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			Wide Spot

			The small-bore politics I’ve been caught up in for the past thirty years has provided, beyond the usual attractions of graft and corruption, a vivid lesson in regional geography, as I’ve had to make sure my constituents would keep showing up to vote. Still, it had been a very long time since I’d last visited Prairiedale. Back then, the town was known as Wide Spot; it wouldn’t have had a name at all if it weren’t for the filling station there and, had anyone thought about it, would have been called something more dignified, like Fort Lauderdale. In the old days, the Indians led their cattle to the freight yards many miles away on horseback; their wives awaited them in Model T Fords, pulled their saddles off the horses, and drove them back to the reservation. The horses turned up on the res within a week, grazing their way north on unfenced grass. But when the Northern Pacific laid a spur from the east-west line to pick up cattle and grain, Wide Spot boomed, became the county seat. It got a courthouse, a sprawl of frame houses, a fire station in a Quonset hut, a baseball diamond, and its unimaginative name.

			Lately, the combination of agriculture and local mining had made Prairiedale a politically divided town. I decided to visit my half of the divide as part of my sweep—and just to feel the sweet ache of old days (mine) gone by. I’d been there in my youth, when I played keyboards for the Daft, during our short heyday as a regional band. Once the band decided to pack it in, we felt that Wide Spot would be the perfect place to celebrate the end of our inconsequential run. We were delighted to see the Rainbow Horizon Bar fill up with cowboys and country girls, but then, Wide Spot was the only place to go within a very large radius.

			Now when I drove into town, nothing had changed, except that—I was quick to notice—the old Rainbow Horizon Bar had become an appliance store and secondhand-clothing drop. There was a dog sleeping in the doorway that did not appear anxious to move.

			The first side street in town seemed abandoned. There were small houses—possibly the homes of former laborers at the defunct talc mine nearby—but no signs of life, except for the crows pecking along the street and around the trunk of a sagging linden. I thought this street might have been where we’d bought that pot that gave us all a headache and a slight sense of dislocation. Its only value was that it entitled us to say that we were smoking pot. It stank up our van so badly that we threw away the tie-dyed curtains. Halfway down the street was a narrow three-story brick building with a sewing-machine store on the first floor, probably an apartment on the second, with Tibetan prayer flags in the window; the third floor was filled to the ceiling with mattresses that pressed against its window. In front was a chopper bike with Sturgis stickers and expired New Mexico plates. Of the next seven houses, four appeared empty and one had broken windows. I was looking for the county chair of my party, who, the notes on my phone said, was one Cornel Bowen, an official with the savings and loan, which I could see at the end of the street.

			In the great river of American politics, I am no more than an endangered snail darter, but like other politicians, big and small, I’m to some extent mortified to even have the job. Getting along by going along is what got us all here; as my dad, an alcoholic dentist, used to say about staring into dirty mouths, “It’s a living.” The first political speech I ever gave, on the virtues of westerners, up at Fort Peck, went over quite well with the crowd, though my cousin Earl came up to me afterward and said, “You sounded like ten pounds of shit in a six-pound sack.” I should have quit while I was ahead, but public respect trumps self-respect in my book.

			A vulture standing amid the flowers in front of the savings and loan was undeterred by an irate employee shouting and waving a clipboard. Whoa, something new! I stepped in to flush the bird and found that it was dead and stuffed. Clipboard pressed to her hip, the woman cried, “Why would anyone do such a thing?” I said, “It’s a vulture. Do you know what vultures stand for?” I’m always saying the wrong things to women, or maybe it’s how I say them. She shot me an annoyed glance, and, as she started toward the front door of the building, I called out, “I’m looking for Cornel Bowen.” She gave me the same wintry smile my ex-wife used to save for quiet evenings by the fire.

			“No longer with us. Goodbye. Take the bird with you.”

			She shut the door before I could explain that I hadn’t put the dadgum vulture in the flowers. Then she popped back out. “I suppose you’re with the papers. This S&L doesn’t need your explanation of what vultures stand for. Bowen is at the courthouse treasurer’s office. Nobody here understands how he got from here to there. You can drop the bird off at his office with our compliments.”

			

			—

			Nothing bespeaks times gone by—good times that won’t come back—like courthouses in towns like this, all the slate, sandstone, granite, marble, copper, and nostalgic European architecture towering over a residual population without the wherewithal to fix the pipes. In the corridors, desks whose occupants never look up, a smell of mildew and old wood, ghosts at their rolltops—the pleasant melancholy that Civil War buffs must feel on the blood-soaked killing grounds.

			Bowen didn’t acknowledge me. He looked like an aging surfer dude, or what I imagined an aging surfer dude might look like. He was tanned, handsome, and his gray hair had a hint of blond. He stared at his paperwork with parted lips and an air of despair befitting someone torn from better days.

			“Cornel,” I said, after introducing myself, “I’m making my way around the state visiting all the good folks”—when you campaign in Montana, it’s “folks,” not “people” or “persons,” folks, folks, folks, and more folks—“the good folks who supported me the last time, hoping that what I’ve accomplished will have them on board for the next cycle.”

			“I didn’t support you.”

			“How’s that?”

			“Nor would I.”

			I examined my phone as though it might explain the mistaken entry in my notes. “I thought you were running for state auditor.”

			“Not running for state auditor,” Cornel recited.

			“Is that a real Rolex?”

			“Oh, hell, no,” he said, as though I were an idiot.

			“And you’re no longer at the savings and loan?”

			“No!”

			“Did you leave the stuffed vulture in the flowers?”

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			I smiled amiably at this disclaimer. “I have another reason for visiting Prairiedale. I once had a band, the Daft—”

			“The what? A band? Here?”

			What gave me the urge to paint a romantic picture of the old days in Wide Spot? I suppose I hoped he’d change his tune once he understood that I had local memories and a politician’s knack for filling the air with pleasant nattering. I told him how we’d toured around the state, knocking off Grand Funk Railroad, the Doobie Brothers, and forgotten hair bands, and how this had been our last stop. “We disbanded right here, Cornel. It wasn’t a great band, but we had a great singer, Micah Clardy, a great voice.” Cornel leaned forward at this. “And we knew that he deserved to be famous. Micah, he’s like, ‘I’m going to L.A.,’ and he was perfect for that kind of crossover-country thing. Anyway, handsome guy, unbelievable pipes.”

			“He’s still here.”

			“Who’s still here?”

			“Micah Clardy. I thought he was always here. Old Mr. Fixit.”

			I wanted another town and accurate information. Bowen told me dismissively where to find Micah—in the house with the Tibetan prayer flags and the old chopper—and returned his dead stare to his papers. I didn’t need him anymore and left without a word. I looked forward to telling my old bandmate how our days on the road had helped launch my career. I was never important to the band—I could hardly play my fucking keyboards—and the ironic contrast could be fun, because now I was really going places.

			Still, as I walked toward Micah’s apartment I felt fearful of seeing him again. He’d been a strict bandleader and had often hurt my feelings by singling out my incompetence. I considered skipping it and leaving town, heading to a more reliable stop on my campaign trail, but it would only be another prairie town, where the future of the post office was under review and the landowners lived elsewhere.

			

			—

			The rear tire of the chopper was flat. The Gazette was stuck between the screen and the door. I knocked and the door opened partially. I saw lips poking out of a goatee and heard a shout: “We don’t sell sewing machines anymore!” I said that I was there to see Micah Clardy. “Side entrance!” Slam. I made my way around the building into the alley and found the stairs to the second floor and the bright blue paint of Micah’s door.

			He was standing there, probably no more aged than me but exceptionally weathered. I told him who I was, but in question form, as though I weren’t sure. He squinted and said in the most measured way, “Holy shit,” then stepped away from the door and swung his arm back for me to enter.

			I said, “Was I supposed to call?”

			“Now or then?”

			“That’s a great question! Ha-ha-ha!”

			Micah laughed, too, and joined me inside. He hadn’t lost his lean, broad-shouldered look, though he now had a laborer’s hands. As before, he gave the impression of being well dressed, despite the stains on his painter’s pants and a worn snap-button shirt with the tails out.

			He got us ice water and motioned me to a seat before making a practiced fall into an armchair. It was a cheerful room, bright clouds in the windows. After a long stretch to clink glasses, I looked up at a large black-and-white photograph of a beautiful woman, high cheekbones, dreamy smile, like Gene Tierney.

			“Girlfriend?”

			“Daughter.”

			With effort, I took my eyes off the picture.

			This was an all-purpose room: refrigerator, television, four-place dining table, a bookcase, yellow walls, a dog sleeping under the table, curtains tied back with bungee cords, and a hummingbird feeder. A peculiar row of mounted animals lined the wall below the window: a duck, a badger, a raccoon, a heron. Micah noticed me looking at them. “Friend of mine closed up his taxidermy shop and went to work as a twelve-hour derrick hand on an oil rig. He gave those critters to me. There was also a vulture. I put it in front of the savings and loan.”

			“They think Cornel Bowen put it there.”

			“Oh, good. He’s a crook, but so is everyone else there.”

			It struck me that a refrigerator and a television were rarely in a room together.

			“So you’re still here,” I said.

			“What did you do with the van?”

			“It was up on blocks for years, then I gave it to my kid and it got, uh, forfeited.” I skipped all the hell I’d had with my kid and leaped forward to something more to my credit. “I suppose you know I’m in the legislature.”

			“Really! What’re you going to do there?”

			“As we meet the challenges ahead, I’d like to show our fellow Montanans a better way to a sustainable future.” I held my hand before myself as though showing the way to the future.

			I already felt exposed before Micah burst into laughter. “Oh, cut it out! You’re breaking my balls!” I was shocked. I began again: “That’s the positive stuff. My home life never worked out. First wife was a paralegal named Sue who left me for an RV dealer. The second wife was a big-busted Broken Arrow buckle bunny. Bomb-grade sex drive, pour-in Wranglers. Her boyfriend lost everything at the bucking-horse sale and stranded her in the Range Riders Bar, where I was with a client. I was suing a Miles City LLC over a grass-lease default on some rangeland between Hathaway and Rosebud. That marriage was longer than the first one by seven hundred and nineteen days and all I got was debt.” I thought this was a stylish summary, and it seemed to break the ice with Micah.

			He went to the window and talked while he looked down into the street. “I was under that old music spell when my daughter was born—called her, uh, Maybellene. My dad, my uncles, all tradesmen, ladder racks on their trucks, chain-smokers, nights at the Legion. I didn’t want to go down that road. That last show we played was so great, hot girls and pissed-off cowboys. Rhonda and I locked ourselves in the van while you guys stood around. She was the daughter of the State Farm agent, drove a big white Ford Crown Vic with a police-car engine. I went to L.A. to be somebody. Then Rhonda called to tell me she was pregnant. I’ve been here ever since.”

			“Doing what?”

			“Plumbing, roofing, a little electrical, exactly like my uncles. Rhonda died of breast cancer. Single dad for two years, then M.B. went to nursing school, got married, and moved to Lewistown, taught me to Skype. I’m sort of the mayor here. I get called that.”

			“How about this—” I turned over a wastebasket and started thumping out a beat while doing my best to hum the opening chords of a GFR song we’d played that last night. We tried to harmonize a few lines: “Take me down to the water, let me feel it run over me. Let me feel the pain and the coldness, the loneliness—”

			Micah said, “Let’s not do this.”

			I don’t know what I was thinking. I’d embarrassed us. I stood up, averted my face.

			“So, I need to roll.” Micah followed me to the door. “Signs to hang.” I shrugged.

			Micah said, “Maybe this time I’ll register.” It felt like he’d reached out to me, and I was touched.

			A thunderstorm darkened the road toward Jordan and storm clouds soared to the east; the tires hissed. I was thinking of that Chuck Berry song: “Rain water blowin’ all under my hood, I knew that was doin’ my motor good.” At the wheel and with a back seat full of signs—I rarely saw myself so clearly and I can’t say I liked it.

			I thought of Micah. He’d had the same detachment I remembered from our band days. But girls had always focused on Micah, thanks to his good-looking rockabilly style. I thought of Maybellene, whose entrancing picture had been hanging so close behind Micah that I’d been able to shift my eyes to it easily, undetected and often. I remembered Rhonda, too. She’d hung around the stage that night and hadn’t looked like she knew what she was getting into. Country girl.

			Lewistown was not on my tour, but that was where Maybellene lived. So what was wrong? There was no law against turning up.

			I pressed on into the twilight, cell phone on my thigh as I scrolled through Lewistown telephone numbers. Since her listing included an address, the temptation to park across the street for a sustained look-see was compelling. The Missoula paper had described me as a “gentleman politician,” which indicated that I was either a gentleman or had a private income. Since only the first could be true, I took it on myself to call instead. Maybellene answered suspiciously. I made my case: running for office, single, semi-acquaintance of her dad’s (wanted to avoid age bracket as long as possible), and in town for a meet and greet. I told her that if she felt like taking a leap of faith she might find I had plenty to offer.

			“That’s exciting,” she said. “Can I think about it and call you back? I see your number.”

			“Sure you can. I’m crossing my fingers!”

			I pulled off into a strip mall. All the stores were closed, but I parked in front of the JCPenney, where there was good light. I read weather reports on my phone while I waited, just to keep my mind from bouncing around. At last, the phone rang, and I left it in my lap for a bit to avoid seeming in a hurry. Then I answered in a low, modulated voice. No better way to spook women than by talking too fast.

			“I just got a call from Maybellene. Says you called, says you’re in town.”

			It was Micah.

			“Well, sure, yes. More of a courtesy call than anything.”

			“Tell you what. If you can stay there for a couple of hours I’ll come over and kill you.”

			“No, no, I’m on my way, actually. Good one! And I know what this is really about.”

			“Do you? And what is that?”

			“You never wanted me in the band.” I felt a sense of exhausted relief at finally being able to say this.

			“You delusional cocksucker. You’re a perfect politician.”

			Something I could take as a compliment. Still, leading indicators were negative, and it was time to hit the road. I put up a few signs and was soon on my way to another town, always one more town. You never know what’s next, and that is why I can say with all honesty that I am not a depressed person. Unlike Mr. Fixit, I have a future and I don’t intend to fade.

		

	
		
		
			Balloons

			Ten years before Joan Krebs left her husband, Roger, and moved back to Cincinnati, I spotted the two of them dining alone by the bricked-up fireplace in the Old Eagle Grill. She was a devoted daughter, her father a sportsman with well-bred dogs who arrived once a year to peer at Roger and inspect the marriage. Roger always saluted his father-in-law’s departure with the words “Good riddance.” In those days, Joan stirred up our town with her air of dangerous glamour and the sense that her marriage to Roger couldn’t possibly last. There was nothing wrong with Roger, but talking to him was laborious. As the founder of the once-famous Nomad Agency, he sold high-end recreational properties to members of his far-flung society, and he had taken on the language of his clients. After he described a drought-stricken, abandoned part of the state as a “tightly held neighborhood,” he came to be known as Tightly Held Krebs, or T.H. In the areas of Montana that were subject to his creative hyperbole, people bought god-awful properties, believing that they were an acquired taste. Renowned for his many closings, Roger was on the road a lot; this worked perfectly for Joan and me.

			Joan made it clear, at the beginning of our affair, that this was not her first rodeo. She added, “I never do it to get anywhere.” That was all the justification we needed. I thought of Benjamin Franklin’s obscure dictum about “using venery,” and was reassured that our girl Joan was more ethical than that early American icon. I wouldn’t say I envied Roger, and I may even have enjoyed the limitations. I had all the advantages without the cares. The little I knew of their love life was a glancing mention of Roger’s vocalizations and importuning. Joan said she felt as if she were being regaled by him. I regret that I fell in love with her and, worse, never got over it.

			When I stopped at their table at the Eagle, Roger rose to his feet, pressed his napkin to his chest, and gave me a hearty welcome. Hearty by Roger’s somewhat dainty standards, that is. I hugged Joan when she stood, running the tip of my forefinger up the small of her back and feeling her shiver. She rewarded me with a twinkle. The three of us sat, and they beamed at me with intense curiosity. There were several ways of viewing Roger; the nicest one credited him with enthusiasm and bonhomie, and this really was more helpful than, say, applying the standards used in one of Hemingway’s café scenes, where the queries were all about who was or wasn’t a phony. When Joan, Roger, and I sat down together, we were, strictly speaking, three phonies. There were a good many non-phonies scattered around the dining room. They looked rather dull.

			“You’ve come at the right time to settle a gentle dispute,” Roger sang. “Joan says that I alone approve of the fellow in the subway who shot the muggers. Please take my side! Mugging should be risky, as risky as speeding or mountain climbing.”

			“Four boys were shot,” Joan said, leaning on her elbows and seizing her head. I glanced her way, and she held my gaze, her imperturbable face breaking slowly into a smile. No chance Roger would note any of this midway through his mugging aria.

			“Risk!” he went on. “Look at all the deaths on K2. When you set out to rob, beat, or knife people, you should share in the peril. I want muggers to know that it’s a dangerous sport. Every game has rules. My hat’s off to the stouthearted fellow who filled them with lead. He could have been stabbed or something. Knives! They had knives!”

			Quite inadvertently, as my hand rested in my lap, my fingers touched Joan’s. I let them intertwine. Roger noticed after all. “A little wine?” he asked. “Some candles?” Good one, but even this didn’t stop him. He looked up in thought. “In school, we had to write an essay on one of Dante’s circles of Hell,” he said. “We could pick whichever circle we wanted. I picked the Sea of Excrement.” He smiled. “I’m a realist, you see.”

			Joan and Roger once came to my parents’ house for a visit. My father can be formal with new people, and they seemed wildly animated. Dad was charming and cordial, but when they left, he said, “I wouldn’t piss on him if he was on fire. And I wouldn’t trust the wife farther than I could throw her.”

			

			—

			I was wrong to think that Roger would just find someone else. When Joan left him, he went steadily downhill. He closed the agency, and after a few years almost no one remembered the moniker Tightly Held Krebs or his spectacular commissions. He was known as the man who had occupied every barstool in town and fallen off a few. He kept a little pistol in his pocket, and took a shot at a man in the Mad Hatter Bar, but missed and was forgiven. He was not the sort of person who should have had a gun in his pocket. He sued so many people frivolously that the courts classified him as a “vexatious litigant.” He went on seeing me and, in fact, all the doctors in town. Inevitably, I served as an audience for the various tributes, in his remarkable diction, that he directed to the memory of Joan. Age and alcohol had given him an eerie, brittle quality and some of the lapses of wet brain. I sensed—rightly, I think—that all of this was meant to pry out of me whether Joan and I had had, in his parlance, “a bit of a flutter.” I won’t deny that it made me anxious.

			Roger sat before me on a chair next to my examining table, a crumpled man with a high forehead showing thin blue veins. He began to speak as though others, too, awaited his remarks: “Nothing fortified Joan like a libation presented at an unexpected hour, adding to the gaiety of nations. It was Joan, on our first hiking trip, who surprised the pot hunters of Utah, forcing their retreat. Joan was a stranger to fear.” And so on. The visuals that ran through my mind of Roger’s present life, falling in and out of low bars, made it hard to follow his speech. “She arrived with college friends, a pair of lissome suffragettes. She caught my eye and I made my play. Joan was a long-legged, taped-ankle thoroughbred, but there was a snag: she only had eyes for cowboys. I took a stand. I explained that the ones in the big hats were premature ejaculators. That seemed to ring a bell.”

			Roger’s hands were shaking. I once spent a December night in the Stockman with Roger while he ranted about his long-ago clients. “I’m well rid of those fat cats in their Range Rovers,” he said. When we left the bar, he buttoned his big coat tightly before struggling into his sideswiped red Mustang convertible with its duct-taped top. A pair of teetering patrons observed Roger’s efforts to climb into the car. One said, “Perfect,” and the other, “Seriously!”

			As he continued to summarize his life with Joan, I fought off my daydreaming to note that he seemed to be heading somewhere, and, indeed, he was. My guess was that he was going to demand a direct answer about Joan and me, but I was wrong: Roger thought that I was the right doc to euthanize him. “I’m not depressed, but I am ready to go,” he said. “I won’t feel a thing.” He dropped his hands flat on the table and tilted back.

			“Roger, you’re the picture of health, and, besides, no, no, and no,” I said. “I couldn’t possibly put you to sleep.” Around here, assisted suicide was murder. Roger was weeping. He was a terrible little man—whatever else happened to the health of old aristocrats, it was rare for them to be fat—and I supposed there might have been some satisfaction in granting his wish. But the thought of providing such a service to a man with whose wife I had been intimate made me queasy. Some Goody Two-shoes in law enforcement would have been on me like a cheap suit. I was close to retirement, owned property in Del Mar, and didn’t want to have to make new friends in prison showers.

			He spoke more plainly: “I want to be with Joan. I was a good husband. I forgave her.” He stared at me hard. I’m not proud to say that I considered his little pistol. “I want to go to heaven and be with her there.”

			“Is Joan dead, Roger?”

			“Yes!” Roger said. “Let me show you something.” He stood and began looking through his pockets, doing a frantic Saint Vitus’s dance, until he pulled a wrinkled page from inside his jacket. Joan’s obituary. I read it quickly. It didn’t say much about Joan, except that she was survived by her wife, a cosmetic dentist, and their dog, Olive. It said more about Joan’s great-grandfather who had owned barges on the Ohio River and built one of the banks in Cincinnati. “Did you know she was a dyke?” Roger asked.

			“No.”

			“You can’t tell by looking at them, can you?”

			“Of course not.”

			“I saw this and…you could have knocked me over with a feather.” He crumpled up the obituary, then gazed at it without seeming to know where to put it. He threw it at me. With effort, I came up with something thoroughly tepid: “Roger, she’s been gone from you for many years.” I felt the pressure, but I didn’t tip my hand, despite Roger’s glare.

			“That’s right, but I always thought she’d come back,” he said. “Now be a good little doctor and grant my wish. I’d like to be on my way. You just sashay over to my house with some sayonara beans and we’ll call it even.”

			“I won’t help you, Roger. I hope you’ll understand.”

			Roger got to his feet and, plucking a tissue from the box beside my examining table, turned to me with an expression of lofty annoyance. “You tin-pot sawbones! You’ve never done a bit of good, not even on the smallest matters.”

			It took a moment for me to react.

			“You can always do it yourself, Rog. Lots of people have.” I delivered this amiably, a helpful tip. “Close the door to your garage and start the car, for Christ’s sake.”

			

			—

			Once he left, I brooded over the corned-beef-and-sauerkraut sandwich I’d brought to the office. After lunch, I took a walk—no accident, a long walk I knew well, climbing the sandstone bluff behind the clinic, which, at the top, opened onto a somnolent grassland that seemed to extend forever, to the snowy range in the distance. Almost a mile away was the deserted Lutheran church where Joan and Roger were married. It was so picturesque that people still dusted it off from time to time for weddings. It was a place I found heartening whenever I felt inspired to walk so far, especially on a day when I had let my anger and sadness get away from me.

			Lifted by the breeze, the long grass looked like silk. Small circular shapes of several colors bobbed and drifted like ghosts in the summer air above it. I had it in my mind, maybe from childhood, that a soul was something that floated around and went where it pleased. I thought of Joan dead—her green, now deceased eyes, her contempt for everyone who was not interested in her looks. I guess she’d had enough of bozos like Roger and me. I walked a long way toward those bobbing ectoplasms before I understood that they were “Just Married” balloons, floating on zephyrs. One more couple into the unknown. I remembered the crowd of out-of-towners at Joan and Roger’s wedding, and how they’d praised the quaint old church with Norman Rockwell references. I had never seen two such good-looking people as Joan and Roger at their peak.

			I felt the appeal of meeting up with Joan in the next world, except that, unlike Roger, I didn’t believe in it. I hadn’t heard boo about her in years, dead or alive. When you were in Cincinnati, she once told me, it was hard to tell the difference. I’d wanted to go there to see her, but she’d said, “Stay out of Cincinnati, you.” Had our relationship continued, I suppose, I would have learned firsthand why we had no business being within ten miles of each other.

			So Roger wanted to be put to sleep and drift to Joan like one of those balloons sailing over the church where their marriage was consecrated, a few of them caught in the branches of the honey locust that shaded its door. Do people really have such faith anymore? It was never easy to see what those two were doing together in the first place, but accepting that it must have been what they wanted helped me decide to grant Roger’s wish, and I did.

			He made a tidy job of it. Seated in his Eames chair, one of his remaining luxuries, Roger took the ingredients I’d supplied, then dialed 911, telling the operator that he had fallen and couldn’t “arise.” By the time help arrived, Roger was gone. I soon learned that the note he’d left behind thanked me by name for ending his life. So it seems he knew after all, and made sure I would be repaid accordingly. I had a full slate of patients that day, but I thought it best to wait at home.

		

	
		
		
			Retail

			Roy suggested a trip to Florida—“My treat”—as a way of breaking the impasse: he was getting nowhere with her; but a hotel in Florida? Tell me how that wouldn’t work. Dale said she wanted a change, to take advantage of the quiet winter days to relax and catch up on her reading. Roy said, “Read what?” He’d never seen her read anything she hadn’t nabbed in the checkout line. “In Florida people don’t kill time by reading.” Roy was a middle-aged man who wore a tie but yanked on it irritably throughout the day. “They sunbathe on white-sand beaches.” He had suspiciously lustrous black hair and moderate height, only a third of which was legs. “You want a sun-kissed orange? Pull one from the tree.” He preferred to breathe through his mouth. One eyelid sagged, and his teeth were crowded. His days were divided between selling insurance and nondirectional, intense longing, much of which was erotic. Roy had the unique self-sufficiency of someone raised as a charitable case, a ward of the town, someone whose guiding principle was suspicion. He cultivated a jaunty style: “You name it, I’m doing it.” His world was enclosure; his ideas for alternatives, like Florida, originated on TV. He had no interest in going to Florida and no record of travel: he thought it would appeal to Dale. She smelled a rat.

			First, she told him to go to hell and then asked, “You’ve never been there yourself. What’s the big sales pitch? You don’t know anything about Florida. I’d go if I knew what I’d find when I got there.” She still had the house and pool she’d shared with her late husband; but the estate was being probated, and it was uncertain how things would turn out. Roy had been to the house, and there was always this guy Hans bobbing around in the pool with his big head of blond curls. He and Hans always gave each other dirty looks. Hans kept pointing to the door by the showers, which Roy took as an invitation to step outside. He spread his arms, hands palm up. Is someone arriving?

			Dale had the office across the hall from his, where she bought and sold things on eBay, mostly furniture to supplement her seasonal work on the ski patrol and things she hoped to inherit from her late husband. It was as though she had a store in outer space. She was small and pretty, with an old-fashioned oval face and big brown eyes that seemed to fit rumors that she’d cleaned out the old fellow with youth and opportunism, and the vulgar remark that she’d been sitting on a fortune. Roy knew all this, but he didn’t care; he was nuts about her, though he felt himself late to the game and viewed her few gray hairs with alarm. On the smallest things, Roy let her tell him what to do, though he quietly failed to comply. “You’re standing right in front of the TV!” On planted feet, he stayed where he was. He encouraged her bossiness because he felt it meant she cared. Lately, he’d had an erotic dream. He was having sex with Dale and each thrust seemed to be inflating her, until she expanded all the way to the ceiling. At what should have been a pleasant emission the figment burst and came down like a carnival tent. He awakened with a cry.

			Roy’s office was isolated from his three salesmen, in a separate wing who speculated about Dale while Roy observed them from afar with a remote game camera popular with deer hunters. They were local fellows with hundreds of relatives, and until they ran through them, their sales production was good enough. The mean little bald guy, Olan, made as much as the other two, except Jeff, who had to do everything on the phone because he never showered. Roy called him B.O. Plenty. Old customers, Roy met personally. Because of his foghorn voice, people were surprised by how small he was. He hadn’t always had the voice but learned it as he strove to strike terror in the hearts of his employees. When he interviewed Hal, the quiet guy retired from the navy, he said, “You can start by losing the mustache.” Roy hated mustaches, and Hal had an old-time gunfighter’s number that, when gone, revealed an astonishingly meek viz. Roy used to have a little pipsqueak voice before he retrained it. His schoolmates called him Tweety Bird. He first tried the new voice a year out of high school on a girl from Butte. She was pretty, but the fact that she had unstylish hair—a “perm”—spelled availability to Roy, who was picking up unreliable signals in his immediate culture. He was wearing his first and last pair of bell-bottoms. Clearing the steering wheel, he placed a hand on her thigh and said in his new big voice, “Let’s get it on.” She flattened his nose. He thought, “Back to the drawing board.” To this day he retained a deviated septum and raised a hand to his face whenever he passed a Butte exit on the interstate.

			He was once one of these young salesmen but without a larger company to shelter him. He might well have had to seek another career but preferred to see the grimness of his future in more feverish terms—that is, starvation, madness, and sleeping in the car. Then his luck changed in a big way. It was fair that the launch came as the result of—in his view—colossal balls for such a little guy.

			

			—

			When Roy was starting his career, he was consistently outperformed by the established firm in town. He sold policies to old classmates or people he had known in foster care, as well as distant relatives who had once disowned him, now anxious to endorse his modest success; one lascivious foster “mom” who’d abused him at thirteen bought policies on her house, her car, and her snowmobile. Even as a dried-up old bat, it made her feel better, though he never suggested she was forgiven. Right in town, people were not sure what he did for a living.

			One winter night made miserable by what the weatherman called “a frozen mix,” a house in Roy’s neighborhood caught fire, an old two-story frame structure that was soon engulfed. The owners, a young couple with a daughter perhaps eight or nine years old, watched from the lawn as the flames leaped, the child wailing, “Jerry, Jerry!” Roy stopped next to the father and asked, “Jerry? Is someone still in the house?” Without taking his eyes off the fire, the father said, “Yeah, the cat.” Roy turned to the anguished child, looked around at the crowd of gawkers the fire had drawn. He didn’t have a good feeling about why they had come. He felt the wails of the child as a force, the gawkers as hyenas hoping for the worst.

			He walked through the still-standing front door into the fire, heard the crowd gasp, then found himself in a corridor running straight through the house in some old-fashioned floor plan. The fire was so intense that there was little smoke, but he could hear the rooms on either side tumbling and producing a spark-filled night sky. Under the ridge, he thought he had time, but when he reached a central parlor, the far door fell backward and burst into flames. There on the floor of the parlor sat Jerry, the black-and-gray cat. Taking no chance that Jerry would make a run for it, Roy bent and held his knees, murmured friendly nonsense, then seized Jerry by the nape of his neck and ran back up the corridor with the dangling, furious cat. He stepped out through the front door as the building collapsed and handed Jerry to the child, who wept and surrounded him with her arms. It was the end, he would later reflect, of a great old-fashioned movie or public event with a thunderous standing O. Roy immediately asked himself what he could do with it. He stepped over to the parents, who were looking at what had been their home. They barely acknowledged him; such was their distress. Roy made a bold move: “Were you insured?”

			“Fuck no,” said the wife.

			“I’m so sorry,” said Roy.

			“Yeah,” said the husband, “so are we.”

			The fire trucks arrived, too late, but sprayed things anyway, hardly looking where the water went. Emphasizing a personal relationship with the firemen, several in the crowd asked about bringing something to barbecue. “Never seen a better bed of coals! Let’s hear it for our first responders!” But the press only had eyes for Roy. They’d heard about Jerry. As to rescuing the cat, he said into the camera, he was only doing what any neighbor would have done. “The real tragedy,” he intoned, “is this house was not insured. If it had been insured, this young family would have had a wad of cash to build a house far better suited to their needs than the one that just burned. If only—only!—they’d come to see me. New appliances, new furniture, bodacious flatscreen, AC; but why go on? I wish they’d come to see me before this happened.” Roy reached behind himself as though the TV crew had somehow failed to notice the mountain of coals, the weird twisted gutters, the black lumps.

			The fire chief came over to the interview with a skeptical look. He must have taken Roy’s heroism as grandstanding. “I see you lost your eyebrows,” he said.

			With the TV camera in his face, Roy said—and this made its way throughout the community as an affirmation of the cat episode—“They’ll grow back, Chief. And where were you when this baby went up?” Roy’s business soared. “Can’t buy an ad like that,” he told the few who hadn’t heard him say it before and would again. Then he thoughtfully added, “No sirree. Can’t. Uh-uh.” Within a year, the town had a new chief and Roy had more money than he knew what to do with, but he couldn’t seem to buy himself love. He decided to take it up with his barber.

			Roy’s barber, Barry, was a tall, handsome gay man who had a lot of friends in town who came to his unisex salon, The Frill Is Gone. Roy asked Barry for advice about his failure with women. Barry tapped the air with his comb and said, “They wake up in a different world every day.” Roy smiled gratefully but had no idea what it meant. “Watch Dean Martin movies and see how he handles ’em. Good-looking chicks kick up their heels? Dean says, ‘Go powder your nose.’ ”

			

			—

			Dale liked toying with Roy, an undemanding pastime. She said the corridor that divided them was the ideal distance. At the great risk of growing tiresome, Roy offered the Florida trip again. Neither of them had a clue about what “Florida” meant. Maybe she was trying to see if he would miss her, though it didn’t matter much if he did. When they shopped together, she would hold up an orange silently as a signifier. At the same time, Roy was anxious to be rid of his fixation on Dale because he’d learned long ago that falling all over yourself was no way to get the girl. He’d not had good advice about sex as a boy, and what his barber had to say was too abstract. At sixteen, his father had handed him a condom. When Roy asked what it was for, his father shouted, “It’s for keeping in your wallet!” He’d slept with not a few employees over the years, grim encounters on office furniture, but sleeping with someone who was hoping for a raise was a tepid transaction. He wished he’d known that before they returned with their hands out or spoiling for a fight.

			Somehow this was different. Possibly the en suite office arrangement emphasized more dramatic staging. A cycle would begin: Roy would think about greater intimacy; Dale would plant one more dart in him: unexplained weekends away, hints of a new boyfriend, like Hans, out at the pool. He seemed to realize that all these years working from this office had made him unable to cast romantic thoughts toward anyone who was not actually in the building, and Dale was there every day. Roy knew what was happening to him, but he was at a loss to prevent it, especially when she had him over for a swim. “Roy, where in God’s name did you get that bathing suit!” There was always the Hans guy, bobbing around in the pool. Roy never saw more than his head, which was surrounded by blond curls; and Hans never said more than “You again.” Dale told Roy that it annoyed her when he guffawed. If he got importunate, she’d ask, “How about a little holiday, Roy?” Pointing at the orange on her desk. And it had to be in Florida, despite the fact that the only people they knew who’d ever been there had assured them it was a shit hole. Maybe she wanted him to try it out; maybe she was offering him this chance to make a telling gesture. “Why don’t I go to Florida and see what I find. If it’s way great, I’ll call you and you can hightail it down.”

			Roy replied, “Okeydoke.”

			Insuring homes in Montana was challenging. People came and went and changed houses, arrived from somewhere, left for elsewhere, and, while they were here, wanted to be insured even for things not found locally, like hurricanes, tornadoes, fire ants, or meteor strikes. Life in the West was a beautiful idea, best left in that state, a conviction not easily conveyed. They tried it out, moved on. The place was infested with land speculators: house flippers, ranch flippers, and river flippers. The turnover gave Roy ample opportunity to adjust prices. He was sly. His guileless moon face had made suckers of otherwise alert townspeople because behind that face was a cool schemer. Locals said, “Watch him like a hawk.” In the military he had specialized in deactivating land mines; there, too, his curious aplomb had set him apart. The training, which involved blowing things up in Kansas, suited him. The three-quarter-ton Ford filled with watermelons was his favorite. The flaming splinters of the old homestead was right up there. He was never shipped overseas. His insurance success had made him think he’d prosper at anything. He invested in a fish hatchery and in a private air ambulance, an expensive foray that all but bankrupted him. Picking up an injured skier was how he met Dale, and she had been in his life, provisionally, ever since. Dale was “active”; she had been “active” since age fourteen. “By the eighth grade, I knew where it was at.” Which was when her pastor at the cinder-block Bible church accused her of being active with anyone who could walk. Obviously, the pastor was making his own case, and it was not out of the question; but in the end she had to choose between her pastor and her faith. His bushy sideburns made it a no-brainer.

			“They’re the worst,” said her old doctor, an Episcopalian, referring to horny evangelicals. They both knew he hadn’t long to go; it was just a question of how long. He had congestive heart failure, and they both thought he had more time left than he did. Dale treasured their days together. She was sitting by his bed when he died, holding his hand in pain and confusion, and heard his last words: “What’s going on here?”

			Dale had the use of their house while it was in probate. It was the only house she had ever had; with it in limbo she set out on a neurotic adventure in eBay furniture sales. She understood that she would not always have the big place she’d shared with the doctor, but the modest house in her mind would need furniture. She rented office space from Roy, who said, looking her up and down, “I could take it out in trade.”

			“Eww,” said Dale, which settled Roy down considerably. There was an immediate chill between them except in the late afternoons, when they’d play Yahtzee before heading to their respective homes. Dale rolled straights almost at will. Roy had to use glasses to read the score sheet and didn’t like the way they made him look. Thinking about that probably kept him losing while Dale rolled second and third times in search of the combinations she wanted. Roy rolled once and accepted the consequences. That wasn’t playing at all. Dale was just being nice to him. When he reached to touch her, she said, “Taboo! You see that movie, The Fly?”

			

			—

			Roy had no social life to speak of, but he would have liked to enjoy the kind of conversations and times you could have with people who didn’t work for you. He often spoke to his employees but did so in a stilted way meant to ensure a disciplinary distance, should it be necessary, as it had been with that asshole who tried to do everything on his cell phone, now at aisle 7 in Walmart in his MAGA hat. He hoped to lure Dale with sporting togs he ordered from Patagonia, including the Argentine bombacha pants she found so funny, pointing at him and covering her mouth. He no longer lit up his salesmen at their after-hour drinking bouts, as he had in the early days. Lately, he gave them the creeps, and he thought better of it. He missed intimacy. Dale seemed to offer lively companionship—maybe too lively, because she already struck Roy as a bit of a tiger, though without a doubt that was what made her such a rainmaker on eBay, dangling successful PayPal accounts in front of his nose. She did everything in her power to make Roy understand that they would never be other than friends. He had no backup plan to the Florida scheme other than luxury purchases, which he’d tried, earning Dale’s contempt. He hated travel. His first foster mother had loaned him to a film company to play a baby in a Doris Day movie; it was the farthest from Montana Roy ever got, other than bomb disposal in Kansas.

			While she could, Dale hung on to her home in Triple Tree, with its infinity-edge swimming pool, where she bobbed with friends on weekends and admired the mountains hovering like pool toys. Unfortunately, during the probate of her husband’s estate, his three children, ghouls one and all, didn’t want Dale swimming there, much less having her notorious pool parties with bearded white supremacists and cashiered state police. While she still hadn’t had a whiff of the doctor’s will, she was unconcerned. Sometimes Roy was invited for a swim, especially if the others were Dale’s relatives, dowdy and tiresome or looking for a handout. Her party friends would blow his mind, and she kept them compartmented. There had been an unfortunate overlap between her relatives and the party folk, and a niece had been cornered and groped by carnival workers over by the drain. Sometimes he would find Hans with his blond curls floating at the far end, away from Roy; once Roy heard Hans refer to him as “the grinding presence.” Besides the house, Dale prayed for some storage units out by the airport and perhaps a small position in the bond market. She didn’t need full-time work; supplements to her income, “this and that,” usually got the job done. She enjoyed gazing at Bentley Corniches and vicuña après-ski boots in the Robb Report, wondering what kind of idiots wanted such things while seeing their appeal at the same time. Nor was Roy doing badly. By local standards he was kind of a big shot, if not in her eyes. Where she got this hauteur was a mystery: she grew up in a Butte junkyard, never knew her mother, hardly had any schooling or had been anywhere. When her name came up in town, someone invariably said, “She’s no dope. You suppose that’s her real name?” Her looks kept her afloat as much as her indomitable spirit. It was widely acknowledged that crossing her would leave scars.

			

			—

			His office stationery read, “Roy Sorenson, Rube. Shop and Compare.” No one called Roy a rube except Roy himself. This was just part of the made-up persona that Roy believed helped prepare the client for what he called open-wallet surgery. Roy referred to the other insurance company in town as “Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves.” A more compliant widow than Dale would have married him long ago, and run through half his commissions. Still, he was too romantic to believe he’d never get into Dale’s pants for free. There were plenty of eligible women Roy’s age, but he wasn’t interested in them. Some he’d known a long time just liked him for who he was. Not interested. One flirt told him, “You’ll do, bring your lunch.” Sharp women made his head swim! Dale was right there in the office. Given her circumstances, she should have been a tad more needyish.

			Dale and Roy shared a coffeemaker in the fax-machine room, where on alternating days they supplied pastries for the staff. They sat in this windowless room around the Formica table, testing doughnuts for freshness. Dale mingled with the salesmen in her easy, congenial way while Roy smiled thinly. When the salesmen were gone, Dale lifted a doughnut to eye level, showering powdered sugar, and explained that she was tired of freezing her ass off. “Ho, ho, I know what to do about that!” Roy said. “No heat packs in your galoshes.”

			“I’ll check it out,” said Dale. “If it’s a shit hole, ’n’ that, you can stay home.”

			

			—

			Insurance people are salesmen and, if allowed to cluster, start selling things to each other. They laughed at Roy behind his back, but they were afraid of him. The three were at their desks, feet up, no one on the phone. Gonna have to raise hell, thought Roy. He had a good number for that, screaming in unhinged-boss rage. They were used to Roy blowing a fuse. Lately things were getting him down, meaningless things. He suddenly hated shower curtains and his slow toaster, lint, stuff he’d always ignored. If he didn’t pull himself together, he wouldn’t be able to direct his sales guys. They’d spot him for a wounded dog.

			

			—

			Mrs. Van Eyck was at his door and barged in to take her seat at his desk. He ducked out, faking a men’s room visit, and desperately swabbed his face. Early-rising old ladies were the bane of his existence. Mrs. Van Eyck, one of the last Anaconda heiresses, had given away most of her money to local charities, the animal shelters, and the Republican Party. She lived alone on a small ranch amid caring neighbors. She knew how to count her pennies. Her white hair was swept up in a pile, decorous and patrician, an old-timer who would keep a saddle horse until she died.

			On the table she laid out an expansive view of her home place with various outbuildings marked with red Sharpie. Roy opened his laptop, scrolled to her file.

			“Okay, what’re we taking off? I can see it actually: loafing shed, calf parlor, scale shed—scale shed?” He wasn’t happy to do this, but it was business and took him in a better direction.

			“I have nothing to weigh.”

			“Machine shed, obvious. Hay barn. Hate to see that go.”

			“It’s not ‘going.’ I’m just not insuring it. You think if they’re not insured, they immediately burn down. How is Dale?”

			“She went to Florida.”

			“Florida? Okay, why not. Such an inappropriate marriage, but she was very devoted to the old doctor. She was absolutely sunk when he died.”

			“She headed to Florida. Might help her get over her grief.” Hardly the first gold digger in the Sunshine State.

			“I told her to get a dog. Instead, she found that hunk, Hans. This is quite common, very much what I did when Bill went. I don’t know how I managed two weeks with that ranch hand I dug up. To get him off my place I had to find him a job with the Soil Conservation. He’s in the Great Basin and is never coming back. Dale was just trying to cheer herself up. Nowadays they take antidepressants, and so forth. I see those tranquilized widows in Helena, arts foundation dinners, utter goblins. We had an easier time the way we dealt with grief. After Bill died, I thought someone like our Montana Gary Cooper would be just my size. Lupe Vélez said he was hung like a horse and could go all night, but I picked a cowboy with a mouthful of Copenhagen—spit in a can and looked so bad with his hat off I made him keep it on no matter what we were doing. He couldn’t go all night. He could barely go at all. Worried about his spit can. I knew Dale when she was a kid, full of life, stars in her eyes, saving up for a horse. Always ran with a rough crowd until she met her doctor. I told her if she was determined to lead a difficult life, don’t spend it on bums. I first thought she was a predator. Then along came the old doc. He was an excellent physician but in dreadful health. He needed someone to take care of him, and she intended to survive. They watched sports on TV, and I honestly believe they fell in love.”

			“I’d want more than that,” said Roy. “I’d want action.”

			She pretended not to hear. “I hope Dale’s luck changes. She’ll make a mess of things but maybe not at first. She’ll cook something up. They closed the probate on Wednesday.”

			“Wednesday? What did he leave her?”

			“Not a dime. His kiddos, the three ne’er-do-wells in Missoula, got it all.” She laughed. “Maybe it was the only way to get Hans out of the pool.”

			“Every cloud has a silver lining,” Roy droned. “I wish she hadn’t gone to Florida. I could’ve helped her out.”

			“Roy? You sound terrible! Very well, we’re simply not going to remove those fallen-down old buildings from the insured list. I didn’t think you’d take it so hard. We’ll talk about it next year.”

			It wasn’t much. It was so little, but keeping the tiny premiums helped his mood just now. Taking away even one small building, the empty hay barn, could be the beginning of a slide, and it might not be possible to see where it ended. This isn’t a game, it’s a living! Only the vigilant survive. That’s me in a nutshell.

			

			—

			He ran into Hans, of all people, in front of Stockman Bank. Hans seemed warm, happy to see Roy but, finding him low-spirited, took Roy by the shoulders and looked deep into his eyes. “What’re you gonna do?” Hans asked. Roy opened his mouth partway, but nothing came out.

			Right after Easter, in the middle of a howling spring storm, Mrs. Van Eyck fell off her horse into an irrigation ditch and died. Her obituary emphasized her connection to the company that raped Montana.

			Dale didn’t come back from Florida. It must have suited her, Roy mused. She wrote once to tell him that she was a trainee at a sinkhole-remediation firm. He wrote, “Honey, I don’t know what sinkhole remediation is. Is it insurance?!” Dale never answered, but his impression of her was of a happy person, with plans and most of her life ahead of her. He swallowed it. Barely a month later, Dale and Hans, in matching Hawaiian shirts, sent their wedding announcement, causing the briefest pause as Roy rested, head down on the pile of unsorted mail on his desk.

			Of all his employees, Olan Berger was the one who got the least supervision by Roy, for two reasons: one, he was a remarkably productive insurance salesman, good enough to leave and start a firm of his own, and two, he was extremely ill-tempered. Short, bald, impeccably dressed, he kept his chin outthrust, ready for dispute. It was Olan who found Roy on the floor, either dead or unconscious, surrounded by plastic pill bottles. He summoned the other salesmen. “What’s happened to the boss?” asked Peter Bensonhurst. It was a good thing Roy couldn’t see him, as he was the laziest of the group. Bensonhurst seemed happy to just gawk, even cheerfully, but Berger was upset.

			“What d’you think happened? Go call 911. I’ll see if I can wake him up. Move!”

			The ambulance ride would have been quick ten years ago, but the town was booming and the picturesque new hospital built by private subscription was farther away. Two EMTs, a young man and a middle-aged woman, sat beside Roy on his gurney inside what seemed to Roy, in his slowly emerging consciousness, an interesting recreational vehicle. Looking around at the equipment, he tried at first to understand where you’d cook and keep cold drinks. It came to him where he was. He said, “I’m in hell. It’s got wheels.”

			The young man said, “I can relate. What’d you take, pard?” Roy studied his face and thought he looked ignorant.

			“Stuff I had around…”

			“Got a little blue?”

			It was a moment before Roy spoke. “Sure.”

			“We’ll see you’re taken care of. Then get you some help.”

			“Okeydoke.” He thought for a minute. “I have a girlfriend down in Florida. I could call her, I guess.” Roy heard an unfamiliar sound come from his own mouth. “Get a little help. Down there in the Sunshine State.” He tried to sit up.

			The young man said, “Steady there, pard. Not far to go.”

			A train stopped them at a crossing, caution lights pulsing on the ceiling of the ambulance. The sound of the train made him feel like he was going far away. “Sure is a long train.”

			“Coal train,” said the woman.

			“You guys have a union?” Roy asked, oddly alert.

			“Just a contract with the hospital,” said the woman in a gloomy voice.

			“Benefits?”

			“Haha,” answered the young man. “That’s a good one.”

			“Hahaha,” said the woman.

			Roy tried to push up onto his elbows. He fell back. The noise of the train stopped, as did the flashing lights on the ceiling. They were moving again. Roy mumbled, “You need to come see me. You’re not well protected.” The two leaned toward him solicitously, but they couldn’t hear a word he said.

			

			—

			They kept Roy for observation. A PA came in with a computer and asked questions he barely understood. One was about “cratering self-esteem.” She said she wanted to review a few data points, but it was clear he was in no condition to reply. The night nurse woke him at hourly intervals and peered with suspicion. “Would you mind if I brought one of the other nurses in to see you?” She scribbled onto her clipboard, not looking his way.

			“What’s one more nurse?” he cried feebly. The night nurse left and returned with a gaunt middle-aged nurse and left her with Roy. She seemed anxious and fussed with her collar.

			“You won’t remember me.”

			“That’s correct, I don’t remember you.” Roy lifted himself. Was this a former employee with something he’d rather not hear about?

			“Can I tell you a crazy story?”

			“Now?” Roy wailed.

			She smiled at him patiently, her face turned down. “When I was a little girl, my house burned.”

			“That’s too bad,” Roy croaked. He struggled to roll onto his side. It was quiet, and Roy thought the moment was finished.

			The woman continued: “You went into the fire and saved my cat. He lived until he was eighteen.”

			Roy felt himself descending into another long fall in time but one less unpleasant than others. When he got to the bottom, he said, “Jerry.” She covered his hand, and he was silent while he absorbed her gratitude. He lifted his eyes to hers. “Let me ask you something: Do you own your own home?”

			Puzzled, she said, “I do. Why do you ask?”

		

	
		
		
			Slant Six

			It was a Friday at the start of summer when Drew stopped at Ace to buy Sheetrock screws and spackling. He had to fix the bathroom wall where he’d lost his temper after a conversation with Lucy about her mother. In the same aisle, he spotted his client Mike Khoury angrily fanning a wheel of color chips. “This bloody card lists twenty-seven whites!” he shouted at no one in particular. Mike was thickly built, a windbreaker stretched over his chest, a 49ers ball cap atop his head. He was an eye surgeon.

			“You can’t go wrong with Colonial or French Cream.” Drew knew these names because Lucy had just painted the bedroom in their rental, but he felt obsequious making this suggestion to a client. Mike gave Drew a look as though Drew had butted in with this advice. “Do I know you?” He let his mouth remain open. “I wrote the deed restrictions on Bluebird. I’m Drew Moore.” Granted, he hadn’t seen Mike since last summer, and it was his wife, Carol, who had been in Drew’s office daily as they worked through the paperwork adapting the Khourys’ title documents to Montana property law. Drew had noted that their little bit of flirtation seemed a bad idea immediately. “Oh Drew, what’s the matter with me? Of course I know you. The nouns are the first to go. I’m glad I got you—you know that fella we bought the land from? He retained a ‘right of interment’ on the contract. Did you notice that?”

			“That’s not what you asked me to look for.” Mike’s instructions were very tight; Drew knew it was because he didn’t want some local running up a bunch of billable hours. All he wanted was the title research and easements.

			“You might have given it a glance. The guy plans on burying family members on the property.” Before Drew could say anything, Mike thumbed his collar and wandered off, still gazing at the color wheel. He looked back at Drew without seeming to see him.

			While Drew was waiting in line at the cash register, his phone rang. He fished it out of his pocket and, seeing it was an 800 number, answered reluctantly. “With God, every loss is a gain. I would like to offer you renewal and restoration, garlands instead of ashes, and healed hearts. Disruption and sadness shall be banished. God will lift you up. Sixty-first chapter of Isaiah.” He had gotten more of these since Lucy’s mother, Kay, fell ill. Kay had been an unrelenting thorn in his side, raising hell way out in California, living in a cut-rate retirement community next to an impoundment lot. When she’d had knee surgery, Drew had bought her a walk-in tub, a brutish appliance that held more than a hundred gallons of water, and he’d upgraded the boiler to run the whirlpool. When his mother-in-law opened its door, letting out all the water, Drew had paid to replace the downstairs ceiling and its soggy shorted-out electrical features. When he gently suggested waiting for the tub to drain before exiting, she replied, “How was I supposed to know that?” He objected mildly that she might have been electrocuted. She said that would undoubtedly make him happy. He knew Lucy’s mother was about to die, but the slow pace of her illness was just wearing him out. Maybe she’d bought medicine online and had given his cell number as a contact. In any case, the buzzards were circling like in an old western. “Renewal and restoration,” indeed. He longed to see Kay in a canister.

			

			—

			Drew and Lucy Moore lived on Sylvan, past the green house with all the dogs, in a poky little Queen Anne fixer-upper on a half lot. Next door to the Moores, an unhappy young couple had rented a room on the first floor of an ancient duplex, a house with debris in the yard that included bedsprings and shopping carts. When their dog barked in the middle of the night, the young man came to the door scratching his beard and called, “White dog, mellow out!” The couples shared a landlord, a bachelor and fitness buff named Jocko who lived alone with his parrot, Pontius Pilate. He was tall, lean, and Lincolnesque, with hollow cheekbones and washed-out blue eyes. Drew called him Li’l Abner. Jocko dressed in bib-front overalls and T-shirts with slogans like “Smash the State” or that were relics from antique rock concerts—Mott the Hoople, Captain Beefheart. Jocko and his never-seen mother owned most of the rentals in town. Sometimes Jocko mowed the lawns in a green thong, showing off a small dream-catcher tattoo on his shoulder. One afternoon he was still in the thong when he came to the door and, through a small opening, told Lucy that the rent was past due. Lucy promised to pay up soon. Jocko leaned this way and that, trying to see in, but Lucy didn’t budge—the young wife next door had told Lucy that Jocko offered a rent discount with certain conditions, conditions that she’d decided not to mention to her husband, who “had a record.” There were times when Drew came home from meetings with the city council, the clinic board of trustees, or even a trial and found Jocko loitering around, kicking his Hacky Sack as part of his never-ending fitness program. Drew wanted to drive over him with his old Dodge Dart. The fact that Jocko was their landlord seemed to stand for everything they hadn’t gotten in life.

			

			—

			Nineteen miles west of town, Drew’s client Mike and his wife, Carol, summered in a neighborhood of attractive homes along the meandering Bluebird Creek, formerly Bog Creek. The development was known locally as Snob Hollow. While the occupants were not all snobs, there was little time in the accelerated northern summer for mingling with locals, what Bluebird Creekers called “fraternizing.” But the Khourys were different, self-consciously inclusive, inviting often inappropriate local guests—gun nuts, fellow pickleballers, smiling evangelicals, conspiracy theorists, and cabinetmakers—to their gatherings, despite the likely awkwardness. Mike was fond of saying that you can learn a lot by observing fish out of water. “I admire their neolithic lifestyles and the curious pidgin with which they pour out their hearts.” So, Drew decided, he was a snob after all, though proud of his inclusive politics.

			This was Drew’s hometown, but it was not Lucy’s. She was from Omaha, and when she grumbled about Drew’s town, he would say that Omaha was nothing to be proud of. They met at the University of Nebraska, he in law school and she in the school of design, industrial architecture specifically: her senior project was portable helicopter hangars for exploration, or war. Drew thought they were minimalist homes informed by Japanese design. Anyway, that’s how they met. They had more than enough love for each other, but after they settled in Montana, the detachment they felt from their surroundings was unhelpful and they worried they’d grown drab.

			He’d had more social connections here once, but it was a workingman’s town and his going to law school had converted the friendships to painful acknowledgments. Lucy said that getting somewhere among people going nowhere was a mistake, and she made no secret of her feeling that she was stuck—not only with his car (his last tidbit of continuity; he’d had it since high school), but with a town that she sometimes called, not unreasonably, a dump. She wasn’t excited by Drew’s law work, which was mostly small-scale real estate stuff, nasty divorces, fiery car crashes, and that one shooting at the dollar store with spent 9mm cartridges all over the skin-care section. And while she wished she could leave her job in home health care, here, you took any job you could get. So Lucy was studying for an appraiser’s license, sheer desperation. To appraise what? Drew wanted to know. She was an attractive girl and had only recently said, “I need to take this pulchritude somewhere where it’ll do me some good.” Drew’s eyebrows went straight up at that.

			Soon after Drew set up his practice, he and Lucy had taken a two-mile stretch of highway under the Adopt-a-Highway program in its name. Nobody in this area was interested in the program and so they didn’t have to compete for a stretch close to home. In fact, the last time they headed out, with their bags and safety vests, Drew had the sense they were seen as risible figures, that it might not have been the best advertisement for Moore Law. A cold wind was blowing from the east and the plastic bags had to be run down, requiring wind sprints the motorists enjoyed. Beer cans made up most of the trash. From the window of a black pickup truck, a diaper was flung, narrowly missing them. Drew picked it up gingerly, remarking that it weighed a couple of pounds, and when he dropped the diaper into Lucy’s bag, she exclaimed, “Oh, Drew, we must think of our future. Let’s freeze my eggs!” A big Greyhound flew by with tiny moon faces in its many windows. They ducked into the following gust and gazed at their almost full bags.

			Jocko liked to watch Drew work on his old Dodge Dart, but Lloyd Bell, the retired railroader who lived in the green house with all the dogs, was a skilled shade-tree mechanic; he had helped him replace the starter, its solenoid, the distributor, and the ignition cable over one weekend. Jocko seemed fascinated by all the parts of the motor, once complimenting the curves of the exhaust manifold. When Jocko was in the way, Lloyd pushed him aside saying, “Move over, pervert.” In days long before he met Lucy and still had all his town friends, Drew had filled the car with memories—avoiding pregnancy with dodgy strategies like Saran Wrap. But since he had met Lucy, she had been stranded in the Dart several times. She pleaded with Drew to get rid of it and seemed unsatisfied when he explained he’d never get one again. One morning holding a sheet in outstretched arms, its middle pinned with her chin, she offered to have the Dart towed. “You can’t be serious,” said Drew. “It’s not on blocks!” Whatever kept him hanging on to his old car was probably what kept him in this town, clinging to something that wasn’t there anymore.

			Not long after that, Kay got Drew on the phone and told him to work hard and get Lucy out of the house, where she was “suffocating.” “I am working hard,” said Drew. She replied, “Yes, but in the wrong way. You’ll lose your shirt.” Whatever he said must have triggered obligatory counseling because the next day Lucy said, “I’m better off without you.” The flat delivery killed him, but it wasn’t quite the end. Together, they looked up “co-equal agency,” then said, “Fuck this.” Their friends saw what was happening and suggested this, that, and the other: trial separation, talk therapy, microdosing LSD. It just wasn’t working as well as it used to, and they couldn’t get off the plateau.

			Then Lucy’s mother went into palliative care. Lucy flew to see her in Atascadero, and got there barely in time for her to die. Lucy came back to Montana a few days later, and once her mother had been dead for a month or two, they were back to normal. It was not easy to realize that things had simply changed. “Mother was angry about dying. She was always angry about something, but death was something she could really get her teeth into.” There it could rest, if not depart entirely. The whole summer had been about Kay’s illness.

			

			—

			Now it was September and they were heading to the Khourys’ for a party, the first they had been to since Kay’s death. Drew thought Lucy looked great and told her so. “I spent extra time with the warpaint,” Lucy said. She wore a becoming yellow cotton dress that fit her figure well. She touched the tip of her nose with a finger and asked if he thought the car would make it. But the old flivver was ticking along, reminding Drew of happy hours—leaning on opposing fenders under its hood with Lloyd, contemplating the Dart’s latest ailment. Because of the Dart, the Moores had missed a social event at Mike and Carol’s last summer, and Carol, having heard Drew remark that there was no better news than the cancellation of a dinner party, had demanded to know why he drove “junk cars,” which had given Lucy some pleasure. Now he guided the Dart through gentle sage-covered treeless hills and grassy buttes, into a setting sun. A band of antelope moved across the land like a cloud. He wound down the Khourys’ driveway, through a gorgeous old grove of linden, honey locust, and mountain ash. Each loop of the driveway produced an impassable snowdrift in winter, but by then Carol and Mike were on the coast, watching waving kelp fronds from their living room.

			Today there was hardly a cloud in the bold blue sky, or only a few anyway. The creek sparkled between brushy banks filled with birds and aquatic insects. By the time Drew parked among German cars, Mike was at the door of their well-kept mid-century modern house in gaucho pants and a loose sweatshirt. Mike shook Drew’s hand while gazing at his old car. “Still runs,” Drew said drily and by then Mike’s hand was on the small of his back, moving him into the hallway. Lucy scooted ahead, knowing how welcome she would be, and indeed Drew heard the cries of guests at her arrival. Mike trailed his finger over the hall table, checking for dust, as Carol appeared in the doorway to the living room, planting her palms on Drew’s chest in assessment. She wore a loose cotton shirt, baggy peach-colored shorts, and espadrilles, and had pinned her hair to get it out of the way. She wasn’t young and she wasn’t pretty, but Drew and everyone else found her attractive. Mike often said that were it not for Carol he’d be “down at Kaiser Permanente filling out Medicare forms.”

			Once, with four mimosas under his belt, Drew had kissed Carol in the spot where the refrigerator blocked the view of the pantry. It had earned him a good-natured tap on the chest with a bright red fingernail. “I think the subject’s covered, remember?” She’d pointed through the door at her guests as though Drew could explain them. Now she said, “Terrible about Lucy’s mum,” and averted her eyes. Drew knew Carol well enough to confide, “Good riddance.” He strode into the living room and made a very conventional round of hugs and hand clutching. He knew everyone. It was the end of the season, and it was easy to see that they’d all had enough. Only Jarvis, the veterinarian who looked after Carol’s horse, had tried Mike’s edible marijuana, and it appeared as though his recreation consisted of rising mental problems. Mike pounded him on the back and cried, “It lasts five hours!” Lucy, the pretty weather girl who’d married Jarvis, now studied his unresponsive face and asked, “Carol, do you have anything that wears this off?” As Jarvis struggled to speak, Mike patted him on the head and said, “I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes.” Jarvis gaped in response. Carol frowned and said, “He’s been fantastic with my horse.” Two dogs came into the living room to inspect the uproar, mutts from the reservation. Carol and Mike adopted only old dogs that no one wanted, and none of them were around for long; Carol took the losses hard. These two dogs brushed against lawyer Christiansen, in blazer and bow tie, and he leaned away from them, pressing his drink to his chest. When Mike and Carol floated the Smith River, Drew fed the dogs for them, producing another pantry moment when Carol showed Drew where the kibble was stored. He never expected or wanted anything to come of these moments; they seemed to have value all on their own.

			Mike showed Drew something on his phone that Drew couldn’t make out, maybe an early typewriter. “It’s an Enigma machine off a U-boat. In my house. Other things of interest. You must come, but first get me out of that provision.” Drew stiffened as Theo Wiggins headed his way. He was a middle-aged, strikingly thin man in a floral snap-button shirt that stretched over his tummy, and jeans with the belt sideways, buckle at his hip. He was always pleased to share unremarkable stories of his forebears in a signature hangdog delivery. It left an impression of the homestead era as a melancholy time of plodding people who lacked the energy to go elsewhere. Mike wheeled off, doubtless to avoid discussing the interment provision. Jarvis bumped shoulders with Drew and, still under the effects of his edible, muttered, “This is so fucking unpleasant. Would it be rude if I slipped into the spare bedroom?” But he lost track of the thought, and when Drew noticed him again, he was staring at a piece of paper towel that had dropped from Carol’s hors d’oeuvre tray.

			Dale Cassidy arrived late and on crutches, but had obviously come from somewhere else and was really rolling as he brushed his way through the guests, explaining, “Bad tumble. Fucking hell.” He made it to the bar and poured an extraordinary amount of gin into a glass. “Tasmania.” Carol asked when he had been in Tasmania and Hal, deep into his first mood swing, replied, “I’ll let you know.” Carol returned to the group shaking her hand in the air as though she’d burned it on something. She glanced back as she heard Hal say, “What a bunch of phonies.” It didn’t seem directed at anyone, and she hardly let slip her look of exasperation. But she did ask Lucy, sotto voce, “Who the hell wants to go to Tasmania? I hear it’s awful.” Drew observed Carol guiding Theo Wiggins to the bar, explaining that if he refilled his drink, he would no longer care that their home stood on the site of his great-grandfather’s corral. Theo had come home from Iraq harmlessly maladjusted, and his day-to-day helplessness sent him ever farther from his former wife and fed-up children. “Heritage is all I’m about,” Theo explained as he returned to Drew and led him to the front window, pointing out where he planned to bury his mother. He mused, “You only have one mother. Your dad can be any sonofabitch in the world.” Drew thought of raising the idea of cremation as a way around the provision, but his interest just wasn’t there. Let Mike sweat it out.

			With each glance around there were fewer people in the room, and Drew asked Lucy if they ought to think about heading home. But then Mike and Carol asked them to stay for a few minutes, and they did, sitting in the den, side by side while Carol nervously adjusted the books and pictures on their shelves. Mike said, “It’s getting to be about that time, back to the slog, and it’s not going to be a soft landing. I lost my best surgeon. First-rate, same-day kind of guy,” he said. “Some nurse. I warned him: ‘The buck stops at the perineum.’ You know what I mean? Huh? Do you?” Drew noticed Lucy’s sharper attention. “We haven’t had a minute to depart in an orderly manner. Wiggins was looking after things, but frankly, he’s not worth a shit. So, Drew and Lucy, I’m wondering if you could pitch in for us and get this dump winterized.” Lucy’s brow deepened. “And the mice, that’s going to be an ongoing issue. Pipes, of course, and you’re welcome to any of the food. There’s a half pound of Black Diamond cheddar in the fridge. You could either forward the bills, or Carol and I could set up a debit card. Carol, was it Colonial or French Cream for the sitting room?” Drew said, “Couldn’t one of you stay for the winter and see to that? Or alternatively, you could stay and empty the mouse traps, see to the pipes, and so forth. Then Carol flies in to spell you.” Mike said, “I guess that’s a no.” He studied his thumbnail. Carol turned from the bookcase, her eyes blazing, and said, “Colonial.”

			Riding in the Dart under the stars toward home, Lucy said, “Carol looked like she was ready to blow sky-high.” “At who?” “That’s a great question,” said Lucy. As they climbed a washboard hill, a dying cottonwood at the crest with stars in its leafless branches, Drew said, “Do you suppose that’s who we are?” Lucy tipped onto his shoulder but didn’t reply.

		

	
		
		
			Thataway

			The two sisters were growing old, but they went on gazing toward Palm Springs from this windblown prairie town as though to Mecca. Each was a widow, Mildred thrice over—her last husband had died after decades of work as a brakeman for the Burlington Northern—and now the sisters, if not on public assistance, were close to it and, despite their uncertain compatibility, forced to live together in the same house, the house where they had grown up, with a brother whose success had once been the town’s biggest story. Cooper lived in Palm Springs, within walking distance of the former home of Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz, and had among his conveyances a helicopter with a portrait of him twirling a lariat painted on the side, which he used for visits to the chain of furniture stores he owned. Although, for a time, Cooper’s hometown had cited him when listing its glories or courting a polluter unwelcome elsewhere, he never came back. He didn’t remember his origins fondly. He remembered being pitied and ridiculed, ashamed of his shiftless parents and their binges.

			Age and shared genetics made the sisters look enough alike that, though each wore shapeless wash dresses, they chose markedly different patterns to go with their tennis shoes, which were similarly coded with Nike swooshes. Constance wore her hair short; Mildred’s was long enough to reach her waist when it wasn’t piled atop her head. The sisters hadn’t seen Cooper in almost a quarter century, but they hoped to before they died—an event they longed for, especially when they were very tired or when too many things had gone wrong, not necessarily earthshaking things but things with the house, the plumbing, or the car, which was good enough for buying groceries but not for going anywhere, leaving town, for instance, or getting away from each other. This last was implausible, because they each feared being alone in the car if it failed, which it had done twice already; the alternator, whatever that was, had gone bad. Mildred’s obnoxious son, Wayne, could usually do the repairs, but he always made a stink about it. Once a mean adolescent, Wayne had not turned out well and sometimes threatened his mother. But the sisters argued whenever Constance referred to him as a “dope fiend,” circumventing Mildred’s preferred “dependency issues,” language that annoyed Constance. “He’s a bum,” she said.

			Mildred, once a looker, had grown very heavy, heavy enough that Constance had to tie her shoes for her. Constance supposed that the weight was what finally killed her—that and diabetes. The irritable old town doctor had told Mildred to watch her sugar or lose a few toes, “period.” But she’d still gone through a death-defying carton of jelly rolls every few days. She’d had an enlarged heart since childhood, and it simply couldn’t work that hard. Mildred expired in her bedroom with a last breath that was like the air going out of a tire.

			Constance heard her yelp as she fell and was at her side, neither of them quite suspecting the magnitude of the moment, though Mildred played with the idea that this was the end for her and perhaps the thing that would bring their brother out of Palm Springs in his helicopter—a suggestion that Constance had pooh-poohed on the ground that it was too far for a helicopter ride and he’d have to come by plane. But then Mildred actually died, and the minute Constance realized what had happened she was surprised by the feeling of envy that came over her. Then it passed, and she understood that she was alone now, something she had feared since she’d retired after decades at the county clerk’s office. She called the undertaker, and, with that, she felt release.

			Mildred’s triple widowhood had made her unsentimental about mortality; she was always aware that she would soon be, as she put it, on the business end of death. Wayne, who had left home years ago, was a middle-aged man, but she had kept some of his toys around, including his metal seesaw, which now rested under her unfeeling calves. On the floor, she looked uncharacteristically peaceful. It really wasn’t Mildred any longer. Constance needed someone, anyone, to come to the house soon, in case she was misunderstanding this.

			In time, a flashy woman from the funeral home arrived, accompanied by two assistants in suits and ties. They placed Mildred on a kind of sled and, using ropes to ease it down the stairs, soon had her out the door. All three of them muttered, “Sorry for your loss,” as Constance dusted off her hands.

			Once it was quiet, she locked the front door and fell apart at the loss of her sister and companion, and perhaps at a glimpse of her life alone, or even with Wayne, who, upon inheriting half the house, might move back in. She hadn’t seen him in a while but had always thought of him as an eyesore with his hand out.

			

			—

			Constance didn’t entirely accept the new conditions of her life until she’d negotiated the cremation at the funeral home. Perhaps she was in shock. The undertaker, Terri, a keen businesswoman and a former runner-up Miss Big Sky, convinced Constance that she cared very much about her needs but went on trying to sell her things: cremation jewelry, a deluxe urn, and a coffin that was only going to burn up. Constance was worn out by the legal challenges of getting Mildred released to the funeral home, but she was sufficiently on top of things to pick the cardboard option and indignantly declined to view the cremation itself, unmoved by the once-beautiful undertaker saying, “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” She paid no attention to the urn slide show, or to the undertaker’s suggestion that Mildred’s size might run things up a bit. Looking at the beauty-pageant photograph above the undertaker’s desk, Constance was fascinated by how much ground the woman had lost in only a few years. Constance declined embalming, so the refrigeration fee was unavoidable.

			The viewing took place in the anteroom of the funeral home, and, desperate to avoid being swept away by her feelings, Constance focused not on Mildred but on the cardboard coffin. A few of Mildred’s old friends straggled through, but Constance didn’t recognize them or else considered them disreputable. There was a minor commotion over Constance’s debit card, but she left with her hands over her ears, as though the roar of the furnace could be heard from the parking lot. If the car hadn’t started, she’d have headed home on foot.

			

			—

			Cooper said that he was one hundred percent unable to come to a funeral, mentioning the opening of his flagship furniture outlet in Encino. He’d had a terrible argument with his daughter, Bonny, who was staying at his place while making an unflattering documentary film about him, and he was still, as he said, trying to build up enough strength to kick her and her camera out of the house, but the thing had a huge lens, and she could see him all the way from the Ball-Arnaz house down the street. Who knew who lived there now that Lucille and Desi were gone—probably nobodies with more money than brains—but, from their lawn, Bonny’s telephoto could see right into the wet bar unless the venetian blinds were firmly shut. Cooper made her leave the camera in the front hall when she came in at night, but her very presence was delaying his healing—from what went unstated. Anytime Cooper was tempted to lay down the law, a reminder of what Bonny had on him, thanks to her derelict mother, brought him to his senses. He was even compliant during interviews for the documentary if she stuck to his chosen topic: the handful of forgotten movies that had launched the cowboy persona that allowed him to open so many furniture stores. Cooper still thought of himself as an old-time cinema cowpoke, but that didn’t mean it was fair of Bonny to intercut black-and-white footage of gunfights, cattle drives, and fleeing Indians with shots of brightly colored furniture. With so much bitterness on her part, fairness didn’t really enter into it, and now she was starting to get interested in his lowly origins, unless, she said, those stories were just “more of his Horatio Alger bullshit.”

			The day Cooper learned of the death of his sister Mildred, Bonny was shooting another film, at an industrial turkey farm outside Lancaster, and he had the house to himself. It was a fraught time to absorb the death of a sibling, and it was all he could do to keep memories of his gruesome hometown out of his head. Mildred had protected him in boyhood; her reputation had been such that people feared crossing her. Living under her unwavering shelter had helped make him who he was. Still, he’d stayed away for decades, and nothing his bossy sister Constance could say or do would change his mind about going there now. It was unfortunate that he felt this way, as his hometown was, if nothing else, a place that turned a blind eye to his practice of throwing ersatz going-out-of-business sales that caught the attention of the Better Business Bureau. Constance was liable to press him to do the right thing and show up, and Bonny would love to get some grief on film, but, frankly, no dice.

			Cooper was attached to his Cahuilla housekeeper, Gina, whom he had snatched up, decades ago, during a renovation of El Mirador; he’d had to compete for her services with the curators of the Elvis Honeymoon Hideaway. Gina was a small, self-possessed woman in her early sixties who wore colorful, freshly pressed clothes from the thrift store and who, over the years, had transformed herself into Cooper’s hybrid housekeeper-caregiver. Cooper liked to tell people that Gina’s family had gotten to Palm Springs ten thousand years before Frank Sinatra, adding, “She’s no Mexican.” Gina felt that Cooper was slowly returning to childhood, and she enjoyed looking after him but was indifferent to housekeeping. The place was a mess, and Cooper complained until Gina accused him of being persnickety. She made popcorn and watched The Young and the Restless, rising reluctantly now and then to unload the dishwasher or tweak the thermostat. Cooper liked Gina’s company and the peace of their life together. He had learned to buy groceries and watch sitcoms. The hours spent in his bathrobe had grown longer. Gina knew that he’d lost a sister but was more focused on getting Bonny out of their lives. Bonny wanted Cooper to act his age, and Gina preferred him as a baby.

			

			—

			The remains were ready, and Constance drove over to the funeral home to get them. She was surprised by how heavy they were and was glad she’d declined the urn. Once she had the box in the front seat of the car, she was troubled by it. Those demanding ashes were Mildred saying, “I was always the pretty one.” She had been very pretty, and that may have been the root of her problems: pregnant in high school, lost the baby, and hit the bars. She drifted to Henderson, Nevada, for several years, and God only knows what she got up to there. That was a lie: Constance knew what she got up to. Mildred was quieter on her return, adopted awful Wayne, and spent the rest of her working life at JCPenney and her Sundays in church, where her air of repentance was the talk of a ministry divided between those who admired her courage and those who thought that showing her face was shameless.

			Drivers blew their horns at Constance until she got back in her lane. Times had changed in town; no hesitation on the streets went unremarked by horn blowing. Once home, she was reluctant to haul the box into the house, on the grounds that Mildred didn’t live there anymore. But she couldn’t leave it in the car, so Mildred was back home after all, and on the mantel.

			Two doors down, in a handsome Victorian cottage, lived the long-retired Charlie Parks, who had gone to school with the sisters. Constance had dated him briefly when she was the captain of the cheerleaders, and Charlie had tried to feel her up in his mother’s car parked out by the relay towers. She’d told him to keep his mitts to himself, which had ended the relationship if not the friendship. Not long afterward, she’d married handsome Phil Akers, who played the saxophone in a rockabilly band with Cooper (who had no musical talent whatsoever but was awarded a consolation tambourine). Phil played at school dances, imitating a forties style: pompadour, Mr. B collar, one-button-roll powder-blue jacket, and pegged pants. The girls simply craved him when he leaned back from the waist for his honking solos. It was the high point of his existence, and forty years in the railroad shops never quite erased it. He hung on to his cynical musician’s smile all his life. He left childless Constance with a sufficiency and memories of mostly placid times, with several trips to Phoenix in their RV and one to Orange County, where they paid their respects to Cooper’s furniture outlet there without actually seeing him, since he was tied up. They took pictures of each other in front of the store, which was having a “blowout” on Sealy Posturepedic mattresses. “Treat yourself to better ZZZZZs! ”

			Charlie Parks came by to offer his condolences, which was one of the things, besides duck hunting, that he did best in his retirement years. He had a pile of decoys under a tarp right in his yard, and a long-barreled twelve-gauge shotgun in the front hall with a sign on it that said “Not for Sale.” When Charlie was commiserating, his chin hid his Adam’s apple and his fists plunged so far into the pockets of his cardigan that the sweater was permanently disfigured.

			“I don’t suppose it was really unexpected.”

			“You’d be surprised,” Constance said. She had just returned from taking a carton of unlaced shoes to the Goodwill. “I didn’t expect it.”

			She brought Charlie a cup of coffee. He tested it with his finger.

			“I thought Cooper might show up.”

			“No. He has too much to do out there. Charlie, he’s a cowboy in the movies,” she added sternly. “With numerous business interests.”

			“They don’t make cowboy movies anymore. And the one that won an Oscar—Cooper was just in the posse, but I don’t suppose you ever heard the last of it.”

			“We were quite proud of him, if that’s what you’re driving at.”

			“I never saw him on a horse the whole time we were growing up, and, anyway, there’s nothing about that that prevents him from paying his respects to Mildred.”

			“Well, something happened out there, something big, because he said he’s still…healing.”

			“Yeah, right.”

			Constance let it go. Charlie had been such a good friend to her and Mildred, taking them to various activities once their husbands were gone: Zumba for seniors, genealogical research at the library, open mike at the Hot Tomato, where Mildred performed Kay Starr’s “Wheel of Fortune” with unforgettable antics and a sardonic expression. Constance was mortified, Charlie enchanted.

			

			—

			Bonny had the digital video camera she’d rented from Red Letter in Burbank on a tripod. She stood slightly to the side of it while she interviewed her father, who was wearing a white yoked shirt with pearl-snapped closures, black trousers with a button fly and peaked flaps over the back pockets, and a horsehair belt with a silver Santa Fe buckle under dart-shaped belt loops. A baby-blue silk neckerchief wound around his neck. His daughter, in a T-shirt and painter pants, thought he looked like a damn fool. He dressed like this at his furniture outlets. It was embarrassing. The room was adorned with western memorabilia and art, bronzes of horses and Indian warriors in the Remington manner, old vaquero saddles on wooden stands, black-and-white photographs of William S. Hart and Yakima Canutt. Cooper was sitting on a Molesworth sofa with gnarled tree trunks for legs, stylized cowboys and young-lady dudes in huge hats embossed on the leather cushions. Gina brought him a Scotch and soda while casting a suspicious glance at Bonny.

			“This is a significant day for you, Cooper Parrott. Your eldest sister, Mildred, has passed away,” Bonny said.

			“You look like an out-of-work housepainter.”

			“I’m not in the film, Dad. You’re in the film. You agreed to do this, Dad.”

			“Unfortunately.”

			“And you’re too upset to travel to your hometown for the services?”

			“That is correct.”

			“Or so you claim.”

			Cooper didn’t reply to this.

			“Did you have strong and affectionate feelings for Mildred?”

			“She was like a mother to me,” he remarked with bland assurance.

			“But you had a mother?”

			“Sure did. She was no use. Mildred did the heavy lifting.”

			Cooper stood.

			“C’mon, Dad, I want this on film. Prize-winning documentaries are characterized by unflinching intimacy.” She stopped the camera, and her arms hung at her sides.

			Cooper left the room. He was abruptly homesick. He pictured his town as something glowing from the American past, a Norman Rockwell kind of place, but the picture faded. Little remained but Constance and a dump of a house. Even so, Palm Springs and Bonny, that product of his loins, seemed like a forty-year wrong turn. He felt crushed. It was time to turn back, to heal, and to watch reruns. He considered what bad luck it had been to be named Cooper in the age of Gary Cooper. He’d accepted that he lived in John Wayne’s shadow and had once dreamed of a ruddy John Wayne face calling him a Communist and threatening to beat him to within an inch of his life.

			

			—

			At breakfast the next morning, Bonny dangled a piece of toast in his face and said she would be leaving that afternoon to film Mildred’s memorial. She didn’t know if there was one planned, but she meant to throw something together, a pinch of Americana with cars on blocks and locals on bad diets.

			“Knock yourself out,” Cooper said. This was the love they had. What a mess.

			“You really should be there.”

			“I bet you’ve got a million more where that came from.”

			“Aunt Connie’s all the family you have left. Except for me, mwahahaha.”

			“Is this a purity test?”

			“A humanity test, Dad. You need to show your hometown that there’s more to you than a tinsel cowboy. A man with a heart, sort of, not just a hat.”

			Cooper’s annoyance recalled his brief encounter with Bonny’s mother, a stunt double at a Nevada shoot and a part-time dominatrix, and what became a very expensive quickie as he undertook the rearing of Bonny by extraordinary remote-control means: schools, nannies, camps, semesters at sea, wilderness studies for troubled teens, junior college, bail money, and abortions. Though he’d done what he could to help her career, invested in her films, she’d never felt that her efforts to reach out to her father quite landed. Bonny intended this documentary to flush her father out of hiding and—what? Revive his movie career? Make him admit that she existed?

			Bonny’s documentaries were noted for their predatory skill. She was celebrated for her pitiless charm when interviewing luxury-car dealers, so well concealed behind the baby-doll outfits and the daffy bimbo act she used to get her victims—a stream of fat cats and deep-pocketed suckers—talking. Aston Martin’s lawyers had described that film as “baseless savagery,” and she’d added the phrase to her business cards, along with “Jaguar, I’m comin’ for ya.”

			Cooper considered the idea of attending Mildred’s memorial. It filled him with terror. Was there even going to be one? What if he went? What if he didn’t go? Should he man up? His anxiety was rising, and it overcame him. John Wayne would probably have gone, though it was not easy to picture the big doofus in such a shitty town. Cooper made himself a drink in the trophy room and left Bonny a message: “I’ll be there.”

			She didn’t believe him, and went on ahead to the tired old town by herself. A lifelong Southern Californian, Bonny had rarely experienced such a gloomy hole. She had dressed to blend in, with a loud flannel shirt and mannish pants, as she strolled around trying to get a feel for a place that to someone from the Golden West looked like a wax museum. She didn’t see how to do this without Cooper—street interviews, maybe, or Constance’s lamentations at his absence. All of this changed when Cooper’s travel agent called to notify her of his arrangements and a room prepaid under the name William S. Hart. Bonny had better get a move on! She smelled blood.

			Cooper arrived two days later, which was barely enough time for her to set the stage. She’d worked herself to exhaustion preparing for his arrival, getting minimal help from a chamber of commerce reluctant to deal with out-of-towners. Constance was alarmed at the idea that Cooper’s long-awaited visit would be filmed. She found Bonny peculiar and couldn’t understand why she dressed like a lumberjack.

			Bonny met Cooper at the airport. He seemed dazed, pressing his closed eyes with thumb and forefinger.

			“You all right?”

			“Oh, hell no.”

			“We’ll pick up Constance and…Mildred.”

			He raised his eyebrows as if to ask if she thought this was funny.

			The moment Bonny turned onto the frontage road, he opened his mouth and gripped the seat with clammy hands. The water tower emblazoned with the name of the town emerged from the skyline. Cooper looked away.

			Bonny said, “Seems like a nice little place to me. Tree-shaded streets, well-kept houses, angry fat people.”

			“What makes you think I’d enjoy this? I was a friendless loser here, okay? From a loser family, you follow?”

			She wanted to say that she would put her losers up against his any day, including her druggy waif of a mother.

			Cooper averted his eyes as they passed the high school, the title company where, at age twelve, he’d mopped floors, Mildred’s Methodist church, and the windswept park. They stopped at the house, compact and armored with asbestos shingles. While Bonny filmed from the car, Cooper ascended the porch steps. Before he could knock, Constance opened the door. She was bearing Mildred’s ashes, gift-wrapped in red, white, and blue. She stared at Cooper, then said, “Hello, Cooper.”

			“Hello, Con.”

			“I wish you’d come sooner. Did you come in the helicopter?”

			“Nah, commercial.”

			“But here you are.”

			“Yep.”

			“Can you come in?” Constance asked, her eyes observing Bonny in the car.

			“For a sec, maybe. Bonny’s got me on a short rope. Film deal.”

			They sat in the living room. Cooper concealed his dismay by grinning in approval at all he saw. A bowl held ceramic fruit. He paused at a picture of their parents, dressed for the photographer. “Must’ve borrowed the clothes,” he said. The witticism fell on silence. “Ain’t it funny how time slips away?” Connie nodded and smiled at her brother’s awkwardness. “Love what you’ve done with the house,” he added. “Cozy. More furniture than when we were kids.”

			“I like it well enough.”

			“How long’s Phil been gone?”

			“Eleven years.”

			“I played tambourine in his band. Remember?”

			“You were great.”

			“Was I?”

			“No. But Phil thought you needed something to do.”

			“I found something to do.”

			They said nothing until the pause became uncomfortable.

			“We’re the family now, Coop. Does that mean anything to you?”

			“I gotta think about it. We’ve gone separate ways. That’s a fact. That’s just a damn fact.”

			“Certainly you have. I haven’t gone anywhere except to the county building.”

			Constance got up to pull dead leaves from a potted African violet. She watched Cooper staring toward the window.

			“You’ll have to tell me about Bonny. She’s yours, right? She gives you such fishy looks.”

			“Ha ha, you’re sharp, Con. Which reminds me. She’s waiting.”

			“I understand. I hope you’ll stop back. Maybe you can see Wayne. He’s quite unusual.”

			“I heard,” Cooper said, as Constance pressed the box of ashes into his arms. “Heard about him. Wow, these weigh like lead.”

			“They’ll remind you of all we lived through.”

			Cooper shrugged this off.

			Without looking back, he walked to the car. Bonny had her cell phone atop the steering wheel and was reviewing footage so far. “I’ll put this box in the back. Let’s not forget it.” He wondered if he had seen the last of Constance.

			“I hate to rush,” Bonny said, “but we’re late for the parade.”

			Cooper locked eyes with her. “What parade? Is it for me?”

			“Sure is.”

			“A big one?”

			“Let’s find out.”

			Constance gave a small ironic wave from the porch, and Cooper felt a pang, remembering the humorous detachment with which she had kept trouble at bay when they were kids. When he waved at her, she stepped into the house.

			“Nice old lady,” Bonny said.

			

			—

			Cooper sat in the back seat of a vintage Chevrolet convertible with fins, flames painted on its hood. A portable boom box atop the trunk played Buck Owens’s “Act Naturally” in a recurring loop. Since he hadn’t anticipated a public appearance, he was wearing a zip-up leisure suit and a Lakers baseball cap, rather than his usual Stetson. He felt naked. The audience for the parade, people meandering along the sidewalks on their way to stores, appointments, and school, were strangers, and seemed baffled by the “Cooper Parrott” banner adorning the car.

			“They were all born after you left, Dad.”

			“Maybe this is the first time they’ve ever seen a cowboy!”

			“No need to shout, Dad.”

			The driver said, “There’s gotta be someone somewhere,” and struck out into the side streets, where seemingly uninhabited houses flashed TVs behind drawn curtains. At a four-way stop, an elderly man in dashboard overalls and carpet slippers wheeled off his porch and ran to the car. He shouted out his name to Cooper, and Cooper threw back his head in delight and said, “Ah!”

			“Who’s this bird?” he asked Bonny out of the side of his mouth.

			The man grasped Cooper’s shoulders and said, “You have no damn idea who I am, do you?”

			“Nope, but you’re gonna tell me.”

			“Our family took you in when the whole lot of yiz didn’t have a pot to piss in or a window to throw it out.”

			“Take your hands off me, Rudy, you dadgum jackass!”

			Rudy tottered back to his house as Cooper straightened his clothes.

			“Any more like that around here?” Cooper asked the driver.

			Rudy’s eyes burned in the shadow of the porch. Cooper’s wave went unreturned.

			“Lots.”

			“You need to spray ’em.”

			“Was your family ever homeless?” Bonny asked.

			“Not always.” Bonny got this last in a close-up. Something about the way he said it told her that it would be very strong during editing. Then he said it again: “Not always.” That would have been a better take, but she’d missed it. Shit.

			The driver and owner of the car, after describing its restoration in excruciating detail, offered to return Cooper to his childhood home.

			“No! ” Cooper shouted, then turned to Bonny and said, “Get me outta here.”

			The driver looked around at him, indignant and surprised. “No problem, pal. The young lady pays me by the hour.”

			He drove the two to Bonny’s rented car and stayed behind the wheel, staring straight ahead, as they got out. “Will this be an annual event?” he asked. Cooper told him to go to hell. Once in the rental car, he pointed through the windshield toward the airport and said to Bonny, “Thataway.”

			

			—

			On the flight, Bonny and her father sat in anguished silence. Though Cooper wanted to get back to Palm Springs, he struggled to picture his life there. It seemed like living in an aquarium or maybe a nice hotel. He had a fleeting hope that the plane would stay up in the air. Bonny’s heart ached as she flipped through the airline magazine. Cooper stared out the window until they crossed the Rockies, then slumped in his seat.

			Back at Cooper’s house, they gestured toward a hug but then just leaned and bumped shoulders; it was the best they could do. They’d left the ashes in the rental car, but a kindly manager at Hertz shipped Mildred to Bonny once law enforcement had confirmed that she was not a bomb. Bonny left the box on the porch of Cooper’s house.

			When asked by the backers of her documentary, “How’s the Cooper thing going?,” Bonny explained that she had punted. After the trip to his hometown, she’d either been discouraged or lost interest. She felt that she knew her father insufficiently to give the film prize-winning depth. She’d lost the edge that had given such a sting to the Aston Martin piece, or to the brutes killing turkeys out in Lancaster.

			

			—

			Wayne turned up on the doorstep eight days after Mildred’s death. He said, “Mom was lucky to live that long.” Constance was startled by the cheer with which he delivered the remark. She asked him where he’d been. Since he felt that this was something she ought to know already, he declined to answer. Wayne was shorter than both his mother and his aunt, and stocky. He wore safety boots, loud on the wood floor, blue pants, and a shirt with his name over the pocket. He allowed that he would just go ahead and move in.

			“Your old room?”

			“I’ll let you know.”

			Wayne departed to get his stuff from wherever he’d left it. Constance pulled the curtain back to see him drive off, then meandered through the house, wondering which room Wayne would claim. She admitted to herself that, though she’d seen him grow up, she didn’t really know anything about him. Mildred had created a wall around Wayne to try to prevent Constance and her late husband from criticizing his erratic upbringing. All she knew was that Wayne had dreamed of being a surfer and often played “Wipe Out,” by the Surfaris, at top volume—especially the bloodcurdling laughter. As Wayne had grown more difficult, during a stretch of teenage years in which the only respite was a brief residence at the Pine Hills youth reformatory, Phil and Constance had offered to move out of the house, but Mildred had rented a place a block and a half from Penney’s, a walk to work that she made daily for much of the rest of her life, from the time when she turned heads to when even that short distance was too difficult and she moved back in with her sister. Wayne was on his own by then.

			Wayne chose Constance’s room, which admittedly had the best view—the backyard and not the street. She would move into Mildred’s, which looked toward the neighbors’ house, whose occupants Mildred had watched religiously, chronicling births, deaths, college departures, and hanky-panky. “Take all the time you need,” Wayne said. “I’m on the road.”

			She packed up Mildred’s things squeamishly, fearing that they’d disclose something she would rather not know. There were packs of letters bound with string, some yellowing with age. Constance thought, I’m not going there, and burned them in the fireplace.

			She cooked for Wayne. Sometimes he ate what she’d prepared; sometimes he disparaged it. Constance failed to determine a pattern. He smoked after dinner, staring into the middle distance, while Constance, pretending to cross her arms to keep her hand inconspicuously close to her chest, fanned the smoke away. She worked at being unobtrusive, only to have Wayne accuse her of tiptoeing around in a creepy manner. In the end, he resorted to fast food, which he ate in his truck, leaving the remains on the front seat—pizza boxes, waxed paper from turkey wraps, empty Diet Coke bottles. He was sullen and smelly, and frequently reminded Constance that he co-owned the house now.

			Soon enough, she was fed up. They would sell the house, she announced. “Suits me,” Wayne said. “I could use the money.” Advertised as a starter home, it sold in the winter to a gym teacher in town, a pretty girl with a baby. Constance had expected to be crushed to lose her childhood home. Instead, she was elated. After several arduous trips to a storage container, she retreated to the Hillcrest Hotel, an old pile on Main Street, to think. Wayne went to California with no plan to return. “We’ll see how it goes,” he said. Constance lost the nerve to ask him to write if he got work. She was tired of losing her nerve. That was new.

			

			—

			Gina went to the door. Cooper, still in his bathrobe, watched warily from the corridor. “Who is it?” he asked, raising his reading glasses.

			“I can’t tell. The Uber guy is still unloading her luggage. It looks like she’s here to stay.”

			“Lock the door!”

			“Let’s find out who it is first!”

			“I know who it is. Do as I say!”

			Gina glanced at him indignantly, then opened the door.

			“Hello, Con,” Cooper said with an exaggerated baffled look. “Where’re you headed?” He tightened his bathrobe and twirled his reading glasses.

			“Headed? I have arrived! Is it a problem?”

		

	
		
		
			Not Here You Don’t

			Cary was out of likely places to cross. The five-strand ranch fence was on the county line, ran south, and would guide him to the canyon and the wild grasslands beyond. He could go all the way to Coal Mine Rim and a view dropping into the Boulder Valley. Due south he could see the national forest, the bare stones and burned tree stubs from the last big forest fire. After the fire, a priest who loved to hike had found nineteenth-century wolf traps chained to trees. The flames and smoke had towered forty thousand feet into the air, a firestorm containing its own weather, lightning aloft, smoke that could be seen on satellite in Wisconsin. The foreground was grassland, but it had been heavily grazed. In the middle of this expanse, a stockade, where sheep were gathered at night to protect them from bears and coyotes, had collapsed. The homestead where Cary’s dad had grown up and where Cary himself had spent his earliest years was in a narrow canyon perpendicular to the prevailing winds, barely far enough below the snow line to be habitable. Around his waist, in a hastily purchased Walmart fanny pack, he carried his father’s ashes in the plastic urn issued by the funeral home, along with the cremation certificate the airline required.

			Once, these prairies had been full of life and hope. The signs were everywhere: abandoned homes, disused windmills, straggling remnants of apple orchards, the dry ditches of hand-dug irrigation projects, a cracked school bell, the piston from an old sheep-shearing engine. Where had everyone gone? It was a melancholy picture, but maybe it shouldn’t have been. Perhaps everyone had gone on to better things. Cary knew enough of the local families to understand that things weren’t so bad; some had gotten decidedly more comfortable, while claiming glory from the struggles of their forebears. Where the first foothills broke toward the Yellowstone, a big new house had gone up. It had the quality of being in motion, as though it were headed somewhere. It had displaced a hired man’s shack, a windmill, a cattle scale, and had substituted hydrangeas and lawn.

			

			—

			After his father died, Cary had flown to Tampa and then driven north to the retirement community where his dad had ended his days in a condominium that had grown lonely in his solitude. Cary sped through the Bible Belt, where “we the people” were urged to impeach Barack Obama. The billboards along this troubling highway offered a peculiar array of enticements: needlepoint prayers, alligator skulls, gravity deer feeders, pecan rolls, toffee. “All-nude bar with showers.” “Vasectomy reversal.” “Sinkhole remediation.” “Laser Lipo: Say goodbye to muffin tops and love handles!” “It’s a Small World. I know. I made it.—The Lord.” A car displayed a sign that said “I work to cruise” and a cartoon ocean liner running the full length of the rear window, with an out-of-scale sea captain waving from its bridge.

			We the people.

			Cary thought that his old man had had a pretty great American life. He’d lived on the homestead through grade school, attended a small Lutheran college in the Dakotas, flown a Douglas A-4 Skyhawk named Tumblin’ Dice in Vietnam, worked as an oil geologist all over the world, outlived his wife and their mostly happy marriage by less than a year, spent only ten days in hospice care, watching his songbird feeders and reading The Wall Street Journal while metastatic prostate cancer destroyed his bones. “Can’t rip and run like I used to,” he’d warned Cary on the phone. He’d died with his old cat, Faith, in his lap. He’d once said to Cary, “In real psychological terms, your life is half over at ten.” For him, ten had meant those homestead years, wolf traps in the barn, his dog, Chink, a .22 rifle, bum lambs to nurture, his uneducated parents, who spoke to him in a rural English he remembered with wry wonder: as an adult, he’d still sometimes referred to business disputes as “defugalties” or spoken of people being “in Dutch.” The old pilot had observed himself in his hospice bed, chuckled, and said, “First a rooster, then a feather duster.” His doctor had given him a self-administered morphine pump and shown him how to use it sparingly or on another setting: “If you put it there, you’ll go to sleep and you won’t wake up.” His warrior buddies at the retirement community had held a small service, with tequila shots and music on a homemade CD that finished with a loop of “The Letter,” which played until a carrier mechanic who’d serviced Tumblin’ Dice replaced it with “Taps.”

			Cary didn’t spend long at the condo—long enough to meet the real estate agent, long enough to pick up a few things, including photographs of himself up to sixteen. What an unattractive child I was, he thought. The rest were shots of aircraft, pilots, crews, flight decks. Judging by the framed pictures, his mother was forever twenty-two. He took his father’s Air Medal, which was missing the ribbon but had fascinated him as a child, with its angry eagle clasping lightning bolts. “That bird,” he’d called it. He put it in his pocket and patted the pocket. He took the black-and-white photograph of his great-grandfather’s corral, with the loading chute and the calf shed, and the distant log house. “We lived in the corral,” his father had joked. He’d told Cary plainly that he had grown up poor. He remembered his great-grandfather, who’d started the ranch, prying the dimes off his spurs to buy tobacco, sticking cotton in the screens to keep the flies out. The old fellow had spanked him only once, and it was for deliberately running over a chicken with a wheelbarrow.

			The old man was a cowboy who moved through cattle like smoke, who could sew up a prolapsed cow in the dark with shoelaces and hog rings. His only child, Cary’s grandfather, had detested the place, had done almost no work, and had lost everything but the homestead to an insurance company. A tinkerer and a handyman, a tiny man with a red nose who wore a tilted ball cap, he ran the projector at the movie theater in town. When Cary’s father was home from the war, he took him to see his grandfather up in the booth; Cary remembered the old man pulling the carbon rods out of the projector to light his cigarettes. An unpleasant geezer, he’d peered at Cary as though he couldn’t quite put his finger on the connection between them and said, “Well, well, well.” Years later, his father said, as though shooing something away, “Dad was a failure, always flying off the handle. My mother ran away during the war to build ships. Never seen again, never in touch, had me and vamoosed. Dad used to look at me and talk to himself: ‘Can’t figger out why the little sumbitch is swarthy.’ Went broke trying to sell pressure cookers. Once left a town in Idaho in disguise. He told me it was plumb hard to be born on unlucky land.” In the projection booth, Cary’s grandfather said that he was busy and told Cary to get lost. Cary’s father stayed behind, and Cary heard him say, “Lord have mercy, Daddy. You’d give shit a bad name.”

			Cary’s other grandfather, the glowing parent of Cary’s mother, a former Miss Texarkana, was a lunatic entrepreneur named J. Lonn Griggs who’d made a fortune selling swamp coolers, reconditioned tractors, and vitamins. Grandpa Griggs had long white hair like a preacher’s and, according to Cary’s father, was as crooked as the back leg of a dog. He adored Cary and Cary adored him back.

			

			—

			To reach the canyon, it was necessary for Cary to circumvent a property vehemently marked with “No Trespassing” signs, a house with a circular driveway that looked like a West Coast taco shop. A figure appeared on the lawn as he passed, a glint of binoculars, and presently an ATV dashed down toward him. Cary pressed on, his fanny pack and its contents jabbing the small of his back, but encountered more signs. It was hard to say how far this property extended.

			The rider of the ATV stopped at the line of sagebrush that Cary had hoped would make him less conspicuous, dismounted, and hung his binoculars on the handlebar. He was there, it was clear, to confront Cary, and though he seemed in no hurry, Cary sensed that it might not be appropriate to go on his way. He waited as the man approached, a tall, white-haired fellow in khaki pants and a blue checked shirt, a fierce smile on his face. The smile suggested to Cary that the man was about to introduce himself, but instead he heard in bell-like tones, as he drew closer, “You’re trespassing.”

			“I’m so sorry but I’m on my way to visit my grandfather’s homestead, just”—Cary pointed—“at the mouth of that big coulee.”

			Without changing his smile, the man said, “There’s nothing there anymore. And I own it.”

			“Ah,” Cary said, and continued on his way.

			He heard the man call out, “Do you know our sheriff? He was born here.”

			“So was I,” Cary said.

			It was a beautiful day for a walk, and his mind was filled with family memories and memories of the girl he’d married and to whom he should have stayed married. His father had been displeased with him for his part in the breakup, a painful thought just now. Once, he’d sat with his parents in their kitchen as they talked without wondering if he should be listening. Often they were tipsy, with the mellow look in their eyes that he would eventually dread. “The cop,” his father mused, “claimed I had wandered across the yellow line four times. I told him I was distracted because I was eating. The cop says, ‘I don’t see no food.’ I said, ‘That’s because I ate it.’ The cop says, ‘Just go home, you’re drunk.’ ” They giggled complacently. Cary remembered how peacefully they’d enjoyed the story; they had a kind of companionship, he supposed, one that began when his father had the uncertain future of a fighter pilot and his mother was a pilot’s wife. Years later, when these two handsome people had wearied, one of those funny stories had turned into a quarrel and his mother had dropped her head to the counter and wept that she’d been Miss Texarkana. “The world was my oyster!” By then, they no longer shared these moments with Cary, who, twirling a cap pistol, heard this from the top of the stairs. Then they were in love again, both love and rage fueled by alcohol. They found it irresistible. By late in the day, you could see how tiresome life had become without it. Over time, his father managed better; she went crazy, with raccoon eyes and strawlike orange hair. On nights when she delivered—a frightening performance of laments and despair—his father turned to him to explain, “The situation is hopeless but not serious.” Soon she was reminiscing about being the “lady love” of various Arkansas landowning boyfriends. Cary caught his father’s eye. His father smothered a smile, while Cary fought back a dazed sensation. If it was funny, he couldn’t bring himself to laugh.

			When Cary was twelve, his father asked him to record her. He thought it would help if she, sober, could hear how she sounded. “I was wearing a wire!” Cary’s former wife, a normal person raised by normal people, was fascinated by the ingenuity of dysfunctional families. “Are you serious? Record your own mother?” His parents increasingly relied on electricity—cardioversion for his father’s unreliable heart, shock therapy for his mother’s brain, a wire for self-awareness. “Had to hook ’em up,” Cary explained to his therapist. He had little to say to, or to hear from, the therapist, Dr. Something-or-Other. Cary was there only to reduce his meds—not to hear, in so many words, that there was more to life than getting even with one’s progenitors. Why pick on high-functioning basket cases?

			

			—

			You might not know that the homestead had ever existed were it not for the fragments of foundation, some persistent hollyhocks, a caved-in stock tank, and a bit of still diverted creek. When a homesteader failed, the neighbors swept in to take anything they could use, even the log walls. Here they had left a tub and a wringer and the lid of a washing machine. Cary knelt to pick it up and saw the thick gray-green mottled curl of a rattlesnake. He lowered the lid carefully, shutting off the sound of the rattle. He dusted his hands vigorously, raised his eyebrows, and exhaled.

			A hand-dug well was dry, the debris of its walls filling it. Some of the walls still stood, and here Cary dropped the canister with his father’s ashes and the Vietnam Air Medal, pushing in the remains of the wall to cover them. His father had asked him to do this: “If you have nothing better to do.” He thought of putting a memento of the place in his now collapsed fanny pack, but nothing caught his eye. Honestly, nothing about the scene was familiar at all.

			The landowner was at the fence as he passed. “I told you there wasn’t anything left.”

			“I wanted to see it.”

			“See what?”

			Cary winced. “Not much. Just the lid of an old washing machine. I long ago hid five perfect arrowheads underneath it. They were still there! I didn’t disturb them.”

			Cary kept walking as he heard the ATV head toward the homestead. When he got to the county road, his rental car was missing. What’ll they think of next? he mused. It made for a splendid afternoon walk in open country past the prairie foothills, a snowy saw edge far away. Birds dusted along the road, field sparrows, buntings; meadowlarks swayed atop mullein stalks and sang. His father had walked this road to his one-room school, where bear cubs had tumbled from the crab apples, and schoolgirls had ridden ornery horses with lunch pails tied to saddle horns. The library had consisted of National Geographics, in which eighth-grade boys had discovered the breasts of African women until farmers cut out the pages.

			No sense trying to catch a ride. Cary had been walking for more than an hour, past the abandoned school and its seatless swing set, when a German car shot past with someone slumped in the passenger seat. He turned his back to the dust cloud.

			The town was at the bottom of a hill: a church tower, a root-beer stand, a stray dog sleeping in the sun, newly planted green ash trees along the first side street, a truck selling Washington State peaches, an unsanitary-looking hot-sheet motel, four high-end sedans with out-of-town plates parked in front. A bed-and-breakfast in a narrow clapboard house looked welcoming enough, and he booked a room despite the shared toilet with an invisible coughing lady beyond. The hostess’s bare feet stuck out from her floor-length cotton dress; he tabulated her piercings as he counted out cash for the room. “Enjoy,” she said, a locution that had always bothered him with its incompleteness. “No suitcase?” She pulled on a strand of her hair.

			“In my car.”

			“Where’s your car at?”

			“I wish I knew.”

			He let her quizzical expression hang in the air without elaborating.

			The cops had it locked up in a chained impoundment lot. Two hundred and fifty dollars. The officer at the desk was eating a yogurt and put the spoon into the cup to take the money with his free hand. Cary, on his way back to wash his face and brush his teeth in the shared john, stopped at the clinic, walked into the emergency bay, and inquired about his friend with the rattlesnake bite. Would it be okay to make a quick visit, see if the patient needed anything?

			The landowner was far less chipper now, in his room, the back of the bed cranked up, ice water and green Jell-O at his side. “Where’d you get the purple arm?” Cary asked. The patient stared with hot eyes but did not reply. He merely rolled up his sleeve to show the fang marks. “Thought I’d check in,” Cary said. “Got the car back. Hey, keep your chin up!”

			He found a streetside garden show only two blocks from the B&B, a bank of annuals mostly, but the smell was heavenly, combined with the elixir of old evergreens on front lawns. A small white house displayed a red liquid feeder whirring with hummingbirds. He bought a bottle of Grey Goose at the state liquor store next to the Stockman’s Bank and used it to lure the hostess to his room. It went well, despite the old lady next door trying to spoil things with her theatrical coughing fits. “We’re so fucking drunk,” the hostess slurred into the pillow. Cary murmured, “Sure we are, but we got it done.” He made certain that his misery was undetectable. She sat straight up to stare at him and ask if he was proud of himself, but he was already hiding in sleep. The last word he heard was “classic.”

			

			—

			He returned the rental car to the Billings airport’s crowded lot. Park Assist kept him from making small errors, the little backup TV a gift to the hungover. Breakfast in Minneapolis restored him, before he boarded the plane for the last leg of his journey east, where he collapsed in an exit row. He was vaguely aware of the stewardess reciting the safety rules for that row; when she inquired whether he was willing to meet those conditions, he lost his train of thought and asked if there was a chart he could point to. Note to self: Move up therapy session.

			Exemplary snooze in his sweet little apartment, with its comfy chairs and bed, his favorite pictures, the view of a pleasant park. Sometimes as he gazed at it, he thought, No corporate ladder, no park view. He stumbled on three friends at his breakfast spot: Mary Lou, the doctor, in a Cubs hat; Jack with that stunner briefcase; Mimi, the physical therapist and yoga girl with the American flag in her tooth. He did his best to abet the happy chatter as he took in the hum from the sidewalk. “You’re glad to see me, aren’t you?” he said. That stopped everything. Why did he need to ask? He pushed on with some details from the American West, but his heart wasn’t in it, and his news was insufficiently exotic to change the table talk. These people got around; they’d seen empty dirt roads.

			At home, he looked at some drafts before heading to his office. The phone rang, his ex-wife: “Shall I stop over?” What a beautiful voice, he thought, what a beautiful girl. Can’t I find the strength for this?

		

	
		
		
			Crazy About a Mercury

			My wife—Big Ole Coral—had to judge a hair show in Roundup. She’s active! I do a lot of inspections—schools, places of assembly, fire alarms. Plus my EMT work. We had a house fire right on H Street across from the sewing machine repair, guy died with his socks on. Not his house! He was having an afternoon delight with someone’s wife and they both went up in smoke. Her husband remarked, “She’s done. Put a fork in her.” I was in sales, I was in oxygen services, I was in moving until I couldn’t handle it. Couple in a two-family house buy a ninety-six-inch couch which couldn’t make the turn on the stairs and had to go through the upstairs window. I was barely making a living and in big danger of falling through cracks altogether. I built barb-wire fences in Iraq on a civilian contract and never saw combat. Flew to Denmark from Sulaymaniyah and spent time drunk in brothels in happy stupor. When it was time to head home, I found I had a lifelike tattoo of a fly on the end of my nose. I had a little spell of living in my car, had a sign in the window: “Day Sleeper No Religious Callers.” It wasn’t the end of the world, but you could see it from there. Of course, the car has no facilities and I washed up at rest stops but no bath or shower. I got to where I smelled bad to myself and on one of my binges, I followed a Hyundai into a car wash and got drove off by the owner of the car with the soap wand.

			It was not unreasonable to conclude that I had hit bottom. I found a short-term job as a night watchman at a Phillips 66 station and saved enough money to take a forty-hour home-inspection course. Once certified, I began to work and make a living. It was not easy at first as other home inspectors had glommed the suburban and vacation-home market, leaving me with the rest homes. What a hoot.

			Coral was always telling me to apply myself. I’d even tell myself that: Apply yourself, apply yourself. When Coral was hot stuff in her twenties, she moved to Tucumcari with a gas heir but moved back here after a few months. I met him at the Legion when they were “just friends”; he had a little voice like a park pigeon, his man bun twitching with anxiety. Of course, he loved the Beatles, and their pussy albums were all over the place. “Where’s ZZ Top?” I demanded. “Where’s AC/DC?” He owned a gun collection including Bat Masterson’s pistol, ignoring the fact that there were about fifty thousand “Bat Masterson’s pistols” scattered around the world. He said women were all leeches. I think they’re goddesses. He’s never worked in his life and sometimes I think Coral has huge cojones to tell me to apply myself but we’re in this together as we turn chicken shit into chicken salad.

			Coral was constantly on me to have the fly removed. She even said it was her or the fly until she decided the fly might keep me out of the bushes with the wrong people. She has made it clear that if I ever stray, she’ll be through with me forever. It scares me because I’m happy living with Coral, and I guess I admire her for making the rules clear. That’s new in my life. Rules.

			We told each other about our years growing up. Maybe we wished we’d known each other then. When I was a boy, my old man got bucked off a bronc at a rodeo in Lethbridge, Alberta; the pickup guy ran over him and broke his back. Mom headed west and tended bar in Black Eagle. After that, our birthday cards came from Issaquah. She either forgot about us or died or met someone. Anyway, the cards fizzled. My sister, Shelley, and I lived in one town after another, not always together. We lived in five foster homes and she got molested in three of them. Shelley has had a terrible life. If she ever found our mom, she never said so. I stayed in touch with Dad. We were going to build a hot rod together if he ever got well. Before I left home, we shared a subscription to True West. He barely got out of bed—scoot to the john and scoot back. He stayed there with his open-choked sixteen-gauge shotgun, tossing the heavy red shells in his hand. He didn’t want to be helpless in a break-in and said buckshot was a folk remedy. “I’m old-school.” He’d been robbed once: wasn’t much, a Stihl chain saw, rusty Craftsman tools, extension ladder, a spinning rod and rubber worms, things he’d never use again. “Next fool tries it is tired of living.” People cooked for him. He was a ward of the town. It was his last stop in a ten-year pile of Western Horseman back issues. I sold his bronc saddle on the Daily Nickel, wore out and covered with pack-rat shit.

			I told all this to Coral. She gave me a sad look and a hug, and said I had a lot to work out. She did too but she was more sparing in giving me the details. She wasn’t proud of her New Mexico days with the gas heir but over time I realized she may have been desperate. Whoa, that makes two of us.

			I spend the days making the rounds of rest homes, checking certificates of compliance and safety codes, and imposing whatever new regs are in store for these abandoned people in their waiting rooms. It is a suitable work environment for me. It does me good to see people hanging on despite basic biology so anxious to move them to the next world. Lot of these homes have posters of the Rapture with all the souls riding to heaven on a cloud of laughing gas. One old ranch lady in a recliner bed asked, “Don’t that fly bother you?”

			

			—

			Coral is originally from Wolf Point. I thought she was slapping herself in the face in the bar where we met, but it was how she eats peanuts. Two great big guys were bumping chests and shouting in each other’s faces. “I’m just being transparent!” one yelled and the other, “You don’t seem transparent to me, you sonofabitch.” We paid no attention. I smiled at her; she smiled at me. I walked up to her confidently. She looked me up and down and said, “Eek, a mouse.” She waved a hand in front of me to get rid of the “fly.” She tried to blow me off by saying I couldn’t take a hint, which I can’t. We had no place to go that night and ended up under the machine shed of the Burlington Northern, consummating our “meet cute.”

			In the early days of our relationship, we’d get a room and Coral would present herself so that I got the money shot as soon as I opened the door. “Long time, no see.” A wise man wouldn’t do this but I’m not that guy. She sometimes said, “Put on your thinking cap or you’ll end up broke.” I explained that all work and no play can turn a decent person into a shit-house rat. Lighting another cigarette, she considered this. I moved into her house once she got one. I tried some erotic talk on her and she called me “Potty mouth.” She’s a puzzle!

			We had a happy courtship, bonding over petrified wood, late nights at the Olive Garden, and yard sales where we paid far too much for what was described as an original Picasso but turned out to be a watercolor by a local, Condo in the Gloaming. Coral objected to my wearing sleeveless T-shirts, adding that it made me look like a chump who writes “Kilroy was here” on men’s room walls. She could be very jealous even when there was no reason for it. I shudder to think what would happen if she caught me trying to get me a little. When she saw the “My Sharona” plates on my car she had a conniption fit and grilled me about “Sharona.”

			Coral is a physician’s assistant. She’s very intelligent but faints when she sees blood. She’s a real caregiver, handing out money to panhandlers or taking homeless people food on her work breaks. When we were first carrying on, Coral showed up drunk for a C-section and got suspended. She’s back in the good graces of the hospital now and saving up for Phoenix. I hope I get to go. I’m tired of freezing my ass off and Coral makes more money than me. She’s in no rush. Everybody in Wolf Point is accustomed to wind and misery. It’s why so many of them volunteered for Vietnam. All those palm trees and you could give a shit less who’s shooting at you. Most people in Wolf Point are Indians and shooting don’t bother them.

			On New Year’s Eve, Coral pressed me to attend an ob-gyn party. I stuck out like a sore thumb. The event was held in the ballroom of a fraternal organization. I met the pediatrician—a little light in his loafers and no wife. I was often asked who I was, actually. I was dressed well, though I struggled with the undersized sport jacket Coral found for me at some recycle outfit. She put makeup on the fly. I mingled as best you could when you are among strangers in tuxedos, stiff-necked doctors whose pleasant wives made up for the sour graces of their husbands. Several PAs were in attendance, as well as traveling nurses with bags under their eyes. Since I felt uncomfortable and Coral was barreling around the room with outlandish geniality, I fastened myself on group conversations with the theory that I could just grin and watch without causing a stir. It was clear that I had nothing to add.

			Coral tells me that my hot-rod Mercury is proof that I live in the past, i.e., the TV show Happy Days. I’m an appeaser but Coral would rather reach for a frying pan than an appropriate phrase. I wasn’t doing much in the early days of this paradise. Coral warned me if I didn’t show some get-up-and-go I’d end up in Wyoming. I love my car. I cruise around the prairie imagining Dad in the passenger seat. I play “Crazy ’Bout a Mercury” on the tape deck. “Well, if I had the money, I’d tell you what I’d do. I’d go downtown and buy a Mercury or two.” She’s a real lead sled with Frenched headlights, solenoid door locks, louvered hood, bubble skirts, Carter carbs, Iskenderian cam, dual exhausts, glass-pack Hollywood mufflers, old-school blue Bakelite skull on the shifter. You can hear me coming from a long way off. I’m that guy. Dad bought it for me out of a wrecking yard when I was only a kid. It didn’t even have a motor. I got a Ford 59AB block and went from there. The shotgun seat saw a lot of free pussy in them early days. I try not to think about that anymore in case Coral starts reading my mind. I must be in love if I’m this scared.

			People are surprised when they meet Coral. She’s big but she’s a looker and uses her beauty like a weapon. She said that she is so pretty she could make a bulldog break his chain. When I asked her what made her so attractive to dogs, she gave me a long prison stare. She grew up above a diesel shop run by her father and brother, brutes in greasy coveralls. “Dad worked hard to support us but mom prit-near bankrupted us going to fat farms.” I’m not Coral’s first squeeze. She’s had several. One, a pencil-wristed airplane mechanic with United, left after she tried to push his head into an electric pizza oven. She knows how to stand up for herself. Next the gas heir, another a gloomy biker who appears from time to time exuding brain-dead self-importance. Jared. A simple oaf, by trade. He left a big pile of girlie magazines like Bazonga Showdown and a sickening book, The Riddle of the Sphincter. I put them in the burn barrel after a quick review that confirmed we got big problems in this country.

			Coral said, “Inside tip: Stay away from Jared. He’s bad news.”

			“No prob. I can be hell on wheels when the situation demands.”

			“Hell on wheels?”

			“You heard right.”

			“You’re a damn scream. ‘Hell on wheels’? Gimme a break, sport. I’m on the rag.” That was all the warning I needed. Jared was safe for now and, so far, hasn’t asked me to return his reading material.

			Coral is like many locals who think they’re country when all they are is rural. She’s got boots and a hat. She keeps a big garden and we eat healthy, also chickens if nothing don’t kill them. She dislikes my name—Clark—and calls me Clyde. After the vasectomy, we were married in Elko by an Elvis impersonator who performed marriages and drove a beer truck. At our wedding, he sang a penetrating baritone version of that country classic “I’m My Own Grandpa.” It was a poor wedding song but it meant something to me because Dad used to sing it to make fun of himself. Show you how naïve I am, Coral explained that the Elvis impersonator was actually a lady. What a town.

			We ate at the Star Hotel on West Silver Street with all the Basque fixings, then hit the bars, where Coral did Tammy Wynette covers on karaoke. We drank continuous, a gutter crawl ending with wedding bells. We were so hungover the next day, we went to the courthouse and asked about an annulment. By the time a clerk grilled us about non-consummation, fraud, coercion, bigamy, lack of consent, and unsound minds, the hangovers had wore off and we lost interest in the whole thing.

			She has a beautiful voice. Before nursing school, she had a successful singing-telegram business. Because of winter conditions, she gave up live performances in doorways and started broadcasting from the house. Several paid-in-full receivers of these telegrams complained about the sound quality from her flip phone, confusions about the event being celebrated, et cetera. At the end of this career, no matter the celebration, she languidly sang “Pop Goes the Weasel” or “Glow Worm.” More than once I found her collapsed with despair. But I seem to make her happy. I don’t know why. But I’m in the same boat. We take moonlight walks. We feel lucky.

			Coral quit asking about Sharona. As a personal declaration of my feeling for her, I had the fly removed. It hurt and for a while I didn’t look quite right to myself. Coral held my face in her hands and declared it a no-fly zone. She loved her own joke and gripped her sides as she guffawed. I tilted my head from side to side as if trying to understand the mirth. She laughed harder. When she collected herself, she thanked me for my sacrifice. I think she meant it.

			I drifted into helping in the garden, simple stuff, picking tomato worms, unwinding zucchini stems. Got the dead wood out of the apple tree. I hoed until my back hurt. It might have helped with my job as I made fewer nasty cracks at the rest homes, talked to patients about the Rapture. I envy Coral’s comfort in her own skin since I don’t have it. Maybe it’s why I love my car so much. Coral said orphans always attach themselves to an inanimate object but I’ve never thought of myself that way. Dad had a big hot-rod dreamlife and he couldn’t get out of bed! Even though the house is in Coral’s name, I help with the mortgage. Coral offered to put my name on it but I declined. It is too late in my life to be a homeowner and inappropriate for a man who had lived contentedly in his car when times were hard. How would I think of myself? It would make me the first in my family to own a home. The VA paid Dad’s rent and he was more than okay with that. Paying Coral’s mortgage makes me happier to go to work and even to explain the Rapture with some conviction to the little heaps of decrepitude who welcome the news. At the end of each month, there’s always enough left over for a tune-up or oil change or a meal out. We usually go to Rusty’s café, informally known as Rusty’s Reheats (“No same-day cooking”) or Ptomaine Gardens. There are taco joints on either end of this town. If you want to eat out and don’t want a taco, Rusty’s it is. Going there as a married couple was our declaration.

			

			—

			My trouble began in town, a young woman with her head in the window of the Mercury. She might just as well had “danger” tattooed on her unblemished forehead. I had come from telling the manager at Cottonwood Rest Home that either the mice and rats departed or Cottonwood Rest would feel the hammer of state discipline. The manager, a bad-breath Polack with crooked teeth, just laughed at me and told me to “knock myself out.” The unexpected appearance of this young face at my window struck me with some kind of neurotic stardust, undoubtedly based on my roaming the corridors of nursing homes, with their gruesome patina, looking into rooms with single pitiful occupants slumped with gaping mouths, channel changer at their feet. I needed optimism. And I didn’t want to have an anxiety attack about Coral tailing me, a real possibility.

			“I wonder if I could trouble you for a ride,” said the face. “My sister left without me.” Her painted eyebrows were unusual on someone so young. She grasped the window of my car with a playful smile. She wore bib-front overalls from which the partial fleur-de-lis of a neck tattoo peeked and a button that said, “Do Not Resuscitate.” Her dark hair was cut short and she had big swoony brown eyes. She got in and settled down on the custom rolls and pleats courtesy of Mexican illegals in Billings. I cut my eyes over to take this in but I was fighting panic.

			“Love your ride. You allow ciggies in your world?”

			I fanned my face as though she’d already lit up. She pushed the cigarette back in its pack and the pack in the purse. I looked away. I felt purses contained things it would be wrong to see, personal items like Zig-Zag papers, tampons, drugs, or guns.

			The cars at the curb that would never run again, the plastic toys of children who’d grown up and left still there. I noted a ruby in Chrystal’s navel, maybe a mood stone. I hoped I wasn’t staring but this thing kept changing colors. We drove past a woman out in her yard, waving and staring at Chrystal with a twisted, cynical smile. “Just another snoop from the dollar store,” said Chrystal. A kind of stillness settled in the car. Chrystal said, “It wouldn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what’s on your mind.”

			I said, “Go on ahead and smoke.”

			She flashed a brilliant smile, full of heedless youth, followed quite abruptly by an uninterested gaze out the window on her side. “Turn here.” We wound off toward a grade school, a railroad repair shop, a transmission rebuilder, and an electricians’ warehouse. I hoped we were looking for a bit of privacy where something huge could happen. Then two more turns and we pulled next to a hot dog stand. I glanced behind us, terrified I’d see Coral’s truck. We got out and walked over; a Hutterite man in suspenders and a black hat was being served by a tall girl with sleeve tattoos and a pink mohawk. She was even hotter than Chrystal. The Hutterite held his hot dog up against the sky for inspection, paid, and went to an old sedan, holding the hot dog in one hand while he opened the door. The girl began arguing with Chrystal about when Chrystal was supposed to have taken over. “You fuckin’ hung my ass out to dry!” She shoved the cash box at Chrystal, grabbed her purse, told Chrystal she was never coming back. Her face was red and she held up a fist. Chrystal smiled with contempt at this gesture and said, “See you around.” I gazed her way as she stalked off. “Care to know where that emotionally unstable rehab queen used to work? The Pie Hut. You know, where people find things in their food, cockroaches, fingers, stuff like that? She was oh so lucky to work here. The first sanitary place of her entire life. Maybe now she can drop dead and make the world a happier place.”

			Chrystal had missed an appointment with her parole officer, and wanted to see him now and make amends, and put a positive spin on what had just become an unpleasant day. “He’ll let me in. He’s got eyes.” If I could man the stand for an hour and a half, she assured me, there would be a happy ending. I’m no saint but this would have been an ideal moment for a little common sense. Instead, I felt unwelcome fate coiling around me while thinking, “Wooo, I gotta get me some of that poor man’s lobster.” After a ten-second tutorial in the hot dog business, I watched my choice little Mercury pull away with the satisfying rumble of its Hollywood mufflers. I would never have allowed that if I hadn’t thought I was fixing to score. Not even Coral has ever touched the wheel of my ride. My enthusiasm was tempered by the prospect of Coral getting wind of this nonsense and throwing me out. I could picture myself dodging blows and covering my head as I fled the door. It had an unwelcome chilling effect as I was already worrying about performance issues, imagining Coral coming out of wherever to blow up my love nest.

			I forked out a glistening hot dog from the steamer and placed it firmly in the bun I had wedged open in my left hand. I reached it to my customer, a mechanic in blue coveralls, name over the pocket, who was comfortable taking his snack into an oil-blackened hand. I pointed to the condiments while he counted out exact change. As he walked off, I called, “I hope you enjoy that hot dog!” He stopped walking and slowly turned. He said, “I intend to.” He seemed to take my remark as an invitation to fight.

			Three o’clock, people leaving work. They wanted hot dogs. I got a few tips. A teen with an old-time flattop ran off without paying and it seemed to me that all the planning—waiting car driven by his pimply henchman—was hardly justified by the small savings. Generally, the hot dogs aroused grudging enthusiasm, and finally, they aroused mine. I hadn’t eaten a real meat-byproduct junk hot dog in a decade but this time I had two of them, oozing with sweet relish and mustard, condiments which ended on my clothes. I was wiping my face with a handful of napkins, relish all over my hands, when the nursing home manager I’d just disciplined pulled up in his Subaru. He called out, “Hit bottom? This is rich!” When I yelled, “See a dentist!” he pulled away with a ringing laugh. Might swing back by and hang some regulatory shit on his ass. This bold thought was obliterated by terror of an appearance by Coral turning up to order one of these snacks, demanding that I explain my new job with her usual encouragement: “Make it snappy.”

			Then I was alone. I stood behind the open-air counter, a colonnade of old ash and burr oak trees ending at a distant stop sign. “Where the fuck is my car?” A dog slept in the street. A yellow fish-and-wildlife service helicopter went overhead carrying fingerlings to high-country lakes. The westerly breeze that had stirred leaves all day was visible only in the highest treetops. It was Zen-like and totally surreal.

			

			—

			I was still there at dark. I had eleven dollars and fifty-four cents in small change, which I put in my pants pocket for safekeeping, and then had trouble keeping my pants up from the weight of all that metal. I turned off the hot dog roller and bun steamer. I collapsed the wiener awning. I had no car. Was I just trying to help someone, give back or pay it forward, and this was my reward? You call this a country?

			A streetlamp came on and right after the moths, the bats arrived. I don’t remember ever feeling quite so lost or so concerned that a motherfucking bat would hit me in the head. I pictured Coral poking a finger in my chest and demanding, “Where’s the car, champ?” I was terrified.

			The bulge of coins pressed my leg as I started to walk.

			My car seemed like a death ship, moving slowly, under a canopy of trees. Observing its quiet passage aroused all my sorrows at once, and the suspicion that I was losing faith in my own life. That’s a lie, I love Coral! The darkened vehicle drifted from view several blocks ahead. I began to stalk my own car, the ship carrying my happy ending (huge).

			It crossed a few hundred yards away, and then crossed again. I waited for several minutes, my eyes riveted on the empty intersection. Here it came: she was driving in circles or around the block. Revving the engine, she ground the gears, and I squirmed. I hurried to the corner where she had last passed and leaned against the trunk of a splendid box elder, an ancient thing from the day of the horse, indeed rather formed my body to it so that I felt myself becoming part of its deep shadow. I was the tree. I opened my mouth to soften the sound of my breathing and felt a zephyr in the branches scatter camouflage over me. I spotted a garbage can, still on the sidewalk from the last collection. I rolled it into the intersection and retreated to my tree.

			Proximity had not reduced the lightless mystery of my car, its nocturnal glide. Candy-apple green even looks good in the dark! I watched it slow down, approach the garbage can, and stop. I waited until I heard the creak of the driver’s door, then moved quickly to the passenger’s side and let myself in.

			Coral was at the wheel.

			I stared, then said, “Oh, wow.” She smiled at me and appeared to enjoy my squirming.

			“The cop shop called me. They retrieved your car from an adorable little parole jumper.”

			“Please depress the clutch fully before you change gears. I’m like, ‘Grind me a pound, why dontcha?’ ” I prayed that worrying about the transmission would set us on a new course.

			“I’ll grind you a pound, all right,” Coral muttered. “Thank the Lord they knew to call me or your ride would be in the wrecking yard waiting for the Jaws of Life.”

			“What a world.”

			“I’ve been looking for you, Clyde.”

			“All’s well that ends well, Coral. You found me— You’re lugging it again! Want me to drive?”

			“Ah no, Clyde, it’s handled. Let’s get home and get you some rest.”

			“Suits me, it’s been a long one.”

			“May I offer you some advice?” She was doing a survey of my face.

			“Sure.” I didn’t think I’d given much away with this short answer. Coral gazed at me with a mysterious smile, a secret smile, before speaking.

			She said, “Never let ’em see you sweat. That’s ignorant.”

			Coral pulled the car up in front of the house. “I brought you something to eat in case you get the munchies.” She gestured to the back seat. I craned to look: a tub of hot dogs half submerged in murky water. “Already cooked, sport. All the bull lips and cow udders you can get in a bun.”

			It never came up again. Maybe it hung in the air but we went on. It seems like yesterday.

		

	
		
		
			Take Half, Leave Half

			In June, Grant drove his project Mazda with the FFA sticker south, out of Montana’s spring rain squalls to Oklahoma, drinking Red Bull and Jolt Cola, grinding his teeth, with his saddle in the back seat. Each summer, he took whatever job his friend Rufus had found for him. This time it was on the Coy Blake four-township spread, but he had to meet Mr. Blake first to see if the offer was final. “You’ll get it, but you got to sit with him and let him talk,” Rufus said. “He’s a lonely old land hog with one foot in the grave. His people been here since the Indians.” Coy Blake was ninety years old, with no immediate family, but he had not relinquished an inch of his ranch.

			Grant stood before him, holding his hat, too anxious to sit down. Mr. Blake looked him over. The first thing he said was “You don’t know anything, but at least you don’t have a big ass like the locals.” He raised one spindly arm above a spreading torso to point at the head of a longhorn steer hanging high above a dining room table strewn with the remains of cinnamon rolls, coffee, receipts, and newspapers. Grant hadn’t eaten since he’d had an Egg McMuffin near Salina, Kansas, and he stared at the food. Mr. Blake said, “That’s old Chief. A long time ago, he was my lead steer. Used him for years and years. He never got mean, but he got where he just did what he felt like—walked through things, got out on the railroad track, spoiled my wife’s vegetable garden. He was monstrous big, and I had heck finding someone to kill him. This feller at Creech said, ‘Bring him over. I’ll kill him.’ When they hung him up, Chief busted the block and tackle. All them steers were red with black noses, like old Chief there.” Grant nodded nervously at these details.

			Beneath the steer was a portrait of a woman with a handsome weathered face, and Mr. Blake reached his cane to it. “Susanna, married sixty years. If she left a room, I’d kill time until she was back. She was an educated woman and took me to Van Cliburn concerts in Fort Worth, the same woman who helped me hand-dig a well, shovel to shovel. I don’t know why I hang around.” Grant thought, That must mean she’s dead.

			Mr. Blake was almost asleep. When he seemed to doze off for good, Grant reached for a cinnamon roll to take to the barn, but Mr. Blake said, “Don’t touch that roll, son. It’s the last one.” He was wide awake again. “Yeah, your friend Rufus showed up from Montana and didn’t know come here from sic ’em. Good enough hand now, but he was hard to train. They might have thought he was a cowboy up North, but we’re old-school down here and we found him greener than a damn gourd.” In Montana, he added, they spend half the year on a tractor raising winter feed. And Wyoming is all drunks and child molesters. Forget about the Dakotas. The women stay in bed all winter and the men do the housekeeping.

			Grant walked between the house and the stall barn in the dark. The stars seemed as sharp as tips of grass touching a windowpane. Rufus’s truck with its rifle rack and its bumper sticker—“Back Off City Boy”—was parked by two stock tanks with rusted-out bottoms, a cattle oiler, and a row of protein tubs.

			

			—

			In the tack room, the smell of oats, manure, and leather was strong. Some of the saddles on racks clearly hadn’t been on a horse in years—Bob Crosby ropers, worn-out Price McLaughlins, and old-time slick forks and Cheyenne rolls. Blake had cowboys scattered out around the place in line camps, and this was a sort of saddle exchange, with stubbed-out cigarettes in front of the racks where men couldn’t make up their minds. If they came across Grant and Rufus anywhere on the ranch, they walked past without seeing them.

			Rufus grained his horse through the bars of its stall, pouring oats from a tin scoop into a trough. His hands were purple from mixing Kool-Aid mash for his pig traps. He spoke over his shoulder, careful not to spill the oats. Eager noses pushed from stall bars all down the corridor, mounts for other hands. There were several horses in the stalls along the far end, but Rufus said most of them were crowbait that couldn’t catch a fat man, harmless mounts for Coy’s town relatives. Rufus touched each horse on the muzzle. “Coy says we grain ’em too much. He’s tighter than the bark on a tree. His old cowboys complained that he made them steal fuel from drip tanks rather than buy it. But he keeps them around till they can hardly walk. Half them line shacks is just assisted living. Coy don’t send them to town unless it’s for memory care.”

			Rufus and Grant set up old steer horns on a sawhorse to practice roping. Rufus caught the horns almost every time. When Grant threw and missed, Rufus said, “Don’t throw it like you’re done with it!” Grant hung his lariat on a nail in disgust, sat on the ground, and watched Rufus practice.

			

			—

			Grant and Rufus grew up in a census-designated community not far from where the Yellowstone empties into the Missouri, twenty miles to school and six-man football. Apart from agate hunters and dinosaur buffs, few outsiders came through. Grant’s forebears had starved out in North Dakota; Rufus’s had been here since Sterling Price dispersed his Rebel soldiers and fled to Mexico. Rufus had been the only student in their graduating class to wear a cowboy hat, though in their parents’ yearbooks all the boys wore them, as did some of the girls.

			Grant and Rufus met in kindergarten and had been best friends ever since, lovers of the outdoors, wild places, fast food, and girls. Among the still-developing coeds, big busts and no hips or vice versa, Rufus appealed to the 4-H girls, while the girls who hoped to get out of town preferred Grant, in his flat-brimmed ball cap and rock-band T-shirts. Rufus went to great lengths to ride horses, borrowing them mostly, or getting bucked off ones he’d sneaked onto in distant pastures. Grant thought Rufus’s bowlegs came from this horse habit, but his mother assured him that it was rickets. Grant’s father, a genial, big-chested plumber in suspenders, occasionally hired one of Rufus’s uncles, several of whom were named Lloyd and all of whom were red-lipped and pigeon-toed, but Grant was discouraged from visiting Rufus at his home, a chaos of poverty, malaise, and unforeseen childbearing.

			Still, Grant ate with the Aikens from time to time, astonished at the way they seized their utensils and wiped their mouths with open hands. The first time he ate there, Rufus’s grandmother stared at him with unnerving intensity and said, “Look what the cat drug in!” He would not soon forget an order from Rufus’s father, “Clean your plate!,” said while pointing at it as though Grant wouldn’t be able to find the plate on his own. The meat was flat and gray; the salad dressing resembled styling gel. When the family looked to him for a comment, he bleated, “Hits the spot!”

			Rufus’s dad may have been a Lloyd, too, but he was called Spook for his prominent eyes, and his large wife was called Jelly. The joke in town was that Jelly had matured early, having driven a getaway car when she was only fifteen. Spook had hair growing up the back of his neck and one incisor set edgewise. Sometimes he stopped to watch the men in town play horseshoes or confronted tourists, demanding to know where they were from. It was agreed that Spook was just another smart-ass bumpkin until, when the boys were in middle school, he was elected to the legislature and served two full terms as a renowned crackpot, in the papers all the time. The Gazette, especially, wanted to rub the town’s nose in the mess Spook made up in Helena, where he was known as Bananas. Tucked away in his disconnected patch of prairie, he was a public warmonger who published a mimeographed end-times newsletter and had a real following. He was ever faithful to Jelly. When amorously approached during his Helena days, he’d explain, “I got more than I can handle back at the house.” Still, he prided himself on his premarital conquests and, to Rufus’s mortification, would point out some aging farm wife with the words “Magic in the back seat” or “Tighter ’n a bull’s butt in fly season.”

			Grant’s parents were scarcely well-to-do but they managed decently, the plain food they ate was good, they mowed the lawn, painted the shutters, and washed the car. During hunting season, Grant’s mother worked the desk at the motel two nights a week, when it was full and had a “No Vacancy” sign you could see a mile down the highway. She called home late one night to ask her husband for help with some unruly hunters who were cleaning a deer in the bathtub. He went to the motel, well armed, and found the knife-wielding miscreants still skinning the deer, slung over the side of the tub, its skull atop the television and the gut pile on the floor. He forced them out to their car, where, sticky with blood, they began the long ride back to Utah. Grant and his family ate the deer, despite all the bullet holes.

			Grant’s mother tried to build a wall around their small family and made no effort to include her in-laws, downtrodden railroaders from Livingston, about whom she invented scurrilous anecdotes. She told Grant that his grandfather had weevils in his hairpiece. She also obsessively tracked Rufus’s dangerous behavior as he grew, falling out of trees, losing part of a finger to fireworks, and rolling Spook’s pickup. “Your friend Rufus,” Grant’s father said, “is as doomed as a dog who chases cars.”

			

			—

			One evening, the summer before they started high school, Grant and Rufus set out at sundown in two inner tubes to float the big irrigation ditch all the way to town. Hidden by tall bankside grass, they drifted at a walking pace, so quietly that they were among the ducks at the moment they exploded into the air. They nearly missed a strand of barbed wire at eye level, dipping their heads as it passed over them in the dusk.

			At the first ranch they slipped through there was a yard light above the haymow, so they could see old man Bror Edison, who claimed he’d invented electricity back when there were few people around to say he hadn’t, sitting with his wife, Gladys, tiny elders holding hands, drinking beer, and idly waving the bugs away. The boys were close to them as they floated past and felt something ineffable that kept them from speaking. Grant would remember that scene a year or two later when his father told him that Edison had parked his flivver on the tracks of what many still called the Great Northern, “and kissed all them doctor bills goodbye.” Edison was uncharitably criticized for parking in such a way that Gladys’s side would be struck first. “Bror was a detail man,” Grant’s father said. “He invented electricity.”

			They floated along, the ditch sometimes little wider than their shoulders, drifting into deer, cows drinking, a great horned owl cleaning a vole, and a tall blue heron that seemed to want an explanation. This evoked a religious mood in Rufus, who often began his ruminations with a reference to the earth, which he called “here below.”

			“Everything we try, everything we do here below—”

			“I don’t know what they’re telling you around your house,” Grant interrupted. “But ‘here below’ is all there is.”

			“This land will swallow us, just like it swallowed the Indians. If you never found an arrowhead, there’d be no reason to believe there’d ever been Indians at all.”

			“That so? I saw three of them in the IGA yesterday,” Grant said, aware that he had missed the point.

			After a long pause, Rufus said, “Grant, I’d like to see you trust your dreams more.” It was a starlit thought, whether Grant understood it or not.

			A founding myth in Rufus’s family was that one of their forebears, a soldier in the Southern Army, had actually died of a dream. He was standing in front of his homestead, near the hamlet of Mexico, Missouri, gazing at two calves he thought would grow to be a herd once the war passed, when he fell over dead. His widow’s explanation—“He had a dream and it shot him”—was accepted as plausible, and may well have been why his descendants believed that dreams were messages, perilous to ignore. When fifteen-year-old Jelly was caught driving the getaway car, she told the officer that she was in the middle of a dream, adding, “And so are you.” He said, “Get out of the car.”

			All of Rufus’s relatives smoked, and they were often drunk and craving battle. Of the seven men, several were habitually in jail, usually for fighting. They were useful, hardworking men: mechanics, roofers, carpenters, drywallers, unlicensed plumbers, men who made good wages when they weren’t locked up. They owned their own homes and had pretty, fast-aging wives, who waited faithfully for them to be paroled. They married for life in a cavalcade of mayhem. An uncle, Aithel Aiken, was the pastor of the cinder-block church on the Dakota back road, and it was worth attending one of his services to see him go to war with the Devil, stiff-legged with outreached arms, his voice rising to a piercing squeal as he left words behind. “If I was Satan,” Rufus said, “I’d put my ass in overdrive.”

			

			—

			After high school, Rufus ran away to Oklahoma, telling Spook, Jelly, and all the Lloyds that he didn’t aim to live around backward people. His first job had him delivering oxygen to old smokers; after that, he went to work on ranches and feedlots, preg testing, feeding cake and trapping wild pigs for the organic-food business. “Cowboys fix fence, Grant. They don’t build fence. No no no no no,” he told him on the phone. “If some rancher tells you he’s got a little fence to build, you just ease on.” He liked teaching Grant the saddle-bum ways as they disappeared, and he never explained the bed of his truck, filled with barbed-wire rolls, steel posts, clips, stays, a worn-out Sunflower stretcher, sucker rods, and an auger: everything you’d need for rural shitwork and very little of what a cowboy might require.

			Grant moved with his parents to Miles City, where his mother found a job at a credit union and his father attained enhanced journeyman status as a plumber licensed for boilers and heating systems. Grant had the mild romanticism of someone from a happy family but no great desire to start his life anew. Instead, he made friends, took a few classes at the community college, and fought off his father’s demands that he join the plumbing business. Every summer, Rufus found him work, made him get rid of his Mohawk and his rap tapes, and their friendship was refreshed. Two years before Coy Blake’s ranch, Rufus had gotten them a job roofing a milking parlor that was being repurposed as a guesthouse on a vacation property owned by Atlantans. Rufus thought installing cleats to prevent sliding as they worked was a waste of time. They’d removed just enough of the old shingles to ensure that the roof would always leak before Rufus lost traction and slid the whole length of the roof to the ground, where he examined his hands, which now lacked fingernails. Pain pushing through his forced smile, he said, “It’s always just a matter of time before I do something lame.”

			Girls still liked Rufus. He was careless and good-looking, and, since he’d learned so few behavior rules at home, he communicated a feral signal that told them they had no idea what would happen—often quite a lot—once they went riding in his truck. He always seemed to have a girl hanging off his arm or mashed against him as he drove. Grant’s acceptable grades and manners served him less well in this arena. He tried to change, with daring T-shirt messages and crazy haircuts that only baffled the girls he liked, who wondered what, exactly, it was that he had in mind. Rufus showed Grant his condoms. “Do you even know what these are for, Grant?”

			

			—

			On Coy Blake’s ranch, they stayed in an asbestos-sided bunkhouse with a wood box, a metal stove, and war-surplus bunks. It had a small porch with two defunct cane chairs separated by a long-dead window-mounted air conditioner. Next to the porch was a tornado cellar with a corrugated-iron covering and cinder-block steps down to a floor buzzing with snakes. At night, they heard the intermittent thumps of old make-and-break poppin’ johnnies at faraway oil wells. Despite all previous claims, they were now building a fence, and Rufus asked Grant if he was superstitious. They’d spent two hours setting the brace post and were sick of the whole thing. Coy had sent one of his most disagreeable cowboys to compel this work, a scrawny old man in a sweat-stained Stetson with a home-rolled hanging from his lower lip.

			“No. Are you?”

			“Hell yes.”

			“Of what?”

			“Black cats, owls, ladders. Redheads and cross-eyed folks. Spiders. I was raised that way. My family is into hexes. Which is bullshit, sorry to say.”

			When the weekend came around and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, the two sat on the porch of their shack and talked around the dead air conditioner. They could hear a car coming down the ranch road from the paved two-lane that connected them to town. A seafoam-green Camry crossed in front of them, two girls with incurious faces looking their way and stopping by the stall barn. Rufus said, “Let’s ease on over there and check this out.” They didn’t wish to seem in a hurry and spent ten agonizing minutes before getting up, retucking their shirts, and swatting the dust out of the knees of their pants. Rufus took a moment to put on his spurs, though they had no plans to ride.

			The girls looked like sisters; either that or the ponytails, hoop earrings, and ball caps were a uniform for confident young women in Oklahoma. They were saddling horses as the two young men stepped in through the cargo doors at the end of the barn, noticing immediately that they had been seen but not looked at. Grant was amazed at the assurance with which the girls could brush, saddle, and bridle a horse. Instead of leading the horses out of the barn, they sprang onto them, rode loudly across the concrete floor past the boys, and cantered off.

			Rufus’s love life had recently taken a turn for the worse. His girlfriend, Alva, had allowed a red-haired upholsterer from Creech to move in with her and roll his dirt bike up on the porch. Rufus, who’d once loved her wide eyes and symmetrical face, had now decided that she looked like “a fucking idiot.” The new boyfriend owned a brindled mutt with a black face, upright ears, and a stubbed tail. It rushed from the house and tried to stop Rufus from getting out of his truck to retrieve his clothes, but when Rufus stepped around it, it merely sniffed his calves. The boyfriend skittered down the porch steps and pushed a gun into Rufus’s midriff. Alva gazed from the doorway as Rufus took the gun away from him and shook the bullets onto the ground. He handed the gun back and said, “You’ll only hurt yourself.” When he emerged from the house with an armload of clothes and a pair of Tony Lamas, Alva made a futile attempt to catch his sleeve, which he answered with a point-blank stare. He got into his truck and thanked his Lord Jesus Christ that he hadn’t got shot. Alva called out, “I hope you’re satisfied!” Rufus didn’t think she had a bunch of room to talk.

			“Can’t tell you what ever I saw in her, pard. She wore me like a dirty shirt.”

			

			—

			At first light the following Monday, Coy’s rooster stood on an Oldsmobile Toronado engine block and began to crow. An uncanny beam from the Heartland Flyer trembled across the treetops. Rufus stopped and listened to the whistle, and said it was getting day fast. “Need to be gone time you can tell a cow from a bush.” His horse struck sparks from the concrete floor with its iron shoes. They threw their saddles up on two bay geldings and held bridles against the light in the doorway to see which bits and curbs they had, then gave the latigos extra tugs. Rufus stopped all motion and said he wished he’d brought his cow dog, Pine. “He’d run down a herd quitter like a chicken after a June bug, wouldn’t he?” Only a dream, Grant thought: Pine was blind.

			“Andale,” Rufus said in his new cowboy Spanish. The two rode straight out of the barn and into the near dark. Grant trailed as he learned the unfamiliar ground. Rufus’s old spurs had wallowed-out axles, and the rowels rang as they jogged toward the low bluish hills. Grant’s horse made a listless attempt to buck, settled into mild treachery, and tried to rub him off on a post oak until he lifted it with his spurs. This was a loaner from Coy, who’d promised that the horse was gentler than the burro Christ rode into Jerusalem. The summer before, when Grant and Rufus were working on a bankrupt outfit near Pawhuska, the big sorrel Grant had to use was so rank he’d pissed off its shoulder to avoid climbing down and getting cow-kicked. This one at least had old saddle galls, had been places, and had done some work.

			They passed a stock pond, the water silver in the early light, ink-black reflections of invisible horses on the other side. The sky began to fill with light as they rode alongside a hill-encircled meadow, first-calf heifers up to their bellies in grass, sun glittering on magpie wings. Grant urged his horse up in a level jog.

			“Once was a dangerous mean cow in that field,” Rufus said. “She’d get right in the feed wagon and try to kill you. Coy had her turned into sloppy joes.” The low clouds were in ledges as they gained ground from pasture to sagebrush. Grant’s horse pressed Rufus’s bay to pick up the pace, its tail switching with annoyance.

			Except for the crack of shoes on scattered rocks and the noise of awakening birds, the land was quiet. “Long story short, I’m shut of that bitch. Alva wanted kids. I been through that family bullshit. But, no, Grant, I wasn’t that smart. A man always stays until it gets ugly.” Rufus raised and dropped his arms. Grant thought he could see a line of Brangus yearlings on the farthest, highest ridge. He interrupted Rufus: “I think they made us.”

			“So what? Never was a cow could outrun a horse. We got them trapped between two oceans.”

			The cattle were on a grassy table and—in accordance with the old grazing law “Take half, leave half, and leave the big half”—Coy had decreed that they had taken their half and ought to be moved to another pasture. The old cows understood as soon as they saw the horsemen, and faded toward low ground, following a hornless lead steer, their calves playing behind. But the yearlings gathered speed along the ridge, scattered birds wheeling in the wind.

			“Look at the sumbitches go,” Rufus said, staring at them fondly. “Rangeland cattle, never been penned, number nines in their tails. Sweet!” He blew a cone of smoke straight up to the sky. “Don’t be passing me, Grant. You don’t know the way.” Grant reined up, accepted Rufus’s pace. “Unfortunately, I still carry a torch for Alva, despite her preference for that sorry redheaded dog. I met her when I was delivering oxygen. I stopped by to pick up the equipment after her dad died. She was so beautiful I told her how much I wanted her. She pointed to the couch and said, ‘Over there okay?’ ”

			Rufus went on ahead, wending through openings in the sagebrush. He wrapped his reins around the saddle horn, took his feet out of the stirrups, and leaned back to watch the last stars disappear into day. A match flared against his face, a puff of smoke. Grant felt the steady pulse of his horse’s gait and the observant tilt of its head toward the cattle.

			The pasture ended at a bluff, and atop the bluff the Brangus yearlings seemed unwilling to join the herd and gazed indifferently at the departing cows. “We’ll have to go up and get them,” Rufus said. He chewed his thumbnail and stared at the rim. “The only route up is that nasty ravine. We could lead our horses, but that’s way pussy. We’re going to cowboy up and ride.” He reached for the cigarette hanging from his mouth and used it to point the way. “Hark, yon critters!”

			Grant glanced at the steep declivity leading from the plateau up to the grassy ledge, rebuked by the yearlings, whose bold faces and ears thrust forward against the blue sky were a challenge: Grant had been through this kind of thing with Rufus before, climbing things, sliding down things, and getting a truck onto two wheels while exiting a Tulsa off-ramp. This looked worse.

			It was terrible steep, the footing hard caliche. The horses tried to turn back. The ground gradually changed elevation until they seemed to face into it, a crown of sky above. Their hooves slipped, and the riders crawled up over their saddles, arms along the horses’ necks to help them balance. The weight on the horses’ forelegs grew lighter, until Grant lost his nerve and shimmied down to lead his gelding on foot. Rufus shook his head in disappointment as Grant struggled to walk. They pushed on a few more yards to a bank of wild roses lying athwart the trail, where Rufus’s horse sank onto its haunches, stared around wild-eyed, and fell over backward atop Rufus, who cried, “My cigarettes!” Grant spotted the tumbling package and raced toward it, leading his horse. As he turned, he saw Rufus’s horse on its feet again, the saddle along its ribs, trembling, then limping down the hill toward the ranch, throwing its head each time it stepped on its dragging reins, and disappearing in a dust cloud as it hit the lower road. Rufus was curled up on the ground. Grant stood over him, clutching the cigarettes. Rufus was dead.

			

			—

			Services were held in the roadside church where Aithel Aiken was the pastor. It was as expected: Rufus was in a better place and Christ was the glue that held the glue together. Grant’s parents, gazing downward, hands clasped, worshipped off to one side. Aithel noted these things quietly; there was no real clash to report, and he wasn’t passionate about it, since it had long been accepted that Rufus would come to a violent end. At the morgue, Grant had seen Rufus’s driver’s license and learned that his name was also Lloyd. Spook gave some closing remarks (“Never was a horse Rufus couldn’t ride”—huge pause—“until this one”), while Jelly sniveled in a folding chair among her kin. Spook said that all Rufus had ever wanted from back when he was teeny-tiny was to be a cowboy, and you had to admit that astride some old bronc down there in Oklahoma was the way Rufus would have wanted to go, spurring to the end. At this, the small group of mourners murmured and groaned approvingly, while Grant’s father rolled his eyes, then covered his face with a big rough hand, as though to conceal an unruly emotion.

			Behind the food table, someone had erected a square of particleboard with what was meant to be an image of Rufus atop a horse, all four of its feet drawn up as it attempted to unload “Rufus,” who swung his hat high over his head with insouciant contempt for the worst the horse could do. As Grant held a hesitant spoon above a platter of mysterious contents, Spook sidled up to him and gazed at the picture. He said, “The picture isn’t for you, pard. You were there.”

		

	
		
		
			A Wooded Shore

			To understand how widower Fred Latham ended up late in life living aboard a Trumpy yacht at the Capital Yacht Club on the Potomac, a yacht where John F. Kennedy slept with friends, employees, boarding-school jailbait, and the future Mrs. Onassis, picture a small white cabin cruiser of uncertain vintage as it pushes its way up a small tributary of a great lake whose slow current glistens between low banks. A serene, small river—on the charts it was still named “Chenal a Bout Rond” from its days as a French possession. This was long before Fred lived on that yacht, visited by his few acquaintances, the crew, his tax attorney, his second wife, and others who came and went via cabs, Ubers, and water taxis. Fred was scarcely in touch with his children, who lived here and there. He was out of touch altogether with his ex-wife, Peggy, who had reverted to her old neighborhood in Queens, supported by her eldest son, Michael, an executive with Caterpillar in Illinois and China who remembered his affection for his mother every time he viewed her wire-transfer instructions in his office in Qinzhou. He was pleased he could help. After Fred died, Peggy was well-fixed but lost much of it to grasping relatives, pet rescues, and priests wanting a vacation.

			On either side of the long-ago river’s serpentine descent from a great lake were small houses, a mixture of summer cottages and year-round homes, most well-tended, with here and there the shabby homes of folks indifferent to the frowns of their neighbors. Some belonged to the original settlers and showed indications of their French and Native origins. The poor sometimes had hides nailed to trees or a gutted deer suspended from a crossbar. Each house had a dock and most a small boat, either an outboard or a rowboat, and though rowboats had gone out of fashion, the poorer element hung on to them without keeping them up, and some supporting frogs and lily pads had sunk. Newer, more suburban settlers enjoyed the messy homes of the poor and their suggestion of picturesque early days or merely enduring shiftlessness, reassuring in agitated times. Old trees, red oaks and maples, lined the shore. From their boughs, crows talked to one another across the glossy river.

			The boat was called the Scallop and belonged to the Latham family, all five of whom were aboard. In the future, the three Latham children would revisit their memories of the trip as a map of what would become of their lives. The Scallop was made entirely of steel—“Stand by for the ram!” said Fred, the father, at the approach of other boats, with a roguish air that fell on deaf ears. They were a family each member of which could have come from another family, and the close confines of the Scallop were a challenge. The name Scallop is an anomaly. There are no such shellfish in the Midwest; the name was a nod to the Latham parents, who were from the East—the husband, Fred, from Mamaroneck; his wife, Peggy, from Queens—and was suggested by the Latham son Mike, who humored them with a sentimental nod to their origins despite having to explain his parents’ alien accents to his friends. Peggy Latham, an auburn-haired beauty, was uncomfortable in the Midwest and thought the inhabitants were clucks; she longed for her big-city home, with its loud multigenerational houses. Fred Latham couldn’t wait to get out of the East and start anew. Growing up among bankers, he’d found his surroundings predictive and thought something fresher would unlock his potential, such as it was. People asked, “How on earth did they ever meet?” Peggy loved the Atlantic Ocean at Rockaway Beach and thought the freshwater of the Midwest smelled of mildew. But meet they did, and they were genuinely in love—no common interests. Each other’s company was all they needed. Fred’s mother called it a “cultural collision,” raised an eyebrow, and wished Fred luck. At the wedding, Peggy’s parents held back, her bookie father in an ill-fitting double-breasted suit from an earlier era. They were outnumbered by the groom’s party, who wandered the old church like tourists. Fred wore a pained smile all the way to the altar.

			

			—

			Once Fred started making some money, they bought their first house, a small “Tudor Revival” with a pretty rock garden. The hearty woman who had created it gave Peggy a tour of its plants, tilting her head quizzically as she peered at Peggy and listed names—columbine, thyme, lavender, ice plant—Peggy found difficult to remember, which hardly mattered as they all died. The weeds, previously restrained by constant attention, came storming back, turning the rock garden into a shambles. The woman who’d made the garden returned to offer advice. When she saw what had become of her work, she beamed and said that some people didn’t have the touch, weren’t raised that way, and so forth. Trading smiles, Peggy said, “You must have a lot of time on your hands.” She reminded Peggy of her mother-in-law, “the old bat,” who encouraged Fred’s ancestor worship. Fred never mentioned this remote colonial origin story after the first time, as it provoked a disagreement with Peggy, who prized her Fenian forebears. She flared when Fred said, “No potato famine refugees, thank you,” and proudly cited an apocryphal great-uncle who blew up a truckload of Black and Tans. Then she gathered up her paint set from college and made a fake coat of arms for her maiden name, Doyle, with the motto “Let Sleeping Dogs Lie.” Fred declined to notice it atop the mantel, and in a few days, Peggy took it down.

			

			—

			The Scallop towed a dinghy, the Scaloppini, its name another of Mike’s desperate suggestions. The Scallop was a twenty-five-foot boat propelled by a Gray Marine gasoline inboard engine with a pleasant rumble and a reputation for blowing up. Conscientious skippers keen to keep the engine boxes ventilated hung over the transom to ensure that cooling water pulsed from the exhaust. Fred Latham did this religiously, with no plan to go anywhere, sometimes drink in hand, wearing his long-billed swordfisherman’s hat. He spent many daydreaming hours on the Scallop, tied at the dock, alone: what Peggy called his lair. Lying on one of the bunks in the afternoon, watery light coming through a porthole, Fred considered sailing away—well, motoring away—and leaving it all behind but first getting rich. He left “it all” in midair to be sorted out another time. Fred’s unfulfilled impulses often began with the idea of leaving everything behind. Melancholy ambivalence is a rare quality in a tycoon. But Fred wasn’t a tycoon yet.

			When the Lathams first viewed the Scallop, formerly the Mabel, it was tied to a piling in a nearby town, its owner deceased. They visited the Mabel as a family, Fred holding them at bay as he draped a small picture on the bulkhead with a dish towel: a brightly painted cartoon of a large-busted woman negotiating the aisle of a crowded church. Underneath were the words “A Big Titter Rolled Down the Aisle.” Mike later found it in the attic. He remembered his father carrying it off like something radioactive and was touched that the family should be protected from it. Time had made its humor too mild for a rummage sale. The Scallop was Fred’s first boat; the second, Revenge, had staterooms and paintings of the ocean. And the complete set of Captain Horatio Hornblower, which Fred had treasured since college and carried through various life storms. Instead of the King James Bible of Fred’s upbringing, with its irrefutable Christ, Fred had Admiral Hornblower, the former seasick midshipman.

			Fred was at the helm in the first miles of the lazy river. He had the trim figure of an obsessive handball player and often checked his watch. When they stopped at a one-pump fuel dock that sold minnows from submerged pens, the proprietor, who poured gasoline into the Scallop with a cigarette hanging from his lips, noticed Fred’s hat: he had never seen a hat with such a long bill. Then he gazed at Peggy’s legs, smoke pouring from his nostrils. Fred stared at the cigarette and remarked, once they were aboard, “That boob could have blown us to kingdom come.” Peggy had beautiful legs, and when she was elderly, rolled into a hospital to have a gallstone removed, one janitor whistled to another for help with a ladder. Peggy assumed it was about her legs and said, “Thank you,” with a modest, downcast smile.

			Once they were under way again, swatting the flies that had come aboard at the gas stop, Peggy fanned herself with a rumpled Redbook. The river’s channel ran between banks of languid, streaming weeds where belly-up carp accumulated. Peggy was easily bored, a situation Fred once summarized as “Never marry the baby of a large family.” That would be Peggy, with numerous siblings: two lawyers, one dead, a surgeon, and two drunks clinging to life in homeless shelters less than ten blocks from where they were born. “At least they got to stay in Queens,” said Peggy.

			Mike let out line on his casting rod, the daredevil lure wiggling astern in the minimal disturbance made by the boat: along the way were signs on pilings in large letters: “NO WAKE.” Summer clouds towered in midwestern majesty, crows conversed, and turtles tumbled from logs. In the small coves, fishermen in straw hats watched bobbers. A string reaching upward from an invisible backyard controlled a kite with the colors of the American flag. Peggy, sprawled in linen shorts, fanned and gazed at treetops. Fred checked the compass in a seamanlike manner, as though the narrow river would let him alter his course. He had aboard a single volume of his Hornblower books. The first night, Fred read in his pipe berth as Hornblower worked desperately to prevent the Bonapartists from rescuing Napoleon from his imprisonment on St. Helena. Fred preferred Hornblower’s struggles with El Supremo in Nicaragua, which were more mysterious. Napoleon didn’t seem worth rescuing. The children fought over Monopoly in the cockpit, with Mike offering to throw the dice overboard if the younger ones didn’t behave.

			The next day eight-year-old Pete curled up in the cockpit with comic books and a cap gun, a last strip of caps dangling from his shirt pocket. Peggy pleaded with him to stop shooting the cap gun. Pete’s crew cut was growing out and his acne had flared. Pete preferred to give his mother plenty of room and had long felt she liked him less than his brother and sister, just from the way she looked at him, almost without recognition. When he joined the marines, Peggy said it would only make him violent. Her brother Kevin had been a marine and was always in bar fights, including the one that ended his life.

			Sitting on the rumbling engine box was six-year-old Elizabeth, called Bee. When Pete and Bee were very small, Pete needed braces and Bee wore glasses. They were usually fighting. They would sit knee to knee and rebuke each other: “Four eyes,” “Buck teeth,” until it became one word, “foureyesbuckteeth,” and they laughed. They were very close. Bee was the only family member to visit Pete while he was in boot camp or to look for him when he was gone.

			Bee watched to see if Mike would get a bite on the daredevil. Peggy complained that the slow progress of the boat was preventing them from getting a cooling breeze and that Mike would have preferred more speed to make his lure move enticingly; Fred reminded her that the rule was “No wake.” Peggy disliked rules, part of her high-spirited social reputation and key to her unorthodox ballroom dancing, which had caused them to place last of seventeen couples at the New Year’s contest and to raise not a few eyebrows. She’d responded, “With these legs you can dance any way you want.” She fanned herself with a brochure. Its rapid movement helped draw attention to her. She tried to teach Mike blackjack, but he wasn’t interested; she turned to Bee and they played old maid once, Peggy ending with the lone queen. She said, “I wonder if this is telling me something.” Bee jumped up in triumph, declared Peggy the old maid, and went back to pestering her brothers while Peggy read the Edna St. Vincent Millay poems never far from her hand.

			Bee complained that Mike had the only fishing rod. “That’s how it is, Bee,” said Mike, and Bee stuck out her tongue and tugged her ears. Peggy read from the brochure she’d picked up at the gas stop: “At Clarksville, an adorable riverside cuckoo clock museum.” She fell back in her chair, arms hanging at her sides.

			Peggy had looked forward to motherhood but with the birth of her eldest, Mike, declared that it was “nothing to write home about.” Still, she doted on Mike and once let him wear her wedding ring to second grade, causing Fred to accuse her of turning him into “a fairy.” She loved the toy qualities of Bee. The energy and high spirits in such a small creature were so entertaining that Peggy looked up from her book, smiling in appreciation. One day she and Bee would live together.

			Peggy and Fred had been avid readers; now only Peggy was. Peggy had gone to a tiny, nearly bankrupt college, where she’d keenly absorbed literature. She called Mike “Ralph Roister Doister.” When Mike was a child, she held a dandelion under his chin to see if he liked butter or gold, and had him recite “Who slit the sheet?” to get him to say “shit,” at which she tipped over on the lawn and asked him to try again. Fred grew up sailing Dyer Dhows in Mamaroneck, and his comment about Queens—“I don’t go to places like that”—was one that he liked well enough to repeat. Fred had a degree from Williams, where he dated Vassar and Smith girls, some quite fast for the day. Peggy was a hot-looking prude of misleading sensuality. Fred fell for it and set out on an arduous courtship with a spirited girl who never stopped sizing him up. Fred would always make her suspicious. He liked to read sea stories with strong plots. Peggy thought the philistines he worked with had coarsened his mind, “but that’s only a guess.” She gave her children the deep impression that they must be bright and self-sufficient and reminded them that the many books in the house were available to them, and would serve to distinguish them from stupid people. “Stupid people” was Peggy’s most ominous social category. Mike alone took this seriously and turned to the big Merriam-Webster to look up birds and animals or words like “fellatio” and “intercourse.” Bee read horror comics from Pete’s collection, Tales from the Crypt, Chamber of Chills, and The Vault of Horror, with their colorful illustrations of decomposing bodies. When she asked her father where ghouls came from, Fred said, “Queens.”

			Peggy took the wheel while Fred went below to look at the chart. “What’s to see?” Mike asked. “You go up the river or down the river.” Fred ignored Mike; he wanted to make a drink, not necessarily a stiff one—a stiff one was for evening. Two fingers of rye was about right for afternoon. A drink would help him avoid being cross with the children or sarcastic with Peggy. Fred feared his own explosive temper, so well concealed by his pleasant manners. Amid rippling light from the portholes, a whiff of fuel, he mused about selling the boat while admitting to himself that he’d paid too much for it, letting the late owner’s widow play him for a sucker. He thought his family was now acting as though they were trapped aboard the Scallop. Fred would have loved to snatch that Redbook and put an end to Peggy’s fanning. He shook his head and muttered as the booze dribbled into a paper cup. From here he could see Peggy slumped and watching clouds. For some reason, the drink wasn’t improving his mood and he longed to be at work moving the ball down the field. Bingo!

			Bee, squeezed into a bathing suit decorated with multicolored seahorses, now had the fishing rod. Pete was tossing potato chips up, letting the wind carry them off to waiting gulls. Still down in the cabin with his drink, stretched out on a berth, Fred relaxed and ignored the rising revolutions of the engine. He thought about the gas guy blowing them up with his cigarette. Would they experience physical anguish or just cease to exist? He thought of the picture of that monk on fire in Saigon. The monk barely moved. A lot of people thought there was no monk in there, just a monk dummy.

			Fred had been an industrious young man but one with his eye on the prize: money. Nothing about his upbringing suggested that it was a false goal. Peggy came along, a real looker, and that was that for Fred. He had been, he often thought, a sitting duck. Peggy was a dud in bed but good enough for three normal pregnancies and one ectopic pregnancy that nearly did away with her. Fred often felt that his family kept him from getting on with his life and finding out what he actually wanted. He stuck with his training and was never entirely unhappy with an outcome that might have seemed hollow to others. While they were alive, his parents thought a lot of what Fred had made of himself despite iffy support from Peggy. His mother said Peggy had him under her thumb. She and Peggy only spoke to keep up appearances for the children, while Fred’s fierce smile concealed his fear that things could go haywire in a New York minute. The children liked Grandfather Latham but could not attribute anything at all to the bland old fellow: he was “Grandpa.” He brought presents, but his attempts at comedy—“Look what I brung you”—went unnoticed. Bee had no idea why he was wiggling his ears. Grandpa had lost a lot of ground to Grandma by his habit of sleeping with his secretaries, so long ago. Guilt and remorse contributed to his shuffling. If he’d ever learned of Grandma’s flutter with one of his partners, he might have easily kept his bounding gait.

			Once Peggy discovered the throttle, she increased the Scallop’s speed, which thrilled the children. Little Bee gave a fist pump, but the Scallop’s wake soon washed up on lawns and tossed watercraft against docks and pilings. Indignant homeowners appeared on the shore, shaking impotent fists at a boat quickly out of sight. The children gathered around Peggy in solidarity. Every push of the throttle enlivened them more. Mike alone knew this couldn’t end well, but he was interested in the outcome with the detachment that was his primary coping tool and flaw. More people shouted from the water’s edge and shook their fists, which Bee and Pete took as greetings while Mike held his head and Peggy mused at the “agitated cornballs” as they sped past. By the time Fred emerged to investigate the uproar, a rumbling Chris-Craft was running the Scallop down, bringing a red-faced bellowing man alongside. Now Fred was back at the wheel, gesturing like someone cleaning a blackboard, and with a frightful smile shouted, “Got it handled!” and indicated Peggy with his thumb while staring up at the sky.

			Peggy gripped the side rail and called out to the enraged man, “You’ll get apoplexy!” The boatman yelled for them to go back to where they came from and Peggy replied, “Get help before it’s too late!” Bee loved this: Mommy was defending their ship! The Chris-Craft pulled away, its passengers broadly shaking their heads.

			Fred slowed the boat to a crawl, shoulders hunched at the wheel, his face a determined grimace. The children were wary of Fred and the prospect of one of his scary meltdowns. Peggy smoked a cigarette and watched the sky. Fred’s gaze at Peggy was unreturned. He was a man of orderly emotions, with occasional moments of stunning fury. The children felt the crisis, each with a different wish for the outcome, but Fred gave them a cold smile from the helm. Bee seemed disappointed at the lack of fireworks after Mommy had so plainly told the stupid people where to get off.

			Fred drove slowly until he brought the Scallop to a stop over the pale underwater shine of a sandbar. He went forward to toss the anchor and secure its rode to a cleat. The coil of line steadily unraveled as the Scallop drifted with the current, then snubbed up sharply. Fred smiled at this tidy piece of seamanship. There was more current under the silky surface of the river than was apparent. “We’re going for a swim!” Fred intoned, and with the crisis over, the children were able to be silly again. Still gazing at clouds, Peggy flicked her Chesterfield into the water, where it drifted quickly astern until only the filter with its lipstick stain could be seen. Without the engine running, the quiet was marvelous. Mike picked apart a backlash on his reel. Bee spun on one foot, while Pete looked around warily. He worried they would try to make him swim.

			The tension in Fred’s shoulders was gone, and he had begun to feel the idea of a family boat trip as he had first imagined it. The screaming yahoos were well astern. Another pick-me-up could cement this feeling. Peggy fished a well-thumbed Ngaio Marsh from among the cigarettes, matches, face cream, lipstick, and moisturizer in her crocheted handbag. As soon as she opened her book, a new peace settled over her. Mike and Pete tussled at her feet until Fred cuffed them both to settle them down. The boys liked being cuffed by Fred: it didn’t hurt and didn’t seem bitter. With Peggy absorbed in her book, it was unlikely she would join Fred for a cocktail. Life was good.

			Fred buttoned Bee up in a life jacket and eased her over the side, where, bobbing like a cork, she held on to the line, laughing and wiping water from her face and yelling, “Daddy’s funny!” Mike jumped in next and swam off toward the shore to hunt for turtles. “Stay there,” Fred told Bee; she didn’t.

			Pete was terrified of water, and today Peggy and Fred agreed that it was time for him to get over it. He squirmed and pleaded not to swim. Fred insisted on fitting Pete with a life jacket against his writhing resistance, then planted him wailing on the deck, where his limbs stuck out in four directions. Peggy, book held to her chest, told Pete through slightly clenched teeth to get-in-the-water. Rubbing his chin, Fred contemplated Pete, then picked him up and lowered him over the stern. Pete’s voice dropped into a cracked baritone and he wailed, “I’m too young to die!” Fred took this in with crossed arms, and as Pete repeated the cry, Peggy shouted, “Add some detail!” Pete’s ear-shattering wails hung in the air. Peggy, seated in a deck chair, covered her face with one hand and fished for her cigarettes with the other.

			An old couple in a battered aluminum boat with a smoky Scott-Atwater motor idled up alongside to see what was going on. The man wore a brown cap with the bill pulled to the side. He pinched the lobe of his left ear as he assessed the situation. Pete pointed to his parents and explained that they were trying to kill him. The woman, a darning needle thrust through her white hair, demanded in a fire-alarm voice to know what was going on here. Ignored, she repeated her demand. Bounding out of her chair, Peggy said, “Why don’t you mind your own business?,” jabbing her unlit cigarette at them.

			“Well, maybe we will!” the old woman said and then, turning to her husband to explain: “You meet such terrible people on the water these days.” And back to Peggy: “People like you don’t deserve to have children!” Peggy said, “You’re right: we’re stuck.” The old woman waved the way forward to her obedient husband in his cockeyed hat. He touched a finger to the bill and they were gone in a gust of oil smoke. It seemed best to bring Pete aboard before more snoops showed up. Peggy swatted at him as he fled below, dripping river water, his nose running with snot, moaning.

			When Pete was five years old, he caught a cold. It began with a fever that rose and kept rising, until his life was in danger. Attempts to control the disorder were unavailing, and Pete lay in a puddle of perspiration, flushed and occasionally unconscious—diagnosed as suffering from hyperpyrexia, cause unknown. Peggy stared at him where he lay in the hospital, cordoned off in a single room in case the illness was infectious. Fred was wholly preoccupied with Peggy’s baffling response. In five days, Pete began to recover and soon returned home, blanketed in the rear seat of the car. For the next several weeks, perhaps months, Peggy watched Pete closely and reluctantly concluded that there was something wrong with him. He grew afraid of the way she frowned when she saw him. He, too, felt something must be wrong with him.

			Fred said, “Where’s Bee?”

			They looked down the river, but there was no sign of life beyond the wake of the departing outboard lapping at the shore. Mike was still somewhere in the riverside brush, hunting turtles. Peggy was panting, “I don’t see her.”

			“Maybe we’re looking the wrong way. Suppose she’s still aboard? I’ll pull the anchor. We’ll drive down and look for her.”

			“And leave Mike? Mike!” she shouted. “Mike! Mike!”

			Mike stood up from the brush. With his feet sunk in the mud, he seemed half his height. “Mi-yi-yi-ike!!” Peggy made an enormous gesture, a base coach signaling a runner on third to try for home. Palms raised for an explanation, Mike dropped a turtle from one hand and began swimming for the boat. Peggy wailed, “My baby!” without removing the cigarette from her mouth as she held a beach towel by its corners and signaled futilely to houses on the shore. Mike paused in his stroke to point to himself. “Not you!” screamed Peggy. “Bee!” Fred started the engine. “Don’t you fucking run the propeller over my son!”

			Fred clenched his hands in front of himself. Peggy picked up on this as a moment when Fred might become unruly. He went forward and began to strain on the anchor rode, piling it behind him. He hung the anchor from the side until the mud ran off, and carefully coiled the line on the deck. Peggy snapped her fingers.

			Mike crawled over the transom. “Where’s Bee?” Peggy removed one of the hands covering her mouth to point down the river. With the anchor aboard, the Scallop began to drift sideways, toward deeper water. “We should be off the sandbar now,” said Fred as the boat ground to a stop. “That saves us the trouble of anchoring.” Peggy stared in astonishment at this remark, which seemed to her so removed from the situation. Fred clutched the useless wheel, eyes riveted on the compass. Mike observed, aloud, that the compass would be little help in finding his baby sister. He knew Bee could float for miles and enjoy it. Fred turned a hard stare at Mike.

			Pete came out of the cabin and asked how long before they got home. “Pete!” Fred shouted. “Look for the flares! White box marked ‘Emergency.’ ” Pete, still in the life jacket, found it quickly and passed it up the companionway. Fred crouched on the deck and opened the tin lid. Without getting to his feet, he fired a flare. It hung like a stripe in the blue sky. Peggy walked back and forth, repeating her daughter’s name with terrible cries. Pete asked if they could shoot more flares.

			As a flare landed hissing in the river, a small boat dodging its splash turned toward them, the nagging sound of its small outboard motor growing steadily. “They’re coming for us,” said Peggy. “They’re coming for us. Oh, God, they’re coming!”

			The old woman held Bee in her arms as her husband pulled the boat alongside, reversing the decrepit motor for a gentle landing. It was the same old couple, the stupid people. When Peggy reached toward Bee, Bee squealed, “Esther’s taking me to buy a Eskimo Pie!” She writhed to evade Peggy’s grasp, aided by the clinging Esther.

			“Kindly hand me my child,” Peggy said icily. Bee was reached across to Peggy’s widespread arms. The old man lifted his hat to scratch his scalp, and stated in the most measured tones, “We found the little lady washed up in some debris.”

			“We’re so grateful to you both,” Fred said. “Is there anything in the world we can do for you?”

			“You bet,” said the mild old man. “Go back where you came from.”

			Peggy buried her face in her daughter’s neck, where it would be unnecessary to say anything. “Next time, princess,” said Esther, looking at Bee, “I’ll have one in the fridge. Maybe I’ll have two big fat Eskimo Pies for you!” Bee peeked out from her mother’s arms and smiled.

			Peggy’s face was still muffled in Bee’s neck. “They’ll rot her teeth.” Bee pushed the heel of her little hand against Peggy’s nose. Mommy was funny! “We don’t let our kids eat crap.”

			The old couple looked at each other, scarcely believing their own ears. But Peggy lifted Bee up and said, “Thank you both. We’re forever in your debt!” Peggy’s beaming gaze persuaded them they’d misheard. Peggy clicked her lighter under a fresh Chesterfield. The old man jerked the Scott-Atwater back to life and they putt-putted away, watching Fred’s vigorous waves with an air of not having fully understood what had just happened. “Salt of the earth,” said Peggy.

			“We’ve had a close call,” said Fred. Peggy muttered, “Esther” as she laid out slices of bread on the engine box and began making peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches. “In what part of the Dark Ages were women still named ‘Esther’?” Bee tried snatching hers before it was finished, while Pete stayed in the cabin until everyone had selected a sandwich. He came on deck to see if anything was left. Mike had saved him one.

			Mike opened the lid on the Coleman cooler and the three gazed at the necks of the bottles—a Vernors, five Stroh’s, and an Orange Crush—sticking up from the ice. They gathered around the lid of the engine box, enacting starvation. Then Pete tipped over his bottle of Orange Crush and the bright liquid swept over the remains of the sandwiches. Peggy turned to him with blazing eyes and shouted, “Can’t you do anything right?” Fred emerged from the cabin murmuring, “Peggy, Peggy.” She went below, squeezing past Fred in the companionway, and Fred began cleaning up. “We’ll just make some more,” he said. Pete returned to his corner of the cockpit and slid into place with a blank face.

			Fred and Peggy retreated to the cabin, which required crouching and pulling the door shut, shutting out the faces of the staring children.

			“You should take a gentler approach with Pete.”

			“I know. I hate myself.”

			“He’s a sweet boy. I wish you could see that.”

			“I do see that, but I can’t lose the feeling that there’s something wrong with him and it’s up to me to—to…take measures.”

			“That’s not so, Peg.”

			“Easy for you to say—you didn’t give birth to him. Ever try giving birth, Fred?”

			Fred mused that this was irrefutable, and his mind drifted to the pleasure returning to work would bring. It kept him from noticing that Peggy was crying. He wanted to embrace her, or felt he should, but thought that stewing in her own juices might be better. He stood up in the companionway hatch, sliding the door open in such a way that it blocked the children’s view of their mother. To their questioning stares, he said, “Ahoy!”

			Presently, Peggy came on deck, framing herself in the companionway as she spoke. Fred stayed below. “There are many wonderful things about our family, but confinement is not our long suit. I simply can’t imagine what got into Dad, buying this boat. In any case, you won’t find me aboard again.” Peggy gazed around to see how the family was taking this, her eyes passing from one wooden face to another. She took her time tapping a cigarette out of its pack, letting it hang from her mouth as she hunted for a match. She inhaled deeply, then blew out a long plume of smoke and announced, “Back to rule and regulation.”

			Fred went to the bow. He began a vigil for someone to pull them off the sandbar. He smiled to picture Hornblower viewing his navigational fuckup. Undoubtedly the cat-o-nine-tails or the plank. A cabin cruiser appeared at last and let Fred throw over a line to tug them free. By then, the family was sunburned.

			

			—

			The Scallop went on blocks with a hand-lettered sign inviting “OFFERS” attached to her hull. She sold quickly, the Scaloppini a throw-in. Fred gazed at the check and remarked, “I got creamed” in front of the new owner, an installer of air conditioners who laughed in Fred’s face. On learning of the sale, Bee remarked that she’d never see the Crumps again, and would never ever be happy. Mike asked her to cut the crap. Bee flounced away, but her response seemed to hang in the air. They wouldn’t go on other boat trips. They would scatter.

			Peggy golfed on Ladies’ Day Thursdays with neighbor Gwen, the tall, beautiful blond daughter of displaced persons from Latvia, married to a radiologist. Peggy was not a good golfer, but Gwen was club champion. Peggy hoped to improve her game by playing with Gwen, who flirted with Fred right in front of her. Peggy’s game never improved, because she didn’t like people telling her what to do, and Gwen had given up long ago, privately describing Peggy as “spastic.” Peggy wished her calves were as sharply defined as Gwen’s but told Fred at a club dinner that they looked weird in heels. She enjoyed stories of Gwen’s supposedly earlier love life, especially lurid details like the highway patrolman whose endowment “could put a gal in the hospital.” Gwen’s grotesque sex stories confirmed Peggy’s suspicions of an activity she already viewed as unnecessary.

			Maybe malice lay behind Gwen’s handing Peggy the newspaper with the article describing the “miracle rescue” of Bee, with a photo of the rustic couple who had rescued her. The headline: “All the Little Girl Wanted Was an Eskimo Pie.” It was hard to say why Gwen had brought it in her golf bag. Peggy brandished her putter and tossed it onto the green.

			“Don’t throw your clubs.”

			“Just seeing those awful people in the paper—!” Peggy flung her head back and implored the sky to see it her way.

			“I’ll tell you once, and I won’t tell you again: Don’t throw your clubs.” Gwen’s tone was icy, but when she saw the indignation on Peggy’s face as she picked up the putter and stared back, she defused the moment with a chuckle. Peggy wondered why Gwen needed to bring all this to her attention. They bought Popsicles at the stand near the eighteenth hole and sat under a tree to keep them from melting in the sun. Peggy was calm again.

			“I think you’re improving. Do you practice?” Gwen was making peace; it was painful watching Peggy struggle.

			“I’d rather just play.”

			“How about taking a lesson?”

			“Not for me!” said Peggy merrily.

			Gwen was keeping her eye on Fred. She and the radiologist had recently separated again. Peggy said he was very dull. Word had it Gwen had run him off but he always came back. The radiologist didn’t speak unless he had to, and between separations they lived very well, with a cook, a housekeeper, and a lawn service. He was a real duffer and embarrassed Gwen when they played as a foursome. She often held her nose as he swung. Fred was a golfer, too, and had a classic style from a well-coached youth. Gwen admired his game and sensed that Fred was going places, as plain as the nose on your face, and would never be stuck in some clinic doing X-rays. If Peggy couldn’t see it, maybe she had no business with Fred. They didn’t seem particularly happy, but Gwen found Fred witty and attractive compared to the clodhopper she’d married. Plus, Peggy had no interest in golf.

			

			—

			Fred was in the basement playing his drum set, practicing his paradiddles à la Gene Krupa’s “Lyonnaise potatoes and some pork chops.” He listened to old radio shows in this private world, Amos ’n’ Andy, The Great Gildersleeve, and his favorite, Fibber McGee and Molly. Sometimes he imagined himself in a big band, Gwen cheering his solo from the foot of the stage, pounding a swizzle stick. He was lost in thought when Peggy held the article in front of him. “Seen this?”

			“Heard about it.”

			“We’re suing.”

			“Oh?” Fred placed his drumsticks crossways on the snare and lifted his chin. “Why?”

			“It makes heroes of this pair, and negligent parents of us.”

			“I hope none of the above,” Fred said blandly.

			“How reasonable you are, Fred. I’ve already spoken to the editor.”

			“Oh, Peggy, say it isn’t so.”

			“I said, ‘Bee wasn’t rescued, she was snatched by strangers.’ Maybe I’ll get a lawyer myself.”

			“With what, Peggy? You don’t have any money.”

			

			—

			Fred continued to work hard, and his fortunes expanded rapidly. He moved his office twice to accommodate new staff. Peggy ruled several book clubs. However, their boozy weekends were also expanding and included recreational arguments that invigorated them but frightened their children. One bout got out of control and Peggy had to lock herself in the bathroom while Fred beat the door with his fists. Mike offered to call the police, which sobered them up quickly, and they did their best to smile it off. Mondays saw Fred refreshed and ready for work while Peggy had new ideas, developed in the turmoil of the weekend. She had to get out of this house. She was tired of hanging back while Fred went to work and the children went to school. She first wanted a convertible to drive to a Shakespeare festival in Ontario, for example; but by Tuesday, she was glum again and unwell. The following week, the cycle repeated and she was startled by Monday’s mail, which included Stratford offerings, opportunities to book The Tempest, and “one fucking thing or another by George Bernard Shaw.” She was fed up. She analyzed herself with detachment all the way back to the sidewalks in Queens where she made chalk pictures and roller-skated. She concluded that she was a frustrated artist. She tried to explain to Fred about the feeling of emptiness that was overwhelming her. With stealth glances at his watch, he stopped at the door on his way to work and suggested that she get a life.

			

			—

			All three children were at the dining room door, listening to the battle within. Mike explained, “Mom’s getting ready to do her number.” Peggy seemed to alternate her shouts with weeping, while Fred kept up steady, quasi-reasonable barks in a voice he rarely used except on the phone with a customer. Pete said, “Maybe they’ll kill each other!” The three broke out in laughter. Fred opened the door, salad in his hair, to glare at them briefly before closing it again. Each child found Peggy’s shouts—“Bastard!”—hugely entertaining. The guests, Gwen and her husband, quietly inebriated, ate their meal with bleary aplomb. Gwen chuckled at the uproar. The radiologist held up a potato on a fork and watched the battle before returning his attention to the potato.

			Once the guests tottered out the door, into the snowy night, Fred erupted. Peggy and the children fled to their rooms while Fred tipped over the garbage pail, swept serving dishes off the dining room table, and tried to tear cabinet doors off their hinges. His howls filled the house, then stopped suddenly. In the morning, the three children found Fred in the living room, asleep in an armchair. He had ripped the buttons from his shirt, exposing his enlarging belly. He stood, stretched, went upstairs to shower and change, and soon was headed out the door to work. By the time Peggy came downstairs, the children were in the dining room examining the wreckage. Peggy told them that this was the work of a lunatic, that they must learn to live with that, adding, “Twenty years ago, the world was my oyster. Then I met your father, the lunatic.”

			

			—

			Fear was the air Pete breathed. It had rained during the night and the links were steaming in the heat. Pete got last choice among the caddies, carrying double leather bags for two doctors, one of whom, notorious for cheapness, was known as Dr. Hershey for his habit of giving chocolate bars for tips. At thirteen, Pete was still not fully grown, and his slight frame was barely up to the task. His short crew cut glistened with perspiration as he trudged from hole to hole. By the seventh hole, when the heat had grown intense, he’d begun to sag. The seventh was a par 5 with an exceptionally long fairway. Pete handed the golfers their drivers and headed down the fairway to where he expected their shots to fall. Dr. Hershey was the first to drive. He was an excellent player with a big muscular belly, which he swung into his drive. He bent to pick up his tee while watching the drive climb, then fall. His partner followed with a poor shot and asked for a mulligan. Dr. Hershey declined. His partner’s four-iron approach made up for it, its distance and accuracy compensating him for the mediocre drive.

			They pushed on to Dr. Hershey’s long drive as Pete’s waning strength caused him to drag one of the bags. Dr. Hershey muffed the approach shot. He turned on Pete and confronted him about dragging the bag.

			“You don’t drag the bag, son. You got that?”

			“Yes, sir.” Pete stared at the ground.

			“Do it again, you’ll wish you hadn’t,” said the doctor, twisting his club between his hands. The other doctor seemed uncomfortable with the vehemence of his companion’s speech and glanced with concern at Pete’s motionless form.

			Having extracted new clubs from their monogrammed bags, each doctor deftly sailed his shot over an intervening water hole and headed toward the green, leaving Pete with the bags. When they got to the green, they stared back at Pete, who had not moved. They waited and nothing happened. A foursome was gathered behind Pete, and the doctors glanced back and forth and the impatient followers before walking toward him. Dr. Hershey raised his arms and let them fall to his sides. Pete remained immobile. The other doctor said, “Perhaps we should call someone. Something’s wrong with the kid.”

			

			—

			Fred and Peggy gathered the children first in the den, then in the living room, and finally back in the den, the children glancing at one another as each room was evaluated. Mike whispered, “This oughta be good.” They settled around the furniture, legs sprawled over the arms of chairs. Fred and Peggy remained standing. This was weird. Fred said, “We want you to know, before you hear it from others, that your mother and I are seeking a divorce.” Peggy’s wrists were linked as she gazed at the floor.

			Bee asked, “Who else would tell us that? Does everyone know?” Fred rested his hand on top of her head. Moments like this had caused the children to sometimes view their parents as a comedy act. Mike’s gaze of enforced solemnity hinted at repressed levity when Pete jumped up and circled a couch. Peggy swatted at him as he passed, chopping with an imaginary tomahawk, war-whooping out the door.

			Astonished at the children’s reaction to the announcement, Fred and Peggy pretended it was a trick to test the children’s loyalty to the family unit. If that was what it was, they didn’t try it again. Fred moved on, occupied with sales and, on hopeful days, better products, because someday…bingo! But Peggy wished to sort it out: Were she and Fred so ill-matched that the children were devoid of any feeling of being in a family? She was a perceptive woman and asked Fred if the children thought they were funny. “Maybe we are,” said Fred. “You gotta look at that.”

			

			—

			When Fred and Peggy took a week’s vacation to Boca Raton, they hired Perry Stewart, the neighborhood’s brilliant seventeen-year-old inventor, who filed feckless patent claims and spent most of his days in a tool shed with his Gilbert Chemistry set, occasionally emerging to empty a beaker on the ground. Perry would keep order at the house while they were gone. He was a handsome youth with a well-kept pompadour and a slide rule. Food would be Pop-Tarts, ramen noodles, hot dogs, Hostess Twinkies, and Froot Loops. Peggy thought the gallon of beef stew she’d prepared would spell them until their return. It went untouched. Mike played night baseball and was hardly at home anyway, and Pete was helping a friend build a racer for the Soap Box Derby. Pete’s paper route, the papers delivered from a milk crate tied to his handlebars, helped pay for the official wheels. So Perry mostly looked after Bee, which consisted of watching cartoons and playing with Bee’s overweight hamster, Rollo. Soon after the parents’ departure for Boca Raton, Perry made scrambled eggs and toast with Smucker’s raspberry jam for Bee and himself, and they retreated to the second floor with their TV trays. The Roadrunner blared away from the small brown TV as Bee and Perry passed Rollo back and forth. Perry offered to teach Bee rock, paper, scissors, which meant putting Rollo on the floor to roam at will. The hamster ventured cautiously, looking back at Bee for encouragement, stretching to sniff suspiciously at every new object.

			They played for a short time, but Perry’s strategies were superior. When Bee called out, “Rock breaks scissors!” he seemed annoyed. Bee laughed and said, “You can’t win every time, Perry.” He didn’t want to play anymore. They returned their attention to the cartoons, which Perry watched more avidly than Bee. Then the TV lit up with a flash and went dark. A burning smell poured from it. When Perry turned the set around, Rollo could be seen hanging from an electrical wire by a single tooth. Bee ran wailing through the house and Perry followed, trying to console her, finally grasping her in a hug while she shook with sobs. He held Bee tight and kept repeating her name.

			Pete approached Fred and Peggy soon after they returned from Boca Raton as they enjoyed a “sundowner” on the glassed-in porch facing the wall of lilacs that shielded the house from the road. His appearance seemed a bit formal to his parents, and Peggy directed a quizzical glance his way, while Fred averted his face as he set down his glass. Pete seemed to them a secretive child, and his asking to speak to them this way aroused suspicion. “What’s up, Pete?” Fred said, turning toward him. Peggy bobbed an ice cube in her drink with a finger.

			He blurted, “I don’t like Perry squeezing Bee all the time.”

			“What’s wrong with that?” asked Peggy.

			“We’re big huggers in this family,” Fred said. They weren’t.

			“He’s always squeezing her!” said Pete as he fled.

			“Tell me what that was all about,” said Peggy, twirling a finger at her temple.

			Fred said, “Pete.”

			The dismissal was less abrupt than it seemed, and something lingered. Peggy pushed her drink away.

			

			—

			Most people in the neighborhood had long ago forgotten the Cold War, with the exception of attorney Bradley Bean, who lived by himself at the end of the emerging subdivision where it adjoined the remaining woods. Bradley Bean was building a bomb shelter, and when it was finished, he invited the neighbors to tour it. Only Fred was much interested, and he set out with a highball for a visit. Mike tagged along, remembering Bean as the only neighbor who never received trick-or-treaters, concealing himself inside his house with the lights turned off.

			As they climbed down into the shelter, which smelled of disturbed earth, Bean said he would have the last laugh in a nuclear attack. A portly figure in a British motoring cap, Bean moved deftly from appliance to appliance in this damp place and awaited approval, which Mike and Fred managed to emit. Bean addressed them from the full-sized shower about the latest from the Doomsday Clock. On the way home, Fred said, “Let’s stay on the ground and take our lumps. We’ll let old Bean die in that hole.”

			When the leaves fell in the fall, Fred gathered both boys to rake them into large piles. He lit the crisp leaves into a satisfying bonfire. Using his rake, he pushed potatoes into the flames, then set out with his limbing saw to cut wood crotches for slingshots. As the fire burned down, he cut rubber strips from an inner tube and made both boys acceptable slingshots. By the time that was done and the two boys were shooting rocks into the flower beds, it was time to rake out the potatoes and take them inside to eat. When Peggy returned with Bee from swimming lessons, the three were leaning back in their chairs, slingshots beside their plates, replete among the potato skins.

			

			—

			Mike and his friends played until they couldn’t see the ball. Mike had his prized infielder’s mitt tonight, and not the ugly yellow thing Fred had bought at Sears, which he sometimes left on the field between evening games. The mitt had a deep, perfect pocket and smelled of neat’s-foot oil. Neighborhood fathers had built the diamond. The baselines were trampled onto an old field where, during the Second World War, children had gathered milkweed pods to fill life preservers. Now it was a place where a well-hit ball tended to disappear, sending both sides kicking through the thistles as the sun went down. Mike had lost the bat toss (“No eagle claws!”) to the opposing captain and, with it, the chance to pick a strong hitter like overweight, baby-faced Buck Waldeck, who could end a game with a single swat. As the playing light receded, Mike broke a tie with a line drive over third base; the ball disappeared in the near darkness and would have to be searched for tomorrow. He wandered home as night birds sang and stars filled the sky. The air smelled of descending dew. He savored a picture of the ball leaving the thick of the bat below the label. He heard the crack but couldn’t see it fall. Pete awaited him in the yard.

			Something was wrong. “What’s up, Pete?”

			“They just found Bee in old man Bean’s bomb shelter.”

			“What was Bee doing there?”

			It took Pete a moment to speak. “She was with Perry. He broke in. It’s something bad.”

			“Oh, God.”

			“They’re having a meeting with Perry’s parents. Mom told them Perry’s a sex fiend. Perry’s mom tried to slap her, and Mom spit at her. They had to keep them away from each other. Dad said I’d seen enough and sent me out here.”

			The porch lights were on when Perry’s parents burst from the front door. They walked past the boys in silence and got into their car. As they drove away, the boys saw them raging at each other under the car’s interior lights.

			Fred and Peggy were still in the living room, Peggy’s face wet with tears, and Fred was looking at her apprehensively. “Take a seat.” Fred spoke in solemn terms. “You may hear about what happened today or has happened before or you may not—”

			Peggy glanced up impatiently.

			“—but whatever that was must never, ever be mentioned. As a practical matter, boys, whatever happened never happened. Ever.”

			“What about Bee?” Mike asked.

			“Never happened.”

			“What does Bee think?”

			Peggy stepped in: “It might take time.”

			Pete jumped up and left the room. Mike searched for something to say, then followed Pete. He found him sitting on the front steps and sat down next to him. Pete said, “I hate them.”

			“No, you don’t.”

			“Wanna bet?”

			

			—

			Fred put on weight, drank more, and developed a shorter fuse. At Christmas, the children chipped in and bought him The Home Bartender: 175 Cocktails. Fred looked at the cover and put it down. He was offended. He pouted until dinner. When Peggy offered him a glass of wine, he held up his palm as though to say, “Halt.” The children struggled to conceal their mirth. Fred was nicer when he was a little drunk. He wasn’t so picky. Any more than that and he could be a fright. Or he was suddenly overwhelmed by his love of the children, blearily embracing them with tear-filled eyes while they hunted for the exit.

			

			—

			When Peggy discovered Gwen and Fred’s affair, he understood what it meant for him, but he couldn’t understand Peggy’s rage completely. She’d never clawed her own arms before, which made him wonder if this was sincere or merely for show. He seemed remorseful, but his heart wasn’t in it. He knew that uproar lay ahead. Bottom line, this was going to set him back. He was determined to learn who’d tipped Peggy off. Probably somebody at the club. He’d like to find out who so he could thank him, unless it turned out to be Gwen herself. “A slippery devil,” he mused. Fred had been moving toward this crisis for long enough that it was a relief when it arrived. He hoped to hang on to a few things, but his resignation was profound. Yes, it must have been Gwen. How else would Peggy have known about some motel out in the boonies where he paid cash?

			He packed his drum set, expensive Zildjian hi-hat cymbals, percussion mallet, seven suits, shirts, and ties and moved out, listening to favorite shows in his car on an old-time radio station. On this painful day, Amos ’n’ Andy was a welcome consolation. He came back for his shoes. Eventually, he bought Peggy’s share of their property to return her to Queens and moved back into the house with Gwen, whose long-gone radiologist congratulated Fred in a voicemail on winning the booby prize, adding, “Come see me in Hawaii so I can kick your ass.” For a while, Fred found himself comparing Gwen and Peggy; but it was their different eating styles that convinced him Gwen was the girl for him. Peggy picking at her food was in such stark contrast to Gwen’s greedy eating and remarkable sexual vigor. Sex with Peggy had had all the allure of blowing up an air mattress. But this was different. This was a real rodeo.

			Fred took a long lunch break to meet Peggy at a law firm on Woodward to finish the paperwork for their divorce. He paused at the glass door of the office to review the names of the lawyers within. “Bunch of nobodies.” The elevator seemed to take forever as he stood with Peggy and followed the lights from floor to floor.

			“Do you think we tried hard enough?” Peggy asked.

			“We did what we could,” said Fred, glancing at his watch. “What time does it happen to be?” Peggy said with a harsh laugh. She had no idea how Fred took in their situation with such equanimity while she alone was frightened. Some of Fred’s absences from the lives of his children might have been viewed as neglect; he selected his engagements carefully and after much thought. He attended Bee’s graduation at the Convent of Mercy school, where she had been transferred after problems in public school. He attended one baseball game where Mike played third base and led the team in batting, then flew back to D.C.

			Peggy would soon return to her old block in Queens, where she still knew people, a few anyway. Brother Kevin, a proud marine, like Pete, and both parents were buried in St. John Cemetery, a hop, skip, and jump away from Lucky Luciano and bodybuilder Charles Atlas. She would feel at home, despite the life behind her, which would become hard to remember. She wouldn’t be so lonely all the time. She encountered difficulty while trying to change her name on accounts and credit cards and stuck with Latham, but in the neighborhood she was still known as Peggy Doyle.

			

			—

			Pete believed in God, the early version in robes and beard. The others moved from agnosticism to atheism as they grew older. Perhaps Peggy stopped at agnosticism: in Queens it was rare to lose your belief entirely, and the ceremonies were pleasant. Fred’s background in the prosperous East helped him see Episcopalian attendance—Sundays and funerals only—as a networking opportunity. But Pete was a believer. Until his middle teens, he knelt by his bed and said his evening prayers, emphasizing those parts he thought guaranteed survival for another day. So it’s not remarkable that he joined the Marine Corps and received his training at Parris Island, South Carolina. He was so comfortable with the brutal regime—net climbing, good speed on the obstacle course—that, late in his training, he bonded with the ferocious black drill instructor, Sergeant Mayhew. Pete comforted some of the recruits, desperate to grow up and end their days as sissies and mama’s boys. Mayhew called them all “scuzzy maggots” and ordered them—in earsplitting tones at reveille—to drop their cocks and grab their socks. Before they’d had anything to eat, Mayhew made them bayonet a dummy known as Luke the Gook. Once Luke the Gook was full of holes, it was off to the mess hall for a loud and jubilant breakfast. On leave, they headed to the Daytona 500, where they were locked up as a group and returned to Parris Island and a new chapter in their training, hand-to-hand combat waist-deep in a swamp. A recruit from Schenectady drowned, his body retrieved by his parents the following day. Sergeant Mayhew offered his condolences and the mother called him a nigger.

			After the marines, Pete struggled with short-term construction jobs. In a bar after work, he argued with another customer over a disputed offsides call on the televised hockey game, which drowned out the gun noise as Pete was shot. During emergency surgery to remove the bullet from his chest, he gazed up into the light at a black face gazing down in concentration. He knew it was God and said, “I had no idea you were black.” When the surgeon met him in the recovery room, Pete tried to explain. “No, guy, it wasn’t God, but thanks for the compliment. Here’s a souvenir.” He handed Pete the bullet. Fred visited the hospital while Pete was convalescing. Fred found this awkward and settled on a strangely hearty approach.

			“So, Pete, how’d you land in this pickle?” He wore a dark blue Hart Schaffner Marx suit with his striped silk tie. Pete’s Marine Corps flattop was growing out. He smiled to see his father but he didn’t feel well.

			“I don’t know.”

			“Who shot you?”

			“Guy in a bar.”

			And so on. Fred leaned over, held Pete’s shoulders, and told him to keep his chin up. Pete said, “I will.”

			“Mom sends love.”

			“Right.”

			

			—

			Several of Fred’s friends, or maybe only acquaintances from before the divorce, visited him. It was no use going to his apartment, which seemed unoccupied. You had to go to his office, above a branch bank on Fort Street, where his impatience with your visit was palpable. Then he bought the boat and moved to Washington, D.C. He might as well have been on the moon. He sat behind the helm with his cell phone and ran the business. Or he studied charts of the Caribbean. Someday. Gwen rented a condo, where they lived much of the time, but Fred stayed on the boat as often as he could. It was a better office than the condo. Gwen rarely visited the boat. When she did, disagreements were inevitable and Fred preferred that she stay in the condo.

			“All he does is work.” It was neither a compliment nor an accusation. His work habits were admired, but his lack of ordinary pleasures seemed unnatural. Gwen required him to make some travel concessions. He took a briefcase and a bathing suit to Barbados.

			Fred had hundreds of employees, most of whom were used to his abrasive management; his VPs were happy that he had such a big boat and spent many weekends in its comfy staterooms with local tarts. The VPs were small-town hicks from up North and reveled in the louche nightlife of Washington. Fred was a gracious host and only asked that they keep the noise down. He was working. Gwen had a few episodes of infidelity—including an impulsive one in the first year of their marriage with a teacher of speed-reading whose class she’d taken. Fred should have smelled a rat. The teacher was a bodybuilder and Gwen rarely read anything at any speed. Fred was easily duped because he had never quite fallen out of love with Peggy, despite cringing at the memory of their marriage. He scarcely noticed Gwen’s antics, or if he did, he didn’t care. The few times he saw Peggy over the years, he gazed at her plaintively, while she made no effort to conceal the fact that she found him tiresome, with his white hairs and crooked teeth, “the complete Episcopalian.” Most of the time he enjoyed enlarging his wealth, unaware of what it was good for. He knew it was a game, but that didn’t bother him. He loved sports, and chasing wealth was a sport. He read in The Wall Street Journal that it was less a sport than a journey. Fred thought that version took the fun out of it. Why would you need a yacht on a journey?

			When Gwen went to Europe to see what she called “the murials” and visit the hometown of her parents in Latvia, “a dump,” the children piled onto Fred’s yacht, Revenge, and tried to re-create the world before Fred sold the Scallop. They had stayed on the boat before, but Gwen had been a wet blanket, and they timed their visit to her absence. Mike and Pete visited the Smithsonian. At the approaching sidewalk, Pete said, “Step on a crack and break your mother’s back.” Mike declined to take it up.

			Fred spent little money on himself. He read Yachting, had a Rolex Oyster chronometer and Top-Sider shoes. He wasn’t interested in food. He wondered how he had grown rich. Was it intelligence or hard work? He didn’t think either. He wasn’t particularly happy with Gwen but, heading off melancholy reflection, remembered what a terrible wife Peggy had been. “How did I stand it?” It didn’t help.

			Peggy never remarried. “Once was enough.” She encouraged her children to visit, and, without the peculiarities of their parents’ marriage, Mike and Bee enjoyed the time with her, but she never saw Pete again; nor did she ask about him. She volunteered to counsel homeless people who had lost a pet. Her beauty vanished by the time she was in late middle age; she was glad to see it go. It had been nothing but trouble. She had lots of friends, got speeding tickets, and bred Maine coon cats.

			Fred outlived his second wife, Gwen Koval, the muscular daughter of Latvian immigrants and a champion golfer whose drinking propelled the despair that caused her to jump or fall—neither was ever confirmed—into the cold Potomac, drunk as usual but enlivening comparisons to Natalie Wood with Fred as Robert Wagner. Fred was tickled at the suggestion. They had tussled. Maybe he had done it. It was fun to think about, the airborne moment.

			By now, his tax lawyer, Earl Tracy, was a regular visitor to the boat. He wore a red leisure suit with a built-in belt and argyle socks. He had a subdued bouffant hairdo and large square glasses. He was the founder of a successful law firm, had lots of money, but lived frugally with a Jamaican housekeeper in Maryland, where he’d grown up. He was a sensible person, and, knowing Fred was not in the best of health and drank too much, he wished to accelerate the tax plan. He knew he should have scheduled this earlier. The sun was going down, and Fred was tight and loquacious. Because Gwen had handily died intestate, this promised to be straightforward, but Earl was curious about how she’d drowned.

			“She fell overboard. She may have had help.” Fred dropped his chin and squinted in mirth. “I didn’t say I helped, but why wouldn’t I throw her overboard? She ruined my beautiful marriage and alienated my children.” Now Fred was glum. After a moment, he asked Earl how it was that he’d become an unhappy, overweight drunk, then dismissed the question with a wild laugh. Earl was left no option but to take it as a joke.

			“You’re a successful guy, Fred.”

			“Yes, yes.”

			“And your estate plan gives you so many options.”

			“So it does, Earl, but don’t I have to die to kick them off?”

			Earl didn’t answer. People like this were a pain in the neck. He dealt with them all the time. They clung to immortality. Estate planning for immortals is tough on billable hours. A lawyer unwilling to eat crow should avoid estate planning. Starting over was part of the gig.

			Earl thought, at best, that this was only partially true; he moved his papers onto his lap. His job familiarized him with people lying to themselves. It was clear that he’d come too late in the day. When Fred announced that he was leaving everything to a hamster-rescue foundation, Earl knew it was time to go. He shifted the conversation to tax matters. Fred bent slightly at the waist and stared at his shoes. Earl stood, already thinking about traffic. “Another time.” If Fred replied, he didn’t hear it.

			

			—

			After Bee relapsed and lost her teaching job, she cleaned herself up, expelled the last abusive boyfriend, and moved in with Peggy, riding the train to New York with her belongings in two large Kroger’s grocery bags. Peggy welcomed her exuberantly. There might have been desperation in their happiness at the new arrangement, but it seemed durable. They sunned at the community pool, where Peggy donned the same long-sleeved shirts that Bee wore to conceal her needle tracks. Peggy joined Bee at meetings, hoping the group would get her off cigarettes. Mike was promising to reduce her benefits if she continued smoking, and Peggy loved hearing addict stories. Nothing like it on daytime TV. Bee got a part-time job with a veterinarian and didn’t steal. Her gratitude at being home with Mommy was enough.

			Mike visited on Peggy’s sixtieth birthday and during dinner asked her to admit that their childhood had been difficult. Bee got up and left the table. Peggy’s eyes filled with tears as she said, “Now you know what not to do.” Mike never forgave himself.

			

			—

			When Mike found out about Fred, he thought long and hard before calling anyone. He had to absorb the news himself first. He didn’t want Pete to say something Pete would wish he hadn’t said; Pete had enough troubles and he’d recently told Mike, “I want to grow up and be a stuffed shirt like Dad.” Bee would take it very hard. It looked like it was going to have to be Peggy.

			“Dad is dead.”

			“You don’t say.” Before Mike could react in anger, he heard her crying. “On that boat?”

			“Yes.”

			“Did he suffer?” Her voice was choking.

			Fred had had a heart attack when his companions were at a baseball game. Blood loss to his brain over the hours he lay helpless on the floor of the cockpit ended his life.

			“It was quick, instantaneous.”

			“Oh, thank God. I’m sure Fred took it in stride. I’ll walk over to Most Precious Blood and light some candles.” Peggy attended MPB for the languages and skin colors. She prayed this immersion might lead to something, anything. She did feel serene there; maybe it was only pleasant bafflement as she watched people pour from the vestibule into the nave. They seemed playful and quite unlike the neighborhood she remembered, with its comforting ethnic uniformity. She wished Bee would go with her, but Bee was a Buddhist and preferred few people to more people and wondered why Peggy, a nonbeliever, kept going to a church that looked like a fortress.

			Mike tidied up his office in Quinzhou and bade farewell to his staff, a tearful moment on both sides. Li Na had gone early to put their two girls in school. He met his Australian pal, Ian Dodge, at the National Tennis Center, across from the Temple of Heaven, for a last game, in which he played so poorly that Ian remarked that he was already in Illinois. He took a United flight to Chicago by way of San Francisco and hoped to sleep away part of the fourteen hours. His seatmate was a woman from New York, dressed in black silk, who ordered several drinks from the steward with “I know what I want and I want it now.” She turned to Mike and said, “You’re not much fun.”

			“Oh, sorry. Just tired.”

			“If I had a brain in my head I’d get off in San Francisco. I left my heart in Tony Bennett. Fuck. When I wake up, jus’ say ‘LaGuardia.’ ” She turned on one hip, donned a sleep mask, and was gone beside a tray of uneaten food and an empty glass.

			He spent the entire time awake, thinking about how the children would do in an American school, whether Li Na would make new friends, and how painful it would be for her to miss her family. She could visit them as she wished, now that every place in the world was just “over there.” She had met his family on separate visits, one at a time, and her origins made it hard for her to understand their dispersion. “Where did they all go?” she asked. Because of his befuddled warmth, she was drawn to Pete and he to her—at first out of his love of pretty girls and then by her kindness. Mike looked on happily.

			Since he couldn’t offer a coherent extended family, he was obliged to explain each member as though they were a familiar visitor in need of introduction. She had met Peggy, who seemed to view her as a delightful novelty, complimenting Li Na on her fluent English and giving her a copy of Huckleberry Finn, a book Li Na had read long before but thoughtfully examined as an exotic object. This was a harbinger of the obvious explanations she would receive, and to which she would respond with grace. She didn’t seem to resent the lack of curiosity about China but once complained to Mike about her new acquaintances’ grammatical lapses. She fastidiously avoided comparing her two countries and made friends, while declining to learn golf or eat at McDonald’s. She was called “Lena.” Close enough. She plunged into her new life, joining clubs, playing canasta, and attending sing-alongs.

			During the long layover at SFO, Mike made phone calls to fight off jet lag. He confirmed to Caterpillar that he was in America and would be at work on Monday. (It was Saturday.) Peggy wanted to know everything about her as yet unseen grandchildren. She asked if they had been baptized. Fred’s significant estate was tied up in probate while a destination for the boat was sorted out. No one in the family wanted it, and it was viewed as a floating white elephant by the circuit court judge administering the hearing and by Mike, the estate’s executor, who kept Fred’s arrangements for Peggy’s care in mind. Mike understood that. Pete offered to live on the boat until it was sold. Mike proposed that they all gather there and try to picture Fred’s last days or look for personal things he might have left behind. “Great idea,” said Bee. “Are you out of your mind?” asked Peggy. Pete suggested they drive it somewhere “cool.” Mike cut off the speculation and said they would meet on the boat, date to follow. The date didn’t follow. Their voices, long subdued by his distance in China, were dancing in his head, and he was not eager for Li Na to experience the circus firsthand. He supposed it was unavoidable.

			

			—

			Pete was living with a stripper in Aspen, Colorado, where the pair made beds in a charming creekside bed-and-breakfast. The marine flattop was gone and Pete’s hair hung to his shoulders. They lived in a trailer forty miles away. In the trailer, Pete did the cooking and cleaning while the stripper found ways to get what they needed to make ends meet, requiring her to haunt the conventions. They were attractive people and could have kept their housekeeping duties, only the owners of the B&B discovered them high and skinny-dipping in the pool with teenagers mesmerized by the stripper’s implants. They had to go. They languished in the trailer until Mike arrived from Illinois and drove a listless Pete to rehab at a VA hospital in Tulsa, leaving the stripper in possession of the trailer. “I’m local,” she told Mike disdainfully. “I got options.” Pointing to Pete, she added, “He’s got zero options.” Mike gathered this in as though fascinated by fresh information. “Maybe you can turn him around. He thinks you hung the moon.” She was pretty in a feral, survivor way, and must have recently been in high school, if she had ever gone. Mike waited outside the trailer while they said their goodbyes, worried until the moment Pete emerged that he would back out. When Pete came down the trailer stairs, Mike saw the stripper watching from a window, wiping away tears.

			Mike and Pete took turns driving the rental car to Oklahoma. Pete came to life. In spite of the mission, they laughed much of the way, catching up with rueful family stories. Pete seemed euphoric to be spending time with his brother, and Mike felt that as long as he had ahold of him, Pete’s shadows might begin to lift. Pete asked about Bee, who accepted him as he was and knew the risks. Mike wanted him to get help and change. Pete hardly minded that Mike was comfortable with this simplification.

			“What have you been taking?”

			“Everything.”

			Mike carried Pete’s duffel as he checked in. They embraced in his austere room while a male nurse stood in the doorway with a clipboard.

			Pete stayed the night, had breakfast with the staff and the other patients, who seemed grateful for his cheer, then vanished. Bee tried to find him. The trail went cold in Fort Smith, Arkansas, where Pete had been held for vagrancy. Bee returned to Peggy in bitter defeat. Peggy felt Pete had inherited the traits of her homeless brothers and attributed his disappearance to genetics. Like Kevin, her marine brother, Pete had stayed on his feet for his allotted time, but now Kevin was gone and so, probably, was Pete.

			Peggy needed care, but she and Bee were accustomed to each other and Bee was suited to the work. Peggy had begun to use some of the vaguely British terms embedded in her college reading. She corrected Bee’s very progressive views as “humbug,” and when a law office paralegal stood Bee up for a movie date, Peggy remarked, “Mustn’t grumble.” When the intern appeared, seeking amends, Peggy said, “A pox on you, sir” and shut the door just as Bee was preparing to forgive him. Bee rarely dated people in the neighborhood, and only at first, but Peggy knew more about the men’s family background than Bee and could use it to buttress her objections. “His mother was institutionalized.” She found fault with the handsome ex-seminarian. There were “proclivities. I’ll spare you the details.” In middle age, Bee was content to do without and thus avoided hearing the genetic profiles of neighborhood men. She learned not to bring up family life, which Peggy dismissed as “pandemonium.” Bee and Mike agreed that we spend our lives trying to understand our parents. Mike said it was universal. Bee thought that at least she wouldn’t add to the cycle with children of her own. They never missed the chance to try to understand Fred and Peggy.

			

			—

			Mike made his way through the company before concentrating on selling diesel-electric locomotives to developing countries. He followed his carry-on around the world, a real rainmaker for Caterpillar. His daughters, Gail and Judy, were soccer players trailed by boys drawn to their exotic looks and exuberance. Li Na lost most of her accent and led a group of obedient mothers from bridge to pickleball. The girls were stars and neither had rebelled, so far. It was unlikely they would. Li Na returned to China several times during their childhood, taking them once, and stopped only when her parents passed away and their small pharmacy was sold. Mike was sorry he had missed so much. He enjoyed his friendship with a group of men in town who felt the same way.

			Mike and Li Na entered counseling, driving an inconvenient distance, often in silence, to avoid neighborhood gossip. Li Na felt that Mike’s hard work and basic decency concealed a pleasant detachment from their lives that resembled absence. She had once admired his work ethic but now saw it in pathological terms. Her position was more compassionate than adversarial, but sometimes Mike couldn’t tell the difference. He remained defensive. That the counselor was himself Asian made Mike wonder if they were in league. He clung to the absurdity of this evasion, increasing the sense that he was on his own. He was terrified by his growing distance from Li Na, but it only made him argumentative. When the unpleasant sessions bled into their daily lives, the counselor changed course and suggested that Mike see a psychiatrist. It was clear that the idea had her backing and was not new. He was astonished (Me?), but Li Na’s assurance was daunting. He glanced between the two, retied a shoelace, stood up from the plastic chair, and said, “Sure.”

			Dr. Gordon was a thick, beetle-browed individual who Mike thought looked like Yogi Berra. Gordon held doors and indicated furniture with a firm, outreached arm. They had no interests in common: Gordon played chess; Mike had once played baseball and fished. After a couple of meandering sessions, Dr. Gordon said it was time for a plan. “Mike,” he said, “you’re missing a rearview mirror.” After a moment’s thought, Mike nodded. The doctor laced his fingers over his broad stomach and said, “I’m going to get you one.”

			It took a year. Mike fought the idea that he had been insufficiently present in his own life. He couldn’t accept that he had been wasting his time, but something had to give if he wanted his marriage back. The girls would be fine, though they might disperse, as his brother and sister had done. He couldn’t have that.

			Mike’s career left them comfortable, but he had received his last promotion. Once the girls were in college, Mike and Li Na sold the house and bought an apartment in the same neighborhood with a spare room for the girls. It was not impossible that Bee would visit. The sale had left enough for a small cottage on a modest river whose importance in Mike’s imagination had grown during Gordon’s rearview-mirror project. The real-estate agent gave them the keys so they could have a look. They hired a boat to take them to the cottage. Mike looked for anything familiar as they drove up the river. He was unsure he recognized anything. The boatman secured the boat to cleats on the small dock. Mike and Li Na climbed the riverbank past the “For Sale” sign. He spread his arms to welcome his wife to something neither of them had ever seen before. Li Na said, “Lovely, so close to the river!” She understood why this mattered to Mike. They went into the cottage, empty except for a litter box next to the wall. As they passed, something ran out from under it. Mike said, “I think this will really light up with the right furniture.” She agreed as she leaned into the doorway of a small, vacant room. “IKEA or something.” Li Na noted the change in his voice.

			“Will they bring it by boat?” she asked.

			The foolish idea blew over even before they returned the keys.

			Mike tried to call every Sunday. He didn’t know whether Bee or Peggy would answer, but as this became a regular thing, Bee answered. It was better if she had to speak confidentially. Through all her travails, Bee had kept her candor. Of late, Mike could ask without anxiety about her days, almost forgetting the shocking disclosures of the past. She was a veterinary assistant traveling between Astoria, Corona, and Flushing, sometimes fostering dogs at the house, over Peggy’s unpersuasive objections that the dogs would go after one of her Maine coon cats. Mike felt that Bee was a successful person. She hinted at covert liaisons without fearing his disapproval. She was comfortable with this life, and time had made her local. She could sit on the stoop with the neighbors.

			Peggy was slipping, inspired by memories of her early life, dressing in widow’s weeds. Mike took this as a nostalgic affectation and asked Bee, “Let me know when she gets to the shawl.” Peggy blamed herself for Pete’s disappearance and shopped around for a priest who could persuade her that she was absolved.

			“She have a rosary?” Mike asked.

			“The Gardellas gave her one blessed by the pope.”

			“Those’d be neighbors?”

			“They live upstairs. They promised to move out if Pete comes back.”

		

	
		
			
			
				Acknowledgments

				My infinite gratitude to Deborah Treisman who kept me on track when I wandered, and showed me the track when I couldn’t find it.

			

		

	
		
		
			A Note About the Author

			Thomas McGuane lives on a ranch in McLeod, Montana. He is the author of ten novels, including the National Book Award–nominated Ninety-Two in the Shade, three works of nonfiction, and four previous collections of stories. His work has won numerous awards, including the Rosenthal Award of the American Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters, and has been anthologized in The Best American Short Stories, The Best American Essays, The Best American Sports Writing, and Best American Mystery Stories.

		

	
		
			[image: Penguin Random House publisher logo.]

			
				What’s next on
 your reading list?

			Discover your next
 great read!

			 

			Get personalized book picks and up-to-date news about this author.

			Sign up now.

		

		_153343656_

	OEBPS/9780385350242_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Also by Thomas McGuane


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Contents


						Dedication


						Wide Spot


						Balloons


						Retail


						Slant Six


						Thataway


						Not Here You Don’t


						Crazy About a Mercury


						Take Half, Leave Half


						A Wooded Shore


						Acknowledgments


						A Note About the Author


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						b


						iii


						iv


						vii


						v


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						179


						181


			


		
	

OEBPS/images/next-reads_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random
House







OEBPS/images/9780385350242_cover.jpg






OEBPS/images/9780385350242_title_page.jpg
A Wooded Shore

AND OTHER STORIES

Thomas McGuane

ALFRED A. KNOPF - NEW YORK - 2025





