I would be the one to throw the ball with him in the front yard from now on. And with this very boy, who had become a man, I would forge the strongest bond I would ever have with another person in my lifetime. Perhaps even stronger than the bond that I held with my long-dead father. 

				 How the current of life flows as we struggle in the waters to get to one side or the other, to control our own destinies, when all along the current will decide. The current will take us, willing or not. 

			

		

	
		
			
				five

				If my first marriage was like the lighting of a match, quick and bright, burning out as soon as it began, then my second marriage was the opposite, a slow rot. After Allen moved out and my mother died, there was an unforgivable onset of loneliness. At least it seemed Samantha was unable to forgive me, for anything, but particularly my hints of insecurity. She had hated Allen Kilborn Sr., but at least she respected the man. 

				 I couldn’t figure out how to fix things between us, or if I wanted them fixed at all. I couldn’t even figure out how to get laid in my own house, with my own wife, in the bed I paid for. It was more complicated than sex with a complete stranger, and my mind began to drift to the idea of other women. Kate, or the lady across the street getting her mail from the box on a Saturday morning, short pants and gardening gloves. I had a particular fantasy where I walked over to her garage, we didn’t say a word to each other, and she simply positioned herself bent over the hood of her black BMW, and then pulled down her shorts to her ankles and watched me over her right shoulder. 

				 I felt guilty about it. The Bible says the sin is committed with the first thought of lust, but my mind wouldn’t leave it alone. It was easy to shift the blame to Samantha. She was cold, unproviding. She’d rejected me so many times, how could I expect anything different? But still, I struggled with the immorality of it all. I knew if I took the first step toward making it real, more than just a fantasy, it might actually happen. If not with the woman across the street bent over the BMW, another woman, somewhere else, bent over something else. It wasn’t the fear of getting caught. It was the fear of not getting caught, and becoming like those men who cheat on their wives every time they go out of town, like it’s just something men do, they can’t help themselves, regardless of vows, or promises. I think if you do it once, it becomes easier the next time, and the next. 

				 The letters from Kate kept coming. All full of innuendo and code. She was unhappy, I was unhappy, so I wrote back, in the same code and innuendo, imagining her husband would see the letter one night when Kate drank too much red wine and got caught taking the box down from the top shelf to peek inside. 

				Early, 

				 I keep remembering those days locked up in your apartment. 

				 It was a long time ago, but not so long. I also remember the first time I ever saw you out by the cemetery where we used to go back in high school to see Onionhead. You kept staring at me, and now it’s me doing the staring. Maybe you could explain why I need to send you letters. I have several theories, but I’d like to hear yours. Maybe you could explain why you wrote me back after all those years, especially when I did all I did to you. 

				 It’s hard to even figure out why anymore. 

				Kate

				 I would lie awake on the couch and imagine sending a letter saying, “Meet me in Kansas City, next Saturday, in the lobby of the airport Sheraton Hotel, and stop asking why.” I’d buy a plane ticket, invent a reason to go to Kansas City on business, and spend a weekend of naked bliss in a hotel room. Would she show up in the lobby, or was she only willing to dance around the words of handwritten letters? If I actually sent the letter, and got on the plane, and sat in the lobby pretending to read the paper, and Kate actually got on the plane and showed up through the front door with a red dress, how would our lives change? It was like the fantasy with the lady across the street, or suicide, or the murder of Allen Kilborn. Once it became more than just an idea. Once it began to happen, it was like the current, out of control, deciding for itself. 

				 Besides, I would tell myself, “It was a mirage.” One of us needed to be smart enough to remember how bad it was and how bad it probably would have gotten. I was a kid. I fell in love with my own imagination. A girl that didn’t exist. How long can such a thing last? Not long, apparently. So how could anyone expect it to work itself out twenty years later? But still, the Kansas City hotel weekend was worth all the hours thinking about it. 

				 As my mind drifted and my marriage crumbled, Samantha scheduled counseling. We sat in the office of Dr. Paulette Long. She kept us at a safe distance across her antique cherrywood desk. The woman was entirely pointy. Thin, her face coming quickly inward to the sharp nose. I didn’t like her the moment I saw her, and I don’t think she liked me either. 

				 “So, why don’t we start with you, Mr. Winwood. Tell me a little bit about your marriage.” 

				 “I think it would be better if Samantha starts.” 

				 “Why?”

				 “I just do.”

				 There was an awkward silence. She reminded me of a big pencil. 

				 “Okay, Samantha, would you start?”

				 It seemed to me they’d met in the office before, without me, and discussed their strategy for proving I was to blame for everything wrong in all of our lives. 

				 Samantha said, nervously but rehearsed, “There’s a distance between us. I don’t feel the closeness we had before.”

				 It got quiet again. Apparently, it was my turn to say something. 

				 “There’s no closeness because she sleeps as far away from me in the bed as she can get without rolling off on the floor. My wife hasn’t touched me in three months, and before the occasion three months ago when she nearly fell asleep in the middle of intercourse, it was about four months before that.” 

				 Dr. Paulette Long stared at me with her dark, beady eyes. 

				 “I think, Mr. Winwood, Samantha was speaking of emotional distance, emotional closeness. Not physical.”

				 “No shit?” I said. 

				 It came out wrong. Sarcastic, impatient, like a man in the room with two conspiratorial women and seven months of locked-up sexual tension. 

				 Samantha said, “Are you having an affair, Early?”

				 I thought to myself, if imagining the lady across the street bent over the hood of her black BMW with her white panties around her ankles constitutes an affair, then I’m guilty. But it doesn’t. It might be a sin, but it’s not an affair.

				 “No,” I said. 

				 Dr. Long asked, “Why would you ask that, Samantha?”

				 It sounded like they were actors in a bad movie. They each knew exactly what to say. 

				 “Well,” Samantha spoke, “it may sound silly, but I read about certain clues when your husband is having an affair. There are just things I’ve noticed on the list.”

				 “Like what?” the doctor asked. 

				 “Well,” Samantha spoke again, “he stays late at the office for one. He recently got a haircut and new shoes. He doesn’t try to kiss me or touch me anymore. Those things are on the list.”

				 I couldn’t listen to much more. “You know what? This is stupid. Maybe eating is a clue also. Or scratching my ass. That could be a clue.” 

				 The doctor looked down her runway nose. I didn’t wait for her to ask another question. 

				 “I stay at work late so I can afford our oversized house in a rich neighborhood that my wife can’t live without. I haven’t tried to kiss or touch her because after you’ve been turned down fifty times in a row with stupid excuses like falling asleep at eight o’clock, or having PMS two weeks before her period, you’d stop trying, too. Who likes being rejected over and over?

				 “And the haircut. I get about four or five haircuts a year, every year, since I’ve been a grown man. I had no idea the timing of the haircut and new shoes had such significance. Maybe I should grow my hair down to my asscrack and wear these shoes until my toes stick out the holes.”

				 Samantha was crying. The doctor hated my guts. 

				 “Mr. Winwood, you have a great deal of anger. We need to find the source of that anger.”

				 “Let me just ask you this,” I said, “are we searching for the source of my anger for my benefit, or for the benefit of this marriage? Because honestly, Samantha, do you want to stay married to me?”

				 We were all struck with the possibility that she might say no, but after only the tiniest of hesitations, Samantha said, “Yes. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t. Allen loves you. We’re a family. If you’re going through some mid-life crisis, get a motorcycle, write a book, whatever.”

				 For ten weeks we met once a week with Dr. Paulette Long and explained every facet of our relationship at two hundred dollars per hour. I learned a lot about people, myself, women, and other worldly pursuits. At the end of ten weeks Dr. Long announced our marriage would have a better chance of surviving if I moved out of the house and continued to pay all the bills. So that’s what I did. 

				 In the back of the newspaper there’s a section for dead people. A section with photographs, sometimes old photographs above obituaries of people who have recently died. I’ve always stopped in those sections and looked at the people’s faces, read about their lives.

				 On a winter morning, sitting at my desk, I saw the picture of Eddie Miller above his obituary. It was an old picture, maybe from high school, with his eyes full of light and hope. It didn’t say how he died. I hadn’t talked to Eddie since he was arrested. They only held him in jail a few weeks, probably like I said, to see if they could put the pressure on him or me, break open the case.

				 People told me how Eddie went downhill after that. He got a divorce. The wife took the kids. He drank a lot, spent time sitting in barrooms. And now he was dead. A picture on a page full of pictures of dead people. 

				 The Catholics believe the only unforgivable sin is suicide. It seemed impossible to me that God would turn his back on the very children who needed Him most, until I figured it out. It’s a good rule, but it’s not for the people who actually kill themselves. The rule is for the people who just think about it. Religion is the ultimate slippery slope. We’re told to believe in the comfort of a God who loves and provides, but we’re told not to completely embrace the idea of Heaven, because if we did, everyone would be killing themselves to get there. Why not? It’s wonderful. No worries. Surrounded by the warmth of God’s love. It’s Heaven. 

				 So they made a rule. A bump on the slippery slope to stop us from going all the way to the bottom. Believe, but don’t believe too much. Doubt, but don’t doubt too much. Float around in the middle until you die of natural causes and get your picture in the paper.

				 The letter went like this:

				Kate, 

				 Saturday. January 20. Kansas City airport Sheraton hotel lobby at two o’clock in the afternoon.

				 Two days. Room service. Hot baths. Never leave the apartment. 

				 Wear a red dress. 

				Early

				 I even put it in the envelope, a stamp in the corner, and drove through the post office parking lot. I sat in my car, the window down, in front of the big blue mailbox with the envelope in my hand. And then, believe it or not, I dropped the damn thing in the box. It was like my hand, and then my arm, just decided for themselves. 

				 There was immediate regret. Immediate. I sat in my little ugly rental house and drank a half bottle of Jack Daniel’s before I came up with the brilliant idea to go back to the post office at two o’clock in the morning to retrieve the letter. As are most decisions made at two o’clock in the morning after a half bottle of Jack Daniel’s, it was a mistake. 

				 There was no one around. The parking lot was empty under the glowing lights. My hand couldn’t get down the hole. The same hand, and the same arm, that earlier decided to send the letter, now couldn’t get it back. I decided to steal the entire mailbox. It was huge. Too big to fit in the car, and as an added problem, it was bolted into the cement. 

				 That’s when the police car arrived. I tried to explain. 

				“There’s a letter in here I need to get.” 

				 “Have you been drinking, sir?”

				 With a noticeable slur I said, “How is that relevant?”

				 At the police station, under arrest for public intoxication, I sat in the holding cell with my face in my hands, already feeling the beginning of a hangover. When I lifted my head, Investigator Frank Rush was sitting across from me on the metal bench. I hadn’t heard him come in. At first I thought he was a hallucination, like a story by Edgar Allan Poe or something. 

				 “Did you read about Eddie in the newspaper?” he asked. 

				 I took a long, deep breath, trying to gather my wits before I spoke. 

				 “Yeah.”

				 We were quiet. He watched me breathe. 

				 “How’d he die?” I asked.

				 Frank Rush seemed to think a moment.

				 “Some people just die, Early. They don’t really die, it’s more like they just stop living. Other people, like Allen Kilborn, don’t get to decide. Someone decides for them, like you did.”

				 “You’re wrong,” I said. “Allen Kilborn made his decisions, not me.”

				 He felt the weakness. 

				 “It’s time Early. It’s time to get this off your chest. It’s time to tell me how it happened. We both know he was a son-of-a-bitch. I never said he didn’t deserve it.”

				 It was like the whiskey evaporated from my bloodstream in a split second. It was like my mind rose up from the fog at the exact right moment. I leaned back against the cold cinder-block wall and waited. From his face I could see that Frank Rush was watching the moment of weakness pass. His chance for a confession disappearing before his eyes. I remembered the letter in the box. I thought of Allen Jr. with his arm around me at my mother’s funeral. 

				 “Eddie was a good kid,” I said. “We grew up together.”

				 “I know,” Frank Rush answered. 

				 And that was it. I closed my eyes and let the exhaustion carry me under. I woke up alone.

			

		

	
		
			
				six

				Afew days before January 20th, Little Allen called. His voice was the voice of a man. He had something he wanted to tell me, but not over the phone. At first I was worried, but his laugh gave away the goodness of whatever it was he wanted to talk about. We decided to meet at my little rental house the next day. 

				 Allen was living and working two hundred miles away. We talked on the phone often, but he came home less and less. Not out of anger or anything negative, but simply his life pulling him in the direction it was meant to go. I missed him being around. He had taken the news of me and Samantha’s separation better than I would have. He seemed to already know it was coming and prepared himself. 

				 When we talked, we mostly talked about baseball, and work, and things like that, gently veering away from the subject of his mother. I found the conversations comforting, stabilizing, and I wondered if he could see our roles changing ever so slightly, almost unnoticeable, like a child growing from one day to the next.

				 I watched around the curtains through the front window as he pulled into the driveway. There was a woman in the passenger seat, young and pretty. I watched them walk together toward my front door. They were a couple. Comfortable with each other. The comfort that only comes from being in love. She held his arm, and he smiled at the touch. Allen was bringing a girl home to meet me, and not just any girl. I remembered bringing Kate home to meet my mother. Now it was my turn to learn how my mother felt that day. Happy, concerned, maybe a little jealous. 

				 I opened the front door and acted surprised to see the young woman. Her smile was absolute and genuine, like she hadn’t figured out yet how fucked up the world really is. A smile you could look at and believe everything would be okay. I immediately envied Allen, and immediately wondered if my mother had felt the same about Kate, or whether it was obvious to everyone except me that Kate’s smile hid things we were all afraid to see. 

				 Standing at the door, Allen said, “Dad, this is Emily. Emily, this is my dad.” 

				 Since the beginning, we had mostly stayed away from words like “dad” or “son.” I would overhear him call me his “stepdad” on the phone with his friends. After all, he had a real father, and our last names were different, and I didn’t show up in the boy’s life until he was half-grown. 

				 But now, standing at the door, he introduced me as his father, and I shook Emily’s small hand. It made me wonder if Gretchen, on the other side of the world, might be introducing her boyfriend to Russell Enslow and calling the man her father like I didn’t exist. I suddenly remembered I was leaving on a plane early the next morning bound for Kansas City. Maybe I wouldn’t show up. Maybe I’d just go to work like a regular day. 

				 Allen wasn’t the kind of man who would bring just any girl to meet the family. I could see they were way beyond the awkward stage. Sitting in the living room, every now and then she would glance at Allen, probably wanting the same comfort he provided to me in our telephone conversations. She would grow old and the beauty would fade like a painting, but there was something strong about her. She didn’t need saving. Neither of them did.

				 “We’re getting married,” Allen said. She watched my face carefully, looking for the reinforcement of an instant smile, and that’s what she got. I didn’t need to fake it. There was a light around them, and I hoped it would never go away.

				 Before I could catch myself I said, “I hope you have children.” 

				 Emily and Allen looked at each other. I had the feeling she knew my story, or at least the parts Allen knew to tell her. 

				 “We hope so, too,” she said. 

				 I could feel the tears fill up my eyes, and I continued, “Because children are the best thing this world has to offer.”

				 It occurred to me I was getting old. She saw me as an old man, lonely, exiled to a stranger’s house, looking across the couch at the embodiment of youth. And then it happened again. I came outside of myself. There we were, in the living room of my little rental house, me in the chair, Allen and Emily sitting on the sand-colored couch across the coffee table, except I was seeing me from Emily’s eyes and feeling Allen’s hand on mine. I was afraid and calm at the same time. Wanting it to stop and continue together. 

				 One second became two and then three, and I wondered if Emily was inside of my body, or if it was just me, and then I wondered if it would never go back to normal, stuck. But then in a blink I was back in the chair and there was no hint of awareness in Emily’s eyes. Certainly, if she’d suddenly floated into someone else’s body, there would be some reaction, some recognition of the odyssey. 

				 When they left I felt a little shaken. I sat down in the same chair and searched around inside my mind for a foothold. My second marriage was collapsed. The hollowness of my career was beginning to reveal itself. My daughter was distant, and now I was planning a weekend of debauchery with my first wife, who was married to another man, and I’d just gotten a close-up look at myself through the big, brown eyes of my stepson’s fiancée. The stepson whose father I killed, and who now introduced me as his dad, and who was getting married, starting a family of his own, and drifting further away. 

				 I went to bed. It was three o’clock in the afternoon. I was exhausted, but couldn’t sleep. I got up and packed, and then went back to bed. I got up and ate, and then crawled in bed again. I went over in my mind everything we could possibly do in a hotel room over two days and nights. I got up and made a list: champagne, chocolates, a red rose. I tore up the list and took a shower, colder than usual. 

				 It was after midnight before I finally fell asleep. The alarm went berserk at three-fifty in the morning. I was in a whirlpool of doubt on the drive to the airport. Turn around. Don’t turn around. Are you stupid? What are you doing? It might be fantastic. Maybe we were always right for each other, we just needed to grow up. Maybe these years with Russell and Samantha made us appreciate each other. Maybe I have a chemical imbalance that allows me to drift into the bodies of other people from time to time, but doesn’t allow me to stop doing stupid shit. Like killing people and meeting my ex-wife in Kansas City. 

				 When the door slammed shut on the airplane, I felt the way I felt weeks earlier when my hand dropped the letter in the big blue mailbox. Panic and exhilaration. Much like I imagine it would be shooting up methamphetamines for the first time. Waiting for the feeling to start. 

				 I checked in the hotel at 11 a.m.

				 “One bed or two?” the man said. 

				 “One. King-size.”

				 “Will you need a key to the minibar?”

				 “Yes.”

				 I put my bags in the closet and inspected the room. The bed was big and soft, covered in pillows. Six big pillows, I counted. The tub was large enough for the two of us. Little bottles of shampoo and bubble bath, sky blue. 

				 I opened the curtains to see the airport in the distance, planes landing. Maybe Kate’s plane. Maybe it was touching down. I ran downstairs to the lobby. It was big. Lots of couches and chairs. I found a couch with a view of the front door and the check-in area. It was perfect. 

				 There was a newspaper on the table. I began to read, holding the paper up to cover my face. What if someone from home spotted me, started up a conversation, just before Kate arrived? What if Samantha’s cousins wandered into the lobby and saw me reading the paper, looking suspicious? I would probably stand up and scream, “I’m a fornicator. I’m a sinner.” 

				 It was eleven thirty-three. I could still go home. I could run upstairs, grab my bags, and be back at the airport. Fly home and make it to the office before it closed. I could sit in my favorite chair across from the couch at night and drink the rest of the bottle of Jack Daniel’s. Lock myself in the house. Sift though the mail every day to get the letter from Kate. The letter that says she went to Kansas City to see me, and I wasn’t there. 

				 Out of all the people I didn’t expect to see, my childhood friend, Jake Crane, was probably on the top of the list. But there he was, standing in the line to check in. He looked out of place. I lifted the paper to cover my face, peeking around the edge of the sports page. He was looking around like he’d been sent there to find me. Sent by Frank Rush. I closed my eyes and suppressed the pure paranoia. It was just a coincidence. A weird coincidence. Surely he would leave before Kate arrived. 

				 It was eleven-fifty. Any minute the red dress would walk through the big glass doors. We would act like we didn’t know each other, accidentally end up in the same elevator. Exit separately on the same floor, and then run giggling down the hall to the wonderful room waiting for us. 

				 Out of all the people in the world who knew Kate, and all the people in the world who knew me, Jake Crane was unfortunately one of the few who knew us both. One of the few people on the entire planet who would know it was no accident we were in the same elevator together. His presence was a dirty omen. What were the chances? I began to feel the paranoia press down, but I held my position. Regulated my breathing. Finally, Jake finished checking in and walked past me to the elevators. I carefully maneuvered the paper to cover my face as he passed and turned to the left. It was five after twelve. Thank God she was a few minutes late, I thought. The omen was no longer nasty, but humorous instead. A good story to tell someone later, I’m not sure who. 

				 I think it was twelve-fifteen when the possibility fully occurred to me Kate might not come. Maybe she made it as far as the airport. Maybe she actually got on the plane and ran out before the door slammed shut. It’s possible she got as far as Kansas City and just got on another plane back home. Maybe she ran into Jake at the airport coffee shop, panicked, and went back to California. 

				 Then it occurred to me there were two Kansas Cities. Kansas City, Missouri, and Kansas City, Kansas. Maybe there were two Kansas City airport Sheratons. Maybe she was waiting in another lobby for me, her legs crossed, the edge of the red dress at her knees. 

				 I asked the lady, “Excuse me, are there two Kansas City airport Sheratons?”

				 “No, sir. This is it.”

				 “What time is it?”

				 “Twelve thirty-four.” 

				 The lady patiently waited for me to speak again. 

				 “Have you seen a woman with a red dress? A pretty woman with a red dress? Mid-forties, brown hair?”

				 She smiled like she knew everything about me and why I was there. 

				 “No, sir. Sorry.”

				 I sat back down on the couch in my spot with the perfect view, and then went back to see the lady again. 

				 “Do you have any messages for Early Winwood, room 833?”

				 She tapped around on the computer keyboard. Shaking her head, she said politely, “No, sir. No messages.”

				 The elevator ride to the eighth floor was long. No one was accidentally in the elevator with me. No one ran down the hall giggling. The bathtub and the bed were big and empty. I ordered room service and ate alone, falling asleep in the middle of a repetitive pornographic movie. It’s a sure sign you’re getting old when you can fall asleep to the grunts of a pornographic film, but that’s what I did, and to tell the truth, I slept like a baby. It was one of the best night’s sleep I’d had in my life. I woke up the next day at noon to a knock on the door. 

				 Noon. A knock on my hotel door. The Kansas City airport Sheraton. Had I gotten the wrong day? Had she gotten the wrong day? And I realized my first feeling was fear. Fear that Kate Shepherd would be at the door, and make me feel the way she always made me feel. Sky-high, on top of the world, and then waiting for the fall. And waiting. And waiting. 

				 A voice came from the door. “House cleaning,” the voice said, and on top of the fear, above all else, I was 

				disappointed. 

			

		

	
		
			
				seven

				The letters stopped, mine and hers. From time to time, late in the evening, I’d sit at my desk, in front of an empty piece of paper, and imagine, far out in California, Kate doing the same. But neither of us had the courage or weakness to send anything. 

				 There was nothing left of my marriage to Samantha, and both of us seemed beyond blaming. I can’t remember who called who, but we met over dinner to negotiate the end. I remember seeing her sitting alone at the restaurant when I arrived. She was staring out the window holding a glass of white wine. Her face was very still, resigned. I just watched her for a moment, wondering what I would eventually feel, and then feeling nothing. 

				 She turned to look at me, and we stayed that way, both of us sure now, until I tried to smile. It was a childish smile. The fake kind, but openly fake, purely to bring an end to the moment before. A transition to the next moment. 

				 On the walk to the table, escorted by a waitress, I thought to myself, “It’s not my job to make everyone happy. It can’t be done. Where did I ever get an idea it was possible anyway?”

				 “What do you think of Allen’s girl?” was the first thing I said. 

				 It was our common ground. It was the only thing we liked about each other. I watched her chew a piece of bread slathered in butter and wondered what it was that I ever liked about Samantha Kilborn. She watched me take a sip of water, and I knew from her eyes she felt the same way about me. I was conscious of my lips on the edge of the glass. Too much, not enough. We had moved beyond love, beyond hate, to the land of annoyance. We didn’t even care to purposefully annoy each other anymore, it just happened, and I swear I wouldn’t have touched her naked body if we stood alone in the Garden of Eden, which is saying something. 

				 “Do you want your tools out of the garage?” she asked. 

				 “Yeah. I guess so.” 

				 “I like Allen’s girlfriend. She’s different than I expected.”

				 “How?” I asked.

				 “It’s hard to explain. Just different, that’s all. Not like I expected.” 

				 It was at least her second glass of wine. She kept staring out the window at nothing in particular. 

				 “You can have the house,” I said. It was the same house she had when we met. Every year was a new renovation project. Guest room. Island in the kitchen. Always something new and expensive, but I didn’t care. I never wanted to go back there. I never wanted to set eyes on the island again. 

				 After the first sip of her third glass of wine, Samantha said, “Let’s make this the last true conversation we ever have. After this, let’s just be cordial when we run into each other at the grocery store, or end up in the same place with grandchildren, but let’s not talk about anything important.”

				 She was distant and serious. 

				 “Okay,” I said. “Can I get some copies of the pictures in our photo album?”

				 And then she looked at me and said, “Early, did you kill my husband?”

				 I wasn’t ready for the question. If I’d been ready, the answer would’ve flowed. But I wasn’t ready, and maybe she planned it that way. Other than Frank Rush, no one had ever asked me point blank. 

				 She wasn’t staring out the window anymore. She was staring directly across the table at me. Maybe it was overdue. 

				 Then I grasped the wording of the question. “Did you kill my husband?” Allen Kilborn Sr. wasn’t her husband when I shot him in the head at the top of the stairway. They were long since divorced. 

				 “No,” I finally said, the word coming out a little too quickly.

				 She held the stem of the wine glass between her index finger and thumb, twisting it slowly as the base rested on the white tablecloth. I looked down at the golden liquid, and then back up to Samantha’s face. 

				 “Did you cheat on me?” she asked. 

				 It was amazing the woman would consider the questions equal in her mind. Executing a man in his own home and bending the neighbor lady over the hood of the BMW. It was amazing I was capable of a moral transgression at the level of murder and then concerned with finding a loophole in the wording of a question in order to tell a lie. 

				 “No,” I said, less quickly than before. 

				 Her eyes drifted back out the window. 

				 “Do you want your golf clubs?” she asked, her words flat. 

				 My answer was yes. I really did want my golf clubs. I hadn’t played in five years, but I wanted them anyway. 

				 That night, when I was alone in bed at my rental house, I thought of something I’d completely forgotten. It came back to me like a brand-new memory, alive and sharp, as if it happened the morning before. 

				 Gretchen was about six years old. I looked forward to our time together like a man in prison looks forward to seeing the sun. Not just pleasant, but life-giving, like water. 

				 We went to the ice cream parlor. It was next to the movie theater and we had tickets to the matinee. Gretchen was shy, whispering in my ear the flavor of ice cream she wanted instead of telling the lady herself. 

				 It was early spring, cool but not cold, and we sat outside on a glassy blue day at a table under a big white umbrella. Gretchen had birthday cake ice cream in a cup made of white chocolate with colorful sprinkles covering the top of the ice cream. 

				 She took her first bite and a smile came across her little face. A real smile, the opposite of the one I gave Samantha from the other side of the restaurant. Gretchen’s smile was so genuine, so pure, I remember I started to cry. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen anything as important. 

				 I sat there and started to cry. I had to look away from her. Put the napkin to my eyes. Pretend to cough. The girl was so perfect and so happy, and so far out of my life. That little smile over something so small as colored sprinkles left me unbearably alone, like the day my mother died. 

				 She looked up from her ice cream. 

				 “Daddy,” she said, “how much does the sky weigh?”

				 “I don’t know, baby,” I said. 

				 She took another bite of ice cream covered in tiny bits of color. 

				 Gretchen said, “I think it weighs a million miles.”

				 I wanted to hold it forever. The ice cream, the smile, the sky, the day. All of it. Just hold it close to me. The weight of a million miles. 

				 I sat in the church at my daughter’s wedding. Two hours earlier I met the man she’d marry for the first time, and I didn’t like him much. He was plain and hard, a face like stone. He’d never know the Gretchen who sat with me outside the ice cream parlor, and I’d never know the woman he was about to marry. All I had was snapshots of her life. Little pieces that didn’t fit together. 

				 Russell Enslow gave her away. I guess she was his to give, but it left me sad anyway. Kate was aloof. I watched her at the reception. She never looked my way. Never smiled to acknowledge Kansas City, or the letters we once wrote to each other, or the night we’d conceived the child who just walked down the aisle and exchanged vows with the stone-faced man with big hands. 

				 I wasn’t sure what I expected. Maybe I hoped something miraculous would happen, or maybe I just hoped the sight of Kate would change everything. For the most part, that’s what happened. Seeing her made her real again, if just for a few hours, and there’s nothing quite like reality to douse the fire of fantasy. She was looking older. I didn’t like her hair. It was too short. And she was skinnier than I remembered. 

				 It was deflating. I wanted to feel that feeling again, if only for a few minutes. The way she always made me feel in her presence. Just to know such a thing still existed. But she wouldn’t look at me, at least not while I was watching, and I stood alone by the big plate of shrimp, not knowing a single soul at the wedding reception for my only daughter. Not able to muster the energy to cause a scene, or maneuver Kate into a conversation, or do much of anything. I felt listless and average. 

				 Less than a year later, I stood at the window of the nursery at the local hospital with Allen. His wife had just given birth to a fat, healthy boy, and the nurse held up the baby for us to see. 

				 “Jesus, Allen, he’s beautiful.”

				 Allen touched his hand to the glass, fingers outstretched, finding himself in the middle of a miracle. 

				 “He is, isn’t he. Guess what we named him?”

				 “What?” I asked. 

				 “Early James Kilborn.”

				 I couldn’t really say anything back to him. The boy named his son after me. It was even better than a white chocolate bowl of ice cream covered with sprinkles, and I smiled like Gretchen smiled, like all was good with the world, and might be forever, but I knew better. 

			

		

	
		
			
				eight

				I slid gently into the disillusionment of my career. My job simply was not capable of providing any permanent identity. It helped temporarily, sometimes for stretches of years, but ultimately it was only a job, even when I loved it. Just a means to survive, refined and diluted by civilization. The cavemen may have loved the hunt and loved the meat from the hunt, but the purpose was much higher. The purpose was to feed the children, keep the mate, survive another day. Those purposes really no longer existed for me. Going to work every morning was just part of the routine. A diversion from imagining strange ways to kill myself or obsessing over my lack of sexual opportunities. 

				 Nearly a year and a half since I’d seen Kate at the wedding, she called one night out of the blue. I knew immediately from her voice it wouldn’t be good. There was no lazy, sexy cadence of too much wine on a lonely night, no nervous introduction before strolling down memory lane. It was business. Something was the matter. 

				 “It’s Gretchen,” she said. “He beat her up. It’s the second time, and this time it’s bad, Early. Real bad.”

				 It was the first time I’d heard her speak my name in many, many years, but the feeling was overshadowed. 

				 “What are you talking about?” I said. 

				 “Mike, her husband, the asshole, hit her in the face. Her eye is black. He’s a drunk. He stays drunk.”

				 “Jesus Christ, Kate. Why haven’t you called me before?”

				 “For what? What could you do halfway across the country? We put him in jail, and he got out. We got a restraining order, but she went back to the asshole. She’s here now with me, but he knows where to find her. A piece of paper won’t stop him.”

				 “What can I do?” I asked. “Do you want me to come out there?”

				 “No,” she said quickly. “I want Gretchen to come stay with you. At least for a little while. She’ll be safe there. Talk to her. Tell her to leave him. Tell her it’ll never end. He won’t change. Nobody changes, Early. We all know that.”

				 I thought of Kate’s father, the man in the chair with the rotten foot propped up. Sitting in the dark. A bottle of vodka in his hand. I remembered the smell. Old cigarette smoke, the odor of dog. Gretchen had probably never met the old man, but somehow, deep inside her, she carried the pain of her mother, and probably the pain of her mother’s mother. It would never end. 

				 “I think that’s a good idea,” I said, and as the words came out of my mouth I felt an old familiar feeling. My mind began to form the beginnings of a plan. Just a seed. A seed of redemption, freedom, and just a little bit of revenge. 

				 Maybe that’s what Kate wanted. Maybe she knew, she always knew I was capable of such a thing, and now, after so many years of not needing me for anything, raising Gretchen with Russell Enslow, now she needed me for something. And maybe it was my purpose on this earth to kill people like Mike Stockton, and Allen Kilborn Sr., in order to set other people free. 

				 I lay in bed almost the entire night thinking. It was more complicated than the time before. Mike Stockton lived far away in California. Unfamiliar territory, both geographically and otherwise. No built-in murder weapon or alibi witness. No hazy motive. If I was anywhere in the vicinity I’d be the first suspect. 

				 When I fell asleep, the dream of the black circle came back. It was there on the floor between my bed and the door. Bigger than before. Even blacker somehow, with a gray ring around the edge. 

				 In the dream I heard a noise and sat up in bed. The only light in the room came from the streetlight out the window. I could barely see the doorknob turn slowly, and the door began to open. In the crack I saw something. At first it was just a form, near the knob between the crack. Then I could see Gretchen’s face. She was a little girl again, around five or six. 

				 The door opened wide and we could see each other. She was wearing the same little shirt and pants she wore the day at the ice cream parlor. And then she smiled. The same smile I remembered. 

				 “Daddy?” she whispered.

				 I couldn’t speak. I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t speak. I saw her lean forward. I saw her take the first step running toward me, but I couldn’t yell. I couldn’t tell her about the black circle on the floor between us. And then it was too late. 

				 I woke up angry. What kind of man hits a woman? What kind of man chooses alcohol over his family again and again? Such a man deserves no respect. In my mind I could see the back of his hand come down against my little girl’s face. I could hear her crying, balled up on the floor, wondering what existed inside of her to create such a situation, to deserve such a choice. 

				 The dream led me to the next step, a blank piece of paper, a pen, a plan written out, a first draft. Written on the hard desk instead of a pad of paper, to be sure the sentences didn’t bleed through to the pages below. Written left-handed, and mostly in words that reminded me of other words, so the plan only really existed inside my head. 

				 Gretchen arrived at the airport. She was skinny, like her mother. Her bones seemed to be held together by only her clothes. Underneath the makeup I could see the blueness around her right eye down to the edge of her nose. 

				 I took a deep breath and smiled. We were mostly strangers, but maybe we wouldn’t be anymore. Maybe there was an opportunity to find out about each other, without judges, or Kate, or even Samantha, in the way. 

				 I cooked supper. When she was a kid her favorite was spaghetti and meat sauce. No meatballs. They were gross. And the meat sauce couldn’t have onions, or peppers, or anything weird. 

				 At the dinner table she asked, “Who’s the child in the picture on the bookshelf?”

				 “It’s Allen’s little boy.”

				 “He’s cute,” she said quietly.

				 “I made you spaghetti and meat sauce. No meatballs. No onions. Just the way you like it.”

				 She started to say something and changed her mind. Maybe she started to say “I’m not a little girl anymore. I have other favorite foods now. Adult foods. And I’ve smoked cocaine, and given blow jobs, and lied intentionally to hurt people, and married a man who treats me like a possession. All because you were a shitty father.”

				 But she didn’t say anything like that, and I was glad. We talked about good things we remembered about each other. We talked about the weather, and her mother, and then ran out of things to say in a short period of time. I locked the doors, checked the windows, and pulled the curtains closed. 

				 I took a vacation from work. Gretchen slept the first night in the guest room. The next morning, when she was in the shower, I went to make her bed. Under the pillow I found a gun. It was small and loaded. I put it back under the pillow and left the bed unmade. 

				 Gretchen and I spent the next three days together. We found things to talk and laugh about. We ate lunch in restaurants and visited Allen and his family. There wasn’t much left of the child I’d once known, my little girl, but I liked the person she’d become. She was smart and fragile like her mother, but without as much outward defense. There were shimmers of vulnerability and silence, but I chose just to watch and learn for awhile. 

				 After our third day together, I decided to start a conversation about her predicament. “Why don’t you move here? You can stay with me until you get on your feet.”

				 She seemed displeased I would talk about anything unpleasant. 

				 “I can’t,” she said. 

				 “Yes, you can. It doesn’t have to be forever. The guest room is yours. You can stay as long as you want. I’ll help you find a job. Maybe you could even work at my office.”

				 Gretchen looked down at her hands. She was still wearing a wedding ring. She wanted all the badness to just go away magically. She wanted everything to fix itself without confrontation. 

				 She said, “There’s a picture of a man next to the picture of Allen’s little boy. Who is that?”

				 She didn’t even know what my father looked like. She didn’t know anything about him, or what he meant to me. 

				 “Stay here,” I said, and I went to my bedroom closet for the box my mother had left me. 

				 Sitting down across from Gretchen at the table, I said, “It’s my father. He died when I was eleven. I still miss him every day. I still think about things we did together, places we went. I remember words he used.” 

				 I handed her the photographs of me with my parents at the beach. I had no actual memory of the day, but the pictures were like their own memory. Gretchen looked through the pictures slowly, smiling back at the smiles. She loved my mother. They were important to each other. But just like my mother, Gretchen seemed to hold some resentment over my interruptions in their relationship, warranted or not. 

				 “Is this your dog?” she asked. 

				 It was the picture of the unidentified dog. 

				 “No, I don’t think so.”

				 “Whose dog was it?”

				 “I don’t know.”

				 Gretchen looked at me for an explanation.

				 “I’m not gonna throw it away,” I said. “It’s in the box. It needs to stay in the box.”

				 I handed her a picture of my father holding me in his arms. I wasn’t more than a few months old. She looked at the photograph a long time before she said, “I like his face. He’s got a good face.”

				 That night, Gretchen went to bed early. I stayed up late at my desk thinking about Mike Stockton. Almost anybody is easy to kill if you don’t mind getting caught. It’s the loose ends. Gretchen couldn’t know. Kate couldn’t know. I had to pinpoint a location. A time. A way to be two places at once. What else could I do? Sit back and watch my girl crawl home to the man who’d eventually beat her down like a dog? The man who’d find a way to keep her from leaving him again, through babies, guilt, sympathy, promises. Lots and lots of broken promises. 

				 “I’ll never do it again.”

				 “I swear there won’t be any more drinking.”

				 “I love you.”

				 “Just this one last time.”

				 “I’ll be home at five o’clock.”

				 A sea of broken promises and days strung together by lies. What kind of a father can wait around and watch it happen?

				 I closed my eyes and thought about what had to be done. In the silence, the very clear silence, came a pounding on my front door. BAM, BAM, BAM. Hard, strong, crazy, and purposeful. 

				 I looked at the clock. It was two-thirty in the morning. There was only one person it could be. Mike Stockton. He found her. He came a very long way and found the right house.

				 I ran to the guest room. In the dark I whispered, “Gretchen, Gretchen.”

				 No answer. 

				 My eyes adjusted. The bed was empty. The pounding on the door came again. 

				 “Bam, Bam, Bam.” Three times. Even harder than before. 

				 I heard a noise in the room with me. A low sound. On the other side of the bed, crouched in the corner between the bed and the wall, Gretchen held the gun. 

				 “It’s him,” she said. Her voice cracked in fear. It was hard to see her face in the darkness, but she was crying, the gun held tight in both hands near her cheek. 

				 A figure passed the window outside, a shadow from the streetlight across the white curtain of the bedroom. 

				 I ran through the house, turning off the lights in the office and then the living room. I grabbed the phone and brought it back to the guest room. 

				 Gretchen was where I left her. I got down beside her, our faces only inches apart. 

				 “Listen to me,” I said. “Do exactly what I tell you to do. Exactly. Do you understand?”

				 She didn’t answer. 

				 Without raising the volume of my voice, I hardened the tone to get her attention. 

				 “Do you understand?” I repeated. 

				 She looked at my mouth, the place where words had come from, and then moved her eyes to my eyes. 

				 “Yes,” she whispered. “I understand.”

				 “Give me the gun.”

				 I took the gun from her hand and replaced it with the telephone. 

				 “Is it loaded?” I asked. 

				 “Yes, it’s loaded.”

				 Slowly I said, “Now listen, call 9-1-1. Tell them what’s happening. Mike’s trying to get in the house. Tell them what he did to you before, and how you had him arrested, and how you got a restraining order. Tell them you came here to get away from him and now he’s tracked you down, trying to break in the house.”

				 She waited a second and said, “Okay.”

				 “It’s very important, Gretchen, you tell them everything so they’ll understand the seriousness of the situation. So they’ll send someone immediately.”

				 I stood up with the gun in my right hand. It was smaller than Allen Kilborn’s gun. It felt like a toy in my palm. 

				 “Stay here,” I said. “Don’t leave this room until I tell you to come out, or the police tell you to come out.”

				 She seemed very much like a child huddled against the wall, small and afraid, waiting for me to fix it all. 

				 I walked cautiously down the hallway to the living room, listening for any sound, trying to determine if he’d found a way in the house yet. There was nothing. 

				 The living room was dark. Very gently I turned the knob on the padlock to unlock the front door. Very gently I turned the little button on the doorknob to unlock everything. 

				 I stepped back from the door about ten feet, careful to negotiate the coffee table, and stood in the small space between the coffee table and the couch, the same couch where Allen and his girlfriend sat when they gave me the news of their wedding, when Allen called me “Dad.” It seemed like a long time ago. 

				 I could hear Gretchen’s voice on the phone in the bedroom. It was low and muffled, but every few words came clear. She was doing as she was told, and I imagined the dispatcher relaying the information to a police officer on night shift, bored, patrolling the quiet neighborhoods, and now with an emergency call. A home invasion. Blocks away. It was just a matter of minutes, and I waited, the way I’ve always waited, listening to the clock in the kitchen tick and tick. Listening to my little girl’s voice on the phone down the hall. Taking deep breaths to keep my hands from shaking. 

				 It happened amazingly fast. No warning. No small noise followed by bigger noises. The door just swung open and slammed hard against the wall. 

				 Mike Stockton stepped into the doorway. He seemed huge, the light behind his back illuminating his frame. Large arms hanging at his sides. Far off in the distance there was a siren. The bored officer, adrenaline now pumping through his veins, on the way. Only seconds now. Only seconds away. 

				 I raised the gun and fired. The sound was loud, but not like before. Not like the explosion at the top of the stairs that blew Allen Kilborn’s head into small pieces. 

				 Mike Stockton didn’t move. I fired again immediately, and then a third time after that. Three shots, ten feet away, into the man’s chest. 

				 I heard Gretchen scream. I saw the body fall to the floor. The flashing colored lights of the police car appeared. Through the open front door I could see the officer exit his vehicle, gun in hand, assessing the situation, wide-eyed. 

				 I reached over to the wall and flicked on the living room light. Gretchen was standing by the kitchen, the phone still in her hand. I set the gun down on the coffee table. 

				 It was done, I thought. It was all done. There was no choice. What choice could there be? All those years of failing my daughter were brought to an end in a few seconds. 

				 It would be a new beginning. A clean slate, as they say. 

				 But then I watched Gretchen run to the man on the floor. I watched her wrap her arms around him in a way I’ve never seen, like she could pull him back from death, hold on so tight he wouldn’t slip away to wherever he was going. 

				 She turned and looked at me with a hatred I couldn’t understand. A black disdain, total and complete, for me and what I had done to the man in her arms bleeding out on my carpet. 

				 “What did you do?” she yelled. “What did you do?”

				 She waited for an answer. Just looked at me and waited for an answer. 

				 “I shot him,” I finally said. 

				 The walls of the room seemed to close from all sides. It was just Gretchen looking at me for an explanation, her arms around the dead man on the floor. 

				 I remember closing my eyes and concentrating on breathing, slowly in, and then slowly back out again. Trying with every piece of my brain to reconstruct the memory of Gretchen outside the ice cream parlor, remove myself back to that certain day, outside of my living room, away from the demand to explain to my broken daughter why a father might kill the man who beat her senseless and tracked her down thousands of miles away, until it dawned on me. 

				 I opened my eyes and asked her, “You told him where I lived, didn’t you?”

			

		

	
		
			
				PART IV

				the golden years

				one

				I found myself alone in a room at the police station. Mike Stockton was dead, three small caliber bullets to the chest and a pond of thick red blood at my threshold. It was done, and I couldn’t say I was sorry, no matter what happened to me. 

				 Frank Rush came through the door into the cold room. I think I almost saw a smile on his face. He sat down across from me at the table, two files in his hands, one thick and one thin. He placed the files next to each other between us, carefully lining up the edges. I could see the labels. The fat one was the file on Allen Kilborn Sr., and the thin one had “Mike Stockton” written across the top. 

				 I waited for him to speak.

				 “Well, James Early Winwood,” he said, “here we go again.”

				 As before, I tried to concentrate on my breathing, in and out, slowly and as deeply as possible without sound or movement. It made me wonder how we are able to breathe at all. What force exists inside us to suck air inward and then push it out again? To regulate the speed and pressure? 

				 “Usually, Mr. Winwood, I’d let the suspect talk first, tell me what happened, but this time, I think I’ll go first.”

				 I chose not to say anything and waited. 

				 “This is how it looks to me,” he said, “people around you end up shot. Not just random people, but now we have a pattern. Do you see the pattern?”

				 I think he just wanted to hear me speak. He wanted to hear my voice in the cold room.

				 “No,” I said. 

				 “Well, I do. Bullies. Specifically men who bully women.”

				 He waited for me to say something, but I let the air go a little deeper in my lungs than before. Let it fill a pocket usually left unfilled, vacant. 

				 “Allen Kilborn bullied your wife—your ex-wife, Samantha. And Mike Stockton bullied your daughter, Gretchen. You found a way to bring it to an end each time. A permanent end.”

				 He continued, “Now granted, you picked two very different methods, but still there’s common ground. Each was a shooting. Both times you used someone else’s gun. And each time you succeeded.”

				 I said, “The man came all the way from California to hunt her down. He beat on the door, came in my house. Gretchen is still black and blue from the last time he beat her up. You would have done the same, Mr. Rush. You would have done what needed to be done in order to protect your child and yourself.”

				 We were quiet for a time. I was exhausted, almost a chemical exhaustion. The results of a pill I didn’t take. 

				 “Maybe,” he said. “Maybe, but there’s a few unanswered questions I have.”

				 He leaned back slightly in his chair, an older man now. A little heavier, less hair, more lines around his eyes. 

				 “Why was the door unlocked?” he asked. 

				 “I guess I forgot to lock it. I was still awake, sitting in my office, when he started banging on the door.”

				 “It’s just hard for me to believe, Early, that a man like you, a cautious man, a smart man, knowing what Mr. Stockton did to your daughter, would leave the front door unlocked at two-thirty in the morning. I checked. All the other doors were locked tight. The windows were all locked. But somehow you forgot the front door.”

				 “I guess so,” I said. “I guess I forgot to lock the front door.”

				 Frank Rush raised his arms and put his hands behind his head. 

				 “I’m curious how he found the house. You’re not in the phone book.”

				 “I don’t know,” I said. 

				 “Gretchen says she didn’t talk to him. She says the only people who knew where she was were you, her mother, and her stepfather. If we take a look at your home phone records, will it show any calls to Mike Stockton’s phone?”

				 “Not from me,” I said. 

				 “You didn’t call the man and tell him where she was, did you, Early? You didn’t lure him down, leave the door unlocked on purpose, make sure the gun was loaded, tell Gretchen what to say when she called 9-1-1, did you?”

				 I listened to his words. We knew each other better this time around. 

				 “No, Mr. Rush, I didn’t.”

				 “Because Gretchen says you were very calm. She says you brought her the phone and told her exactly what to say. You calmly turned off the inside lights, told her to stay in the bedroom, and went to the living room alone to wait. All while a crazy man was beating on your door and circling your house.”

				 I wondered how he knew Mike Stockton circled the house, leaving the front door for awhile. I didn’t have to ask the question.

				 “Gretchen wasn’t the only person to call 9-1-1. One of the neighbors heard the banging, watched out their window, saw Mike try the doorknob, walk around the back of the house, and then come back to the front door. Only this time, the door was unlocked. He was able to step inside. Into the dark room. Where you waited for him.”

				 I asked in a monotone voice, “Am I under arrest?”

				 Frank Rush stared at me, and I stared back. I think he wanted to rip my head off and look inside, like the answer would be floating around in there, easy to see. 

				 “No, you’re not under arrest. Right now, you’re free to leave any time you want.”

				 “Is Gretchen here?” I asked. 

				 “No.”

				 “Where is she?”

				 He said, “She gave a written statement and asked if she could go back home. I told her yes. She packed up her things and left in a taxi.”

				 I suppose it was unrealistic to believe Gretchen would stay with me in the house where I killed her husband, but I hadn’t imagined her leaving, either. The sun was probably rising outside. A new day beginning. 

				 “It must be difficult,” he said. 

				 He wanted me to respond, but I didn’t. I also didn’t get up to leave. 

				 “It must be difficult,” he repeated, “doing something to help someone else and having them not appreciate you. I mean, you kill the man who abuses your daughter, and she hates your guts for it. You kill the man who makes Samantha’s life hell, and she divorces you anyway. Kicks you out of the house where you paid the bills.”

				 Sometimes you can’t see how much open space there is down below until you get up in an airplane. I started to rise above myself and look down on my situation. The balance is delicate between who we are and who others believe us to be. It is the greatest struggle a man faces between birth and death, the endless process of separating the threads of your individual identity from the expectations, needs, demands, and imaginations of all other humans. Who would I be if I was the only person in the world? Who would I have killed, and who would I have protected? Would the open spaces be so much easier to see? 

				 There was the possibility I’d been used, by Gretchen, or more likely Kate and Russell Enslow, purposefully or subconsciously, but used nonetheless, to accomplish a purpose. After all, it was my fault. Everything was my fault. Gretchen’s father issues. Kate’s lifeless marriage. Samantha’s intolerance. They were my problems to fix, and so I fixed one, at least temporarily, but then again, everything is temporary, isn’t it? Sticking band-aids on the cracks in leaking dams, each leak proof of the impossibility of permanence in this life, a reminder that everything we care about goes away, as well as everything we don’t care about. 

				 I started to get up from the chair to leave the ice-cold room, but my legs were hollow, the physical weakness beyond anything I’d ever experienced. It was like I was Mike Stockton, all the liquid from my body drained dry. I kept my hand on the table to steady myself. 

				 Frank Rush pulled a piece of paper from the file. It was my written plan, left on the desk in my house, found by Frank Rush, and a now a part of the permanent file. As permanent as a file can be. 

				 With his stubby hand the investigator pushed the piece of paper across the table in front of where I stood. He turned it around so I could see my words right-side up. They were written left-handed. Words used in place of other words. A code. 

				 “I found this,” he said, “in your house, at the desk, the ink pen still on top.”

				 I worked very hard at not letting my knees buckle. I leaned over, pretending to look at the piece of paper, transferring part of my weight onto my hands, braced against the tabletop. The weakness had nothing to do with what he showed me or the conversation. It was an independent weakness. 

				 Frank Rush looked up into my face. “Does M.S. stand for Mike Stockton?”

				 The code was no code at all. I had written the words expecting them to burn long before any other eyes would search the page. But they were the words of a different plan, a plan never to be executed, in a faraway place. 

				 He began to read, “M.S., CAL., Kate, miles, time, ice cream, R.E., Kate again, weapon?” 

				 I needed something to drink. Maybe orange juice would replenish the blood.

				 “What do the numbers mean, Early?”

				 I looked from the paper to his face and said slowly, “They don’t mean anything, Mr. Rush. Nothing does. Just scribbles. Can I go now?”

				 Allen was waiting in the lobby. He stood when I came to the door, and I wanted to collapse in his arms like a child. Like I was sick, and he was my father, strong and sure, and I could fold into his arms and sleep it all away.

				 He led me to the car, and we started the drive back to my house. I wondered if it would be surrounded by yellow police tape. I wondered how I would step across the stain of blood into my home, if I had a home at all. 

				 “Who called you?” I asked. 

				 “The lady across the street. She said you shot somebody. By the time I got there, they’d already taken you to the station. The investigator told me it looked like self-defense. He just wanted to ask you a few questions.”

				 There was still no strength in my legs. The weakness was an actual feeling, its own separate, dull ache centered in the knees. 

				 Allen said, “What happened?”

				 Looking out the window at a girl riding a red bicycle, I said, “I killed a man. Gretchen’s husband. He beat her up. She came to stay with me. He found her, and I killed him.”

				 The girl on the bicycle was pedaling like mad. She was late for school. Maybe fourth grade, or fifth. Her hair was very black, tied in a loose ponytail up top near the crown of the head. She wore dirty tennis shoes. The girl saw me look at her and looked away in the direction she was going, down the sidewalk. 

				 “I didn’t even know you had a gun,” Allen said. 

				 I looked at him and said, “I don’t. It was Gretchen’s.”

				 We rode along. I didn’t pay any attention to our 

				direction. 

				 “Where is Gretchen?” he asked.

				 “She’s gone. She went back to California.” 

				 We rode along in silence. It was a beautiful morning. I noticed things I never noticed before. It seemed like I’d been gone a long time, and while I was gone they planted new trees and built new houses in empty lots. 

				 We pulled up in front of Samantha’s house. The house I’d lived in for years, helped raise Allen in, paid to update, then renovate, in order to keep up with people I’d never met. 

				 “What are we doing here?” I asked. 

				 “Mom’s out of town. You don’t need to go back to the rental house right now. I’ll go there this afternoon, clean up, get some clothes. You can stay here a few days.”

				 “Where’s your mother?” I asked. 

				 There was hesitation. He didn’t want to say. She was probably with another man. On a trip with another man to some Caribbean island covered with palm trees and surrounded by water the color of emeralds. In fact, as we sat out in front of the house, she was probably down on her knees in the bathroom of a beach bungalow giving the man great pleasure. I smiled. After all, she was no longer my wife. I was a man without a wife. 

				 “Nevermind,” I said. 

				 It was strange being in the house again, especially without Samantha’s permission. After Allen left, I crept around like a burglar. On the screened-in back porch, behind the potted plant above the door, I found my stale cigarettes. The matches were damp. I had to light the cigarette off the stove and run outside to make sure the smoke didn’t seep into the flowered wallpaper and raise Samantha’s suspicions. 

				 I sat on the wooden chair. The same mystical force allowing me to breathe oxygen pulled the cigarette smoke deep into my chest, releasing the whiteness ever so slowly until I could feel the nicotine reach the center of my mass. It had been a while since I’d smoked, and during the first three drags I remembered how much I loved it. Toward the end of the cigarette I realized how it always left me unfulfilled. The expectations too high and the results too average. 

				 But I lit another one right after the first anyway and sat alone thinking for hours about what I had done. Trying to figure out what part of me was responsible, and what part of me wasn’t. 

			

		

	
		
			
				two

				Most of my suicide scenarios included a common theme. Apparently, subconsciously, I was concerned about offending the person who might find my body washed up on the beach, or bloated and smelly three days in the bed, or even lying peacefully in the backseat of my car in the garage. I’m not sure exactly what this means. 

				 I kept thinking about digging a hole. Finding a secluded place down on the beach about ten yards up from the water’s edge. Around noon I’d go out with a shovel, ice chest, and a few books. I’d begin digging a deep, deep hole, piling up the sand on the side of the hole facing the water. Between digging, I’d have a cold drink, lay out on the towel reading my favorite books, watch the seagulls and pelicans frolic along the shoreline. 

				 If anyone passed, walking along the beach, I’d keep my face in the book and pretend I didn’t speak English. I would intentionally select the day of the month with the highest tide, a full moon, I suppose. 

				 After the sun went down the water would begin to rise, creeping up the sand a little further with every breaking wave. When the waves began to touch the pile of sand in front of the six foot hole, I would remove the gun from the plastic bag inside the ice chest. The metal would be cold on my hands, and I’d be careful not to set the gun down in the sand. 

				 I’d throw the shovel, ice chest, and my favorite books down into the hole. Then I would position myself at the far end of the hole, standing upright, leaning slightly forward. The gun would be in my right hand. I would look one way and then the other down the beach, to make sure there were no flashlights. No families walking the beach, or young lovers, or people unprepared for the horrors of finding a dead body late at night. 

				 At that point, I’d be ready. Standing stiff, I would lean forward until my body, a victim of gravity, would begin to fall. In midair, the gun pointed at the side of my head, I’d pull the trigger, ending my life and allowing my body to end up in the very bottom of the hole next to the shovel, ice chest, my favorite books, and the gun. 

				 The moon would exert its strange force upon the water, pulling it upwards, opposite from the gravitational force plunging my body into the deep hole, and eventually the waves would push the pile of sand down into the hole on top of me, burying my dead body far below the surface of the pristine beach. I would be allowed to rot in peace, going back to the earth the way God intended. 

				 Maybe I’m not really concerned about those people who could find my lifeless body. Maybe it’s a control issue. I don’t like the idea of my body being flipped around, drained of fluid, dressed up and locked down in a dark, sealed casket. 

				 I spent so much time thinking about dying, I never considered the possibility of slowly falling apart. The doctor said the tingling sensation down my right arm was caused by the impingement of a nerve in my neck. The impingement was caused by the herniation of a disk, probably the result of the constant pounding of jogging, or maybe my insides were rotting for no reason. 

				 “You’re getting older,” he said. “You can put up with the pain, or we can replace the disk.”

				 I tried to put up with the pain, but it just got worse. One morning I woke up with my head cocked to the side. Something had shifted inside my neck during the night and fire shot down my arm if I tried to straighten my head. It made me wonder how people in chronic pain coped before modern medicine. Did they pray every day for their chance to die? Did they spend hours thinking about killing themselves and ending the pain? 

				 Waiting for surgery, nearly naked with my head still cocked to the side, I felt the same loss of control a dead body might feel. The same lost feeling I had the day they told me my father died. The medicine began to drip and the warmth slowly rose through my pitiful limbs. For some reason, I started to tell a story that wasn’t true. 

				 “I hated my wife’s Yorkie. It was a pain in the ass. Bark, bark, bark. We lived out in the country on fifty acres, mostly woods. One night I was eating dinner and the damned dog just wouldn’t shut up. So you know what I did?”

				 The overweight nurse said, “What?”

				 The warmth had invaded my head. I don’t remember anything else. I woke up in a hospital room with Allen and Emily standing by the bed. The overweight nurse was busy in the room. I was convinced death was upon me. From the outside, I was sure I looked the way my mother looked the day she died. 

				 “That was a horrible story you told,” the nurse said. 

				 I didn’t know what she was talking about. Maybe I’d recounted the excruciating details of the murder of Allen Kilborn, or my trip to Kansas City, or the time I thought I had herpes and it turned out to be a spider bite. 

				 “I love dogs,” she mumbled, her face tight like a ball of rubber bands. 

				 “What story did you tell?” Allen asked me. 

				 My mouth was dry. “I don’t know,” I managed to say. 

				 The nurse couldn’t leave it alone. “He told a story about his wife’s Yorkie, and how he hated it, and how one night at the dinner table, after his wife left the room, he rubbed gravy on the dog and put the poor thing outside in the woods so the coyotes would eat him alive.” 

				 Allen laughed. “I never heard that before.”

				 I noticed Early, my grandson, my namesake, sitting off to the side. He was around five years old at the time, and he was listening to the story. His eyes were red. 

				 I gathered the energy to say, “It isn’t true. My wife never had a Yorkie. I’ve never even seen a coyote in my life.”

				 The doctor entered the room. 

				 “Everything went well, Mr. Winwood. We ended up removing two disks. Just like we talked about, I scraped out the leftover material and replaced the disks with cadaver bone. We didn’t have any problems with the titanium brackets. I think the screws are secure.” 

				 After the doctor left, and the dog-lovin’ nurse closed the door, Early came over to give me a hug. He smelled all fresh and wonderful, and held me tight. 

				 “Grandpa,” he said, “what’s a cadaver bone?”

				 Allen answered for me. “It’s the bone of a dead person. Sometimes the doctors use cadaver bones to help fix people who are hurt.”

				 Early seemed to think about it for awhile. There was much to consider. 

				 “What dead person?” he asked. 

				 It was an interesting question. I hadn’t thought about it much. 

				 Allen said, “Well, we don’t know.”

				 That night, with the morphine rolling steadily through my veins, I dreamed I was a black man named John Evans. The people in my dream knew who I was. They hugged me, and called me by name, but I didn’t recognize their faces. 

				 One woman in particular, an older woman, black as coal with a big smile, kept saying, “John, where’d you leave the key? I told you ten times not to take the key. Now where is it?”

				 I looked down at my hands. They were the hands of a working man, like my grandfather’s, the hands of a carpenter. But I didn’t recognize them as my own. I’d never seen them before. 

				 I woke up several times in the hospital room, and each time slid gently back into the same dream, with the same people who recognized me, but I didn’t recognize them. 

				 I remember saying, “Why do you call me John?”

				 And the woman in the dream raised her voice, “Don’t be a fool. Now give me the key, John Evans.”

				 She was mad, but not really. The way old women sometimes act mad at their husbands, but it’s all just part of the relationship. The anger is for show.

				 The dreams continued for months. I started to wonder if maybe the dead man’s dreams were somehow trapped in his bones. I liked the idea of having a carpenter’s bones in my neck. It made me think about my grandfather, the same grandfather who saved me at the lake that day. 

				 Paw-Paw had a basement. In the basement he had a workshop full of tools, and saws, and pieces of wood. I can still smell it. The fresh-cut cedar. He built things like birdhouses and little cabinets, and everything in the basement was in a particular place. The place it belonged. I never saw the hammer anywhere except in my grandfather’s hand or on the wall hanging on the hammer hook. 

				 I loved the order. I loved the feeling of being in the basement, just me and my grandfather, making something no one else was making. No one else in the whole world. 

				 He would say, “Early, mark this spot right here with the pencil. This is exactly fourteen inches.”

				 And I would mark the spot, watching his hands drift across the surface of the wood, imagining my grandfather could build just about anything in the world. 

				 Lying in the hospital bed, in my mind I began to draw a diagram of my grandparents’ house. Beginning at the front door, down the hallway, each of the bedrooms, and back to the kitchen. I was able to close my eyes and see the house exactly as it was so many years ago. A house now lived in by strangers, my grandparents long since buried in the ground. It occurred to me, with my death there would be no one with any true memories that my grandparents had ever lived at all, ever existed, and my mortality, lying alone in the hospital room, became unbelievably certain. I would die also, and be remembered, and then forgotten, like every person who ever lived. 

				 It was a turning point of sorts. Difficult to explain. Certain things became enormously important while others lost all value. I turned my attention to my grandson. Maybe it was for his sake, and maybe it was for mine. What difference does it make? 

				 Behind my rental house was an old building. At one time it may have been a garage. It was a perfect size for a woodworking shop, and I dedicated myself to the idea of creating a place like my grandfather’s basement. A place of simplicity, and order, with no telephones or televisions. A place filled with the smell of cut cedar. 

				 I took my grandson with me to the hardware store to buy all the tools, and saws, and pieces of wood. We picked out hammers and nails, screwdrivers and wire, a tape measure and a set of wrenches. We loaded up a cart, and then another cart, asking questions and settling on a plan to build a doghouse for a dog we didn’t have. It was Early’s idea, maybe as a way to equalize the imaginary murder of a certain Yorkie. 

				 The man at the cash register said, “You two sure did find a lot of stuff.”

				 Early stood behind my legs, peeking around the edge of my pants at the man. He found the courage to move forward enough to see the items being scanned, one by one. 

				 “That your grandson?” the man asked. 

				 “It is,” I said. 

				 “I can see the resemblance.” 

				 I smiled and paid the man. 

				 We spent the whole weekend building the workshop. On the wall above the wooden table I hung a piece of plywood just like the piece of plywood above my grandfather’s wooden table. I made hooks for all the tools and tried to place them in the same order I remembered, the hammer on the far left, the hacksaw on the far right, a row of paintbrushes. Over the table hung a light, a single bulb with a switch at the base of the bulb. On the left edge of the table we secured a metal clamp designed to hold things tight so the piece of wood wouldn’t slip as the saw pulled back and forth. 

				 “Mark this with your pencil,” I told Early, and he did, exactly where I told him to make a mark, and we cut the wood at the line, the first board for the doghouse. 

				 There was one moment, one I remember, when Early looked at me the way I looked at my grandfather so many years earlier in the basement. His eyes seemed to understand and focus, etching the grooves of a memory to last his entire life. I reached out and touched my hand to his face, holding my fingers to his cheek, and he let me do it, without pulling away, like he knew how important it was for me. Like he was me, and I was him, and we were together in my grandfather’s basement, making something new. 

				 On Sunday, after Early went home, I laid on my couch. I wished I was Mike Stockton. I wished I could go outside and then come through the door and have someone waiting for me in the dark. I didn’t want to, but I started thinking about buying a small fishing boat. Taking the fishing boat up to the lake on a Monday morning. Bringing along fishing equipment, a cooler full of cold drinks, my favorite books, a cement block, a rope, and a pistol. 

				 I’d fish in the cool morning, watching the fog burn away in the rising sun. Catch a fish, maybe two or three. Nothing big. Little fish, bream, hold ’em in my hands, let ’em swim away back to wherever they lived. I’d have a drink, take off my shirt in the midday heat, maybe read a little if I wanted. And after the sun set beneath the tall pines to the west, I’d start making preparations. 

				 I’d sit on the side of the boat, careful to balance myself, the cooler and the tackle box placed on the far side of the boat to offset the weight. I’d tie one end of the rope to the cement cinder block and the other end around my waist, pulling the knots tight and tying double-knots. Then I’d lift the cinder block to my lap and let it rest across my upper thighs. It would be dark. I wouldn’t have a single light on the boat. My eyes would search the horizon to make sure no other boats were near. Then I’d cock the pistol, stick the barrel in my mouth, lean back slightly to the edge of tipping over, and pull the trigger. 

				 The force of the bullet would help the inertia of my body falling backward into the water, the cement block rushing to the bottom of the lake, and the rope pulling tight, carrying me down. The boat would drift through the night coming to rest the next morning on the muddy bank. The fish would eat my flesh and gnaw my rotten bones over the summer months until nothing remained except a cement block with a rope weaving in the current. 
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				I knew it was a clean killing, if there’s such a thing. The man had a history of violence, a history of threats, and entered my home illegally. The neighbor corroborated my story. She heard Mike Stockton beat on my door. She saw him stalk around the house at two-thirty in the morning. There was no evidence I purchased a weapon in anticipation of killing. There was no witness to testify I’d bragged of my intentions to kill the man who beat my daughter. It was self-defense, and defense of Gretchen. A man’s house is still his castle, and no jury would convict me. I knew that, and so did Frank Rush, but it didn’t change our history. It didn’t change what we knew. 

				 My fiftieth birthday came and went without much fanfare. I was twice divorced, estranged, and living alone at the scene of a crime, more or less. I fell silently into a routine, occasionally interrupted. 

				 Keith Perkins worked in my office. He was a few years younger than me, and for the most part we didn’t pay much attention to each other. He was pleasant and bland, a forgettable combination. The man seemed to smile a lot for no identifiable reason, and sometimes I detected the slightest smell of alcohol around his person. Like maybe he kept a little silver flask in his desk drawer, and when nobody was looking, took tiny refreshing sips of warm vodka. 

				 One evening, out of sheer loneliness, we ended up together at a downtown bar after work. Over the course of several hours we both drank too much, and the conversation went from stilted to strange. 

				 “I don’t ask for much,” he said. “I really don’t. I work hard. I provide my wife and kids a nice house in a nice neighborhood. She’s got a closet full of shoes. How could anybody need seventy pairs of shoes?”

				 “I don’t know,” I said. 

				 We were quiet for a long time. Keith Perkins seemed to be wrestling with something. I really didn’t give a shit what it was, and truthfully I had no intention of listening to him unburden himself. I hoped he would wrestle with his problem and then decide to talk about the baseball game on the television behind the bar. 

				 “I love baseball,” I said out loud to myself.

				 “You know what?” he said. “I don’t need to feel guilty about anything. Why should I? Do you know how many hours I work every week? I don’t care about clothes or a fancy car. I don’t smoke pot or gamble.”

				 Whatever it was he wanted to talk about was only a sip or two from sneaking out into the open. He turned and looked at me. 

				 “You’re a single man, right?” 

				 “Yes.”

				 “You’ve been married before, right?”

				 “Twice.”

				 “Well, then I’m sure you understand. Kids?”

				 “Yeah,” I said, and finished my bourbon and water.

				 “Let me get you another one,” he demanded, and I let him do it. 

				 Keith leaned toward me and said in a drunken whisper, “I’ve got this girl. A call girl, I guess. Whatever you want to call her.”

				 He stopped talking. It was a little test to see how I’d react. I didn’t react at all, just stared at the baseball game. 

				 Keith moved his body back straight on his stool. I looked at the side of his face and saw something sad about him. I was nearly a stranger, and yet he needed to tell me something. Something he probably hadn’t told anyone else. Not his brother, or his parents, or his wife—nobody except me. 

				 “She’s beautiful,” I heard him say in a low voice, looking over the drink he held in both hands. “And she does things for me.”

				 I was curious. “What kind of things?” I asked. 

				 He turned back to me like a puppy excited at the sound of my voice. “Anything you want. And she smiles while she does it. Smiles the whole time.” 

				 We were quiet again. The barroom around us was loud, glasses clinking together, the sound of pool balls slamming against each other. I wanted a cigarette. 

				 “It’s not like having an affair or something. I work hard. Last year I was only sick two days. Only two days. Did you know that?”

				 He was nearly begging for my approval. Something, anything from me to ease the guilt.

				 “Seventy pairs of shoes,” he said. “That’s a hundred and forty shoes.”

				 So I gave him what he wanted. “You deserve it,” I said. 

				 I could tell he loved the word, “deserve.” He loved it. It spoke volumes. It was the word he was afraid to use. The word that somehow didn’t sound right. 

				 “I tell you what,” he said, “I’m gonna give you her number.”

				 “That’s okay.”

				 “No, I’m gonna give you her number. You don’t have to call her if you don’t want to, but you’ll have it.”

				 Keith scribbled the number on a napkin, folded the napkin, and slipped it to me like a drug dealer.

				 “Tell her you know me,” he said. “It’s worth it. You deserve it, too. I’ve got to go home. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

				 I stayed at the bar for an extra drink. I unfolded the napkin. Her name was Gina, or at least that’s the name he wrote on the napkin. 

				 I was drunk. Certainly too drunk to drive home, but I did it anyway, concentrating like a madman on the road ahead, radio off, seatbelt firmly fastened, thinking the entire time about Gina and all the things she could do with a smile on her face. I wondered the price, and whether it was too late to call. 

				 “Hello,” she said. 

				 “Hello.”

				 I froze. I froze like a boy in high school confronted with a girl’s voice.

				 “Hello,” she said again, and then I was unfrozen.

				 I managed to talk. “May I speak to Gina?”

				 “This is Gina,” she said, and her voice was exceptionally soft and smooth. It ran my imagination into a frenzy.

				 “I’m a friend of Keith Perkins.”

				 She hesitated, and then said, “Okay.”

				 “Is it too late?” I asked.

				 It sounded like she was eating something. Maybe a grape, or a tangerine wedge. Something juicy.

				 “No,” she said. 

				 I fumbled around with a plan. A standard motel. I’d call her with the room number. And the next thing I knew I was back in the car concentrating on the road again, making my way to the motel across town. 

				 I felt like a fugitive at the front desk, started to give a wrong name, and then panicked at the prospect of being asked for my driver’s license. I paid cash, yawned, talked about being on the road all day and looking forward to a good night’s sleep, and then called Gina with the room number. 

				 I sat on the edge of the bed in the motel room, waiting. The idea a beautiful woman would knock on the door, take off her clothes, and do anything I asked, was dynamic. The thought of unconnected sex was foreign to me. No hidden agenda. No undercurrents of guilt, or love, hatred or compromise. Just two people in a small motel room fornicating, shaking hands, and walking out the door afterward. 

				 I took off my jacket and then put it back on. I removed a shoe, smelled my sock, and then took a quick shower, dressing again. It was all very odd. Several times I stood to leave and then sat back down.

				 The knock on the door was light. Keith Perkins was correct. She was beautiful. She reminded me immediately of the sixteen-year-old girl at the beach so many years ago. The girl who took me by the hand to the pool. The similarity was something in her eyes and cheekbones. 

				 “How old are you?” I blurted out. 

				 “Twenty-two. How old are you?” she asked, with a genuine smile, looking around the room. 

				 My drunkenness had given way to a slight headache and a numb feeling around my face. I sat down in the chair, and she stood in front of the television. Gina wore a short dress, not too revealing, but perfectly formed around her hips. She was extremely aware of her body, but she didn’t overdo it. Her hair was brown, medium length. She could have been a college student.

				 “Aren’t you afraid?” I asked. 

				 “Afraid of what?” she answered.

				 “Afraid somebody might kill you or something. I mean, it’s the middle of the night and you’re in a strange man’s motel room.”

				 She smiled again and put her hands on her hips. “You’re not a strange man,” she said. 

				 I leaned forward in the chair and rubbed my tired face in my hands, pressing small circles at each temple in unison. The pressure relieved the pain momentarily. When I opened my eyes she was still standing there. 

				 I said, “When you’re finished, I mean when you’re finished having sex with a man for money in a room like this, a man like me, how do you feel?”

				 She made an expression of disappointment. Not disgust. Not anger. Like it wasn’t the first time she’d been asked the question. 

				 “You’re one of those guys,” she said, looking down at me. 

				 “What guys?” I asked.

				 She took a few steps forward and pulled my face against her stomach. Her hand felt small and light on the back of my head. We stayed that way, and I could feel her heartbeat, gentle and rhythmic. My right hand reached and touched the inside of her thigh. Slowly, I moved it upwards, aware of the short distance between the tips of my fingers and the magical place nestled between her legs. My hand moved so slowly upwards I could barely detect it was moving at all. The skin was smooth and accepting, sure of itself, and I moved again, now only a whisper from the warm place. She waited patiently, waited for me to do as I wished. And for a moment I thought I could do it. I thought I could be a man who could enjoy the bodily pleasures of a strange and gorgeous woman. But I was wrong. A wave of nausea rose from my stomach, and I leaned back in the chair, looking up at the girl above me. 

				 I was old enough to be her father. Who was she to trade intimacy for money? Who was she to mock the myth of love? The strongest, most organized and essential myth in the history of mankind, and for a few hundred dollars she’d let a man touch her and pretend she loved him. 

				 It was me who was disgusted, and without a word I stood up and laid face-down on the bed. I never heard another sound from her. I must have fallen asleep in only a few minutes. She could have killed me, or hit me with a baseball bat, or anything else she wanted. Instead, I suppose she decided to leave my kind alone in my own misery, untangling the reasons for being unable to move my hand the final inch. 

				 I woke the next morning and didn’t know where I was. I arrived at work two hours late and people stared at me like I was covered in blood. Keith Perkins winked when I passed his office door, and I was glad to close the door of my own office and sit in silence. 

				 On the desk was a stack of mail, and on top of the stack was a handwritten envelope from Kate. It was the first letter since the Kansas City proposal. The letters had stopped, and after a while, I stopped looking forward to the daily mail. Stopped rifling through the business envelopes searching for her handwriting. 

				 But there it was, the envelope in front of me. I held it in my hands and wondered if it was a coincidence, Kate’s letter arriving the morning after my night in the motel room alone. The mistakes in this life are all patiently waiting to be made, but I opened the letter anyway. 

				Early, 

				 Whether it is true or not, I’ve come to believe you are the only person who has ever really known me. I was a daughter to my screwed-up parents, a wife to Russell, a mother to Gretchen. With you, I was simply me. It was raw, and right, and scary, which is probably why I ran away. It was like running away from myself. 

				 Meet me Saturday, June 10, at the Kansas City airport Sheraton hotel lobby at 2 o’clock. Two days. Room service. Hot baths. Never leave the apartment like before. I’ll wear a red dress.

				Love, Kate

				 God help me, but I felt like a teenage boy. Just a few words on a piece of paper written by her hand held the power to bring me back to the way she made me feel. A lightness. Clear-headed. Ready to face the day, and June 10th was only two weeks away. The world was good again. 

			

		

	
		
			
				four

				The definition of success doesn’t always include longevity. I mean, we think a restaurant in business twenty years is successful based solely on the period of time, or a fifty-year marriage, or a man who spends his life employed at the same place. I looked back at my own life and realized many of the most pleasurable experiences were short-lived. Most people would think my marriage with Kate was a failure, but that’s not true. My feelings for her, good or bad, were as intense and concentrated as any feelings I have ever experienced. I learned more about myself through Kate in a short period of time than maybe any other span of my life. And despite my best efforts, I still loved her, or at least I loved the thought of her. The idea of Kate Shepherd still existed as a separate entity, like a painting on a wall in a museum. 

				 If I’d been thirty years younger, pride would have kept me from going to Kansas City. I would have left her sitting on the couch in her red dress watching the glass door the same way she left me years earlier. But I wasn’t thirty years younger, and I never would be again. I was becoming an old man, and one of the benefits of being an old man, besides watching your body fall apart and thinking of suicide constantly, is recognizing why pride is included in the list of deadly sins. 

				 I had two weeks and a plane ride to think. I suppose I should have waited to marry Kate, at least until we got to know each other, but youth isn’t for waiting. It’s for doing. Blindly doing. What else could it be for? Would we prefer to spend youth rationalizing and contemplating, preparing for retirement and eating low-cholesterol bran muffins? Such a small percentage of my time on this earth was spent in Kate’s presence, but so much time was spent thinking of her. 

				 I hadn’t made a reservation at the hotel. Since Kate was the one who invited me, I left it to her. I wouldn’t have the opportunity to prepare the room, set up champagne and strawberries. I’d just arrive, and let things happen. No written format. No forcing one planned moment to follow the next planned moment, drowning in the anxiety of possibilities. Like the possibility Kate wouldn’t show up again, or if she did, we’d quickly learn we’d both become very different people. Too much in between to overcome in a few short days. Maybe we’d even hate each other, one person leaving the other in the middle of a bitter lunch, storming out, packing a bag, no strawberries. 

				 It was a long flight. I had a drink to calm my nerves. My thoughts flowed from fear to pure and divine lust. In my mind, Kate’s body was the same as it had been before. The same as it existed so clearly in my memory, naked and brilliant, her breasts firm and round, but it dawned on me they may no longer be firm and round, but instead elongated and elastic, attacked by gravity. Maybe her face would show wrinkles, and her hair would be peppered gray. And how would she see me? Would I look like an old man in the bedroom, a walking skeleton, my testicles distended? 

				 So I had a second drink and thought about the prostitute. She was young and beautiful. What stopped me from touching her, but allowed me to kill people? Who is responsible for the moral minefield inside me? Jesus was allowed to save the world. The ultimate Savior Complex. Did God make some people unsavable, even for Jesus? And if so, why? Why would He create such a person to live a life without hope? And is it true that people who live their lives to save others, like myself, are truly the people who need saving the most? 

				 I stared out of the taxi window on the way to the airport Sheraton Hotel. It was only 1:40. I was twenty minutes early. I considered asking the driver to ride around for the next half hour, but I didn’t. It was raining. Clear strands of water spread like long fingers across my window from front to back, witch’s hands shaking in the breeze. I became lost in thoughts I can no longer recall, and the driver had to speak before I realized we were in front of the hotel, on the other side of the glass door. 

				 I paid the man and stood on the sidewalk in the rain, my bag over my shoulder. Through the glass I could see the lobby and the couch where I sat before. The couch was empty. Nothing red inside. I entered the door, looking left and then right on the way to the couch, and sat down with my bag at my feet. 

				 At five minutes until two I felt the way I’d felt before. Was I an idiot? Sitting in a hotel in Kansas City, waiting for no one again? The same clock on the same wall. It seemed the same people, besides Jake Crane, were milling around the lobby on the marble floors. How long would I wait this time, and would I spend the night alone or fly home? 

				 For some reason I looked to the right at the golden elevators fifty feet away. The elevator door opened and Kate stood alone inside. We were looking at each other, me on the couch in the lobby, Kate in the red dress, standing alone. No one around us could know we were together. We’d always been together, no matter how far apart, and no one needed to understand, not in high school and not now. 

				 She held up four fingers. The elevator door closed slowly. I smiled to myself. She’d come all the way from California. Our room was on the fourth floor. Now it was just a matter of controlling expectations. Navigating the great abyss. Reconnecting without consequence.

				 I stood casually and walked to the elevator. On the fourth floor I turned the corner to look left, and then right, down the long empty hallway. There was no one. I must admit, for a minute I questioned myself. Had I seen her at all? Had I wanted so badly for Kate to show up I’d created her in the elevator, a mirror image of the woman inside my mind, a delusion? Was I standing in the hallway once again, waiting for no one? 

				 I heard a door open. I saw a flash of red. Kate’s head peeked out. I walked her way. The door was cracked, and I went inside. She was standing in front of the television. We smiled at each other. A knowing smile, and she opened her arms. I dropped my bag, and we held each other. It was just a matter of who would let go first. Tears came to my eyes behind her back, and I didn’t want her to see them. There was still the part of me that needed to be seen strong. The part my mother’s letter told me to leave behind. But it’s not so easy. I was a man, after all. If not for our strength, who are we? 

				 I started to speak.

				 “Shhhh,” she said quietly.

				 On the table I could see a bottle of champagne resting in a silver bucket of ice, two crystal glasses next to the bucket, and a single red rose in a long slender vase. I’d brought nothing. 

				 Kate pulled away. She closed the curtains on the window and turned off the only light in the room. The bathroom light allowed me to see her. 

				 I started to speak again. 

				 “Shhhh,” she said quietly. My silence was necessary for her somehow. 

				 Kate was barefoot. In the near-darkness she unbuttoned my shirt. I touched her face with my fingers, and she smiled like she remembered something good. 

				 My body below reacted even before Kate removed my pants. It took every molecule of control not to touch her, but just like my silence, it seemed important to wait. Necessary. 

				 Kate’s red dress dropped to the floor around her feet. She stepped out, and we stood naked in silence, thirty-five years after the last time we’d been naked together in my college apartment, when days passed wrapped up in each other’s bodies. The darkness, the silence, the patience, were all necessary now when they hadn’t been before, but it felt so much the same. The same out-of-control desire I’d always felt in her presence. The need to harness and explode at the same time. Touch and deny myself simultaneously. 

				 She took me by the hand and led me to the bed. The sheets felt clean and cold. Side by side, we kissed gently. I wanted to lick every single inch of her body, but I waited, and eventually, she touched me. It seemed the entire purpose of my desire my whole life was Kate Shepherd. At the moment of my conception, that crazy moment with Bobby Winters watching outside the bedroom window, my DNA was programed with Kate Shepherd in mind. It seemed she was the reason for my existence, the intention of my pleasure, and now she let me, wanted me, to kiss every part of her skin. So that’s exactly what I did. I started at the top of her painted toe and moved upwards. There was no hesitation. The silence solidified the simplicity. Kate made low noises when I stopped at certain places, her hand light on the back of my head. 

				 There was nowhere else to go. We were exactly where we wanted to be, and neither of us spoke for hours until it was like going back in time. The covered window could be any covered window, anywhere. The light from the bathroom could be any light, anywhere in the world, like the light in my college apartment bathroom, and with no words or sights to provide context, we were twenty years old again. 

				 Afterwards, we found ourselves lying next to each other in the bed. One of us, at some point, would speak. Lights would be turned on, our flaws revealed, but I didn’t want it to end. I could hear a television in the next room. Someone walked down the hall rubbing the bottoms of their shoes against the short carpet. The thin line of light between the curtains was yellow.

				 “Do you remember,” Kate said, “the list you made of everything I needed to do to change my life?”

				 I remembered the list. Education. Finances. Spirituality. Baby names. I remembered it was all in my handwriting, not Kate’s. They were all my ideas, not Kate’s. 

				 “I remember,” I said.

				 Just the words, the words spoken in the air, changed everything. The context had been established. The borders of time had framed the moment. We were forced to remember. 

				 I reached out and turned on the lamp. Kate was on her back. The sheet was pulled up to her neck. On the outside of the sheet, Kate’s hands were folded together. I noticed her fingernails were chewed down to the quick, and I was just as surprised as I’d been in high school when I’d first noticed. 

				 I looked at the side of her face. It wasn’t the same. We weren’t the same. I thought of the burnt doll in the yellow house. The shirtless man on the mattress who had touched Kate before me. Jeff Temple, the baseball player who told the story of Kate Shepherd on her knees behind the concession stand, his dick in her mouth. And that day at the courthouse, my baby in the arms of Russell Enslow, my baby in another man’s arms. 

				 Without speaking, or looking at Kate, I got out of bed and went to the bathroom to take a shower. Under the warm water something occurred to me. Something I’d never acknowledged before. My life, my entire life, had been more affected and directed by unrequited love, by the people who couldn’t or wouldn’t love me as much as I loved them, than by those who loved me the most. Kate, my mother, Gretchen. My life was a reaction to their rejection, and I prayed to God Kate would be gone when my shower ended. 

				 I turned up the hot water and felt it cascade down my back. The rain was probably still falling outside. Kate would need time to gather her things. Maybe she only wanted to stir up her life a little. Keep it from settling in the bottom of the glass. Maybe her reasons for coming to Kansas City on June 10th were very different than my reasons. Maybe it had always been that way, and I was too stupid to know the difference. 

				 In that shower, praying to walk into an empty room, I was more alone than I’d ever been before. I dried my ugly body and listened for a sound outside the bathroom. Any sound. A door closing. The zipper of a suitcase. I wrapped the towel around my waist, took a deep breath, and walked out of the bathroom. 

				 She was gone. Her clothes were gone. I was alone in the room, and again, immediately, I regretted my prayer. Wished I could take it back. Unpray.

				 The champagne was open. She drank a glass before she left. Next to the rose, at the bottom of the slender vase, was a ring. I picked it up and held it to my eyes. It was my grandmother’s ring. The ring I’d given Kate so long ago. She left it for me. She returned it.

			

		

	
		
			
				five

				Nothing compares to the present. Nothing. How could it? Yesterday, how could we possibly possess the imagination necessary to paint the tiny details of today? And tomorrow, how could we possibly possess the memory to resurrect every point of light, every sound, from the exact moments of the day before? Knowing this, I tried anyway, but losing the idea of Kate left me floating out into the universe. Allen was the only person who knew me well enough to notice. 

				 “Is everything okay with you these days?” he asked. 

				 My house smelled funny. Like men, we talked around the issues.

				 “Yeah. Everything is fine. Just workin’ too hard.”

				 “Early wants you to come to his baseball game tonight.” 

				 Sitting there in my living room, I started thinking about Allen’s father. I started thinking about those last few seconds before I pulled the trigger, standing behind him at the top of the stairs, when his fingers stopped on the computer keyboard. He sensed something in his house, someone behind him, and then the gun went off. 

				 Maybe there was no justification. Maybe it wasn’t my decision to make, just like it wasn’t my decision to kill Mike Stockton.

				 “How’s your mother?” I asked Allen, trying desperately to change the track of my thoughts. 

				 “She’s doing pretty good,” he answered. “I took her out to the grave…” And then he stopped himself.

				 They’d been out to the man’s grave together. They probably brought flowers and talked about things they could never talk about in front of me. I wondered if Early was with them. If they told him it was his grandpa’s grave, and he’d been murdered, and they never caught the person who did it. Murdered in his own house, with his own gun, by a coward. 

				 When other people complain about being depressed it sounds like horseshit, but something was the matter with me. Nothing seemed good. Ice cream. The beach. A cigarette. Even building something with Early in the workshop. My mind floated from Kate to Allen Kilborn Sr. and back around again in an endless cloudy circle of doubt and regret. 

				 I think there are still active volcanos somewhere in Hawaii. I imagined planning a trip, flying to Hawaii, staying a week in expensive hotel rooms, eating roast pig and drinking pineapple juice. I could spend every last dime on whatever I wanted to, maybe leaving a small trust fund for Little Early. 

				 On the last day of the trip I could rent a car to drive out to the volcano. I’m sure there must be tour guides and hiking trails. I could make plans in advance and act nice and normal, like nothing was up. 

				 Later, people would say, “He acted nice and normal, like nothing was up.”

				 But when I’d finally reach the crest of the volcano, and the tour guide would turn his back, I’d jump down into the red molten lava. My body would disintegrate instantly into the intense heat, disappearing for eternity. No bones to find later. No cakes of dried blood. Just a bewildered tour guide standing at the edge wearing a backpack wondering if I’d fallen accidentally or purposefully incinerated myself. There would be no need for explanation. I’d be dead. 

				 So I asked the question. “Did you and your mother go out to your father’s grave?”

				 Allen looked down at his hands. Maybe he thought it was disrespectful to talk about the man in front of me, or maybe he’d just gotten used to the idea of keeping us separate inside himself. 

				 “Yeah,” he said. 

				 I wanted to know more. I wanted to know all the details.

				 “Do you go there a lot?”

				 He looked up from his hands. It wasn’t my business. Allen’s relationship with his father, and now with his mother, wasn’t my business anymore, and maybe never was. 

				 It was that moment I decided I needed to tell Frank Rush the truth somehow. At least Frank Rush, if not everyone in the world. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life locked in a prison cell, but what was the difference. I had to get it off me somehow, and Frank Rush was a man who might just understand why I did what I did. Maybe he could even help me see things I didn’t see before. 

				 So when I was alone, I got out my pen and paper again. This time to plan something good. I started a fire in the little fireplace, a tiny volcano, and sat in front in a wooden chair. In longhand I began to write the words I would use to tell Frank Rush the truth. Not just the words, but where we would be for the conversation, and when, and how it would all be arranged. 

				 If possible, I wanted to confess my sins without repercussion, an unrealistic goal, but a goal nonetheless. I didn’t want to lose Allen or Emily. I didn’t want to die in jail. I didn’t want Gretchen sitting in the back of a courtroom staring at me like I was Charles Manson. I didn’t want to see Kate’s envelope in a stack of prison mail. I didn’t want Early standing over his grandpa’s grave hating me, his namesake, for killing the man he never got to know. A man, so many years later, remembered as someone he wasn’t. 

				 The planning went on for weeks and then spread into the next month. I decided to learn Frank Rush’s routine. I’d pick the right date to accidentally find myself sitting next to him on a park bench or at a movie theater, away from his office, away from his little tape recorder. He’d know why I was there. He’d know it wasn’t an accident. 

				 The words would come to me, a combination of all the best parts of each written confession I’d tossed into the fire. And then we’d talk about it. Man to man. Father to father. He’d tell me what he knew, and I’d fill in the blanks, holding back any information that might lead to physical evidence. After that, I was unsure what would happen. 

				 I’d tell him, “I won’t plead guilty, Frank. I’ll deny we had this conversation. I’ll never tell you where to find the other buried things, or the spare key.” 

				 On a Tuesday morning I picked up the newspaper at the end of the driveway, like usual. I sat in my office with the door closed, reading. In the obituaries I saw a picture of Frank Rush. It was right there, in color, amongst the other faces. He was smiling. He was dead. Died of a heart attack. The article under his picture said lots of good things about him. Frank Rush was retired. He’d served in the United States Navy, had eight grandchildren, and loved model airplanes. It didn’t say anything about me. 

				 I suppose, if you wait long enough, everybody dies. It’s just the way it is. Like when I was a boy and asked my mother about my father dying. She told me we never really figure it out. We just become more comfortable with the mystery somehow. I wasn’t comfortable with the mystery at all. I’d never planned for Frank Rush to die. He was like a mountain. He died never knowing. I wondered if he thought about me, and Allen Kilborn, and Mike Stockton, the day before he died. Probably not. He was probably thinking about his grandchildren, or model airplanes, or whether it would rain, leaving me with visions of volcanos and no one to talk to. 

				 I went to work like normal the next day. Since the night in the bar with Keith Perkins, every time I passed his office he winked at me. We were co-conspirators, forever linked by Gina, the woman he enjoyed, and I couldn’t.

				 This time I stopped at his office door. “Keith,” I said. 

				 His eyes grew wide like he feared I would reveal our secret. Scream across the office, “Keith loves whores,” in my loudest, angriest, stock market voice.

				 “Yes,” he said meekly.

				 “Don’t wink at me anymore.”

				 He seemed relieved and confused. I didn’t wait for him to answer. 

				 I stopped by the grocery store on the way home after work. I always loved the grocery store. I kept finding myself roaming around up and down the aisles instead of going home to my empty house. The store was so well-lit, and colorful, with the smell of baked bread, and I didn’t have to talk to anybody if I didn’t want to.

				 I stood in front of the cheese in the dairy section. My attention was drawn toward a figure to my right. Ten feet away, in front of the milk, stood Samantha. The scene was exactly as we’d stood years ago when I’d orchestrated our meeting. When I went to the grocery store every day for a week at the same time until I saw her, and stood in front of the cheese, and waited for her to turn around and look at me, and then forgot the lines I’d rehearsed. Dumbfounded like a school boy. 

				 This time I hoped she wouldn’t look at me, but I couldn’t seem to move. I couldn’t seem to stop watching her as she squinted over her reading glasses to read the labels on the milk jugs. I’d seen her from time to time at Early’s games or other events, but not so close. Her hair was shorter. She’d gained a few pounds around the middle. 

				 So long ago the sight of Samantha had left me speechless. The thought of her nakedness cleansed my mind of everything. But now it was like we’d never known each other. Like we’d never shared anything at all. Just two people in the grocery store, struggling to read labels on dairy products. 

				 She turned to see me and for a moment seemed not to recognize my face. 

				 I spoke first, automatically, without expression. “Hi,” I said. 

				 She smiled politely, like she promised she would do. “Hi,” she said, and then turned and walked away with a milk jug in her hand. I watched her go. 

				 I left the store, buying nothing, and drove to the little league baseball park. Early played shortstop and was one of the best kids on the team. He was more aggressive and competitive than his father had been, watching the scoreboard over his shoulder, nervous. 

				 I waved, and he saw me take my place in the aluminum bleachers next to Allen. Emily was home, pregnant with their second child. A girl. A baby girl on the way into the world. A world that seemed too angry and confusing for a little girl, but who was I to say? 

				 A ball was hit hard to Early. He dove and missed, out of reach, and then banged his glove on the red dirt, mad at himself. 

				 “Good try,” a man yelled below me. 

				 I smiled. It was really a very pleasant place to be, the baseball park. It was well-lit like the grocery store, with kids, and peanuts, and the smell of hot dogs. They smell much better than they taste, the red texture always disappointing. 

				 I wished my father could be there. He’d be an old man. I did the math in my head, eighty-one years old. If it wasn’t for the train, or any other tragedy between the train and the ballpark, my father would be sitting next to me in the bleachers, probably wearing a jacket, maybe a hat to cover his gray hair, eating peanuts. He would have liked Little Early, the competitive spirit, slamming his glove down in the red dirt. 

				 He would have said, “Good try, boy,” and patted me on the leg, choosing not to acknowledge the horrible things I’d done after I’d sat down next to him on the park bench and confessed my sins to him. The plan to kill Early’s grandfather. The squeak on the seventh step. The man’s head exploding like a balloon, blood and bones sprayed across the computer screen. Mike Stockton’s black figure in the doorway, the light from the streetlight behind him, maybe just waiting to talk to his wife, straighten things out, apologize. 

				 But my father would have understood why I did what I did. And in the last inning, when Early hit the ball to the fence and scored the winning run, my father would have stood up and yelled for his grandson, dropping his peanuts, and putting his arm around my shoulder.

			

		

	
		
			
				six

				I took the death of Frank Rush as a sign from God. A sign to pursue my childhood vow of being average and invisible. My life became measured by baseball seasons. Going to work, stopping at the well-lit grocery store, locking the door behind me in my little house, not answering the phone, and then going to work again, looking forward to Early’s next game, or even the next season. 

				 I took to writing letters to Kate about virtually nothing, and she never responded. Usually the letters were written late at night, after I’d had too much to drink. 

				Dear Kate, 

				 Come to my funeral when I die. I don’t know why it’s important, but it is, and I don’t care to figure it out. Just tell me you’ll be there. 

				Early 

				 Most of the letters were never sent, piling up in the bottom drawer of my desk, but sometimes, burdened by the knowledge the sobriety of morning would dampen my courage, I’d venture out late at night to the mailbox. The same mailbox I once attempted to steal. 

				Kate, 

				 Do you remember the time we were at the park for my visitation with Gretchen? She couldn’t have been more than four or five years old. You and I walked away to argue about something, who knows what now, and left Gretchen alone. 

				 When I turned around she was standing in a bed of fire ants. They were all over her sandals and biting her little legs, her eyes were filled with tears, her arms outstretched to us. 

				 I remember the helplessness. The total and utter understanding I couldn’t protect her from the bad things in this world. 

				 Why is it our minds hold certain moments, certain conversations, certain words spoken, or visual images like Gretchen’s outstretched arms, and yet dismiss huge pieces, events, entire years of our lives? Why is it we’re not allowed to forget certain moments, and then not allowed to remember others? 

				Early

				 At first, when I sent the letters, I spent time wondering about Kate reading my words. Standing at the mailbox on a beautiful California morning. Smiling, or not smiling, as the case might be, alone in her bathroom, door locked, afraid of what I didn’t mention. But slowly, as the years passed along, I didn’t think any more about Kate reading the letters. It didn’t much matter. They weren’t for her anyway. 

				 On a Monday morning I went to work as usual, and as usual, the office door was locked and the lights were out. Most of the time I was the first to arrive. On this particular Monday morning, I flicked on the lights to see my co-workers standing in the lobby around a large cake on a table. Balloons were tied to the four corners of the table and somebody had written on a white poster: HAPPY BIRTHDAY OLD MAN. 

				 It was my sixtieth birthday. I was sixty years old. Sixty years had passed since my moment of mis-conception. 

				 They began to sing, off-beat, awkward, most of them wishing they were still in bed. And as they sang, I thought about how much I hated everyone in the room. Keith Perkins with his nasty little secret. Debbie Cunningham with all those extremely black nose hairs. Chad Driskall and his political comments on everything under the sun. “I believe beavers would be Republicans if they had a choice, don’t you? I mean, they’re industrious, conservative creatures.”

				 I didn’t really hate them, and so we all stood in the lobby at seven in the morning celebrating my sixtieth birthday and ignoring the absurdity of it all. 

				 I turned my head away from Debbie Cunningham as she gave the obligatory birthday hug, and then as we parted, tried to stare directly into those dishwater eyes and keep myself from glancing at the newest nose hair sprouted overnight. Keith Perkins wanted to wink at me so badly his face twitched, and I swear to God I heard Amber Sullivan pass gas standing next to the cake during a quiet moment. I imagined her stink absorbing into the white frosting and almost dry-heaved at the idea. 

				 I had dinner that night with Allen and his family. Emily cooked a grand meal. Little Early was a young man, grown up before my eyes. His sister, Jessica, looked just like Gretchen to me, which was genetically impossible of course, and made me feel I might be losing my mind. 

				 During dinner, I started to think again about killing Allen Kilborn Sr. It would flash in my mind, and I’d try to switch quickly to something else, but it would come back again and again, making my head actually hurt. There was really only one question left. Would I tell Allen I’d killed his father or not? Would I go to my grave unforgiven, or risk losing the love of the person in my life who probably loved me more than anyone ever had? 

				 How would Allen react if I told him, and would his reaction be a product of who he was born to be, or who I made him? After all, ultimately, don’t we become a combination of every important person in our lives, taking pieces of them as we go? 

				 I looked around the dinner table. They had no idea who I was. To them I was Early Winwood, old man, builder of doghouses, stockbroker, ex-savior. They didn’t see me at night at my desk next to a glass of brown whiskey, scribbling pitiful letters to a woman who never loved me. Or sitting in my office wishing Keith Perkins was dead. Or remembering my fingers on the inner thigh of the whore in the motel room. They didn’t know how much I missed my mother and needed my father. They didn’t know because I didn’t tell them, and there was no way for them to know such things. 

				 For days after my birthday I sat around thinking about telling Allen. I decided it wasn’t a choice. It had to be done, maybe more than anything I’d ever done before. So I smoked and thought, thought and smoked, and tried to work out the details of my confession. 

				 It would be done in person. A letter would be too cheap and easy. I should leave out gruesome details and not provide too much explanation either. It wasn’t a moment for justification or self-pity. It was my gift to Allen, for him to do with as he chose, and I would need to be prepared for the worst. Prepared to spend the rest of my life without him, or Emily, or Jessica, or Little Early’s baseball games. In some regard, it was much like one of my suicide scenarios, with less finality and more serious consequences. It also happened to be real life instead of volcano fantasy, and for months I couldn’t think of anything else. 

				Kate, 

				 A long time ago, in high school, we left a party one night to take you home. You made Jake drop you off blocks from your house late at night under a streetlight. I can still see you standing there under the light. We drove away and I watched you out the back window of Jake’s car. 

				 You waited until we turned the corner. 

				 I’m sixty years old. 

				Early

				 It happened around midnight. 

				 I was alone at home, as usual. The house was quiet. I remember standing slowly from the wooden chair at my desk. 

				 It was like the lights went out. It was like God turned off all the lights in the universe with no warning except a tingling sensation in my brain. 

				 I woke up on the floor beside the desk. I knew where I was, but I couldn’t seem to move my body. The inside of my head pounded and pounded like my brain was swollen against the bones of my skull. It was very hot, and I tried to decide what had happened to me. 

				 I couldn’t collect my thoughts, almost like being on the edge of sleep, or drugged, or chained to the floor of a smoke-filled garage watching blackbirds fly against the walls. 

				 I would tell my arms to move, but nothing would move. I would tell my mouth to speak, but no words would come out. The room smelled like burnt hair. There was a telephone on the small table a few feet away, but a few feet was like a mile, and I began to imagine ants on my body. The same ants that bit Gretchen’s feet and legs, leaving raised white welts on her skin and wet tears in her little eyes. I could feel them crawling on me, in my cracks, under my shirt.

				 Maybe it was a heart attack, I thought, but my chest didn’t hurt. Maybe I’d been shot or struck by lightening. Maybe I was in Heaven and this was what Heaven was like, lying on a floor with my head pounding and ants crawling on my body, unable to reach the phone two feet away, as helpless as the day I was born into the world. 

				 I could hear a clock somewhere, ticking, ticking. After a while the room began to lighten, the morning sun rising outside somewhere, and I guess I started to cry. I could feel the cold teardrop slide downward from the corner of my eye and slowly across the skin on the side of my face to a resting place in the hair around my temple. I knew I was crying, but it was more like someone else was crying and I was only watching. 

				 My arm moved. Not so much moved as jerked, spasmodic, knocking my hand into the leg of the small table, the phone falling to the floor. The dial tone was a relief at first, a noise, proof I was still alive, but then the noise changed to a beeping sound, and I was trapped in the shell of my body. Unable to defend myself. Unable to separate my thoughts from the beeping sound. 

				 Two days later, they tell me, I woke up in a hospital with Allen above my bed. It was a stroke, the doctor said, and I could hear him but couldn’t answer his questions. I was in my house for twelve hours on the bloody floor. I’d cracked my head on the desk on the way down and bled all over myself waiting to be found, jerking on the hardwood. 

				 It was Allen who found me. Keith Perkins called him from the office. Said I was never late, never missed work, something was the matter. The black-nose-hair lady and her farting friend were worried. Everybody was worried about Early Winwood. So Allen went to the house and found me on the floor next to the desk. He said he thought I was dead. 

				 When the doctor left and we were alone, I looked up at Allen. The words came to me from nowhere. The perfect words to tell him what I had done and why, written neatly across my mind, words I’d never found before in all those moments of thinking and smoking, smoking and thinking. 

				 I opened my mouth to tell him what needed to be said, knowing he might turn and walk from the room, but the words wouldn’t come out. Nothing came out. Nothing at all. And I wasn’t even sure my mouth had opened because Allen looked down at me in the way my father must have looked down at me in the white crib of the hospital the day I was born, wearing the t-shirt he wore in the picture I kept in my sock drawer. 

				 I absolutely know my father’s last thought was of me. Nothing else, and no one else but me. I absolutely know it, but I waited too long to tell Allen the truth, and now I’d come full circle. Back to the beginning. 

			

		

	
		
			
				seven

				I so longed for my chance to die, and then it got 

				complicated. I woke up in a hospital unable to speak, with the right side of my body basically useless. When Allen’s family had gone home, a nurse came into my room. She talked to me the way people sometimes talk to pets. 

				 “Well, does somebody need a little bath?”

				 I watched her scurry across the room, marking off chores on the checklist inside her mind. She was short, but her ass was wide and flat. I think she preferred to work with patients who couldn’t possibly blurt out, “No, I don’t want a bath, and by the way, your ass is wide and flat.”

				 “It’ll feel really good,” she said. “Nice and cool,” she smiled and wrapped her arms around herself pretending to shiver when she said the word ‘cool’. 

				 The woman pulled back the blankets and began to undress me. I didn’t have the energy to stop her and heard myself mumble a few words. Not really words. 

				 “You’re welcome,” she said, misinterpreting my sounds. 

				 I was naked and had the feeling drool was escaping the corner of my mouth and dripping off my cheek to the pillow. 

				 The cold sponge touched my chest. I stared directly into her face. There were lines around her eyes. A fever blister on the top lip was visible under a smear of skin-colored makeup. She was lonely. No wedding ring. Her hair was going gray despite the best efforts to dye and pluck, probably standing in front of a mirror until she was sick of who she was, memorizing every blackhead and undesirable blemish on her generic face. 

				 When I was young I was so sure my potential lay in a special awareness I possessed. The ability to notice and dissect other people and the world around me. Somehow, I’d lost touch with it through the years of my life. Too busy to notice, I suppose. 

				 The wet sponge, no longer cold, slid across my arms and beneath my neck. She wouldn’t look at me. All work. Just another chore to mark off the list, her eyes following the sponge as it ended up at my hips and then gently wedged between my thighs. I felt the beginning of an erection. 

				 I was far beyond the point of embarrassment. What would be the point? Naked, spread out in the bed, unable to feed myself, shitting in a pan, drool most certainly in a thin clear line from the corner of my mouth to the white pillow. But regardless, being cleaned by a woman not remotely attractive, my body prepared itself for procreation anyway. 

				 “Something seems to be working just fine,” she said as workman-like as possible, hopefully finding an ounce of joy in the idea she could still cause such a reaction in another living thing. 

				 She avoided any further contact with my private parts, dressed me, pulled up the covers, and left the room humming a song I didn’t recognize. I was left alone to think about the irony of spending each day imagining my death, even wishing for it, only to find myself with a reason to live. I wondered how long it would take in rehab, how many months, to speak the words clearly to Allen. Because once they were spoken, I would be free to go, one way or the other, with or without forgiveness. 

				 Doctors and nurses came and went through the night and into the next day. After lunch, the door opened slowly. A head, Gretchen’s head, appeared, and as the door opened I could see Kate behind her. They’d come from California. Allen must have called. They’d flown together to see me. If things had been different, my wife, Kate, would have been the one to find me on the floor, waking in the other room to the sound of my head cracking against the wooden desk. She would have cried quietly at the kitchen table when they took me out on a stretcher, afraid of the idea I might die and leave her all alone. 

				 My good hand tried to pat down my hair and once again I had the feeling of drooling. Gretchen stopped a few feet away from the bedside, unable to hide her shock at my appearance. If I could have seen myself, I imagined I looked like the Hunchback of Notre Dame, eyes bulging, saliva glistening on my thin lips, strands of antenna-like, wiry gray hair in every direction. 

				 Kate stepped up ahead of our daughter. She seemed strong, prepared, and took my hand in hers with no reaction to my appearance except a soft smile. Even if I had possessed the power of speech, there is nothing I would have said. 

				 “Allen called,” she whispered. 

				 Behind Kate I could see Gretchen lost in the situation. It was the first time in her lifetime she was alone in a room with her mother and father, just the three of us, and it had to happen in a hospital, with her father drooling on himself like an idiot. 

				 Gretchen roamed around the room, in and out for a few days, never knowing what to say, a ball of anger and sympathy rolled tightly together. She left to go back home. Something about her job. “Inventory,” she said. It wasn’t true, and it didn’t matter. Kate stayed. 

				 She hugged Gretchen and sat back down next to the bed. It was outside the realm of possibilities, so I’d never taken the time to imagine such a thing. She read out loud to me deep into the evenings from books she knew I loved. She talked to me like we’d never been apart. Like I’d dreamed all the bad things and we’d been married forever. Smiling. Taking care of me. Telling Allen and Emily she’d be staying a while longer. Whatever I meant to her, she was afraid of losing it. 

				 I watched her face as she read out loud. It was a pretty face. The years hadn’t changed it all that much. Still full of mystery and surprise. She’d been the love of my life, my whole life, and I wouldn’t have it any other way, because either you believe in the concept of love or you don’t. There’s no middle ground. No compromise. It’s all or nothing, and if it’s all, there are no limitations other than those you set yourself, and a broken heart doesn’t count. 

				 She was reading from The Catcher in the Rye, and it was making me feel the way it always made me feel, how difficult it can be sometimes to squeeze any real purpose from the day. I started to think about finding her on the street that night, sitting on the curb, her head resting on her knees wrapped in her arms. I watched her face as she read the words, and at the same time I saw Kate as I’d seen her that night, from the back, unsure if it was her at all. She was humming softly to herself. I couldn’t hear the words. And when a car passed, the lights showed me a part of her cheek, just enough for me to know it was Kate Shepherd I’d found, and rescued. 

				 Those days and nights she stayed with me were dreamlike, and I can’t be sure they ever happened. On the day she left, Kate kissed me on the cheek and touched her hand to my hair. 

				 “I have to go home now, Early.”

				 She said it like she knew it was the last time. 

				 “Through the years you probably thought I was crazy or something.”

				 I just listened, glad I couldn’t speak. Glad I was able to listen without expectations. She struggled with the words. 

				 “I guess…” she stopped herself.

				 We both waited a moment. I knew I’d have plenty of time to cry after she left. “I guess,” she said again, “I just didn’t understand how you could love me so much. It was more than I could figure out. Maybe it still is.”

				 Sometimes it’s harder to identify the problem than it is to solve it. If I hadn’t had a stroke, if I wasn’t speechless and bedridden, I don’t know what I would have said or done. Probably nothing. She figured it out. There was a hole in each of us, and I watched her pick up her purse slowly and then walk out the door for the last time. 

				 It was what it was, and I’d cried about it too many times. There was only one thing left. One thing left to do. I went home to Allen’s house. Emily quit her part-time job to stay with me and they turned the guest room into a place they hoped I’d like to be. Pictures of the kids were on the walls and Allen had thoughtfully packed up everything in the little house, selecting certain items to decorate my new room. 

				 Little Early made the high school baseball team. Every evening after practice or a game he’d sit down in my room and tell me everything that happened.

				 “It was the last inning. We were tied six to six. Toby Raines was on third. There’s two outs, and two strikes on me. The first one was high, but the second one I just missed it. No excuses. 

				 “Anyway, the kid pitchin’ was the coach’s son. He throws about eighty-five. Some people say ninety, but I don’t think so. 

				 “He pulls up in the stretch, and you wouldn’t believe it. The ump calls a balk, with two outs, two strikes, tie game, the ump calls a balk. 

				 “That kid wouldn’t come out of the dugout to shake our hands. He just sat in the dugout.”

				 I went through rehab every day. I didn’t give a shit about walking across the room or holding a fork. I just wanted to talk again. Coherent. Make my tongue move the way I wanted it to move, and my mouth, and the muscles in my face, to form the words. 

				 The wheelchair didn’t bother me. They even loaded me up in the car and took me to a few baseball games. I tried not to look at the people who looked at me. Especially Samantha. It would have been better for someone just to stand up and clear the air. 

				 Someone could say, “This is Early Winwood. He had a stroke. He’s not the man he used to be. Now, who wants popcorn?”

				 Everybody could look at me openly for a few minutes, get it over with, and go back to watching the game. Little kids could ask, “What’s wrong with your face?” or “Why does your hand look like that?” and I’d have Allen answer their questions calmly. 

				 My speech therapist was named Jackie. She had more patience in the tip of her nose than I had contained in all my bones combined.

				 “Say corn.”

				 And I would make a noise similar to “corn,” but since the word corn wasn’t likely to appear in my conversation with Allen, I really didn’t give a damn about the word. 

				 I missed being alone, believe it or not. I missed my little house, and my desk, and the late-night drives to the post office. 

				 I didn’t miss my work, but I missed the office. The half-hour each morning I sipped my coffee and read the newspaper before I heard a key enter the lock and turn the deadbolt. 

				 I missed the woodshop. The smell. The purity of cutting straight lines and hammering nails, making something from nothing, using my mind for a single purpose. 

				 But none of those things changed my plan. At night, alone in the bed, the neighborhood quiet, I arranged scenes. It would be just me and Allen. I would give him a route to escape after the conversation. A door to walk through. A chance to think about what I said. 

				 I’d be prepared to answer questions. Why? How? And explain if he wanted a further explanation. He deserved whatever he wanted, and I deserved whatever he put upon me. If he just chose to sit and listen, it would be relatively short. No more than two minutes to say everything I needed to say, and then I imagined a moment of silence. A moment when neither of us was sure how he’d react. 

				 On a piece of paper I scribbled a note to Jackie, my speech therapist. “I’ll give you $10 for a cigarette.”

				 It didn’t sound good to me, but I wanted it anyway. Since the stroke I’d lost my taste for meat, peanuts, and ice cream. My favorite foods were suddenly disgusting as feces and caused the same reaction. I prayed God had saved for me the pleasure of tobacco, but I didn’t hold much hope. 

				 Jackie wouldn’t get me a cigarette, but I bought one from a wrinkled-up old bastard with six bypasses and a tube in his throat. He could barely draw the next breath, but he loved cigarettes with a lust rarely seen. 

				 I waited until Early went to the grocery store and wheeled myself out onto the back porch. I struck a long fireplace match and lit the Marlboro. A wave of nausea began deep in my bowels and moved upwards. I vomited in a potted plant before I could take the second drag. 

				 The days moved slowly. On the calendar I marked the day I believed I’d be ready to tell Allen. It was only four weeks away. I was able to talk to people, and they were able to understand, but I wasn’t quite ready. On the other hand, I didn’t want to make the same mistake I’d made twice before, waiting too long. The doctor said I was at a much higher risk of another stroke than the average person. He said I was lucky the first one didn’t kill me, and maybe I wouldn’t be so lucky the next time. 

				 I worked on pronouncing certain words. “Sorry.” “Controlling.” Even small words were hard to say. “Gun.” “Mom.”

				 Emily and the kids went out of town for Thanksgiving to see Emily’s parents. Allen stayed with me. I insisted he have Thanksgiving dinner with his mother, and I’d be fine. When Allen left, I decided to find a little whiskey. It was off-limits of course, doctor’s orders, but I hadn’t had a sip since the day I woke up in the hospital. 

				 I found a bottle, and a glass, and sat in my wheelchair in the living room, feeling sorry for myself. I thought of Kate, and Gretchen, and the day marked on the calendar. I drank down almost the entire bottle and somehow made my way back to the bedroom and laid down on top of the covers. 

				 I remember crying. That’s mostly what I remember. Just crying, without stopping. My body shaking. Everything running together. Wishing I’d died and then feeling guilty. Waiting to reconcile the irreconcilable, a sin of the highest level, a life unlived. 

				 I remember looking up from my bed to see Allen standing above me. His presence in the room made it full and complete, and it was clear the moment was upon me. 

				 I looked up at him and said, “I killed your father, Allen.”

				 That’s all I said. The other words I’d practiced and performed avoided me, but those five words, “I killed your father, Allen,” were as clear as any words I’d ever spoken, and as I expected, they were followed by agonizing silence. 

			

		

	
		
			
				eight

				I can’t be sure where the dream started and the world stopped. 

				 The next thing I remember is the black circle. Just like before, on the floor between my bed and the door in my childhood bedroom. A deep black hole with a gray ring around the circumference, maybe an arm’s-length across, no more. 

				 In the dream, if it’s a dream at all, I’m sitting up in my bed in the dark watching the closed door. I have a certainty the door will open, it’s just a matter of time, and the wait is excruciating. I’m just a boy, maybe eleven years old. It’s the day Mr. Walker told me my father died on the train tracks. My mother took me home from school early, and I remember it started raining right after dark. A steady, heavy rain. 

				 I sat in my bed, waiting for my father to come home. He always came to my bedroom when he got home late from work, and I always, always, waited for him before I fell asleep. From my bed I could hear the car door slam in the driveway, and then a few seconds later the front door would close quietly. He always closed the front door quietly so he wouldn’t wake my mother. She went to sleep early, and it wasn’t good to wake her up, so we didn’t. 

				 After I’d hear the front door shut, I’d wait, smiling in the dark, for my father. The doorknob would turn. I could see it, and in the dream it turned so slowly, but I didn’t move. After all, it was the day they told me my father died. It was the day I was asked to believe he’d never come home to me again. Never hold me. Never take my hand in his hand, or throw the football in the front yard, or tell me about baseball. It was the final test between a child’s life and God’s real world. A world where people die and just never come back, like a butterfly in a storm. 

				 I can’t move. It’s like I’m frozen again. The doorknob turns. My father’s coming home and the black hole on the floor waits between him and me. 

				 The door opens slowly, and there he is. He looks perfectly normal. No bandages or blood. No scratches on his face from the glass shattered by the impact of the hundred-ton locomotive barreling down the tracks to places unknown.

				 He smiles at me. The same smile from the picture. Mischievous, like we’re in on something together. A secret. But I want to tell him about the black hole. I want to warn him before he walks to my bed to hug me the way he does every night. I can’t speak. All I can do is sit there and look at him.

				 The door opens wider and he takes two steps to me. I’m not allowed to close my eyes, only watch my father begin to fall into the black circle on the floor, and in an instant he is gone, the room quiet again, rain coming down on the roof of the house. I am alone. 

				 The next thing I remember is waking up in the hospital. The light is dim and the window dark. Tubes are hanging down across my chest. Next to the bed, on my left, sits Allen. His face is down resting in his hands. It’s just the two of us in the room. 

				 At first I want him to know I’m awake, but then I remember what I’ve told him. I want to reach out and touch his hair, but I’m too far away, and maybe he doesn’t want me to touch him. Maybe there’s a black circle between us, unseen by me, but between us nonetheless. Just resting in the short distance between my hospital bed and his chair. 

				 I watch Allen in the silence. The marrow of life exists in the moments in between. Those moments before and after the violent upheavals and admissions of futility. For the birth of a child is meaningless without expectation, and the death of a parent is hollow in the absence of memory. And though we are forged by a handful of events, some dramatic, it is those moments in between, waiting for life to happen, when we discover who we have become. When the violent upheavals and admissions of futility resonate, harden, and reveal themselves for what they are. 

				 I must have fallen back asleep, or maybe not, but I am in my workshop with Little Early. He looks at me the way I remember looking at my grandfather, and I reach out to touch his face, holding my fingers to his warm smooth cheek, and he lets me do it without pulling away. Like he is me, and I am him, and we’re making something together in my grandfather’s basement, the smell of cedar soft in the air. 

				 But before we can start, I am off again, in and out, coming to rest at the high school baseball field. The grass is amazingly green, and I sit in the aluminum home field bleachers, alone, on a bright blue day. Across, on the other side, sits Kate. She has a textbook open in her lap and looks out into center field, freshly mowed. We are the only two people in sight, and I watch Kate Shepherd close her eyes and take a deep breath. 

				 I am in the kitchen with my mother, just a few days away from leaving for college. She is standing, leaning against the refrigerator, arms crossed over a long, faded blue nightshirt. 

				 “Do you ever think of Dad?” I ask. 

				 She studies me and then smiles just a little bit. It gets the best of her, just like he did, and she goes ahead and lets the smile remain. 

				 “Sometimes,” she says, and I know it’s true, but more importantly, she allows me to know. 

				 There’s a far-off flash of light, like lightning in the distance too far away to hear the thunder, and I am with Gretchen at the ice cream parlor, sitting outside under a big white umbrella. We’re waiting to go the matinee. Just enough time for ice cream. Gretchen has a scoop of birthday cake ice cream in a cup made of white chocolate with colorful sprinkles. 

				 She looks up at me and takes her first bite. A smile comes across my little girl’s face, genuine and pure, and I start to cry. I can feel the tears roll slowly down my face, and instead of wiping them away I just let them roll down. 

				 “Daddy,” she says, “how much does the sky weigh?”

				 “I don’t know, baby,” I say. “I really don’t know.”

				 I wake up again. It’s daytime. Feels like early morning. Allen is standing at the window with his back to me. We are very still, and I wonder if I am dying. Wonder if all of it has come to this, waiting for Allen to turn. Waiting for his decision. 

				 One moment I see Allen’s back, and the next moment I am looking out of the window of the hospital, seeing the world for the last time through someone else’s eyes. Allen’s eyes, looking across the parking lot to the buildings on the other side, watching a tall pine tree sway in the morning breeze. 

				 This time it goes further. This time I can feel what Allen feels. The forgiveness is an entity. It exists like a stone, heavy and solid, inside his body, and it is the only thing in this world worth knowing. 

				 I turn from the window and look at myself in the hospital bed, tired and gaunt, much like my mother when I was called to her bedside, but Allen sees me differently. He sees himself in me, and as I walk slowly across the room, the past, the present, and the future melt together to form something entirely new for me. I am not alone anymore, and never will be again. 

				 Allen places his hand upon my shoulder, and I am allowed to feel the touch on both the shoulder and the hand. A gentle squeeze. Assurance. Resurrection. With no words spoken, I am forgiven, and Allen’s hand on my shoulder is the last thing I remember before the beginning of the gentle slide into light, when everything you ever wondered makes sense. When the enormously personal journey ends in the reflection of God on the surface of the cool water. 
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