
        
            
                
            
        

    
	We had been driving somewhere. One of the girls was sick. A fever, a runny nose. We couldn’t go on, because she was crying, screaming, so we parked in a Rest Area crowded with semi-trucks. We were anxious, because our baby’s screaming wouldn’t stop and was inconsolable so we unbuckled her from the car seat but still we couldn’t calm her down. I’m not sure if our other daughter was in the car with us or not, or even which of our daughters had been the baby crying or how old we were, Julie and I, but I looked at Julie’s face and I could tell she was upset. I didn’t know what to do. But then an opening in the tree line suddenly expanded and above the lanes of traffic we noticed a wild purple sunset out there in front of us, like a painting in the windshield, and we gave the baby Tylenol or some kind of medicine, and even though we still had so much further to go, wherever we were going, there was a flicker of hope that we would make it. Then it was my wife’s dimpled cheeks, relieved, because the baby had calmed down. We held hands, Julie and I. We stared out through the windshield into the clearing. The sky was purple and pink, there were clouds, there was gas in the tank. I felt the warmth of the sun on the bridge of my nose. We would be alright. She might have said it to me. It would have been like her. Julie might have said it, ‘Everything is alright. We’re all together, aren’t we?’

	There’s a memory of this, a flash, that disappears and I forget everything.

	Then there’s a voice.

	‘You’re awake’ a voice says to me. I hear it and I’m awake. My eyelids are forced open. Partially obscured by an arm, my arm. ‘You’re awake.’

	Then the voice says ‘You’re sick.’ A feeling of nausea radiates from my stomach up to my throat, into my head. A headache. A sharp pain beneath my ribs. A soreness in my shoulder. A cold feeling, at the ends of my fingers, my toes. An uncomfortable feeling, almost like prickly sweat, behind my eyeballs.

	My eyes move themselves down, to my feet.

	I’m wearing my boots.

	My boots stick out from a blue cotton blanket.

	‘You forgot to take your boots off, you bastard.’

	I had forgotten to kick them off, before I nodded out.

	My eyes close, then open again.

	The television is ON.

	My hand reaches for the button on the side of the screen. It’s a portable Panasonic, with the receiver antenna pulled halfway up and at an angle. My finger depresses the gray button.

	A palm underneath my chin.

	The nausea.

	Aching.

	My face is drawn into a squint.

	A bottle on the table.

	My arm reaches for it.

	My neck lifts itself up only enough to create an angle in my throat.

	There’s no cap on the bottle so my hand lifts the opening directly to my mouth and tilts it back and the liquid begins to fill my cheeks. I can feel the liquid between my teeth. My hand continues to hold the bottle. There’s more liquid. It’s syrupy. My tongue burns, then my throat, then my stomach. My hand turns the bottle back upright and it’s set on the table.

	A cough comes up out of my stomach.

	My breathing stops.

	My breathing stops and the voice says, ‘It’s going to take more than that to get you on your feet.’

	Sure, my head thinks, but it’s a start. It’s the start of finding a level.

	My breathing starts again.

	Another cough comes up.

	A churning sensation, then a calmness.

	A comfort.

	A space, it begins to form. It’s like an empty pocket insulating the emptiness inside of me from this body and these thoughts, pushing them away. A faint barrier. The sensation of it finds me, of being in this pocket.

	‘It’s going to take at least two or three more.’

	Give me a second, goddamnit, my head thinks. At least we’re on the way.

	The barrier is forming.

	But because the barrier is incomplete, a memory plays itself inside my head so there’s not enough of a wall built up to stop it. There’s a breakfast table. There’s my daughter, Scarlet. There’s my other daughter, our youngest daughter, Taylor. There’s two bowls of cereal. There’s two spoons. There’s a gallon of milk, strawberries. There’s the three of us, in the kitchen, and I have a cigarette dangling from my mouth. I’m ready for work. I have my coffee thermos, my lunchpack. The memory has me putting away the cereal box, back into the pantry, and then Scarlet asks me “Dad, do we have to take the bus today?” and then Taylor adds, “It’s so much more fun going in the truck” and I decide in my head it would be fine to drive them both to school so I say “Alright, today we can take the truck. But on one condition- I get a kiss from both of you, on each of my cheeks, right now!” They shove their chairs out from the table and run up on me and kiss my cheeks and that’s the end of the memory.

	The memory is done playing.

	The memories, and the dreams.

	My hand reaches back for the bottle.

	‘That’s it.’

	My neck lifts itself up, just enough, and more of what’s in the bottle moves beneath my teeth and over my tongue and down into my throat.

	My arm holds the bottle there, longer than last time.

	The memory tries to start itself back up, and I can see myself in the truck with the girls but the burning in my throat takes over first and then the burning in my stomach and finally my arm sets the bottle back on the card table.

	My breathing stops.

	My eyes see a nearly empty bottle of cheap bourbon on a beige card table with one leg of the table about to give out. There’s a cigarette ashtray on the corner of the table and a set of keys. There’s a band of sunlight on the table where the ashtray sits and my eyes take my vision off to the window across the room. The window is coated in dust. There’s nothing but a yellow blur on the pane of the window and my eyes can’t make anything out.

	My breathing starts up again.

	A cough comes up from my stomach.

	My eyes shut.

	My breathing quickly stops.

	There’s a darkness now, a perfect darkness with my eyes closed on the couch and my boots on my feet and the blanket hung over my torso, most of it draped on the carpeted floor. There’s a darkness I’m inside of like an empty pocket. There’s a warmth in the darkness, my burning stomach, but there’s also a cold inside of it, my fingertips and my nose. The darkness fills out the barrier, the space around me, and there’s comfort in the darkness because of the silence.

	‘Two or three more should do it,’ the voice says.

	Quiet.

	Give me a minute.

	Give me a goddamn second.

	There’s no sense in rushing in more of the darkness and the silence because if it’s rushed you can lose it and the guts inside me will come up through my throat and my mouth and the booze will come up with the guts and everything will have to start back over.

	It’s Sunday. The day will surround me in quiet. Tom is out for the next three weekends, making his double-time for DOT. He’s living in a motel with a gang of other boys making double-time and time-and-a-half, blowing their extra money on cards and pills. I won’t see or hear from Tom today or tomorrow or the next day. It’ll be a Sunday that swallows me up as my hands reach for the next swig. Then the next bottle. The sun will quietly fall back into the tree line. A silence will surround me. The barrier will be in place. It will all happen on its own with little to say or do before a black curtain finds me asleep.

	The liquor is working into me.

	There’s not much left to the headache.

	There’s no more edge to the pain from under my rib cage.

	My eyes open themselves up and my breathing starts and now my arms push my body up from the couch so I’m upright and my boots hit the floor. The rest of the blanket falls to the carpet. My eyes go back to the window. They see a wash of light, but the light is muted, covered in dust. My eyes fix onto the window and a lightness comes over me and my hand reaches into my breast pocket of my denim shirt for my pack of cigarettes and my lighter.

	A cigarette comes out of the pack.

	It’s on the tip of my mouth.

	A flame is flicked out of the lighter by my thumb.

	Another memory fixes to play itself in my head. The memory. The nightmare. It plays inside me when I don’t have enough work for my hands or drink for my brain. There’s a couch, in the old house, in our house, in the living room. There’s a phone ringing. There’s more windows, but they’re dark, and it’s night time and the crickets are chirping between the ringing of the phone. There’s our dog barking, Patty. She can hear the phone ringing, too. There’s a heaviness weighing down on me as I come to. There’s a terrible heaviness fighting against my arms and legs as I make it up to the wall with the phone. I answer. “Hello?” There’s a voice on the other end. The voice asks me who I am but before I tell it who I am I ask it who it is. “This is Sargent Harris.” There’s more heaviness. There’s no lights on in the house and Patty is barking and the crickets are chirping and now the phone is back on the receiver because the voice is finished telling me what it had to tell me. There’s nothing but heaviness pressing down on me, weight. There’s even weight to the sounds from outside. I have to get in the truck. I have to get in the truck and leave Patty behind at the house but I can’t do it. I can’t get in that truck. There’s nothing but weight. There’s nothing helping me to where I need to go.

	‘See? You’re not done drinking,’ the voice says. ‘Two or three more. At least.’

	I know, my head thinks. I know it. Goddamnit.

	A phone rings.

	My eyes move from the window with the wash of sunlight over to the phone and a voice says ‘Don’t pick it up’ so I let the phone ring. The ringing stops, but then it starts up again. ‘Don’t pick it up.’ My eyes go from the phone to the bottle and then back to the phone and a cloud of gray smoke is filling the small room. My hand taps the ash of the cigarette into the ashtray on the card table. At first Tom told me he didn’t want me smoking because the smell carried up to his part of the house but the winter had been cold and I guess he took pity on me and said I could smoke inside until the weather turned better. My eyes look back at the phone. My hand reaches for it, and a voice says ‘Don’t do it’ but my hand reaches for the receiver, on the wood paneled wall, and picks up the phone.

	-Who is this?

	-It’s me.

	-Oh. Hello.

	-Hello.

	-Good morning.

	-Good morning. I’m sorry to bother you, but I thought I might swing by. I know you’re off work on Sunday, and you probably have other things to do with yourself, but I just thought I might swing by, so I wanted to call and ask if there was a good time.

	-Sure. That’s fine.

	-Alright. So I’ll be on by, maybe in two hours or so. Say eleven o’clock?

	-Sure.

	-Alright then. See you soon.

	-Yep.

	My hand sets the phone back onto the receiver. The coiled cord, a mustard yellow coil, a brownish yellow that matches the siding outside on Tom’s house, my eyes watch it fall underneath the phone. The plastic makes a small noise against the wood paneling.

	A voice says ‘I told you not to pick that up’ but the voice in my head in my voice thinks back, What the hell has she ever done but be kind to you, and for what? For being nothing but a bastard. So damn your eyes. I’ll see her this morning. I’ll see her and say hello. It’s a decent thing to do. She deserves that. Even if I’m drunk and disheveled and a low down good for nothing bastard, at least I can be decent to her.

	‘You won’t be able to do your drinking now until later in the afternoon!’

	I always manage to find a way to make up for lost time. Don’t you worry too much about me getting to my drinking.

	A thought enters my mind, a conclusion. It’s a thought that returns inside of my head, and I can tell it comes from a different place than all the other thoughts and voices. The thought is there and then it’s gone but it’s enough to remind me.

	She’s the reason I’m still here. She’s the only one who talks to me anymore, out of anyone. None of our old friends, none of the parents at the school, none of the neighbors. I don’t do any talking with anybody anymore. Other than the boys at work, but they don’t do hardly any talking at work anyways and when we drink after work there isn’t much talking at the bar either. At least it’s nothing important. It’s all pride. It’s nothing from the inside. It’s all outside. It’s all popcorn and a woman’s ass and a football team and a car in the garage back home. We drink and grunt and go home to our own confusion, resigned to wake up and do it all over again. That’s all it’s ever been. That’s all our fathers could give us.

	My head thinks up an image of my father and my mouth begins to mutter out the words ‘Son of a bitch.’

	I can feel his blood in my veins.

	But there’s no sense in thinking on him.

	My head quits thinking on him.

	It could think on other folks, my family, like my sister, or my mother with her murmurs and crazy talk and languishing in that blanket in the bughouse for years and years, but it doesn’t think on them either.

	Everyone is gone.

	My kid sister.

	Ma.

	My older sister.

	It’s been so long it’s like they were never here.

	Everyone except Tom, since Tom’s my only family around, and he doesn’t say much or offer much or care much and figures I would have done the same for him since I proved to him when we were kids I was loyal because I had to cover up for him after a big night of drinking and picking fights and I took one on the chin to keep him out of trouble so he's always figured he owed me one for that and this is his chance to pay me back, by letting me fall into blackness in his basement.

	No family of my own to think on.

	But she’s family, isn’t she?

	A part of my mind wonders whether or not she is inside my head.

	So it’s back to thinking on her.

	A new memory plays itself out in my head. It’s part of the nightmare, but it’s an easier part of it. There’s a cemetery, and there’s a few folks gathered around and everyone there is dressed in black and crying and I have a cigarette lit when she walks up to me. She puts her arms behind my shoulders and her hands clasp around my neck and she pulls her face up to my face because she’s shorter than I am. But before she does she takes the cigarette out of my mouth and lets it fall down to the wet ground. I watch it fall and my eyes stay there, on the ground. In the ground. She’s looking at me in the eye and I can tell it but I can’t look her back in the eye. There’s my face, right in front of hers, but everything about me is pointed down towards the ground where my cigarette fell and I can’t pull it up from the ground with no amount of force in the world. She says my name. She says my name and she’s crying and she says my name again so I look up at her. Her voice, the pleading tone of her voice, I suppose it provided the force required to pull my eyes up to her. There’s rain in the clouds above us. There’s other folks around us but I don’t remember any of them and all I remember is what she told me. There’s her eyes searching inside of my eyes, she’s looking for me inside of my eyes, and I don’t know what she can see and I doubt she’ll find me but nevertheless she says what she told me. She said it, and then tears fill my eyes even though I want no part of them they came and flooded into my eyes and her fingers were still clasped on my neck, dug into me, and since I didn’t want her to see me crying I put my forehead on her shoulder. There’s more tears. There’s her hands now wrapped behind me, hugging me. She says something else, something that I don’t remember, but I remember the one thing she said when my eyes came up to meet her.

	My eyes shut.

	My eyes open.

	The window with the wash of sunlight and my eyes notice the ash on my cigarette so my hand taps the ash onto the ashtray. My other hand reaches for the bottle and it leans the bottle all the way back so the rest of the liquid rushes down into my mouth and between my teeth and there’s a burning in my throat and then in my stomach. My throat and my stomach tell my hand to quit tipping the bottle but my hand doesn’t listen. My breathing stops as the bottle goes back onto the card table.

	There’s a feeling like the echo of a well dug a thousand miles into the ground crawling its way up the sides.

	There’s a feeling like a sparrow jumping from one tree branch to another.

	There’s two feelings and they’re both going on inside of me and while they’re going on inside me a tear begins to form in the corner of my right eye.

	A voice says ‘You ought to call her back and tell her to come some other time.’

	She’s the only one who gives a damn about me.

	Enough.

	Now the tear has come up and is at the corner of my right eye falling down my cheek so my right arm bends itself so in the bend that reaches up to my face with my elbow there’s a place for the tear.

	My left hand is holding a cigarette.

	My eyes shut themselves.

	There’s an empty bottle on a beige card table. There’s a stained carpet with a dirty blue cotton blanket resting on it. There’s a few dirty windows above a makeshift kitchenette which isn’t more than a shelf and a utility sink but one in particular that is full of washed sunlight. There’s a door off to the right that leads up a few concrete steps, up to the yard, then to the driveway where a truck is parked. There’s a wall behind the couch that separates the couch from the boiler and the unfinished part of the basement off from the finished part of the basement. There’s a small room in the corner of the larger room with a toilet and a sink and a mirror above the sink but the mirror is covered by a black trash bag folded to cover the shape of the glass and strips of duct tape hold the black trash bag in place.

	My breathing stops.

	Another memory flickers inside my head. There’s a barrel, there’s shells on the beige card table. There’s a roll of duct tape on the floor near the door to the stairwell. My right hand picks up two shells and loads the gun. My finger clicks the safety OFF. My body stands itself up, and my shirt tucks itself in, my best shirt, clean, into my jeans. My eyes check my shoes. The gun slings itself onto my shoulder and I open the door and I’m drawn out by my feet into the back of Tom’s lot. There’s a note left on the beige card table. It’s a note to her. It’s a short note. I must have figured there wasn’t anything to explain to Tom. After a few minutes outside, I’m back inside with the gun and the gun is back on the table and the note ends up torn apart in the waste bin. There’s another bottle.

	If there’s a decent bone in your body, you won’t dare do this to her.

	Something inside my head must have thought that.

	If you want to have any chance of seeing Julie and Taylor and Scarlet again, you won’t dare do this.

	Inside my head were these thoughts and that’s the end of the memory.

	And these thoughts persist, this web of thoughts make a kind of conclusion. This resolution. They come back to me again and again, from a different place, different than the other thoughts that come and go, and I’ve felt it again right now.

	The thoughts form a resolution and it’s the only anchor for me in the midst of this nightmare.

	The nightmare that continues, one bottle to the next.

	The nightmare that keeps the adhesive pinned against the glass so the black plastic trash bag stays up.

	The nightmare of Tom’s cold basement.

	The nightmare of entire lifetimes destroyed, taken from me, from everyone who loved them, in one twist of asphalt.

	The nightmare which will not end, so long as I’m alive.

	But the anchor wards off the rafters and the rope knots, the cliff edges, the combustion engines running idle with a garage door shut, the razor blade edge and the handful of shotgun shells.

	It’s the one decision I’ve made, deciding not to decide this is it.

	It’s the one thing I’ve done since the nightmare began.

	It’s the one thing I can keep doing.

	I’m resolved to remain in the nightmare.

	I’ll do it today.

	I’ll stay in the nightmare.

	But there’s nothing sentimental about it. It’s not brave. A voice inside my head like my father’s blood inside my veins is determined to keep me drinking and drunk, inside the pocket of darkness and silence, returning to it again and again no matter the cost no matter how sick it makes me, no matter if I don’t eat enough or the pains sharpen and the fainting spells occur more often, making it so I don’t take care of myself anymore so that sooner or later as the collaterals pile up as the black hours of blank nothing stretch out and at some point whether by an accident or by an unconscious slip I won’t keep to my decision.

	Eventually I won’t be able to control this one thing I’m in control of.

	My eyes are still shut.

	My breathing is still stopped.

	Eventually I’ll leave this nightmare.

	I’ll lose control of this one thing I can control. It’ll happen deliberately or on accident, but it will happen and then that will be the end of it. I’ll finally disappoint her. She’s the last person left who cares about me but at least I’ll be able to say I tried my best not to, so far as I could control it.

	There’s mostly things you can’t control.

	It’s mostly gravity, a slide down the hill, rolling top over bottom and there’s nothing you can do about it or I can do about it or anyone can do.

	Pressing down on you.

	The weight.

	That’s all that’s left of me, tumbling. This decision. This thought tied to a feeling tied to a few memories, that translates into an action, into activity, which is actually an activity of non-activity since it is a decision to not do anything.

	My eyes are shut and my mouth forms itself into a grin so it grins some.

	I’ve decided to do nothing. That’s my big decision.

	Eventually the hill will give way to a ditch in the valley and my tumbling will stop and it will end but the one decision I’ve made is this decision and I’ll wait until it plays itself out the way it plays itself out, without fully taking the matter into my own hands. I’ve decided not to decide this is it. That’s all I’ve done. That’s all I’ll ever do for the rest of my life.

	‘You’re no hero.’

	No kidding.

	I’m no anything.

	There’s barely anything left of me.

	It’s mostly numb.

	The barriers.

	Darkness, and silence.

	It’s numb. It’s already lifeless.

	It’s not dead, but it’s lifeless.

	My breathing starts back up.

	The cigarette is extinguished into the ashtray by my hand. My eyes open and my hands go down to my boots and untie the laces then my feet come out from my boots and my boots get tucked in with the front end under the couch. I think that I’d better clean up a little if she’s coming. There’s a beige card table with one of its legs about to give out and a full ashtray on the table and a stained carpet underneath the table. A voice says ‘There’s still time to call her back’ but I’d better clean up because what had I done other than been a bastard and the least I can do now is clean the room up before she’s here.

	My hands and my feet get to moving odds and ends and shuffling about.

	I don’t know how they start working but they do so I’d better let them.

	I’ll rest in what’s left of the pocket, the space, for a little while as it happens. Until the pocket disappears and I’m pressed on with this body and these thoughts and the sickness comes back in my stomach and my head and the pain hits under my rib. It’ll all return by the time she’s here and my face and my eyes might reveal it but my mouth will pull together words and phrases that keep it out of our conversation so my insides will grimace in secret until she leaves.

	Then the next bottle will find me.

	My hands will find it.

	Then my lips.

	Then the space, the blackness, will widen.

	The blackness will swallow up whatever is left of this mind and this body into the silence and that will be it for whatever this day was.

	Silent.

	It couldn’t be any other way.

	 

	Mourning in the Valley

	A sunrise hillside, out and up from a confluence of two rivers meeting, their tumultuous kiss, brought together to sparkle under the day. One end of the valley, a valley between the two ranges of hills, from the east end towards the west, a clearing where our star appears halfway up the ridge. Along the main branch, rusty train tracks with the ties undone and up from the ground, running along down the valley floor until the banks widen apart and the waters grow languid. The waters shallow where the ice piles up. A standstill, the last of winter’s bite. Those opalescent skies of summer, swirling and wild under dollop’d mammatus clouds are impossible to imagine, instead, the frozen morning brings a linear geometry of color, the empyrean behaves in an orderly way, as does the earth, cold and hardened. Dead. The green of the oaks and maples, how could it have ever been so alive? A few pines dot the landscape, but mostly it’s naked branches lifeless and clots of snow. Overlooking the craggy chunks of ice, from the southern bank, a meadow of snowfield covered in a pinkish blue dawn light- an entire world rendered perfect, something so dead and doomed to die yet so full of secret life. By midday the sun will have risen as far as she cares to, wilting up there, ready to fall back down the hill like a ball bearing rolling off the assembly line. Partially eclipsed by the slopes, falling, rising and falling, the seasons in the valley, the hours in the day, the water in the river, the punch clocks in the dry, chapped hands of honest men, doomed to die yet somehow alive and poised, full of life.

	 

	Even with the vacuum going, the wet paper towels, the windows buffed with spray and the clothes picked up and stacked in order, even with all this happening around me, progress, the nightmare continues. My finger turns the switch off the vacuum. The vacuum goes into the unfinished part of the basement next to the boiler and Tom’s boxes. The folded blanket goes on top of the couch.

	A clean ashtray sits on a beige card table.

	A television, propped up on a stack of phone books, is switched OFF.

	Even with all this progress, it’s nothing in the nightmare.

	Everything good is erased.

	Nothing means anything.

	This horrible dream I crawled into one July evening with fireflies scattered across the glen, with my mouth covered in the crust of stale beer.

	The booze is wearing thin.

	The barrier.

	‘Take a drink.’

	There’s a police car, and an ambulance. There’s a flare on the road. There’s a truck, a flatbed, with its nose turned sideways. There’s no driver in the cab and the driver’s side door is swung open. There’s a light coming from over the divider, the railing, from down in the holler. There’s lights and when the car shuts off and my feet bring me outside there’s voices and talking. There’s one of the voices saying “No, we’re still working on pulling them out” and there’s a police officer reaching out his hand to shake my hand and instead my head drops and my hand pulls my ballcap down over my eyes and there’s tears I can’t fight off overtaking my field of vision. There’s pavement underneath me, and I’m sitting down, and then there’s another police officer who crouches next to me and puts a hand on my shoulder and explains to me he needs me to identify the bodies so that way they can take them to the funeral parlor and not to the hospital or the Coroner’s Office and they can start resting in peace and there will be somebody to help me with the paperwork and the arrangements and he was sorry, he was really sorry I had to be there to do this, but there’s a squeeze on my shoulder and I’m pulled up to my feet. Later on, there’s stretchers, gurneys. There’s lumps of flesh covered in white sheets.

	My feet bring me over to the utility sink and the faucet turns on. My hands splash water up to my face. Then the sink shuts off and my hands open up the cabinet door next to the sink and there’s a bottle on the shelf.

	The bottle is in my left hand.

	My right hand is ready to unscrew the top of the bottle so my left hand can hold a grip onto the plastic handle while the bottle is turned upside down so the liquid is burning my throat then my stomach.

	The barrier is fading, the blackness and the silence. There’s images, now. There’s noise. There’s voices. There’s a young woman on the phone with her father, wondering what car to test drive on the lot, asking about price points, how to negotiate with the sales rep. She’s out of college, her first job, with a bonus check. She’s excited, but nervous. Her father is patient, calm. He volunteers to help her, the next weekend, to go to the dealership with her, to help make sure the car is in good condition and she receives a fair price. There’s another voice, a younger woman, a girl, explaining what games her class had played at gym class. There’s a caller, and a hoop at each corner of the gym. There’s colors. There’s time periods and safe zones, marked by lines on the basketball court. There’s rubber balls the size of a cantaloupe. She had been the last fish caught by the sharks. They had tried to catch her, but they couldn’t. There’s another voice, an old woman, at a table, her hand reaching over to her husband’s. His hair is gone. There are wrinkles across his forehead. She’s wearing a look of satisfaction on her face. There are men and women and children around the old man and the old woman, the husband and wife, there are dishes being washed, there’s conversation, but the main thing is the old man and the old woman and their hands joined together, satisfied.

	The barrier is gone.

	A husband and wife running into their daughters’ room to wake a little girl up to vanquish her tormentors, imaginary figments and the ‘Make it stop!’ she had been screaming for is achieved and stopped and we had made it that way because we were her parents.

	We protected her.

	We protected them.

	We used to end the nightmares.

	I’m drowning.

	The younger girl wouldn’t grow up to own horses and train new equestrians, she wouldn’t make love to her husband or feed a helpless newborn at her breast.

	The older girl wouldn’t settle into her energies and her passions, she wouldn’t have the opportunity to crystallize into an artist, to watch her mother at the pottery wheel and translate that impression into her own life as an oil painter, going to art school, travelling to Europe. She wouldn’t travel anywhere, now. She was stuck. In the ground.

	Both of them.

	All of them.

	The barrier is gone.

	Their mother wouldn’t have the chance to brag over her babies at the barbecue with her friends. She wouldn’t be able to talk about their successes and their happiness. Their mother wouldn’t be able to watch on as they grew up from training-wheels into pierced-ears. She wouldn’t be able to hold them close after their first heartbreaks. She wouldn’t be able to put a record on the player in the living room, to dance.

	I’m drowned.

	Their names are inside of my mind, Taylor, Scarlet, repeating. Taylor. Scarlet. Taylor. Scarlet. Taylor. Scarlet. Julie. Taylor. Scarlet. Julie. Scarlet. Taylor. Scarlet. Julie. Taylor. Julie. Scarlet. Taylor. Their voices whisper each of their names, Julie whispering ‘Julie’ and Taylor whispering ‘Taylor’ and Scarlet whispering ‘Scarlet’ over and over.

	The barrier is gone.

	‘Julie.’

	There’s more voices and noises and a beautiful baby girl with crystal slate blue irises and the blackest pupil you’d ever seen staring up at you from a changing table and now she’s giggling because your hands have been tickling the bottoms of her feet because you’re the only person in the entire world who knows how ticklish her feet are and she trusts you with that secret while giggling and cooing with those eyes locked on yours in a moment where the entire world disappears and you disappear and she disappears and there’s only the love between you and that’s all there’s ever been or ever will be.

	‘Taylor.’

	There’s more noises and voices and a young girl wearing a backpack is running up the driveway into your arms and her chin is in your neck and she’s crying and you ask her what the matter is and she tells you the class hamster Cinnamon died and was found dead in the cage on Monday morning by the kindergarten students before the teacher noticed and could remove the cage from the room and clean out the body from the cage and the woodchips and drive to the pet shop to buy a new hamster to name Cinnamon and pretend death was impossible because it should be for a child who turns six years old this November.

	‘Scarlet.’

	My body stops itself and my hand reaches into my denim shirt in the breast pocket for a pack of cigarettes and I’m drowning and I’m drowned and the barrier is gone so my thumb clicks at a lighter and the cigarette burns as my mouth draws itself inward and the smoke is rushing into my lungs then out of my nose and all I can see is Julie in her pink yellow dress the cotton dress she died in the one she loved to wear to parties so she wore it the night she died driving to the party with the girls, the way her legs looked in that dress and the way she would twirl in it, the way she used to be happy until a couple of weeks before she last wore it she told me at the kitchen table when the girls were aslee that my drinking was picking up and she didn’t understand why and that if I didn’t get it under control she would leave me and take the girls they would go because they needed a father and she needed a husband, a father and a husband who wasn’t drunk all the time who was reliable who was there to love them and protect them and support them because that’s what the three of them deserved.

	‘Take a drink.’

	The bottle is in my left hand.

	My right hand is ready to unscrew the top of the bottle so my left hand can hold a grip onto the plastic handle while the bottle is turned upside down so the liquid is burning my throat then my stomach.

	‘Take a drink.’

	But my right hand doesn’t budge and my left hand takes the bottle and sends it back in the cabinet which is mainly a pantry next to the utility sink on the empty shelf. The door to the pantry closes. The faucet to the utility sink turns on. My hands splash water up to my face. Then the sink shuts off.

	My mother-in-law is visiting.

	She’ll be here soon.

	She won’t stay long.

	‘You bastard, take a drink.’

	She doesn’t ask for much.

	She doesn’t ask for anything.

	‘Open up that bottle.’

	She only means to help.

	She only wants to check in on me.

	‘You’re nothing but a salvation project to her, a checkbox on her scorecard for heaven.’

	The hell with you.

	She’s a decent woman.

	‘Take a drink.’

	She never did me any wrong.

	She gave me the love of my life.

	‘Take a drink.’

	The loves of my life.

	My life.

	Julie whispering ‘Julie’ and Taylor whispering ‘Taylor’ and Scarlet whispering ‘Scarlet’ over and over.

	 

	This is a song

	This is a song for my mother for her love which I betrayed

	This is a song for my dead father the dead flowers on his grave

	This is a song for lonely memories we remember then send back

	This is a song for the years we’ve forgotten lost along the tracks

	This is a song to be forgiven and be rid of evil ways

	This is a song for my demons an invitation they might stay

	This is a song to find the words between my heart and what I said

	This is a song to keep from singing so I can start to breathe instead

	This is a song for little pieces broken free that we reshape

	This is a song for all those hours we wish were hidden but can’t escape

	This is a song when nothing matters because maybe we never will

	This is a song to fill the spaces when those spaces can’t seem to fill

	 

	Oh it’s a beautiful morning. It’s the kind of day that Scarlet and Taylor would have loved. I can see them outside, building a snow man, or making snow angels down the hill in the sunlight. They’d be out there in their matching lilac jackets with the gold buttons and the white furry trim. Oh I hope there’s snow in heaven for them. They loved playing in the snow. I’m sure the Lord accounts for that, for little girls who love playing in the snow. And I hope he accounts for Julie, for the mothers of little girls who love playing in the snow. I hope He’s fixed a little cabin in heaven my baby can sit in, and sip her tea, and watch her girls, smiling in the sunshine. Oh I do hope so.

	His ways are wonderful and mysterious.

	I believe that He has the girls and their love of winter accounted for.

	The other day, earlier in the week when the temperature climbed and the rain came down and there was nothing but fog bubbling up out of the snow piles, I remember looking out the window and almost feeling like it was a dream, and that the girls would be out there in the clouds building up a snowman.

	Now today the weather’s bright and there’s a nip back in the air and the girls feel a little further away.

	But they’re not gone.

	They’re behind me, in my memories.

	They’re with me, in my heart.

	They’re in front of me, in my faith.

	Gladys shared that quote with me, didn’t she? Our loved ones are always behind us in our memories, and always with us in our hearts, and always in front of us in our faith. Gladys lost a husband. She lost a son overseas in the war. She’s lost plenty. We’ve all lost.

	Well, some more than others.

	Some much more.

	Others, not so much.

	Some, and others, and I glance over at the place beside me and the sheets are made up and the blankets are tucked in and as he’s prone to do Papa has already taken his rise. He’ll be out in the living room at his desk. He’ll be shuffling through his paperwork. It’s a blessing that Nick still sends him the odd stacks of paperwork to sort through. Papa wouldn’t know what to do with himself. Nick is awful considerate when it comes to that. I knew it was a good thing Papa chose Nick to sell off the store to. Nick is a good man. A God-fearing man. Nick knows what it must be like for Papa to have to settle down and let go of the reins. God bless Nick. And with Julie, and the girls, if Papa didn’t have anything to occupy his mind, there would be trouble. Nick understands that. I’ve spoken with Nick about it. Oh Lord, bless Nick and his family and the hardware store, bring him good luck and keep him well.

	In Jesus’ name.

	Suppose I’ll fix myself up a little bit.

	I’ll fix myself up for church and then I’ll worship with the other folks with Pastor Frank and then I’ll make for my trip to the boy’s house. I’ve only managed to save off a few dollars for groceries, but I’ll get what I can and bring it over to the boy.

	I’ll call him first, so as not to intrude.

	I’ll call him but I’m sure he’ll be alright with me stopping by.

	Oh before I get too far ahead of myself here, let’s say our prayers. Let’s close our eyes, make the sign of the cross, the Father and the Son and the Holy Ghost, and here we are. Dear Lord, thank you for bringing me up to greet the sun today. Thank you for this roof over our head, for the warmth of the blankets and me having a place to rest my tired bones. Thank you for our home, for our land, for our success in this life and being able to live by a comfortable means. Thank you for giving us our darling daughter, and our darling granddaughters. I’ll never understand why You took Taylor and Scarlet and Julie back home to You so soon but it isn’t my place to question Your ways Lord and I don’t mean any pride or contempt, I don’t at all Lord, all I mean to say is that I miss them dearly and I pray for them to remain in Your care until one day when I hope I can see them again. Please let me see them again, Lord, let me live out my days free from sin so I can be worthy to share in that precious gift of eternal salvation with my baby and with my grandbabies and Papa and so many others who have gone before. As long as I’m here Lord please help me to carry out Your will and act with righteousness and  bring grace and peace and love to the folks I meet. Please Lord pray for Papa and let me be a good wife to him and please keep his health and please let him feel the peace of Your love as much as he can. Please Lord pray for my son-in-law and let him find peace in Your love and in Your heart as well. Please let him put down the bottle and forgive himself. Please let him move on with his life. I know there’s a plan You have for him and please let him see that plan and have the courage to live that plan out. Please Lord I know You send some of us our demons in order to grow closer to You, but please bring my son-in-law peace and relief and let him see the light and the glory of Your plan for him. Lord, please bless the women at Bible study. Please bless the women at the Bingo Hall. Please bless my sister in Fulton County and her family, please bless my cousins out in Allegheny County, especially Mae with her medical issues lately, Lord bring her health and happiness. Lord, care for the soul of Mamma and Daddy, I know they are up there watching over me, angels blessing me, thank You Lord for allowing them to watch over me. Bless these people in my life Lord especially any of the ones I might be forgetting and thank You for putting them there, thank You for all the beautiful folks You have put in my life, who are still in my life and those You have taken away to share in the gift of eternal salvation.

	In Jesus’ name.

	The sign of the cross.

	I quietly open my eyes.

	The familiar feeling of my fingertips on my shoulder blades.

	Now I’m ready to meet this day.

	I stand up with my feet on the floor and I glance out the window and I think of the girls. I think of their fluffy hats and their mittens and their scarves. I remember their last Christmas, the scarves I knit them, how they wore those scarves all morning while they played with their toys in their pajamas and how they wore their scarves later in the day to church and how proud I was for them to be wearing the scarves I knit for them.

	I think about who might be wearing those scarves this winter.

	I convinced my son-in-law for the clothes to be donated to one of the shelters near Harrisburg so other little kids could have something to wear if they didn’t have any warm clothes to their own. I asked Pastor Frank what ought to be done with the clothes because I knew he would have a good idea about how to handle such a matter and sure enough Pastor Frank knew exactly the best thing to do, he said “We can turn part of our loss into a gain. There’s nothing more beautiful that you can do with a loss, to turn it into a gain. That’s what Jesus calls us to do with our wounds. He wants us to share them with each other.” Pastor Frank put it so thoughtfully so it made perfect sense to me and I didn’t have to do much convincing with my son-in-law so when I asked my son-in-law about it at once he helped me gather everything into boxes and I drove it down to a homeless shelter near Harrisburg and the woman there was quite grateful to have the donation and she expressed such genuine sympathy for my situation, I think her name was Rose if I remember, Rose, and I knew I had ended up exactly where the Lord wanted me to be and the ride home from Harrisburg was such a peaceful ride and just before reaching home I saw three cardinals in a stand of oak trees and I knew it was my three special angels letting me know they were in heaven with the Lord and everything that happens in this world is according to His will.

	Oh those beautiful red birds, I can’t help but tear up thinking about those birds.

	The Lord has sent me a few signs like that, and when I told Pastor Frank about the birds he said that the Lord has funny ways of letting us know that everything is working according to His plan. Pastor Frank said it is a blessing from the Spirit to be able to see such signs, and that I should thank Him for having the gift to bear witness to such signs but not to get discouraged if it goes for a little while without seeing any other signs, I should hold onto the ones I do see and be thankful for them because it’s not required of the Lord to share any of His plan with us but when He does it’s through the Holy Spirit and it’s truly a gift of the Spirit. Pastor Frank has a nice way of explaining things like that.

	Oh I am looking forward to hearing Pastor Frank’s preaching today.

	Church, and then a visit to our son-in-law.

	Papa won’t be much pleased with me but I don’t suspect he’ll pitch a fight. I doubt he’ll say anything at all. Last time I went to visit the boy Papa didn’t even bring it up. He’s said all there is to say and Papa’s heart is his own. It isn’t my job to change Papa’s heart. That’s not my business. He’ll let me go and do what I think needs to be done and that’s about all I can ask from Papa. I wish he saw it differently but if he doesn’t then it’s not my place to change his views. He’s a grown man and he’s entitled to his thoughts about things. We’re all entitled to our thoughts. Our thoughts are one piece, but our actions are another. And a bag of groceries, though it is a small gesture, is my way of following the Lord’s command.

	“For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat.”

	Bless the Lord all you works of the Lord, praise and glorify Him forever.

	In Jesus’ name.

	Papa isn’t alone in the way he feels about our son-in-law. Mary Pat and Eliza hold similar views. They’ve told me as much. They say the boy has taken enough from us. They say I don’t owe him a thing in the world. They say it’s the boy’s own foolish business to drink himself into an early grave and a man like that doesn’t deserve any pity or affection.

	It’s easy for them to find the judgements the way they do.

	Oh, it’s so easy for our hearts to turn cold when the world doesn’t work out the way we expect.

	I’m guilty of the same sins. I remind myself. I’m nothing but a sinner, too. Nobody follows You perfectly, especially me. I’m trying but I’m failing. I’m failing every day.

	Lord, help me to remember how it is I’m failing.

	Lord, when you present your opportunity to me today, pray I take it.

	In Jesus’ name.

	I reach for a broach from off the top of my dresser and then look at myself in the cheval mirror with its cherry wood framed around the periphery of the glass, the legs that stand it up. The wood glistens in the sunlight. It was my mother’s mirror. I’ve taken good care of it. I wonder how she looked at it, watching the years go by, if she looked at it the way I do when she was my age. Mamma made it to seventy-three. That’s fourteen years. She would have fixed her eyes on the root tips of her hair, I know that. She was always complaining about the cheap dye job the salon gave her. Mamma despised those white roots. She would touch them up with a permanent marker, every morning. I remember watching her do it. She could only afford the salon a couple times a year, so she’d have to take care of the root tips herself between visits.

	I can’t blame her for her vanity, I’ve got a streak of it in myself.

	I’m looking at this mirror and I can’t believe what’s staring back at me half the time.

	My figure isn’t what it used to be.

	The curve from my hips to my buttocks is gone.

	My breasts are sagging.

	There’s a new wrinkle on my face every day.

	What I would give to have some of my beauty back.

	To share it, with him.

	But now I can’t help but thinking about my baby and how she’ll never make it to seventy-three or fifty-nine and her beauty went into a grave, a closed casket. A funeral parlor mortician who looked at Papa and me who started crying because the poor man wished he could have done more but the wreck was so bad and Julie’s face was so torn up that it was a hopeless case, I remember the funeral parlor and the man’s tears and I told him we appreciated he tried his best and none of it didn’t matter none anyways because Julie’s soul was in heaven with Taylor and Scarlet and whatever was left on earth was for us here to sort out. Dust to dust. The casket and the wake and the prayers were for us, to help us in our pain and our confusion. I told Pastor Frank and he told me I had done well being kind and understanding to the poor man at the funeral parlor and it was those kinds of actions that would carry me out of our tragedy.

	I’ll never forget when I told Pastor Frank and he said to me, “You’ll never understand why it happened, and there’s no sense in trying. You have to muster up a faith it happened because it was His will, and the will of His hand is alive in this world, and sees to every person and place and thing in this world, and your faith your way to trust in His will. It doesn’t mean you can’t be frustrated. You can be angry. You can be furious. You can hurt. Don’t feel like you have to bear this cross and pretend it doesn’t hurt.”

	I’m living through a tragedy.

	And now it’s all we share.

	The pain.

	This cross.

	Mamma lived through hell herself, God rest her soul. After Daddy died she holed in with a man who beat her up for years and years before he finally found another woman to beat up on and left Mamma with nothing but bruises and three mouths to feed. Mamma worked and worked herself raw for us. She lived through it and still managed to love us and treat folks decently.

	It’s the least I can do.

	Who gives a hoot how you look, or whether you have to pluck tiny blond whiskers from the corners of your lips.

	The Lord isn’t concerned with any of that.

	He’s concerned with how we’ve made the world a better place, the hungry we’ve fed, the sick we’ve cared for, the distressed we’ve comforted, the forlorn we’ve uplifted. No matter what our cross is, no matter our lot in life, it’s what you make of it.

	In Jesus’ name.

	I sit down on the bed, on a quilt made by my own two hands, and I decide I’m not going to be bitter. I sit down on the bed, on a quilt made by my own two hands, and I tell myself I’m not going to be angry. I sit down on the bed, on a quilt made by my own two hands, and I take a deep breath, and I am not going to hate the rest of the world for what happened to my daughter. I sit down on the bed, on a quilt made by my own two hands, and I remember other folks got it worse. I sit down on the bed, on a quilt made by my own two hands, and I bite my lower lip, nodding my head, determined. I sit down on the bed, on a quilt made by my own two hands, then I stand up.

	I’ll put on my house coat here and make Papa breakfast.

	He’ll have a cup of coffee ready for me.

	We take care of each other. Despite our differences. We really do.

	Thank you, Lord, for putting him in my life.

	Thank you.

	There’s a lot we both would like to change, I’m sure of it.

	We didn’t share it enough.

	I didn’t share it, with him.

	I would change that if I could. It’s only after Julie, after everything. After the operation. After having that part of me, removed.

	It’s hard to feel like a woman when you’re only part one.

	I wanted to share it.

	I just didn’t feel like I had anything to share.

	 

	Denny’s Breakfast 

	Two booths apart, shouting over to each other- their conversation had evolved stepwise from a workingclass nod of a ballcap, a “Good morning,” and then into a formal introduction by way of last names, “Harris”, another nod, and then “Miller.”

	“I’m down in Getz. I don’t usually come out this way, but I had some chores to do, and figured I’d treat myself to breakfast.”

	“No kidding. I’m here on Tuesdays and Thursdays. They pay me to keep Maureen company, isn’t that right Maureen?”

	A waitress chuckles from behind the front counter as she presses another button on the computer screen, absentmindedly and not really sure why.

	His father was a World War II veteran, same as yours.

	I served in Viet Nam, same as you.

	My boys asked me, we had run up on something on a routine check- they said, “You going to call it in?” I said “Hell no! We’re gonna get on it right now, before it gets on us. Jungle’s no place to be waiting around for air support.”

	Helicopters circling and tracers whizzing past you.

	While you took a short leave, into Saigon city- you had to watch out, kids would run over with packages, drop them nearby- bombs.

	I knew a couple of guys who got killed that way.

	“Me too.”

	A widower since 2004.

	“My wife passed in 2020.”

	Sorry to hear.

	“Same to you.”

	Two old boys who were used to talking to people, not with people.

	Neither of them mentions the darkness.

	They get to their grandkids, their church.

	But they never mention the darkness.

	Maureen had lost a bunch of weight after her divorce. 

	She had become a divorce.

	“I’m recently divorced.”

	Those old boys were battlefields.

	What are you?

	 

	I’ll have the morning to myself here. Mama’ll be at her liberal church making sure everyone’s soul is worthy of salvation. Then she’ll be at the boy’s. Thirty-three years old, and still a boy. Ain’t nothing man about him. That sonovabitch our daughter intended to leave, intended to separate from legally and completely, yet somehow, here he is, our only family. The son-in-law that shouldn’t have the law on his side. Our family. Our only family. At least that’s what Mama thinks. She thinks he’s family, and it’s our duty to help him. That’s what her Bible study tells her. That’s what the pastor encourages. Saving souls. Doing what Jesus would have done. Sinners one and all. Taking care of your own.

	Our own?

	What a lie.

	Truth is that boy ought to put a barrel down his throat and end his trouble, and ours. That would be justice. It would be his life, for hers. For theirs. For my granddaughters, for my child. It wouldn’t settle the score, but it would move the ledger in the right direction. Hell, I’d pull the trigger for him. It would be some retribution for me, for what he took from me. What his lazy, good-for-nothing ass stole from me. The only thing beautiful I ever had in this world. My baby girl. And my sweet little angels. It was his job to protect them. It was his job, and he failed at it.

	I take a sip of coffee.

	I open up the manilla folder stuffed with paperwork.

	I begin reading the headings and the dates on the various sections of paperwork.

	I begin to arrange the paperwork by date.

	This date first.

	Then this date.

	That’s the problem with these young people. They haven’t built anything up with their own hands. They don’t have anything invested in what they find themselves in ownership of. Someone hands it over to them, and there’s no sense of pride. There’s no accountability. I built up Shady Lane with my own hands. I took a risk, a big risk. I labored through sixty, seventy hour work weeks in the beginning. I didn’t eat a hot meal for years. I missed out on raising up my girl. I made that sacrifice, that investment, so she could have a nice life. I built Shady Lane Hardware from the ground up, and even now, I’m still acting as a consultant, not because I want the extra money, but because I want to see my business continue to grow. I want to see it continue to be successful, because that’s how much I care about it. That’s pride. Accountability. Sure I sold my rights to it and people acted like a phase of my life was over. Ain’t nothing over. My legacy is important to me. And that’s what these kids don’t consider. They have no sense of legacy. For all the work, for all the effort, for everything I put into raising that girl, for that bastard to take it for granted. For him to fail at his one job. One simple job! Take care of your family! A miserable failure.

	And I don’t see any other way. When a man fails at his work, he ought to be laid off. A company ought to release him. I fired plenty of lousy employees. I ended business with lousy distributors, lousy suppliers. If you want to survive in anything, you have to take stock then cut off the dying parts. Isn’t that in Mama’s Bible anywhere? Doesn’t the Lord prune off the branches that produce no fruit? She ought to read that book more carefully. The words are written right there on the page but folks take a big gulp at reading them and don’t want to take full consideration of what it actually means to follow the words to the letter. That’s the problem with these churchgoing folk. They get their wires crossed. They don’t want to take it all the way. They want to go part of the ways and fall back on something vague like ‘forgiveness’ or ‘love’ but that wasn’t what the Lord intended at all when He put those words in the book.

	Ain’t no mincing words when it says to cut off and burn a branch that ain’t productive, ain’t producing good fruit.

	Golly my blood pressure is rising, I can feel it.

	I won’t have it. I won’t let that boy kill me too.

	I’m breathing a good breath.

	I’m breathing in, breathing out.

	This here pile of records.

	Focus.

	Breathe.

	Ain’t nothing to it.

	Alright.

	Find the date.

	Alright.

	I take a sip of coffee.

	Breathe.

	Goddamn failure.

	Alright.

	Enough.

	Alright.

	First we’ll arrange everything chronologically. We’ll get the months sorted into piles. Then the days in the months.

	Find the date.

	Then the next one.

	This one here.

	I take a sip of coffee.

	Next thing to do, after the dates, is make sense out of this mess. Here, we’ll separate these invoices from the receipts. You split up your costs and expenses from the statements. It’s all about understanding the margins and the profit. I’ll have my notebook for what came out, and the other notebook here for what came in. I’ll get my columns together, like I used to. The date. The total. The transaction details. We’ll get the notebooks filled up, put a red check at the corner of each one of these scraps of paper, to remind myself what I’ve already counted in the notebooks, then I’ll compare everything with what Nick had printed up here on the accounting sheet. We’ll see how smart their new computer is. We’ll check it and then re-check it. You’ve got to check it twice. If there’s anything I ever learned, you check it twice.

	There’s a discipline to it. That’s another thing missing with these young people. Here I am, sixty-three years old, up before the sun, ready to take care of my business every day. I don’t call out sick. I don’t lay around in bed. I don’t watch the television until my head turns into mush. I take care of my business. Discipline. It ain’t fun. It ain’t about doing what you want. It ain’t about saying ‘I can’t do it.’ You wake up and you do it and you don’t make any excuses. There’s nothing else to it. That’s how a man lives. He don’t blame the weather. He don’t blame his daddy. He don’t blame the governor. He makes it so he takes care of what he has to.

	Everything else is tough.

	Tough.

	Get it done.

	Alright. Here’s where I’ll put the incoming. Here’s where I’ll set the outgoing. First you organize, then you start to make your calculations. You do the math. You set it up, logically, in order, organized, then you get down to the brass tax. You do it the same way, every time. And every time, so long as you set it up organized, logical, the numbers come out and they tell a story and they usually confirm the gut feeling you have, on whether or not you’re making money or bleeding it out, and the numbers confirm it, they put a value on your feeling. And your feelings get closer to the numbers as time goes on, you get better at it. You run your business, you sharpen your instincts, and you pick up on little things to help change the numbers, to move them in the direction to your liking. No need for a degree or a fancy, complicated seminar on how to hire winning talent, no need for any of that. All you need is some time to put in the work.

	And some good sense.

	Discipline.

	Pride.

	Good sense.

	Here, we ought to have enough space on the desk here.

	Alright.

	I’m breathing a good breath.

	Ain’t nothing to it.

	There Mama is, she’s stirring in the bedroom.

	She’ll come out here and I’ll hand her a cup of fresh coffee and I’ll kiss her cheek. I’m saying it now and it bears repeating that I’m not going to chastise her for going to see the boy. I’m not going to bring it up. I can’t afford a fight. She’ll come back at me about helping Nick sort out the paperwork for the taxes and the entire point will be missed. There’s no chance of making the point by now. It’s been made. I said my piece on it but a man can’t control everything his wife does. He ought to be able to, and not too long ago he sure as well had the right to, but the world is changing for the worse so here I am and I’ve accepted that I can’t control everything my wife does. I can’t imagine my own father ever thinking a thought like that. He lived in a world where a man had what was his and so long as he took care of it and did the right thing and took the best interest of the family into his mind then there wasn’t any reason to doubt him and so nobody dared to. That was my father’s world. His wife listened to him and a man’s word was final. That was his father’s world before him and before his father too, but this is mine. Mama will go to church then make her visit and there’s nothing I can do about it.

	As much as I’d like to pull the trigger myself.

	As much as I’d like to put that dog out of its misery.

	That’s the problem with these offshoot churches, they make it their business to make everyone feel happy and safe and saved. There’s no rules. There’s no creed or standard to live by. There’s no condemnation. No discrimination. There’s no keeping anybody out. There’s no judgments made. Sinners one and all. All are welcome. Well, what happens when the day of judgement comes? What happens when the weak are separated from the strong, the wicked from the righteous? What happens then? That’s the part they can’t account for. They’re open arms and loving everybody because Jesus welcomed the drunks and the prostitutes and the tax collectors, but they are quick to forget anything about repentance. They’re quick to forget that. There’s no talk of the end of days, about the ledger of God’s chosen, about the names of the good and the names of the evil. They don’t talk to the great weeping, the gnashing of teeth, the lake of fire and the belly of the beast. No, they want to have their cake and eat it too.

	That’s not the way I was brought up.

	That’s not the Creator who made me.

	My God knows the difference between wheat and chaff.

	Yes sir.

	The Creator who made me is a vengeful God, a God who has no room for the wicked in paradise.

	And my Creator brings me great peace, because I know He will prune the branches. Time will take care of the wicked, it will take care of the boy. Mark my words. That boy will pickle himself in rye liquor until his skin turns yellow. He’ll drown in the guilt of his mistakes. Nature has a funny way of disposing what is weak. He’ll go and be gone and then I’ll have a kind of peace, and Mama will have hers too, whether she believes it or not. It won’t be made right, nothing can make it right. But it’ll be something. The ledger will move.

	I’ll tell you what though, Mama better not expect me to take care of anything when his day comes. I ain’t paying for a funeral. I ain’t paying for a casket. That boy better have something pinched away when it happens, because my hands are washed as far as I’m concerned. And Mama won’t be interfering, either. I’ll put my foot down. That’s when there won’t be any kind of say from her end. I won’t allow it. We ain’t family to that dog. We don’t owe him a damn thing. And we won’t owe it to him when his day comes.

	There’s my blood pressure again.

	I take a sip of coffee.

	Here comes Mama. 

	-Good morning, Mama. Here, I fixed you a cup.

	It takes discipline to keep a marriage together. I remember the way Amber Davis would lean over the counter, her little butt sticking out from behind her. She had some perk to her. And those purple eyes she would flash me. There was a time when I was a handsome man, a strong man with shoulders and a build. It would have been easy to make trouble with Amber. Her blonde hair, her painted nails. Her husband was a dead beat, and she was looking for action. Didn’t take a mind reader to know she was interested. She’d be in my store buying a new screwdriver every other week. She’d ask for me at the register to show her how to pick the right grade of sandpaper. All it would have taken was one touch, a brush of my arm against her back, and that would have set off a chain reaction. Could have been a rendezvous. You take a woman with perk like that and you do some real action with her. She would have had me spanking her backside and tying her wrists to the corners of a motel bed. But what did you do? You kept your damn hands to yourself. It didn’t matter you had a wife who could only have one baby because of complications. It didn’t matter you had a marriage bedroom which had gone cold. It didn’t matter you were overworked and overtired and frustrated and presented with the opportunity. Ain’t none of it mattered. You dealt with it, you were loyal, and you stuck it out. Nobody’s got any stick left in ‘em.

	-Thank you darling. How did you sleep?

	-Oh fine, fine. Had to wake up to pee, but nothing out of the ordinary. I went back down alright.

	-Are you working on Nick’s paperwork?

	-Yep. I’ll be at it all day I reckon. I tried to teach him how to organize it last year, but you know how it is. A year’s a long time. It’ll be alright. I’ll sort it out. I’ll save him some time and money without having to deal with one of these tax accountants who charge you an arm and a leg.

	I sip the coffee.

	-That’s good. I’m sure he appreciates it. Can I fix you some breakfast?

	-Sure, that would be fine.

	-Eggs and toast?

	-Thank you.

	Before I head back to the kitchen, I have to tell him. I have to tell him without telling him.

	-Alright. I’ll fix you a plate before I’m off to church, then I’m stopping off for a few errands before I head home, so I’ll be back around lunch time.

	-That’s fine. You enjoy church. Can you pick up some turkey for lunch? I’d like a sandwich for lunch.

	-I surely can. I’ll check to see if we have sandwich bread and lettuce.

	-Maybe a fresh tomato, too?

	-Alright. A fresh tomato too.

	-Is the mayonnaise expired?

	-I’ll have to check that. And I’ll check the mustard while I’m at it.

	-If we need new mustard, don’t get the Dijon. It’s too spicy for me.

	-Oh, I thought you liked it.

	-I did, but I changed my mind.

	-I’ll get the yellow then, if it’s expired.

	-Thank you, Mama.

	I take a sip of my coffee and set my eyes back on the paperwork. I’ll let her have her church and her visit to the boy’s and I won’t say a word about it. I’ll keep myself shut up. I said how I felt to her in the beginning, before all of this, when Julie first met him. I said it to Mama. That boy was nothing but trouble. I didn’t care what he was making of himself, how much Julie thought of him. Boy was trouble. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. I knew it from that boy’s stock. His daddy was a plague, a ruin, and unfortunately a young man has got no other place to turn besides his daddy when it comes to learning his lessons about being a man. That boy only learned how to destroy a home and terrorize a family because it was all he had seen and all he knew. I’m not saying it was his fault, and I never said that to Mama. I never faulted the boy for his upbringing. I even felt some pity for him, on account of what a plague his daddy was. But nonetheless, the boy’s manner couldn’t be changed. And I didn’t want him with our daughter. I explained it clearly to Mama, and she said I was wrong. She defended the boy. She said people can change. Well, nobody changes. Everyone likes to think people change, that folks swell up with contrition and are born again, churchgoing folks love it, but I know too well it ain’t nothing but fairy tale nonsense. We don’t change. We are who we are. We get the upbringing we get, we come from the stock we come from, and that’s who we are. That’s why I said what I said. I said it to Mama and then I kept quiet all those years but I knew.

	Nobody wanted to listen to the old man.

	Nobody ever wants to listen to the old man, that’s the problem with folks. They don’t appreciate wisdom. Hard earned wisdom. There’s no respect for wisdom anymore. They look at us old men like we’re worthless because we got a few gray hairs and a piles of aches and pains. They blame the mess of the world, the state it's in, on us. They point their fingers and call us worthless and figure we had it easy, we had it made.

	Mama told me to keep my thoughts to myself.

	She said Julie was happy.

	She said look at your beautiful granddaughters.

	Then Julie came to me, right before the accident.

	She asked what she thought I should do.

	I told her.

	I told her I loved her and I would support her because what she chose to do was the right thing to do.

	I never told Mama, and I never will. There’s no time to say how right you were. There’s no good time to say it, even if you are right, when everyone else is wrong.

	It doesn’t matter anymore.

	What matters is now.

	Time to focus.

	Let Mama go to her church and visit the boy. Time to focus. No sense in staking a fight over it. Let her go. Let her be. Time will take care of the boy. You wait and see.

	I’m hungry.

	Need to focus.

	He must be hungry.

	I can tell he’s done talking for now. He’s never been one for conversation, especially in the morning. Oh I hope he doesn’t work himself up with these numbers and figures. He needs to take it easy. I’ll check the medicine tray in the bathroom to make sure he took his pills this morning. If I have to remind him, I’ll do it right before I leave. No sense in frustrating him. And he has been better about it lately. Though the doctor issued him a stern warning. I remember being in the room with him. The doctor made it clear he needed to be “diligent.” I know he’s trying. He’s able to show such discipline with everything else he does. But ever since his mother died, he doesn’t trust doctors. I can’t say I blame him.

	Now I’ll have to call over quietly in the kitchen.

	I’ll open the refrigerator, check the mustard.

	I pull out a carton of eggs. Butter. I take the bread out of the pantry. I close the refrigerator, then open it up again. There it is. Still good for another three months. I close the refrigerator.

	I turn on the stove.

	I pick the phone off the receiver.

	It rings and rings and nobody picks up.

	I hang up the phone.

	I look at the eggs, the butter.

	I’ll try him one more time.

	The phone rings.

	-Who is this?

	-It’s me.

	-Oh. Hello.

	-Good morning.

	-Good morning. I’m sorry to bother you this early, but I thought I might swing by. I know you’re off work on Sunday, and you probably have other things to do with yourself, but I just thought I might swing by, so I wanted to call and ask if there was a good time.

	-Sure.

	-Alright. So I’ll be on by, maybe in two hours or so. Say eleven o’clock?

	-Sure.

	-Alright then. See you soon.

	-Yep.

	I hope Papa didn’t hear. I never can tell how loud I am when I’m on the phone. He used to yell at me to quiet down when I was on the phone. Oh, I don’t want to start a fight.

	He had to have heard me.

	He must not want a fight.

	It’s a beautiful Sunday morning and there’s no reason to fight.

	I’ll carve out a few pads of butter to go on the skillet to fry up the eggs, then I’ll finish the eggs over-easy with a pinch of salt and pepper, and set them on top of two slices of rye toast.

	It’s a blessed Sunday and this is the Lord’s day and I’m glad there won’t be any fighting.

	Thank You, Lord.

	In Jesus’ name.

	Well, that settles it. Mama will be at the boy’s after church. She practically screams into the phone receiver. Her hearing must be going. Or mine must be finally getting better. To hell with it. No sense in picking a fight. No sense in it. Mama’ll be upset and it will ruin her church. Let her be. Women are going to do what they need to do. She can go make her visit and she’ll feel better and we’ll have sandwiches this afternoon and this evening we can watch some television. Wait a minute.

	-Mama?

	-Yes?

	-Can you pick me up a newspaper while you’re out?

	-Yes, I can.

	-Thank you.

	I walk myself from the kitchen back over into the living room with his plate and a fork and a bottle of ketchup.

	-I’m going to finish getting myself ready. Enjoy your breakfast.

	-Thank you, Mama. You’ll give me a kiss before you leave then?

	-Of course I will. I always do.

	-And I always enjoy it.

	 

	A song like a mantra at the river’s edge
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	There’s an awful silence settled down here in this February morning, ain’t there?

	I try to focus on the bills of laden, the shipping statements, but I can’t.

	It’s too quiet.

	There’s no activity. No cars. No animals or bugs. No birds. No bluebirds singing. My bluebird. My Julie. You’d call her ‘bluebird’ because no matter what, she’d brighten up your day, no matter how stressful it had been at the store, no matter the missed deliveries, the inventory gaps, the receipts piling up, a lousy associate. She’d pull you right out of it. You remember that? Can you? Would you let yourself remember her laughter, bouncing on your lap, her little girl fingers locked around your shoulders, or reading her a bedtime story at night, a kiss on your cheek? Will you let yourself, for a second, go back there?

	My bluebird is a headstone.

	My sweetest bluebird is a slab of rock wedged into a cold, dark earth.

	And that earth is eating her apart.

	It’s eating her right now.

	I rub my hands together.

	The blisters.

	There’s no birdsong in February.

	There ain’t more birdsong for me, regardless of the season.

	There’s nothing to go back to.

	My blood pressure is raising.

	I can’t think on it.

	You can’t.

	Focus on the paperwork.

	Back to work.

	I look down into the empty coffee cup.

	Get back to the work.

	There’s plenty of wood in the shed.

	There’s nothing but pain back there in that storehouse of memories.

	I won’t let myself.

	You can’t.

	High blood pressure.

	Chronic hypertension.

	Take a breath.

	Focus.

	In.

	Out.

	Ain’t nothing to it.

	Shuffle a group of invoices, bring them closer under your nose, under your eyes. I still have my eyesight. A broken ticker, but even so, I have perfect vision. There’s kids everywhere nowadays wearing glasses and it’s because of all the television they’re watching, all the unnatural light flooding their eyes and destroying their vision. That’s the problem with being lazy, with sitting around and turning up the volume on the remote control, eating potato chips. It’s slowly destroying them. They sit there, braindead and fat, content with the way they go through life.

	Eating them away.

	Eating her away.

	You work with what you got. You got eyes, use ‘em. You got legs, move ‘em. You got a brain, think with it.

	Folks are lazy.

	Too much damn television.

	Too many potato chips.

	So much wasted.

	Wasting.

	Focus.

	I focus on the numbers, on the margins, line by line. Just take it line by line here. Pick a spot. Let’s start right here. Let’s see what he spent for paint. He bought it by the pallet, here, six pallets. That’s what he paid for paint? What does that come out to a gallon? He’s getting robbed. I’ll have to make a note on this. I didn’t pay a third of that for paint. Who’s the distributor here? I never used them. I’ve never even heard of the name. It must have been some phone salesman who got him. It always starts with these phone salesmen types. They call you up and pretend like they have an answer to your problems, but all they end up doing is creating new problems, problems you could have never seen coming, that you never would have had if you had only let the phone ring itself out.

	He's being robbed.

	I ought to call Nick.

	I’ll make a note. I’ll note it here. I’ll talk to him about this.

	Onto the next line. But before the next line I stretch my arms across my chest, stand up, and realize that there’s hardly any more coffee on the pot and there’s probably a few things to do around the house.

	That’s right.

	There will be trash to take out.

	I’ll do that now.

	My boots by the door, my jacket, the red flannel jacket.

	I set myself on the small bench in the hall. My boots, then my jacket.

	I open the door, the brass knob, and down the steps from the porch landing to the yard.

	I’ll have to stain the wood deck this spring. Replace a few nails.

	There’s wood stain in the shed.

	I’ll buy some nails when I return the paperwork to Nick at the store.

	I undo the bungee cord and open the lid of the aluminum can.

	Out there, past the shed, in the woods, I see a downy woodpecker with its beak tapping the trunk of a white oak. A small but feisty bird, its bright red tuft of feathers on top of its head. I can see it but i can’t hear it. Methodical. It works itself up the tree. A few pecks, then a hop. But it’s silent. It’s dead quiet out here.

	I drop in the black, plastic bag.

	Whatever holds this world together, and why it does, I’ll never understand.

	There’s plenty of wood cut for the fireplace.

	Maybe Mama will want a fire tonight.

	We can watch the television, and I’ll fix a fire.

	I’d like some popcorn.

	I’d like a fire.

	They set fire to trash. Most people don’t realize that. That’s their problem, most people pile up their garbage and buy more junk only to throw it out and never consider for a second what happens to it all. They take it for granted. Willfully ignorant. They take so much for granted. And they can’t be bothered to educate themselves, to learn something, to try and understand what’s really going on underneath the surface. No. They want their pizza deliveries on time and their electricity running and that’s all there is to it.

	I shut the door behind me.

	I untie my boots, set them on the plastic mat, and hang up my coat.

	I walk back to the door and peer out the glass pane and the woodpecker is gone.

	Coffee.

	Fix yourself another cup.

	Soon they’ll have you drinking decaf. They’ll be prescribing more medicine, no more coffee. They’ll have you on dietary restrictions. No coffee. No more popcorn. Elevated sodium levels. Blood pressure readings. They’ll do whatever they can to make sure a few more bills come in the mail. They’ll be no money left for coffee anyways.

	They told her it was a ‘routine operation.’

	They told her it would be a ‘minimal recovery.’

	When I heard my name called up at the nurses’ station, I knew it was bad news. I asked what room she was in so I could go see her, but the nurse behind the desk asked me to go into a room. She pointed. I knew something was up. I told my mother it was no sense at her age having excess skin removed, tucked in, but some doctor had played on a woman’s vanity and convinced her there wasn’t any risk. She told me to pick her up around two o’clock. They were putting her to sleep around noon, and she’d be out around two o’clock. The nurse showed up with a doctor and the doctor explained that when they put her to sleep her heart gave out so that was it, they tried but they couldn’t wake her up. It was a one in a million. Her heart gave out before they could operate and they tried to bring her back, they tried to resuscitate her, they tried to shock her heart back into beating, but she was gone. “I’m sorry, sir. I’m very sorry.”

	Mine was just a scare.

	That’s all it was.

	Golly, I’m going to enjoy this cup of coffee.

	They don’t know a damn thing about anything. There’s only more medications, more visits, more bills to pay.

	The machine is working.

	Here we are.

	You put the powder into the filter and then you tap down on it with your knuckles. You pack it, not too loose, but not too tight. You pack it and then you fill up the chamber and set the brew strength to STRONG and hit the orange button so the water begins to heat up. You wait for the water to move over the grounds and extract the caffeine and the flavors which end up in the glass carafe. Most people don’t know the word for that, the carafe, but that’s what it’s called and you wait until it’s filled up to the line. The heater light blinks ON so you know the brewing is done, and once you know it’s done you take the carafe out of the slot and you pour the fresh coffee into your mug.

	I pour another cup.

	I sip the cup of coffee and walk back into the room.

	Back to the paper.

	Back to work.

	Working since you were eight years old.

	And here you are, today, the oldest you’ve ever been, still at it.

	An honest day, every day.

	That’s the problem with folks. They get overwhelmed and quit when they think of the long game ahead. To go for damn near sixty years, day in and out, they look at it as insurmountable. They don’t realize it’s just one day at a time. One day of work. One hard, honest day. It ain’t about the years. The time comes, it goes. The secret is to make it for today, working through one day. You get up when the alarm bell rings, and you get to bed when you hit your pillow with a clean conscience and a worn body. Then the days add up, the years go by, and you look back the oldest you’ve ever been with something of a legacy. But you don’t build it in one day. You get there one day at a time, but not in one day.

	Not in one day.

	It’s the same way with thinking. Folks want to cook up all sorts of big ideas, big theories and explanations. The churchgoing folks do it, the scientists do it. They want big thoughts to cover the world and their lives and make sense out of everything all at once. It ain’t like that. There’s only little thoughts that matter. Little decisions. Little ideas. There’s nothing in big thoughts. It’s the little thoughts that matter, that add up and become something bigger over time. You get there one thought at a time, but not in one thought.

	Not in.

	Golly.

	What was?

	Oh.

	A pain.

	It’s shooting.

	Oh.

	That’s a fierce pain.

	There, wait.

	Is it gone?

	No.

	Oh, no.

	It’s a pain through my side and my shoulder, oh.

	Breathe.

	This is not.

	This.

	Golly.

	Oh.

	The phone.

	Reach.

	You can’t let.

	Go.

	Don’t.

	Breathe.

	It’s a pain.

	Close.

	Heart.

	There.

	No.

	Attack.

	There.

	Three.

	Nine.

	Two.

	One.

	One.

	One.

	Dark.

	Oh.

	It can’t.

	You.

	Pick it.

	Pick it up.

	No.

	Oh.

	Open.

	Damn.

	It.

	Breathe.

	Don’t.

	Do.

	“Help.”

	Don’t.

	There.

	Look.

	Try.

	Sharp.

	Hold.

	Dream.

	Don’t.

	“Help.”

	No.

	No.

	No.

	Dark.

	Breathe.

	Just.

	Don’t.

	Hold.

	No.

	Go.

	Dark.

	A wedding day church with our umbrellas outside, friends throwing rice. A little girl drawing pictures of reptiles. A birthday cake with fourteen candles. A peanut butter sandwich, explaining allergies to me. A special talent written down as ‘fox nose.’ A blossom on her wrist. A call from the hospital, you’re a granddaddy. A bounce on my lap, a horse galloping down a country road. A Christmas dress, a doll underneath a layer of wrapping paper. A game of rock paper scissors. A burst of laughter like an intruder, surprised it had come from me. A charcoal grill, out in the backyard, my apron and a pair of tongs and a squirt of ketchup. A beautiful star mommy. A handsome prince daddy king. A report card. A pottery wheel in the basement. A night of sadness, that we’d never have children again. A night of happiness, that God had blessed us. A perfect smile in the moonlight. A dawn. A sunrise. A boat on the river. A fish on the line. A glass mason jar full of dead June bugs. A pink dress in the churchyard. A thunderstorm. A library book. A blanket. A flashlight. A pair of eyes. Then another pair of eyes, two pairs of eyes reflecting an invisible light out from the darkness.

	It's a darkness. 

	It’s a light.

	It’s a light, a light of sky in the sea above. It’s a light of diamond rainbow projection from impossible chandeliers. It’s a light of snowbank moonglow resisting the shadows back against a naked oak.  It’s a light like tears glistening from the rains of eyes. It’s a light of prayer, unspoken, silent and heartfelt, a song sung to comfort a broken world. It’s a light inside a dream for you to wake up with vague recollections in an overcast morning, a damp gray drizzle, a vision which should have been destroyed yet it lingers, profound, by midday, inside of you, invisible like the sun above the clouds. It’s a light which illuminates the frizzy tendrils of her brown hair poking out in wild clumps thanks to a red knit hat, of wool, plucked off her head after the sled is closeted away and cocoa mugs sweat on the kitchen table. It’s a light unseen which nevertheless shines from each dark corner, each musty attic, each cursed emptiness so long as we occupy those corners and attics and empty worlds and bring ourselves into them. It’s a light which shines in us.

	I’m falling into an abyss of light.

	I’m becoming light.

	I am light.

	It is a light.

	It is everything.

	Light.

	 

	At the Kitchen Table

	Stale Cheerios. No fruit. No eggs. No milk. They’d run out of food stamps. Any extra money went to the older brother’s canteen in prison. Mama sends the inmate, full of tattoos and anger, an envelope, a scribbled note, and a few bucks. The older brother says the money is for the canteen, but his younger brother knows better. The money isn’t for candy bars or stationery. The money is for drugs. The younger brother knows his older brother is still smoking glass. The older brother lost both his wisdom teeth smoking glass. In English class, the younger brother cracked a joke about it, about the older brother losing his teeth, when the lesson turned towards defining and citing examples of irony. The boy’s teacher, she smiled, but then she hid it away. The boy liked his teacher. He liked school. He liked bringing home his bookbag stuffed full of notes and assignments. His older brother never cared about school. But the older brother reminded their mother of her own father. The boy, the younger brother, he came out with a face like his old man, with his old man’s ears and nose. The boy figured that’s why his mother hated him, and preferred the older brother. He figured his mother knew the boy planned to leave home as soon as the chance arrived. Just like his old man. And she was right. Because the boy was going to leave. He signed up to take the SAT in the spring. He’d applied for several scholarships and his counselor thought he had a strong application. He’d written his essay about his older brother, about food stamps, about his father’s ears and nose. He was ready to pack up a few clothes and his encyclopedias and his framed picture of the solar system and never look back.

	 

	Wash lines droop across dilapidated front porches, slack with clothespins and black t-shirts and torn denim and long john underwear, with rusted tricycles stacked on either side of the door, the front doors on the front porches of homes made of brick and concrete and yellow vinyl siding, homes where Halloween decorations hang year-round, with broken down campers retired in their back yards turned gangrene with neglect, back yards littered with tractor sheds which have collapsed like mine shafts, reduced to scraps of plywood. Eroding. But simultaneously defiant. A stand, their stand, a war against the irreverent passage of time. Maybe they’re stuck in the past. Maybe everyone else is moving too quickly into the future. Whatever it is, they move at their own pace, the owners of these homes. The men and women who sit on these porches. The children who float along tire swings in these yards, who wear the clothes after the sun has kissed them.

	Windchimes clatter in a hollow gale. Electric lines careen on mile after mile. FOG AREA. The valley breathes. Town after town, seven miles separating one Main Street from the next Main Street, with their corner stores, their taverns, their Pam’s Salon and Anna’s Beauty Parlor. In a place so ugly, so unconcerned with appearances, there are manicures to be found everywhere, anywhere. The high schools are named after places, not people. Tri Valley Regional, not John F Kennedy High. Rooted in place, in the soil, in the land. “Our land,” is what they declare. Fields where they’ve struggled to make ends meet, generation after generation. It might not be pretty, but it’s theirs. American flags billow, hoisted up pulleys along twenty-foot poles dug into their front lawns. “We served our country. We love our country,” they attest. This is what they’ve made of it. If no pole can be set, you’ll find patriotic emblems painted across barn doors. They do what they like, because it’s theirs. This land. This place. Nobody else wants it. Nobody else considers it. These are their cloud dappled hills. The smell of burnt peat, pools of motor oil, these are their perfumes. Redbrick, Protestant chapels humble and taut are where they profess their faith. The Republican Party is their political affiliation. Their mothers smoke cigarettes. Their fathers drink beer. Heavy machinery is their kind of industry, the kind of industry that’s been kicked out of suburban American, too strange and confounding and tough for morning commuters with soft hands and market forecasts who can understand a fast-food cheeseburger but don’t have the slightest clue of how injection molding works. The Dairy Bar is theirs. The tags for deer season are theirs. Their yellow teeth, crooked and lost out back near the creek, yet they grin, earnest. It’s theirs. All of it, until they’re laid to rest in a town cemetery, a family plot, underneath the sunshine and the clouds, back to their earth, their land, no more to suffer or sweat or worry. 

	I remember the first time I found myself here, and I realized it quickly, almost immediately, I heard a voice, “I can really see myself here.” I remember I drove around for hours. I arrived a few days before the interview and I found a hotel in one of the larger towns off the Susquehanna and all I did was drive around. I remember how surprised I was at how at ease I felt. I felt like I could see this place, I could really see into the heart of it, and I wanted to become a part of it. I wanted to live here. I wanted to become one of them. I felt exactly like how I did the first time I discovered Virginia Woolf. I felt exactly like how I did the first time I saw one of those old Dutch paintings in the National Gallery, a harbor, a storm offshore, the ominous reds and browns in a shining darkness collapsing against a blueish yellow burst of light like an angel in the clouds. I remember pacing around back at the hotel, after the interview, and I was so nervous, so anxious to hear if I would be offered the position.

	And here I am.

	I still feel this way.

	I feel it all the time.

	In love.

	I can see them, my students, their families, my neighbors and I love them for who they are. I love them for the country, for what it is to them. It’s beautiful. They’re beautiful. Their land is beautiful.

	I love their hillsides, looking out from the valley, the purple shadows of clouds spread out like blankets over afternoon trees of sunlight.

	I love their Christmas lights strung around lampposts, their Fourth of July parades with firetrucks and gangs of excited children riding bicycles decorated in red and white and blue ribbons.

	I love their satellite dishes blown down after a storm.

	I love their water towers off in the distance, beyond the fields, looming.

	I love their barroom corners, names like The Back Door and Jake’s Tap, a Coca Cola sign jutting out from a dark building with the weekly specials advertised in black letters against a yellow background and the prices haven’t changed in decades.

	I’m in love, and that’s why I haven’t left.

	Why I’ll never leave.

	I’m thinking about my father, his conversation with me a couple of years ago, how concerned he was that I was “languishing” out here, with no prospects for a future. I’m thinking about the world he knows, the values of that world, the values he tried to instill in me.

	I remember being different, even as a little girl. There’s a homeless man, at the end of a highway EXIT ramp, and I’m asking my father why the man is holding a cardboard sign. There’s a clearing of my father’s throat, then an explanation. The man didn’t work hard. The man started using drugs. The man couldn’t do any good for himself, and now, because he’s grown accustomed to being lazy, grown accustomed to other folks who work hard for their money lending him a handout, he’s stuck at the EXIT ramp and will never be able to go anywhere else or do anything else. There’s a notion inside of me that says my father has more than enough money, and he ought to give some to the man. There’s another notion inside me that says nobody would willfully commit themselves to the end of a highway EXIT ramp, so there’s got to be more to the story.

	I think I’m here because I wanted to understand what was missing from the story, because the bits I heard in college dorm rooms, at Sunday dinner tables, at coffee houses, it didn't add up.

	I’m here because none of it added up.

	I’m here and I’m happy and it’s because I’m in love.

	I can see my mother now, and she’s upset because there isn’t a man in my life. Her eyes say it all. She’s asking me again “Why aren’t you dating anyone?” and I can’t help but shrug. I tell her I’m happy. I tell her I’m in love with my work, with where I live, with how I live. Her face is partly concerned, mostly disappointed.

	The alarm clock goes off next to me and I reach over to hit the button.

	It’s Sunday, and I think to myself I’ll be at church in a few hours. I’ll be at church and I’ll be singing from the Hymnal and I’ll listen for pretty words during the sermon and after the service I’ll enjoy some coffee and donuts in the small community room with some of the other parishioners. I smile at the thought of the coffee in the simple Styrofoam cups, the large metal urns, and the sprinkled vanilla frosted donuts. I’ll leave for church in a few hours and before that I’ll take a shower and fix my hair and put on my jeans and a sweater, and then my jacket and my gloves.

	The sun is radiating outside.

	Yesterday’s storm is over and the driveway is cleared. I had laid down some salt and it will be easy to walk to my car and open the door and start it then wait for a couple of minutes.

	The morning is alive.

	Everything is alive when you’re in love.

	I find my eyes relaxing onto a pattern of circles and rectangles where the yellow wash of sunshine has made its way past the blinds on my bedroom windows, on the opposite wall next to the full-length mirror I hung when I first moved in, after I bought the house. The pattern is familiar to me. It makes me feel safe. I rest my eyes on the pattern. I remember the pattern at other times of the year, other times of the day. Sometimes the circles and the rectangles are orange, sometimes they are a faint pink. The wall is covered in a blue paint, a very faint blue, fainter than robin’s egg blue, fainter than a stone blue but there is a hint of grey in the blue, a faint hint of grey and a faint hint of blue and the light from the sun on the wall is clear and distinct against the paint. I remember when I first bought the house I painted the bedroom and then the hallway and then the bathrooms. I painted them myself. There’s a paint roller, rolls of tape, bedsheets on the tile floors. There’s a radio playing music. There’s sunlight. I don’t remember the shadows from the blinds, the shadows from the tree branches or the clouds. I remember the light, the sunlight that broke through and hit the wall. I remember that first morning with the circles and the rectangles and I had a feeling like this bedroom, this wall with its paint, this window with the sunlight beaming in, that it was all meant to be exactly as it was and there wasn’t much more for me to do other than appreciate it.

	I imagine my arms folded on top of my lap seated at the end of a pew in a few hours where I’ll put myself in the presence of the mystery, the spirit of the universe, the creative energy flowing between us, in life and alive, and I’ll thank Her for the sunlight and the circles and the rectangles, for my house, for my job, for the friends I’ve made. I’ll thank Her for what She’s done to put me here. I’ll thank Her that I can pay the bills, that I’m healthy, that I haven’t had to face so much of the suffering that I find, that I make out in my student’s manners, that I hear in their conversations. I’ll pray for my students. I’ll pray for Maggie and her mother. I’ll pray for Tim DePrey and his little sister. I’ll pray that Matthew finds a way to stay out of detention. I’ll pray that Ricki can make it to class more often. I’ll pray for the kids and I’ll thank Her for placing them in my life and I’ll remind myself that they do so much more for me than I could ever do for them. Their innocence, yet, their courage. The grace they display in the face of hardship, in the face of generational poverty, addiction, abuse. They face it and refuse to be defined by it, and they do it without feeling sorry for themselves, without becoming victims, though that’s exactly what they are, they’ve been born onto this land and its imperfections, yet they are perfectly themselves, being who they are, and by simply being themselves they do so much for me. I’ll pray for them to remain their own way forever, because the only defect in any child is that one day he or she will succumb to the ridiculous notion of growing up, of becoming an adult, of turning into something that somebody else decided they’re supposed to turn into. I’ll pray for all the friends I have in town, the folks who have helped me, who have welcomed me. I’ll pray for them and for their families. Then I’ll pray for my mother and my father, for my younger sister Claire and her husband and their children. I’ll pray for their health and their happiness and pray they find all the things that I myself want, because once I read in a book that’s the way you ought to pray for people who you might hold a resentment against and I don’t want to resent anybody or anything because Her world is exactly as it's supposed to be and it’s not my place to question any of it. I’ll pray She watches over them, all of them, my family and my students, and She makes me fit to be a good teacher and a good friend and a good daughter and a good sister.

	I might think I’m near the end of my prayers, but I won’t be.

	I’ll remember to pray for the soul of Kevin Holliday and when I do I’ll pray that he’s in at peace in the open ocean of love and light, an unhindered state of perfect being, and he can dance and run and there’s no more pain in his body, no more strain in his face, no wheelchair or seizures, no speech impediments, no one laughing at him behind his back, nothing but flowers under his bare feet, golden fields before him. I’ll pray for him and his sister Mary. I’ll think about Mary Holliday and pray for her happiness. I’ll remember Mary and Kevin. There’s a ramp up to a front door, and the house is meager, a single story, a ranch that appears run down. There’s newspapers and a pair of scissors and cut out coupons on the countertop in the kitchen. Mary confesses to me, after we finish our homework assignment, she is the one who changes Kevin’s diapers in the morning and before he goes to bed because her mother works double-shifts and Mary’s father is long gone. There’s a feeling in my stomach like guilt, shame. Embarrassed at myself for ever complaining about my life. Embarrassed at my own naïveté. I’ll remember Kevin’s funeral, hugging Mary, after college and after some years had come between us but we came together and then there were tears, the tears in her eyes, but the look of relief in her face. “He’s alright. I know he is.” There’s a dark bedroom. There’s a prayer card. I realize in that moment holding Mary in order for anything in this world to make any sense there has to be a foundation of love and life which allows for existence because if She isn’t there then we’re surrounded by darkness forever. In that moment I found Her and my faith was born. I’ll remember Mary’s and Kevin’s gift to me because it changed my life and it helped me become who I am today, the courage they gave me and the hope and the faith to let Her make a way for myself in this world.

	I’ll pray for all of that and when I’m done I’ll know I’m done so I’ll let the center of my heart fill with silence and the whispering voices of my prayers in my head will snuff out like candles. Her silence will be my answer. Silence is Her perfect acknowledgement of my prayers, Her blessing to me so I can take on whatever comes in front of me because She’s setting things about according to Her plan, for me and for everyone I’ve ever known and will ever know.

	Silence in the morning, in my bed. No jays picking fights, no cars, no buses or trains or highways.

	I walk up to the window.

	A dark eyed Junco, its white belly against the snow, bopping around a stand of jack pines foraging for seeds and it reminds me of the word ‘haiku.’

	I smile because I’m in love.

	Not even the best of carnival barkers would find success here. We are entirely without a main attraction. Grotesque figures, sure, but there’s nothing to sell. That’s why I love it. I decide that’s probably the most important aspect. There’s nobody selling anybody anything here. There’s nothing for sale. There’s no margin. There’s no tickets. There’s no spectacle. There’s quiet mornings with tiny, hungry birds.

	I decide on granola and yogurt for breakfast, a bowl of raspberries.

	I decide on how I’ll wear my hair.

	Although I have chores to be done and I could make my start there’s a nip to the air and I’m not quite ready. I decide I’m going to stay put for an extra ten minutes. I walk back to the bed and I’m under the covers. That’s my decision, I’m going to let myself relax. I’m going to close my eyes and relax and maybe there’s a few more prayers to remember which will need to be said while I’m with the rest of the congregation.

	Or maybe it’s something else.

	Another feeling comes over me.

	A familiar one.

	Doubt.

	It’s creeping in, slowly, almost from under the bed and up the posts. There are brass knobs at each of the four corners of the frame, an old frame I found for cheap at an antique market. An Amish woman sold it to me. I remember we negotiated briefly then I paid her and thanked her after she offered to have one of her sons bring it to my car. Then she told me her mother had died in the bed, so it was a good bed. That final darkness which is the common darkness of all living things, birds and people and pine trees.

	Fear.

	The last darkness of so much darkness that comes before it, in many ways. The pills and the booze and the needles and the baggies, the bruises and bloody lips, the belts and the wrenches and the knuckled fists, the molestations by uncles by grandfathers by mommy’s new boyfriend, the unemployment, the busted truck, the cracked foundation, the bad weather and the bad season and the bad deals with the bank. The bad breaks. The hard luck. Nothing but hard luck and bad breaks. Lousy. And on top of that, pride. Stubbornness. Pig headed and blind.

	Doubt.

	Certainly there’s more darkness than light. So much darkness, so much sadness, so many little brothers nailed shut into unfortunate caskets, so many girls with their hands shaking forced to provide a statement to a police officer, so many innocents covered in filth, so many abandoned and hopeless and helpless, so it seems to only be darkness. Maybe there isn’t any light at all. Maybe we dream the light into twinkling, a pitiful delusion on our part, we creatures of shadow. Maybe whatever is left of the light won’t be strong enough to undo the shadows, so we’ll never recover, a light unable to make any gains and cursed to slowly diminish. Maybe the light was once here but now it’s gone. Maybe with no means to preserve the light it’s only the deep, cold shiver the shadows cast which remind us of the possibility there was once long ago a light out there and above it all.

	Maybe it’s our curse.

	Above the valley, ghosts from the past, shades o’er the landscape, reaching out from the distance of time and altering our present lives in subtle ways. The sins of mothers, the sins of fathers, of brothers and sisters, of friends who had taken oaths. My sins. My inadequacies. My fears.

	Then I remember Kevin and Mary.

	I remember Mary wiping up her kid brother’s face after we all shared bowls of macaroni and cheese.

	I remember Mary and how different she was compared to any of the other girls I had known, than any of the well-off kids, the sons and daughters of my parents’ friends.

	After Kevin died, I decided that I’d never enclose myself in my parents’ circles. I was finished with those circles. I decided it for myself I was done trying to squeeze myself into them. Circles of status. Circles of suburban isolationism. Circles where a great-aunt dying of cancer was considered a tragedy. Circles many of my students could never conceive of, circles insulated from the factors which led to hardship, which pretended poverty or drug abuse or rape never happened, couldn’t happen. Circles self-indulgent with designer merchandise, driven by commercial interests. I swore myself away from those circles.

	I knew I didn’t belong.

	I didn’t know where I belonged, but I knew it wasn’t there.

	After Kevin died I quit my job and I moved away and I stopped caring about the disappointment in my mother’s eyes or my father’s gruff responses or my sister’s perfect life.

	I remember how I felt and I’m filled with it again. I’m filled with something like determination. 

	I glance over at my dresser, a humble jewelry box, the picture of my family on it.

	Who cares if I never find a man.

	Who cares if I never feel a man inside me.

	Who cares if I die an old maid in this ramshackle house.

	I imagine the preacher will take his time and stretch out his homily so I’ll take note of a few pretty words like ‘plenitude’ or a few intriguing words like ‘desecrate’ and I’ll glance out the large arched windows that run down the sides of the worship space to find a host of sparrows who have settled onto the branches of a naked oak. I’ll remember earlier in the week when it rained in the afternoon and a tide of fog swept over the country, the way the fog climbed up out of the snow like specters from out of a gravesite. A fog bank rolling in from the sea, an assault against the land. I’ll remember those images, the tumbling surge and the eerie, otherworldliness and how it had been so ominous with the fog. I’ll remember how it was cold and wet, how I felt cold and wet only from walking between the building and the parking lot. I’ll remember how I barely made it home after school, cagey at the wheel of my beat-up car, navigating a world blanketed in mist, thick, drifting, like a strange dream. Nothing seemed real. I’ll remember how nothing seemed real and I’ll realize it’s always that way, how nothing seems real once you settle into the moment of wherever you are, whatever you’re doing. Once you settle into it, and stop taking everything for granted, it’s like a dream.

	Nothing seems real to me anymore.

	The fact that I’m here, another winter, another school year.

	The fact that I’ve cleaned up this house, repaired bits and pieces of it, learned how to pour concrete and measure out the boards for a shed and nail the boards in, how to run chicken wire around the lawn and change the oil on a John Deere, how to shoot a pheasant in flight and how to fix a leak in a sink, how to reset the pilot light and how to listen to a furnace.

	I’ve become something nobody thought I would be.

	I’m here, under this down comforter, with three pillows behind me, and I’m not what anyone who once knew me would have predicted.

	I know how to split wood and operate a chainsaw.

	I know what it’s like to install a shelf and watch the bubble on a level settle into perfect center.

	Nobody would have guessed I’d end up here.

	I’m not saying I did it to spite anyone.

	I’m not saying it was all my doing.

	Now the feeling of darkness is gone and I feel good, I feel good to be here. I feel good about my being here this morning, and the morning before, and the morning coming, so long as She will have me, to wake and meet the sun. I feel good about for finding a pair of dogs to take in this summer. I feel good about the changes I’ll make to the garden in the spring.

	I feel good about my friends.

	My friends are always on my mind. It’s only because of so much other thinking I usually account for on Sundays that I’ve only thought about a few.

	There’s Clark down at the Gas Station.

	There’s Annie at the church.

	There’s my colleagues, Russel and Tina.

	There’s my neighbors, the Nickersons.

	I’ve made a place and I’ve found people in my place.

	They are people who are exacting with their language when they talk about money, when they describe how a new microwave cost them forty-eight dollars and fourteen cents. Unlike the people I grew up with, who never took care to speak so precisely about money, about the cost of things.

	They’re people who never forget their manners and when they ask you to dinner they expect you to offer to bring a desert so they can politely thank you for your offer but describe how they’ve picked fresh berries for a cobbler and are excited to share it with you. Unlike the people I grew up with, who ate in restaurants and never cleared their own dishes.

	They’re people who can recite stories about their great-grandfathers and embody the lessons conveyed in those stories and they share the stories with you because the stories are their treasures, their wisdom, their connection to a process happening to us all that we’re a part of and should find ways to contribute to. Unlike the people I grew up with, who hated their parents for no reason other than it was a fashionable thing to do.

	They’re people who don’t play banjos, but know at least three chords on a guitar and have more than one uncle who plays the fiddle because there are songs they all know and sing out loud when they gather together for picnics. Unlike the people I grew up with who might quit their piano lessons after a few recitals and only paid attention to music from the radio.

	I’ve made a place.

	I’ve found people in my place.

	Now I’m out of the bed suddenly and changing into my clothes.

	A spray of perfume.

	Deodorant, under my arms. I’ll have to shave tonight. A bath, a candle, then some papers to grade. Maybe I’ll masturbate.

	My bracelets, my necklace, the gold one with the simple trinity knot.

	My fingers against my clitoris.

	Circles.

	Rectangles.

	I’m changed into my clothes, and I finally decide on wool socks and my half-boots because there’s nobody to impress and there’s no reason to worry too much about what I’m wearing because I’m there to put myself in the presence of the spirit of the universe and marvel at Her work.

	Into the kitchen and I put a kettle on the boil.

	I set up my thermos, a bag of green tea.

	The keys are in one of my hands and my thermos is in the other and the back door is locked and I am kissed by the warmth of the sun through the driver’s side window with a deep breath then a sigh. I do it again, a deep breath then a sigh. I take a sip from the thermos, set the drink in the cupholder, and adjust the mirrors. I think about old habits like my habit of sighing in privacy and I think about how I knew a psychology teacher who declared “You are your habits” and I think for all the habits a woman could have, I’m happy to have picked up the ones I did. The car starts, but the engine doesn’t sound great. It’s been like this for a few weeks. I had the oil changed and the transmission fluid changed and the brakes replaced and new tires set around the rims in the last year and a half, but no the engine doesn’t sound happy to be running this morning. No she sounds angry and when I asked Clark about it he said it might be a belt or a piston but after he checked he said it was hard to say. He said if the knocking got any worse then I might have a bigger issue on my hands, but he also said you could usually trust a Japanese engine to come through. I told Clark I valued his opinion and I thanked him for taking the time and handing me the bottle of fuel additive free of charge.

	-Can’t hurt to try it.

	The knocking has kept up and it’s hard to compare but it might be getting worse, well, it might be the same, about the same, it’s hard to tell so I shift out of PARK and head down the short driveway into the street.

	I twist up the volume dial.

	I can’t afford a new car.

	I can’t afford a used car.

	A worry flushes into my mind and I’m not sure what I’ll do but I hope Clark is right and the fuel additive helps and I can make it another year or two with my Japanese engine.

	Hardly anyone is out on the road the fifteen miles to the church.

	There’s hillsides and steep embankments and the river to one side because you’re always on one side of the Susquehanna around here.

	There’s snow covering patches of earth but there’s hardly any left up in the tree branches. The branches are black and jagged.

	I’m through another town, a few more miles, then another, and finally I make it out into the open valley road and I gaze over the fields and into the clouds and the sun is low but bright and white and it warms my cheeks.

	This Japanese engine will hold out.

	Hold on for one more day.

	Hold on for one more mile.

	The music is loud.

	I’m focused on the song.

	The valley is open.

	The sun is shining.

	Then, I make out the white steeple so I turn down the dial on the volume.

	Then I make out a few cars and some folks headed to the front door so I’m parked and the keys are back in my pocket, my thermos is back in the cupholder, and I’ve got my feet pointed at my destination.

	Then it’s a feeling of relief.

	Another private sigh.

	It’s a little ridiculous to sigh the way I do in the privacy of being by myself, a little dramatic, but you can do things like that in your own privacy and it’s comfortable, it’s comforting to hear the sigh to myself so I do it before I enter the company of people as a way of saying goodbye to my privacy for a little while. I’ll let go of my privacy, outwardly at least, but I’ll trade it for the feeling of calmness and the feeling of hope which fills inside of me when I sit amongst the parishioners of the church and listen to their ardent prayers and testaments and savor a few words from the preacher’s homily.

	I’m alone and I like my privacy but I know I have to make it out amongst people.

	The only way you can know who you really are is with other people.

	The only way you can know Her is to be with other people.

	So here they are, here She is, families and clusters of people walking away from their cars with their coats buttoned up tight and scarves around their necks and there are pink mittens on little girls with white shoes and white tights. There are fathers holding babies, their youngest sons. There are old men holding their wives of thirty years.

	I start to think about my father, how he has always, since I can remember, referred to the general populace as “stupid” and “idiots.” I can hear my father’s voice as I walk behind a young family. When an electoral map would flash across our television, he’d say “This vast majority of this country is made up of idiots.” He wanted me never to forget this fact. He would stress it again and again. Nothing but stupid people, everywhere, making up the vast majority of the country. Especially in rural areas. Especially in poor areas. Especially in the places where people are likely to be forgotten. They are forgotten and poor and backwards because they are stupid. That’s how his mind thought, my father’s, how it still thinks.

	A conversation with one of my students last year enters my head, it replaces my father’s voice and now I can hear the voice of Eliza Dalton, I can see Eliza’s glowing red hair and her blue eyes shaped like almonds and the smattering of freckles on her cheeks and she’s a girl trying her best to grow up into a woman and I can empathize with her immediately, she was one of those students who a teacher decides she is going to favor right away. So I decided I liked Eliza and because I preferred her to some of the other students in class Eliza would participate and put in extra efforts and I would encourage her so a feedback loop churned between us because she appreciated being acknowledged and noticed and paid attention to and I appreciated having her insights with respect to the books we were reading and seeing the quality of her work continue to improve through the year. I pushed Eliza and granted her special privileges, favoring her, and Eliza responded. That’s what students do when they are chosen amongst their peers by a teacher, because those same students are rarely if ever chosen by their peers. Those students are timid and unassuming but they impress you so that by the end of the year there’s a special relationship with that student compared to the twenty or so others who occupy the classroom, and even though those twenty or so others know it they don’t harbor any kind of animus towards you for it, it’s a simple fact that some folks get along better together than others and teachers by necessity have to pick their favorites. I got along very well with Eliza, I came to learn more about her as the year went on and we talked inside the classroom and then during my office hours, so her trust in me grew to the point where I had offered to help her submit a few college applications in the winter, I reviewed her essay and shared my feedback and helped rewrite her cover letter, and in the spring when she was eventually accepted to her top choice I was overjoyed for her but her face was scared, her face was terrified when she told me, it wasn’t the reaction I would have expected and when I asked Eliza what was wrong she told me her father would never approve of it, that there wasn’t any chance he would let her go all that way to a school, and such an expensive school, full of rich kids, her father would never allow for it and it had been a foolish idea on her part and she said “I’m sorry I’ve wasted your time” and I wanted to scream because there wasn’t a more ridiculous idea in the world than Eliza wasting my time, she had been so important to me throughout the whole year and our connection brought meaning to my day and to my work so I tried to explain that to her then I tried to explain there were scholarships, and financial aid, and that if her father understood the caliber of the programs at the university maybe all that information together would help change his mind but I could tell Eliza had considered these rebuttals already and the entire affair was hopeless because “Daddy won’t care about any of that. He’ll only think of the people there, the people who I’d be spending my time with, and he’ll never allow for them to rub off on me. He hates them. He doesn’t even know who they are, but what they stand for, he hates it.”

	Fathers and daughters.

	My father would be shocked to see what I have found here. Well, I wish I could shock him with everything I’ve learned, everyone I’ve met. I wish he could change his mind, because he’s old now and we don’t speak much but a part of me will always love him. I suppose it doesn’t feel right to hate anybody, especially the people who brought you into the world. Maybe today the folks in the church will reinforce the point, since I’m sure the Bible has a lot to say about it. Honoring your father and mother. I’d pray for him, soon. I’ll pray that he’d be shocked to know these people he figured to be idiots are actually quite intelligent. They’re farmers, men of the trades, women who know how to process chickens and plant beans and manage the vines so they twist up a trellis. They’re people who know something about the earth. They deal in the tangible. They’re full of common sense and ingenuity. They’re only tired of being denigrated, tired of being ignored, tired of the incompetent elite who try to rule over them with feeble wrists and soft palms and university degrees, who figure them to be stupid because of their callouses.

	I’m thinking about my father as I shake my head.

	The family I’m behind in the parking lot is walking very slowly but I don’t mind it, I enjoy this slow walking in the cold, watching the little girl and the baby in the father’s arms.

	I can’t change my father.

	I can only change myself.

	I can only change the conditions of my own life.

	And I have.

	Maybe, well, maybe it’s not that I’ve made a place for myself but She’s made a place for me and I’ve finally stopped trying to fit things according to my plans or my father’s plans or my mother’s plans or society’s plans. I’ve woken up to the truth of how lucky I am to have Her behind me and in front of me and all around me. It would be easy to look at me and say that I’m alone, an outsider in a strange place. It would be easy to look at me and say that I’m a virgin and I’ve never been with a man because of an unshakable sense of inadequacy. It would be easy to look at me and decide I’ve failed. ‘She had so much potential.’ ‘She had a fine education.’ ‘She had all the support to succeed.’ It would be easy to say all that. But here, Her arms are open, embracing me for who I really am and what I really am and I’m in through the door and there’s as much sunlight as anyone could ever need as I’m wiping my boots on the rug. I’ll find my place, right where I belong.

	There’s a reason I’m here.

	Every time I enter, I think this thought. My heart feels it. I’m here for a reason.

	I settle into my place and say hello to a few folks.

	-Good morning.

	-Good morning.

	I wait with my head down for the entrance hymnal to begin. I like to say my prayers in a silent way before the service begins, my silent simple prayers of ‘Thank you’ to acknowledge I know it’s because of Her I’m here and I’m relaxed because I’m here with Her and not in some other place, in some other body, in some other time of my life. Relieved. I can’t help but sigh. Sighing my private sigh, I’m relaxed and comfortable and glad to be in my seat with the others. I’m so relieved to not be a confused teenager with her small breasts and thin ankles and awkward pimples, with the perfect sister, with the busy parents, the scared little girl who doesn’t have any friends and doesn’t feel like she belongs anywhere and figures whatever instructions everyone else received to live their life and to be happy and to smile and to take it easy, those instructions never made it to her, or her copy was lost in the mail, for whatever reason none of it made sense to her and life only filled her with a feeling of uneasiness and dread, anxious, unable to see any way out or understand that time might pass and things might change, no foresight or experience to lead her to such conclusions so there’s only one conclusion to reach and even though it’s a ridiculous and dramatic conclusion, the kind of conclusion you see up on the stage, it’s sensible one night to her and the light shines down from up in the rafters and the props are assembled and the scene is set so she empties out the medicine cabinets when no one else is home and she doesn’t read any labels or do any research because she figures as long as she ingests enough then it has to work so the pills are in piles on her pink bedsheets and there are tears in her eyes but instead of hesitating and stopping and not having the guts to go through with it, instead of being trapped inside of a dream where you’re desperate to run and you’re telling your legs to run but you can’t hardly move besides a pathetic inching along and there’s a pit in your stomach because the feedback you expect from your brain to your body isn’t there since you’re asleep and confined by REM limitations, orphaned in dreamsleep unable to move like she had been orphaned in waking life unable to move, static and confined, but for now, for this, her final act, the courage surges within her decisively and there’s nothing stopping her there’s no hesitation or confusion there’s only a glass of water followed by one gulp after another gulp, gulp after gulp until the piles have disappeared and there’s nothing left to do and nothing to feel bad about anymore because when you’re about to die you’re about to be freed from your problems from the knots you can’t untangle from the silly concerns you burden yourself with so a lightness comes upon her and she lays down in her bed and waits with a completely clear mind, a complete clarity, her eyes gazing up at the white, textured ceiling, a single lamplight in the corner of the room with its milky glow and now everything is alright, everything is going to be okay, laying there with her eyes open for seconds and then minutes and then an hour, perfectly clear, no memories no hopes no fears, alone with her breathing, alone until she wakes up foaming at the mouth with a terrible ache in her stomach and she’s screaming and her mother is screaming and her father is screaming and her sister is over at a friend’s house for the night because tonight is Homecoming and her sister with her manicured turquoise fingernails has a date and the boy is handsome and he’s on the team and they’ll probably wind up naked together after the dance because he desires nothing more than her sister’s perfect body because everyone wants her sister wants to be friends with her sister wants to be seen with her sister wants her sister at the restaurant with them before the dance wants her sister on the floor with them while the DJ is playing music and the lights are flickering blue and green and pink wants her sister at the party with them after the dance with the drinking and the pot smoke and the naked boys and girls and laughter and the parents are oblivious because they figure she’s perfect her sister and she’ll make the right decisions and even if she makes the wrong decisions we’ll protect her because she’s our beautiful daughter our smart daughter our daughter we always wanted our daughter who makes us proud, so proud, our perfect daughter, so her sister never hears the yelling and screaming and never feels the terrible pain inside her ripping at her throat and her stomach like animal teeth that subside then attack and gnaw wave after wave, shouts of “What did you do!” and then a confession and then “How could you do this!” then an ambulance ride, then doctors, then psychiatrists, then observations and assessments, diagnoses, a whirlwind, and the clarity is gone and no more courage remains and there’s only furtive looks downward at her shoes with embarrassment and lectures in the car before Christmas dinner reminding her not to bring any of it up, so everyone can enjoy themselves, so we can all have a good time, and her sister in the seat next to her scoffing while she checks the polish on her nails.

	I’m so grateful to be here.

	I’m supposed to be right here, in this seat, in Her presence.

	A piano plays.

	The pastor greets us.

	Then we listen to the Gospel message.

	Then we share the bread and the body.

	It doesn’t matter if the details mean nothing to me, if I don’t concern myself with ‘dogma’ or ‘missionaries.’ If they actually knew the source of my faith and the content of my faith the pastor and the other parishioners would probably figure me a little funny and wonder why it is I come to church. I think to myself, after the host is in my mouth, it doesn’t matter whether the host is his body or if it’s a symbol, it doesn’t matter to me how many apostles there were or what theological conclusions the Letters to the Romans implicate, what matters to me is I feel the spirit of the universe when I come to a place like this and I can be with other people who are expressing that feeling and it forms a connection that’s important to me.

	She doesn’t care for details.

	She cares only that I feel it and I act on the basis of those feelings.

	They’d probably look at me cross-eyed if I told them ‘I don’t think of God in the way that you think of God, as a supreme being, as a heavenly father or as somebody who presides over the world and our lives, as a judge and an arbiter of right and wrong, as something that cares whether or not we pray to it, as a powerful force with an agenda, fighting for souls, for our salvation. I don’t think of God that way because to me the mystery underlying our life is deeper, the reason why I’m here and you’re here, and I consider the mystery less of a supreme being and more of a connective tissue which binds everything together. Whatever it is, what matters to me is how I express the intuition inside of me, about what holds my life together, and that intuition tells me the connections have a feminine, nurturing quality to them, that the connective tissue favors light and life and love and the building up of things so ever since I decided I would attend masses at churches to plug into those invisible connections I’d refer to God as a Her because that’s what my experience had told me.’

	They’d probably look at me funny and wonder what I was doing there in the church in the first place.

	The same way some of the teachers in the lounge glared at me when my name was introduced as one of the new faculty members.

	The same way my neighbors looked at me funny when I told them about where I had come from.

	But I imagine that after a while it wouldn’t matter and they’d look at me the same they look at each other because even if I’m an outsider, even if I don’t belong, I’m here and I’ll sing the songs and I’ll say ‘Good morning’ and I’ll do my best to teach their children about the course materials and I’ll support my colleagues and go to the union meetings and I’ll show them even if I didn’t start off here I ended up here and I’m here because I want to be here and I’m grateful to be here and to be a part of what they have.

	So most of my prayers are simple ‘Thank You’s’ and that’s all that is needed.

	I sing “God moves in a mysterious way, His wonders to perform” together towards the altar from the central place of myself, from what I’m really made of, the part of me like a node where the inputs of all the other parts of me plug into, all the other parts of everyone I’ve known, the part where the connections form and where She works Her magic, and I sing out and I listen for the singing of those around me, and I feel everything that’s come before and will go on after, Taylor and Scarlet and Julie, and I close my eyes and I can feel them alive inside of me and the next line is “He plants his footsteps in the sea, And rides upon the storm” so I let my singing voice sing out firm and loud and it’s less like I’m doing the singing from the same place where I make Papa his eggs and change into my pajamas and scrape the windshield with the scraper, but more like I’m doing the singing from the right hand on high, seated with the men and women in white robes, in Jesus’ name singing glory and praise for having been saved, “So God we trust in you, O God we trust in you” and I open my eyes and look across at the other people here, the families, a few faces I recognize from town, a few from school, good and honest and hardworking people and I’m right where I’m supposed to be, no difference of what I believe or don’t believe, what I think I should have or shouldn’t have, a husband or a high powered career or a new house in a perfect neighborhood with kids riding their scooters around the cul-de-sac, it doesn’t matter what I think or what I wanted, I’m happy to be here with them, even if I’m not one of them because of where I came from, I can be a part of their world now and they’ve accepted me here in this place and She’s put me here in this place, my place, a place She’s made for me and I’ve made for myself, together, “When tears are great and comforts few, We hope in mercies ever new, We trust in you” so I close my eyes and remember that the Lord rewards the just, the Lord rewards those who are true to His word and His only chosen Son and so I’ve made sure to line myself up on the right side of most high and when the day of judgment comes He won’t forget me, He won’t forget Daddy and He won’t forget Mamma and He won’t forget me and Papa and Julie and the girls, we did things the right way, and I even hope He forgives my son-in-law as I’ve forgiven him, as I’ve made my penance to this world and sacrificed that part of myself, even though I wanted to hate the boy because of what happened to the girls I couldn’t and I haven’t and even though a part of me feels like my son-in-law doesn’t belong in the kingdom with us, like his chances might not be as good as mine, I’ll leave that up to the Lord, and I’ll hope he makes it because I know Julie loved him.

	Julie loved him so I’ve done all I can to keep her love alive.

	It would be easy to direct that swell of confused anger, to funnel it towards my son-in-law.

	But I haven’t done that.

	I’ve done it the right way.

	In Jesus’ name.

	I sit down on the pew on a cushion underneath my bottom, and I notice Maureen Nelson with her grandchildren. I sit down on the pew on a cushion underneath my bottom, and I see John and Marie Winston with his arm around her shoulder. I sit down on the pew on a cushion underneath my bottom, and I see a little baby with a bottle in its mouth bouncing on her daddy’s lap. I sit down on the pew on a cushion underneath my bottom, and I can feel their satisfaction with their lives. I sit down on the pew on a cushion underneath my bottom, and I bite my lower lip, imagining their Sunday dinner tables of carved pot roasts or honey baked ham with potatoes and biscuits and a glass of porter and all the places around the table are filled. I sit down on the pew on a cushion underneath my bottom, with my hands clasped together, watching them.

	It would be easy to direct everything I feel at them, towards him.

	At least I’m not doing that.

	And Lord, You know I could.

	But I don’t.

	In Jesus’ name.

	I keep Julie’s love alive, and I let them go off to enjoy their Sunday suppers in the peace of their homes, in the peace of their lives where only the elderly and the sick are buried, where little girls don’t end up in caskets, in the peace of their lives which makes it so much easier to come here to the hall on a Sunday and sing praises to God and pass the basket and nod during the preacher’s sermon.

	It’s so much easier for them, Lord.

	Oh goodness, they’re walking out now.

	How long have I been sitting here?

	 

	A song sung publicly in a public house with the bodhran thumping and his fiddle piercing the thick air, guitar strings covered in blood, stout everywhere

	I went to their mother and I told her, I told them, I told her

	I went to their mother and I told them I told her

	I went to their mother and I told her, I told them, I told her

	I went to their mother and I told them I told her I told

	Whoa, why’d you let me drown

	Whoa, why’d you let my babies drown

	Whoa, why’d you them drown

	I went to their mother and I told her, I told them, I told her

	I went to their mother and I told them I told her

	I went to their mother and I told her, I told them, I told her

	I went to their mother and I told them I told her I told

	Whoa, why’d you let me drown

	Whoa, why’d you let my babies drown

	Whoa, why’d you them drown

	I went to their mother and I told her, I told them, I told her

	I went to their mother and I told them I told her

	I went to their mother and I told her, I told them, I told her

	I went to their mother and I told them I told her I told

	Whoa, why’d you let me drown

	Whoa, why’d you let my babies drown

	Whoa, why’d you them drown

	 

	-Oh goodness, that doesn’t sound very good.

	I had turned the keys again and let the engine idle but the knocking shook the car, violently. It had been louder than it’s ever been, worse than I could remember, without a doubt. I couldn’t help but succumb to my nerves and so I shut it down.

	I have the window rolled down and the woman is standing only a few feet away. She had trotted over after I first tried starting the car and knocked on the window and asked if there was anything she could do. I rolled down the window and left it down and now it’s the two of us.

	Most of the other folks have left the church and the parking lot.

	-No it doesn’t. It’s been, well, it hasn’t been like this before. No. It’s never sounded this bad.

	I reach down for my thermos and take a sip of the cold tea and it feels cool down my throat.

	-I’m afraid you’ll have to tow it. Do you know a mechanic?

	-I do. I know Clark, down in Hickory Corners, at the Auto Body. He’s looked at it before. I could call him.

	-Good. He’ll be off today, of course, no mechanic worth his salt is working on a Sunday, but the car will be fine here overnight. I’ll go let Pastor Frank know and then you can ride home with me. I’ll give you a ride home.

	-Are you sure?

	-Of course I’m sure! We’ve just come out of the Lord’s house and for me to leave you like this, my goodness there wouldn’t be a worse hypocrite in all of Christendom!

	‘Christendom’ is one of those beautiful words and I note it down. Pastor Frank had used the word ‘sovereignty’ and I had taken note of that as well, during the sermon.

	Last week I noted ‘Pentecost.’

	I smile at the woman.

	She smiles at me.

	She’s in one of the Bible studies.

	I’m recognizing her, now. We’ve shaken hands a few times, remembering it. Her pronounced, rosy cheeks. Her dangling earrings.

	She’s in one of the Bible studies and I said hello to her once after a service, in line for coffee, and donuts.

	There’s nothing else to do.

	There’s no sense to argue.

	-I really appreciate it.

	-Oh it’s nothing at all. I’ll go let Pastor Frank know and you gather up your things. I’m in the blue car right over there. I’ll be right back.

	I grab my purse and my keys and the thermos and before I shut the door and lock it I take out a napkin from my jeans’ pocket and toss it into the passenger side. There’s sprinkles and a bit of frosting on the napkin and I take another sip of the tea but the wind from the valley is blowing and it’s cold so I find myself at the passenger door of the woman’s car waiting for her to return from telling Pastor Frank about my situation. I’m waiting and I’m hopeful it won’t take long so we can find ourselves a bit of shelter. I’m almost impatient. Maybe I should have been the one to tell him? I’m almost upset with the woman for making me wait. It’s stupid and ridiculous and a feeling of embarrassment quickly follows. This nice woman is helping you out, and still, you find a problem with the situation.

	Trust in Her comfort and care.

	Trust in His comfort and care.

	I knew Pastor Frank wouldn’t mind.

	I stepped into his office because I know from previous experience he doesn’t make any commitments after a service so I had a suspicion he’d be there, and there he was, so I asked Pastor Frank after I told him what a fine sermon he gave. “It’s no problem at all. What color did you say it was?” Pastor Frank scribbled a note on his pad and told me to tell the girl not to worry. I would have stayed longer. I would have liked to have stayed in his office a bit longer and I almost tried to but there was work to do.

	The Gospel has a way of speaking to me. It has a way with its timing, when it teaches me, when I hear the lesson. The message today was about faith and works. And here I am. There’s work to do. And I think life has a perfect way, God has set life into a perfect motion, so the Gospel can ring true for each of us in particular ways in particular places and times and that’s a thought that’s so beautiful I can’t help but click my lips together unconsciously to myself while I bustle back to the car.

	It's a beautiful thought I want to be true and I’m happy to think it, but I know there’s other thoughts underneath it.

	
I never let myself think the other thoughts, but they’re there.

	They don’t have anything to do with the Gospel.

	I stop at the door to the church and it’s quiet.

	But now the young girl is waiting for me at the car.

	She reminds me of somebody.

	I leave the church and keep bustling.

	There she is.

	-It’s chilly out here isn’t it!

	The woman unlocks the door.

	I unlock the door and the girl settles in next to me. What a fine opportunity He’s given me to practice charity and kindness and I made a point to be helpful and pay attention to the signs and not think a thought like ‘What’s in it for me’ or ‘I haven’t got time for this’ and as I turn the keys my purpose in the world becomes so clear. He’s put me on my cross with my daughter and my grandbabies but he’s kept me here for a reason and that’s to live the Gospel.

	Never mind anything else.

	-I really appreciate it, I do. I’m so embarrassed.

	-Think nothing of it. Cars act up in the winter. They get funny with the cold and the salt. I hope it’s nothing serious and it’s back up and running in no time.

	-Me too. I hate to admit it but I haven’t exactly budgeted for this kind of an expense.

	-You work down at the high school, is that right?

	-It is. I’m in the English department.

	-It’s a shame how little we pay the folks who are sculpting our young people’s minds. I never understood that. Big corporations and their bonuses for the crooks who pollute rivers and put liquor on shelves and profit off all these ridiculous, useless contraptions, but we don’t ever seem to find a way to pay decent folks a decent wage for the decent work they do. Oh I can’t. I won’t get into the politics.

	-That’s nice of you to say. It’s enough to get by, though. I’ll have to lean out a few other things, but who isn’t doing that these days.

	-That’s right. A dollar doesn’t stretch the way it used to.

	The car pulls out onto the state road and now we’re moving. But she hasn’t asked me where I live. She hasn’t asked me where to take me.

	-No it doesn’t.

	-How long have you been in the congregation now?

	I enjoy the word ‘congregation’ as well. There’s altogether a hundred or so of us, but when you call it a ‘congregation,’ we become something to be reckoned with.

	-It’s going on almost two years.

	-And where was home? Before the valley?

	There’s an authenticity in her tone, a wholesome invitation with her questions, and I can tell she isn’t meaning to pry but she can’t help but ask her questions because she’s one of those old sewing circle gals and she loves learning new things about new people and there’s far more excitement than judgment inside her heart.

	-I’m from outside Washington, DC. I grew up in Virginia, went to school there, and then after I finished my degree I taught for a little while in Maryland before I decided to make a move.

	-And what brought you this way?

	-It’s silly to say, but I think She, I mean, He, did. I wasn’t happy with a lot of things in my life. I wasn’t happy with who I was around. I wasn’t happy with the way I was living. I wasn’t happy in the city, in the chaos of it all. I needed a change. I needed a place to make for myself.

	-Nothing silly about that. In fact, it’s beautiful the way you phrased it. He moves in mysterious ways. And what’s important when the Lord sounds the call, you listen. It sounds like you did. Are you happy here?

	-Very. It’s been amazing. I own property. I know how to garden. I can use a small tractor. I can fix a fence. This place has let me become a much better version of myself. It really has.

	Oh, I like this girl. It’s Julie, she reminds me of my Julie. She’s got courage. She’s independent. I can tell right away. I know it right away. I’ve said it to Papa a thousand times, I just know. My Mamma was like that about everybody she ever met, too, everybody except for the man she married. Mamma told me a thousand times. She told me it didn’t matter if I knew for everyone else, I better know real good for whoever it is the man I marry. I made sure of that about Papa.

	Anyways, I like the girl.

	-That’s something, ain’t it? That’s lovely.

	-How about yourself?

	-Oh I’ve been here since they pulled me out of my mother and set me into a cradle. I met my husband in high school, can you believe that? Never so much as held hands with another man. He worked his way up and bought a hardware store, did pretty well with himself, did some construction and contracting on the side, so we’ve been down in Elizabethville for almost, well, going on forty years now. I’ve hardly taken a breath outside of Dauphin County. We considered moving when Three Mile sent everything into a tizzy, but it’s been home for us. It’s been a good home. It’s been, well, our…

	Where am I going?

	Why did she hesitate there, at the end?

	The car.

	The valley.

	-Oh goodness, I almost forgot! I’m so sorry. I didn’t even ask your address or how to get you home. I’m on autopilot as they say.

	We both chuckle.

	-But I’ve got to ask you, though, would it be too much trouble if we made a couple of stops on the way?

	-No trouble at all.

	-It’ll be a quick errand. I’ve made a commitment to bring some groceries over to my son-in-law. He’s not too far, and there’s a store in town we can make a stop at. I haven’t seen him in over a month and I phoned him this morning and told him I’d be over after church.

	-I don’t mind at all. That’s no problem.

	-He’s alone now, and whenever I visit him he doesn’t have the refrigerator properly stocked so I try to bring him the essentials, just so he eats.

	-It’s your son-in-law you said?

	-That’s right. My daughter, she passed away about a year and a half ago in an accident. A truck, there was a tight turn and the driver wasn’t paying attention. My son-in-law is on his own now, and you can imagine.

	-I’m so sorry. That’s awful. I’m so sorry. I’ll pray for her. I’m, is there anything, is, are you, how are you?

	-It’s been a hard time. It’s been a time for my faith to be tested. I lost two granddaughters as well, our… I’m sorry… sometimes, when it… it’s…

	-No don’t be. Don’t at all be sorry. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. That’s such a, I can’t even, what a tragedy, what a horrible… I’m, here, here take this, take this I have this, take these tissues… I’m so sorry.

	I’m crying and every time I cry my mind circles around the girls and Julie and lands on a memory of that night, of Papa. I remember Papa crying on the living room floor the night we found out, underneath our family portrait back from when Julie was only eight or nine years old. It was after that telephone rang. He picked it up, then his eyes, first it was his eyes. It’s like something flew out of him. His spirit. He listened for a minute, then he slowly fell to the ground. The tears came, I remember the tears in his eyes, streaming down his face. I had never seen the man cry before. I had never once seen him cry and I remember trying to recall if I’d ever seen him cry and immediately I realized we were in the midst of something insurmountable. A final, black cloud had come over our family through the telephone that night and it had taken Papa’s heart and there was no reason for it and there was nothing we had done to deserve it and there was no possible way to prepare for it but it was here and it wasn’t going to pass. There were his tears and an awful emptiness when he told me ‘The girls are gone’ and I asked him what did he mean then he responded ‘They’re gone’ and I screamed and he choked up and I tried to grab him but he had his boots on and was out the door outside, rushing away, in a flash, like how his spirit had flown away. I remember wanting him to stay next to me but there was the shed in the backyard and soon enough I could hear him wailing and screaming and when I looked out the window, I saw a pile of wood drying next to the shed, and when I looked out the window the axe was in his hands, swinging away. He swung and howled and brought that axe down all night, all night, clear into daybreak. He screamed and cried and I couldn’t believe the energy in his body, the energy the pain had flooded him with, the anger and the hate, it was frightening. There were piles of splintered logs. There was blood on his hands, blisters. There was sweat down his face covering his shirt and I came outside and found him hunched over with the axe splayed out next to him and I was worried another heart attack had struck him dead.

	-Thank you. Yes, our little Scarlet was nine. Taylor was five. And Julie was only thirty. May they rest in peace, in His eternal sunshine. In Jesus’ name.

	-I’ll pray for them, all three of them, and for you. I’ll pray for you, too. I can’t imagine. I’m so sorry.

	-Thank you, sweetheart, prayers are what keep me going, the only thing, every minute of every day it seems I need a new one.

	-I can’t imagine. How is your husband holding up?

	-He, well, he can’t speak about Julie. It’s too painful. He can’t speak about his granddaughters. He won’t let me put their pictures up in frames in the hallway. I have photo albums full of pictures, and I’ll sit and page through them for hours and hours but he leaves the house when I do. He’s had to carve it out of himself, carve them out of himself, and I’m afraid there’s hardly anything left of him. He’s even packed away Julie’s pottery. He can’t be confronted with any reminders. I’m afraid there’s a rage inside of him, he's trying to shut away.

	I shake my head.

	I wonder what she could be thinking through all this, explaining this to me, this situation. It must feel like a dream for her. It must feel like a strange nightmare she’s fallen asleep into and can’t wake up from, night after night, asleep and desperate to wake up to a world alive with her daughter and her granddaughters but instead the nightmare has taken over her waking life and her dreamsleep is probably black and empty.

	There’s silence.

	The road underneath us.

	I worry he’s losing her, Julie, he’s losing the pieces of her he used to cherish and love, the pieces of her that let him be a loving man, that kept his heart beating. Her dance recitals, the way she collected the shells of cicadas at night in the summer, the way she’d explain ‘I’m not afraid of alligators, daddy, I’m only afraid of crocodiles’ and ask us for a second helping of ‘Apple Kristy’ before she’d finished her first spoonful of apple crisp. Moments so simple, the day to day of drawing a bath or setting a dinner table with silverware and plates, the moments you take for granted while you’re in them only to realize years later how precious they were, what a gift those moments had been, what intimate contact you’d had with God’s grace and how you’d taken it for granted like everything else the Lord has shared with you, taken for granted until it’s gone.

	A nightmare, the whole thing.

	Poor Papa.

	I pause.

	There has to be a way forward.

	The car moves forward.

	My hands are on my lap and there’s something else for me to say, to ask, to bring some light to this woman. There’s somewhere else for this conversation to go because I can see the bleak haze in her eyes and there’s a terrible memory eating at her heart and we should be moving towards something like love, light, life.

	-What was she like? Julie?

	-Oh goodness, she was our gift. She was so full of life. Ever since she was a little girl, she was nothing but happy days. My husband used to call her ‘Bluebird.’ She was sunshine, perfect sunshine. She loved the arts, painting and drawing, and eventually she switched to pottery. She was an artist. She loved being at the wheel, with her lump of clay in front of her. She made the most wonderful dishes, bowls, vases. Ceramics. She sold them in Harrisburg, she had an arrangement with several shop owners there. Did real well for herself, real well. She had a nice little business. Always inspired. Always with an idea for a new piece. And she was a wonderful mother. The girls adored her. They just loved her. And she loved them. It was really something for me to see, to watch that, to watch your child blossom into, well, it was, she was such a gift. Such a gift.

	Tears fill the woman’s eyes and I want to reach over to hug her, to do something, to pull a lump of the pain from off her and work a shape and a purpose into it, but I’m here in this seat with my belt buckled and my arms folded awkwardly because I can never find a way to set them naturally against my lap and there’s nothing to be done but gulp with a dry throat.

	-And Julie’s husband, the girls’ father? Your son-in-law?

	-He’s, well, it’s about what you’d expect. I’m not sure how someone can ever recover from something like that. And the shame is, he was a good father, a good husband. He loved those girls. He was so gentle with them. He wasn’t the kind of parent who wanted to turn his children into something he thought they should be. He never put any expectations on them. He only wanted them to grow into the people they were, if that makes sense. He gave them such love, and space, to grow. It’s really a difficult thing to do as a parent, but he did that so well. He really did. And he was so gentle and kind to Julie, so supportive of her. He’s a decent man, he really is. A fine man. I’ve seen it in him. Though to an outsider, he probably doesn’t seem it right now. It’s been difficult for him. But I can’t, I have to imagine it’s about how anybody would react. He’s got no fight in him anymore. He’s hiding away. There’s drinking. I suppose he sits at the bar with the other boys he works with every so often, but mostly his drinking is alone, at home, and that’s when you know it’s gone bad.

	And I remember Papa telling me from the beginning the boy would amount to no good, whispering prophecy to me how the boy would be the ruin of our daughter and of our family, and even though Papa has never mentioned it since the accident, he’s never spoken a word of it since we buried the girls, I know he’s remembered prophesizing it to me long ago. I’m sitting here describing the boy to this girl but I know Papa thinks it every day, and each time I go to visit the boy, Papa thinks it in his secret thoughts that he was right, Papa was right and was able to see what happened and if we had listened to Papa none of this would have turned out the way it did. It breaks my heart to think Papa is alone in his secrets thinking such thoughts but something inside me knows he is, and it might be the greatest barrier between us right now. It might not even be the fact we’ve had to bury our child and our grandbabies and all the hurt and heartache involved with such an ordeal. That’s not even the main thing between us, the real obstacle. It’s the fact he thinks he was right, he knew better. That he knows better. He’s always known better.

	-Does he come to the church?

	-No, he was never one for any of that. He’s an independent type. His daddy was a drinker who used to beat up on him and his two sisters and his Ma until the man finally died in an accident. His sisters left, and he stayed to take care of his Ma until she passed, a couple of years ago. Dementia, the poor thing. So his only family is us, my husband and I, but, well, my husband doesn’t see it that way. He’s at odds with the boy. He blames the boy for what happened. It’s another complication, to everything. Papa figures the boy should have done something different, to have prevented what happened. I told Papa, I said there’s no human intervention for these kinds of things. The Lord calls us home when He calls us home, and He does it on His time, and for His reasons. I’ve tried every way I can think of to tell Papa, but he won’t listen.

	-That puts you in a hard spot. I agree with you though, it seems like a lot to put on your son-in-law, to add to his burden, after he’s already buried a wife and two children.

	-I know it. There’s a terrible load yoked onto the boy’s shoulders, there is. It’s just, there’s another further complication, in the sense of, well, not that I’m saying I agree with Papa. I don’t. I believe in forgiveness, in His forgiveness, and that we’re called to follow Jesus’ example. I do. But Papa figures, well, the night of the accident, the boy was supposed to be with them. There was a party, it was summertime, it was a barbecue, and my son-in-law, he was supposed to go with the girls, to drive them, but he ended up drinking too much during the day and fell himself asleep on the couch. So the girls took off in the car without him. And Papa figures because of, well, it’s the boy’s fault for what happened that night. And unfortunately there’s nothing to convince Papa otherwise. Not that I’m not holding out hope. I’m hopeful. I’m hopeful time will help, and grace will enter his heart, but for now, that’s what Papa believes and he’s as stubborn as they come when it comes to these kind of things.

	-The poor man. No wonder your son-in-law is losing himself the way he is. He’s mourning, but the guilt, on top of it?

	-I know it. It’s too much for one person. Too much. In my mind, there’s nothing for him to be forgiven of. I said it to him the day of the funeral, I say it to him every chance I get. I know it’s not anybody’s fault. God called our daughter and her babies home. But my son-in-law is lost in the pain. And I don’t know, I don’t know any other way to help. I think of the Gospel. I think of what Jesus would do. He’d feed people. It’s all I can think to do. So I go and stop by with my groceries and check in on him. Food, and prayers. I’m hoping the prayer will break him open, and I’m hoping I can check in on him and feed him and keep his body going long enough for it to happen. But it’s His will, not mine. We’ll see.

	-I really admire you for what you’re doing. I can’t even imagine trying to navigate all this, all the sadness.

	-Oh, it’s nothing but trying to do what’s right, that’s all there is to it. I’m no saint. And really, my heart is so broken, my own faith, well, I’ve been in the shadows these past eighteen months. I’ve been tested, and I’ve had my hours of darkness. I need to do this to keep myself going, in a lot of ways.

	-I understand.

	I can’t find any other words than this lie, this simple lie. I couldn’t possibly understand. What it would be like to raise a child, to see my own flesh and blood blossom into a woman and have children of her own, and then to lose them all in a sudden terrible shock? I would never understand. I would never know anything compared to this woman sitting next to me. I’d never know a single thing about loss or love or faith. I feel so inadequate. I feel like crawling outside of myself and swinging the door open and falling out onto the road and hoping when the pavement quit bouncing against me there’d be nothing left.

	It's as close as I would ever come to being in a position to understand this woman, in the storm, uncovered and exposed at the mercy of nature’s fury.

	-So that’s where we’re going. He lives in a basement now, one of his second-cousin took him in. He sold the house after the accident, sold it quick, to leave it behind, the memories I imagine. We told him to wait, not to rush it, but he didn’t listen. He took whatever offer came first. Then he sent the money from the sale, and the insurance money from the accident, he took it all and he donated it anonymously to a Children’s Hospital in Pittsburgh. He took every penny and sent it there, for families to use, who can’t pay for surgeries, who get into trouble when their kids get sick. I thought it was the right way to dedicate their memory, but my husband, well, this is another point of contention between them. Papa thinks the money should have gone to something else, been used differently. The boy called it ‘blood money’ and gave it away, but Papa didn’t see it that way. And then Papa wanted to file a civil suit against the driver of the truck, but our son-in-law refused to take it up, with the courts and the lawyers, he said the driver had to live with his conscience every day, and that was enough. Papa didn’t like that either. Papa didn’t like anything our son-in-law did after the accident. The boy sold everything off except his truck. Then he moved into a basement. My husband can’t forgive the boy for any of it.

	-I feel like it was a noble thing to do. To do something for their memory, to help other people?

	-Oh I agree, but I can’t say anything to change Papa’s mind. There’s no sense in trying to. I can’t help any of that. As much as I wish I could. All I can do, like I said, is say my prayers and let Him take care of the rest.

	I notice the woman’s almost imperceptible glance up to the roof of the car above her head, whenever she mentions Him or His, in reverence, in alignment with her place in God’s kingdom. It’s not for show or for me to notice, it’s a habit that’s been longstanding and it’s because she is aware of who she is and why she is here.

	-Of course.

	-That was a lot to unload on you sweetheart, I’m sorry. But that’s my life right now, where He’s put me.

	-Not at all. Not at all. I’m happy to lend an ear, or a tissue, or anything, anything I can do. I’m just so sad for you, for you and your husband, and the man, your son-in-law. It’s heartbreaking.

	-Thank you. It’s good to talk. I need to keep talking. I pray on it, and I ask why, I ask why it happened but unfortunately I’ll never get an answer. So I have to keep going. My answer is out here somewhere. I believe that, I do. I try to manage with what I can, and leave the rest to Him.

	-I give you a lot of credit.

	-All my power is through Him. In Jesus’ name.

	She continues driving and I can make out the determination between her lips, in the way her hands clutch the steering wheel. She’s tired, she’s worn out, but she’s fighting on. I’m overcome with emotion, moved by this beautiful struggle she’s up against. It’s valiant. It’s saintly. It’s what they mean when they talk about the cross. But a moment later, I can’t help but think of a musty barroom with a damp counter and grey tap handles and a bartender with a horrible slouch, a towel tucked into the front of his pants. There’s one or two cadaverous faces. A woman wearing too much make-up. There’s an air of awful incompleteness. Dreams, undescribed. Fears, hidden away. Loves, regretted and forgotten. It’s a room full of holes. A room full of awful holes. There’s mucus in throats, a cash register rings. ‘Bring me another one, if you don’t mind, Pete.’

	I can’t help but put my mind on this son-in-law of hers.

	This father who is no longer a father.

	This husband who is no longer a husband.

	To lose so much, in one night. Asleep, and then awake, but somehow not awake, still sleeping, still fighting through a nightmare which might never end. Coming out of a dream, into a dream.

	She calls him a boy but that kind of pain doesn’t fall on boys.

	I shiver to think of the man.

	I can’t help but feel like all my prayers this morning, all my own feelings and convictions, my silly ways of looking at the world, I can’t help but feel like everything inside of me is ridiculous. Childish. I feel like a child. But worse. Because I wouldn’t even put myself on par with my students. I wouldn’t insult them with such a comparison. They understand better than I do. They know they have more to learn. They approach life with an openness, with a willingness to grow. I have been mistaken myself for an adult, for so long. Like I was somebody to be. Somebody who knew something. Somebody who had something to share.

	How ridiculous.

	How pitiful.

	And here I am, seated next to this poor woman, accepting her charity, this mother who lost a child, a grandmother who lost her babies, feeling sorry for how stupid I am. Sometimes I can’t even believe myself. I’m unbelievable. The way self-pity creeps inside of me and infiltrates my entire being. How selfish. Say something. Do something nice. Get outside of yourself.

	-So what does he like, your son-in-law, for groceries?

	-Oh just simple things, bread and milk and eggs. I don’t have much I can put together to go towards it, unfortunately. Papa has us on the budget. Retirement and all. But a few things.

	-Would it be alright if I kicked in?

	-Oh no, that’s too kind of you, really sweetheart, but no, that isn’t necessary.

	-No, please. I really would like to. I’d like to. Please.

	-Well that’s very kind of you. That’s the Gospel. Thank you.

	-It’s nothing. I only want to help. You’re helping me. I can help your son-in-law a little. That’s how we keep the light in the world, isn’t it?

	-In Jesus’ name. It certainly is.

	I feel better. Much better.

	Then for whatever reason a memory falls into my mind, like a movie in the theater, I can see it as the curtains pull back and the projector runs, in my baggy sweater and my blue jeans, at the back of class, an older professor in college lecturing at the front of the room, a creative writing class, LONG FICTION AND THE NOVEL, his voice croaking, “If it doesn’t have sex in it and if it doesn’t have death in it, it’s not worth reading, and therefore it won’t be read in my class. Death, and sex. These are the zones of mystery. These are the boundary lands into which you must enter.” I remember I had decided then and there I’d never be a writer even though I desperately wanted to, even though I felt like an outsider all my life and my pads of paper and my pen scribbling and my secret ideas were the only thing of value I had amassed, my secret impressions which fortified me against my sister and my parents and the rest of the popular world of popular kids who fit in and ambled together towards the middle like everybody else, so natural and carefree. I was an outsider, and I was supposed to be an artist, but there in that moment I knew I never would be because the old professor was right. And I was too scared to go into the boundary lands. I was far too scared. And I remember more lessons, too. Later in the semester the old professor explained, one afternoon while extinguishing his cigarette, “The great misconceptions center around voice. Writers are taught to find a voice, to find stability, consistency. What lunacy. The last thing you want is to be predictable. You have to be authentic, and if you are authentic, you need to move. Mediocre writing is always monotone. Static. If you want to write something worth reading, you have to be dynamic. You need to be able to say ‘I love you’ then turn to say ‘Fuck you.’ It needs to be move. It needs to rage, insane and raucous like a hormonal teenager, then it needs to quiet down, turn poetic, fall silent and tender and be so vulnerable that your reader is reminded of the fact they are breathing and by that first reminder they are brought to a second reminder, that they are alive, that this is a life and it is theirs and that is the primal fact they cannot forget, that they must defend and hold onto above all else. This is what’s important! Life! Life touches life. If you’re writing is alive, it will awaken the life in your readers.”

	The sun is shining brightly, and I can feel its warmth upon the bridge of my nose.

	-Can I ask you something, sweetheart?

	-Sure.

	-I hate to pry, but I was just wondering, is there a man in your life?

	-No ma’am. No there isn’t. Sometimes I wish there was, but, His plans, not ours, right?

	Her eyes turn away, towards me, from off the road.

	-That’s right. That’s right. But sometimes, we’ve got to help God fix up His mind on us. Have you met anybody since you came to live out here?

	-Not particularly, not in that way, at least.

	-You’re too pretty, if you don’t mind me saying, to be lonely. But you’re too old, which again, I hope you don’t mind a real old lady saying it to you, to be waiting around.

	I chuckle.

	-I don’t mind at all.

	-I hope you don’t mind if I think a little on it. One of the benefits of having lived in a place for your whole life is you know everyone in that place, and their children, and which of their children might be handsome, and single, and looking to meet a pretty girl like yourself. So if you don’t mind me thinking on it a little, I’m going to.

	-I don’t mind.

	-Well I’m glad for that, I am.

	She smiles and reaches over and grabs my wrist and squeezes and I think to myself this is what it must be like to have a mother who loves you. As the car carries on, as the road approaches and falls away, as we drive on to the next town and then to the grocery store I can’t help but think this is what it must be like to have a mother who loves you and cares about you and wants the best for you and is concerned about you, this is what that kind of a mother would act like, the way the woman looks at me and looks after me, how she makes sure I’ve made the step up onto the curb and how she points out a bouquet of flowers in the grocery store and how she sets her purse onto her shoulder, how she remembers to buy her husband a newspaper and is glad to have remembered. It’s a simple satisfaction and the woman’s directness and sincerity disarm me because here is this humble woman happy to have remembered to buy her husband a newspaper at a grocery store not requiring anything else out of the world or out of life, content to have remembered it, in the face of all her tragic loss, in the face of all the tangles of her life.

	If she can smile, so can everyone.

	I think that to myself, secretly watching her as we go back to the car to make the drive to her son-in-law’s.

	I would have liked to have had her for a mother.

	Julie was lucky.

	 

	Regret

	Goddamnit I should have gotten clean with her, I should have checked in at the free spin-dry over in Carlisle and walked out of there and parked my ass in a halfway house and gotten a job after I sweat out those needles and nerves and fire ants, after I had a good shit fall out of my system after being constipated and puking and moaning, after the crawling and the flu sick congestion and the vomiting and screaming, after one last kick I could have found a room in a halfway house and picked up a job and put some money in my pocket and been clean, clean with her, I could have done it, goddamnit, I been through a kick before and I could have gone at it one last time, even though I promised last time was the last time but this could have really been the last time and I could have kicked it goddamnit, I could have kicked and gotten clean with her then I’d be on the otherside of it and last night when I saw her my god I could have been walking on that sidewalk with her in my arms, goddamnit she looked good she looked so clean and clear and there weren’t any track marks on her and her eyes there was life in them and there was something about the way her body moved, she really was moving and was back to herself, I could have been with her going to a meeting or going to grab a cup of coffee or a pack of smokes but instead she walked away and I missed her, I miss her so badly I wished I had gone in with her and gotten clean with her when she said she was done running and was checking herself in to clean up because there was nothing for her here with me, there’s still nothing, there’s no money there’s no future there’s only stomped on junk cut with who knows what and eventually my number will come and I’ll get the hot shot of fentanyl with one microgram too many and that’ll be the end of it, that’s how Bobby went and Shawn and Mack and Lisa and Nikki, they all plunged that needle and fell into the numb nowhere never to come back, there’s no sense in pretending it won’t happen to me and she had the good sense to see it would happen to her, too, but I missed my chance to get clean, goddamnit, and now all I can think to myself to make me smile is that when I come back around the wheel of time I wish to god I’m that tattoo of a raven on her thigh, I hope I come back as a tattoo stuck on her leg on her thigh with its wings up into the smooth inside of her inner thigh up near her beautiful pussy and I’ll fly there forever free as free as I could ever get because this life was nothing but hard times until I met her, she’ll be the only thing worth keeping or remembering, a raven with its wingtips and its beak open and the blackblue feathers spread up for takeoff on the inside of her thigh keeping her company, goddamnit, if I had one wish right now it would be I’d went and got clean with her, but really even better than being clean would be to come back as a tattoo of a black bird flying on her skin, a part of her, her body and her spirit with her forever until she falls apart in a grave and I fall apart with her and there’s nothing matters anyways.

	 

	The car stops gently and the groceries are in the back seat.

	-Here we are.

	Her voice is sweet.

	I smile at her, nod, and unbuckle my seatbelt. We both take a handful of bags and I follow her back behind the car and towards the house. It’s a lonely house marked by a lonesome crow in a naked oak tree. It’s a rundown house. It’s not far from the center of town, proud with its pile of junk in the yard, a broken fence, a chain for a white-eye’d dog. Its owner is the heir to a windswept, dour landscape, where rivulets and sweeping drifts of snow, dammed up then breaking free, run across the cracked asphalt driveway. Shifting, like rattlers hovering across a desert sand.

	I’m following her up a footpath, mud and ice, towards the far corner of the home.

	There are bricks and yellow boards for siding and I glance back at the crow so the word ‘elegy’ enters into my mind.

	The snow is dirty, brown and black. There is nothing left of that dreamy glacial blue from when the snow first fell, the kind of blue that makes you feel like the Arctic Ocean might be sloshing underneath the crust of the ice full of miracles and secrets. No. There was dirt and a dust to the snow, as if it were turning to sand. Coarse. Stuck between your fingers, in your teeth, abrasive. Wearing us down. Wearing away our defenses, the winter.

	My eyes are attracted to the patterns in the polluted snow.

	The patterns on the asphalt.

	The water stains on the concrete.

	The clumps of moss on a nearby stand of trees.

	The word ‘algae’ then ‘fungus’ enters my mind.

	This place is eating itself alive.

	It will become food for new life.

	My mind comes back to my body and here I am with the woman as we find ourselves at the top of a stairwell.

	-Be careful, it can get slippery.

	She descends.

	I follow.

	Concrete steps, a solid yellow door, a silence.

	She knocks, twice.

	The door opens and his face appears for only a moment before it dissolves back into the shadows of the room, like a spooked animal, leaving an eerie gap, a void between the frame and the doorknob. He doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t invite us in. He retreats and in his wake he leaves an impression like a flash bulb of light like a switch in a dark room had been flicked on and then back off suddenly, ultraviolet almost, a purple ghost.

	That’s the first thing I think of seeing him here, apprehensive, as those preconceived visions and imaginations inside my head gave way to the world of appearances in the flesh.

	A ghost, barely covered in flesh.

	After following his mother-in-law through the door, I receive my first look at him, the whole of him. Besides his spectral outline, what I noticed was this: it was if a massive burl had formed around his spirit, a grotesque tumor marking a fatal infection, one of pain and woe. He bore it, openly. I can see it through his eyes, as she introduces me to him, “a friend from the church.” I can sense it in his posture. It bulges through his disheveled brown hair, the dirt on his nails. He wears it like he wears his red flannel shirt and faded blue jeans.

	I am enraptured by him.

	Broken and unapologetic.

	It is awful, yet, somehow, he is the most beautiful man I have ever encountered.

	This is a hermitage of sorrow. I’ve come here today, an uninvited guest, and I can sense he is reluctant to make eye contact with me, he’s hesitant, he’s not happy I’m here. I’m an intruder. I’ve interrupted his self-mortification, his absolution, his slow and caustic prayers, his sacraments of cheap cigarettes and cheaper bourbon. He’s killing himself in this place. I can feel it. There’s a darkness to it. But I’m not afraid of it. I’m not inclined to escape it, to leave it. There’s something exposed, his wounds are so open, so unmasked by the typical machismo or bravado which has masked the insecurities and fears of every other man I have met and known. I look, and I listen, and I hear a faint prayer, a prayer for death, it is a quiet prayer, a patient prayer that is so mournful and pure, it’s the only prayer fit for his lips to utter. There’s no social pretension. Everything has been stripped away off of him. There are no superficial concerns. There’s no career path, no car models, no wristwatches or airline miles. He’s left the world. He’s retreated into himself, in this place, to confront the awful truth every one of us must ultimately confront, into the unknown boundary lands. He’s here, riding out, further and further. Ready to face death. Determined to face it.

	It’s strange but it’s brave and it’s beautiful.

	-It’s nice to make your acquaintance.

	He bites the inside of his mouth.

	-Here, let me take those from you.

	He takes the bags from us and sets them down on a beige card table with a crooked leg.

	I take a breath but instead of recoiling, instead of shutting myself inside my fortress of judgments, instead of disgust, there’s a stark thought which emerges from my perceptions and the thought is ‘Dying things are beautiful,’ like Valentine pink roses, yanked up from the ground.

	Like infant babies.

	Like a plate of oysters.

	Like this man, in his room full of curtains. A bull-necked mausoleum. An imprisoned island.

	He’s disappearing, this ghost choked in an atmosphere of cigarettes, drowning in plastic bottle caps, disappearing with each of his paces across a boot-stomped carpet.

	The room is draped in curtains of goodbye.

	I don’t recoil.

	I’m considering everything.

	I’ve been out there, living my life, while he’s been here, locked up in penance. 

	I’ve been out there, while he’s been in here.

	How could such a world account for both of us?

	Another stark thought emerges and aggregates to the previous idea around beauty and dying things, an additional clarifying thought like ‘She doesn’t make worthless things’ or ‘She doesn’t make anything worthless,’ something along those lines.

	Sure it’s a disgusting room caked in dust and grime.

	Sure, he’s flawed.

	But what do you want from people?

	What do you expect?

	To be human is, to be human.

	We ought to stop hating ourselves for not being angels.

	She doesn’t make worthless things.

	Everything is for a purpose.

	-Would you like a glass of water or something?

	My daydreams end, somewhat.

	His cheeks are gaunt. His eyes are red.

	-No I’m alright, thank you though.

	-Alright. What about you Mama?

	-I’m fine, thank you. I figured we wouldn’t stay long. I’m trying to get her back home so she can arrange to have her car towed and fixed up. Poor thing, her car sounded like a box of tools was rattling around under the hood when she started it in the church parking lot so I told her to come with me.

	-What’s happened with it?

	-I’m not sure.

	-Is that noise the engine knocking?

	-Yes. That’s right.

	-How long?

	-A couple months now, only today it’s gotten much worse. I had brought it to a mechanic and he changed a belt and gave me an additive for the fuel. He mentioned it might be some kind of build up. But today, for whatever reason, the noise really picked up.

	-Did he mention checking the spark plug?

	-He did. He had replaced one, maybe two. There was a valve he checked, too, and he made sure the oil system was working. I’ve been consistent on changing the oil on time, not letting it run low.

	-Make sure he gets a good look at the timing chain before he tries to sell you a new engine. Rod knock is usually the end of the line, but there’s still a few other things to check. What kind of truck do you drive?

	-I don’t. I have a Honda.

	-Japanese, huh? I’ll tell you what. I could have my friend pick it up for you and take a look. He’s a gear head, and he knows those motors real well. He’ll charge you, but he won’t charge you more than whatever you’re paying your mechanic now, and he’ll be straight with you. He likes making projects of fixing things. If you need a replacement or a rebuild, he might take it on.

	-That’s great. Thank you.

	-Sure. Here, let me, I’ll write it down. You tell him I told you to call. You call him tonight, he’ll be around.

	My feet walk me over to a filing cabinet next to the utility sink and the drawer opens, the aluminum creaks, then a small notepad is in my hands and Ray’s number is going onto the paper, pressing hard because the pen is mostly out of ink and it hasn’t been used for who knows how long but it finishes itself up and here I go back over in front of this strange, beautiful woman with my hand extending itself, the piece of paper, her finger touches mine and she says ‘Thank you’ again and half-smiles and there’s nothing for my hands to do but stuff themselves inside my pockets and nothing for my eyes to do other than fade to the floor hoping she leaves with my mother-in-law. There’s no reason for a woman like this to be here. There’s no reason for a beautiful, strange woman to be here. There’s no reason for her to be here with Mama. There’s no reason for her to be exposed to something like me. There’s no reason.

	-Well, I suppose then…

	How ridiculous am I standing here in my sweater with the sleeves pulled down to my fingers rambling on about my engine troubles in the midst of the Book of Revelation. Gnashing of teeth and weeping, a white horse with a crowned rider who pulls back his bow, a fiery red horse which destroyed peace amongst the signs and seals of angels, a black horse with a rider bearing scales, a pale horse whose rider was Death. Here I am in the plains of Armageddon, wondering where I can find a good mechanic.

	It's ridiculous.

	I’m completely ridiculous.

	So I can’t help but smile. A smile breaks out over my face.

	My breathing stops.

	My mother-in-law is looking at me, and the woman is looking at my mother-in-law, and now she’s smiling.

	A thought pops in my head like a wish and it begs the woman doesn’t have to go to the bathroom.

	The bathroom mirror, the black plastic trash bag, the duct tape.

	A nervous feeling fills up inside of me.

	It’s a feeling which hasn’t filled up inside of me for a long time.

	Worry, over the chance of being embarrassed.

	What would you even say? To explain it?

	The bathroom mirror, the black plastic trash bag, the duct tape.

	There’d have to be an excuse, a reason why she couldn’t use the bathroom, an apology, why it was out of service, or out of order, under construction. There’d have to be words to come out of my mouth and prevent her from opening the door and if they didn’t come out of my mouth my eyes would have to follow her to the corner of the basement while the feelings continued to push my insides wider and wider.

	Who knows how the words would string themselves together out of my mouth.

	-I suppose…

	The telephone rings. 

	My breathing resumes.

	-Excuse me.

	My feet, my eyes, my hands.

	-Hello?

	An unfamiliar voice.

	-Yep, that’s right. She’s here. What can I do for you?

	An unfamiliar voice explains to me the old man experienced a heart attack. He was in stable condition. He was lucky enough to have called 9-1-1 before it was too late. An ambulance found him. He was in stable condition. They had him at Lancaster General. She could come by right away. They would transfer the old man to Penn State once he had rested a bit more, after they had done a few more tests. She could come by right away. He was in stable condition. Visiting hours lasted until ten o’clock. He was in stable condition. That’s what the nurse repeated. He was in stable condition, and he was lucky for it. She could come by right away.

	The old man had been lucky.

	He was in stable condition.

	She could come by right away.

	-Alright, I’ll tell her.

	My hand sets the phone back into the receiver. My eyes are fixed on the coil of wire, the yellow plastic. There’s a second when my eyes have fixed themselves on the cord and the second seems to extend, seems to push away the time in front of it and the time behind it. I’m coiled up in my thoughts but I need my brain to think quickly so I can find the right words to explain to my mother-in-law what’s happened but to do it in a way that doesn’t upset her or put her into a spell.

	She’s had to deal with so much.

	And now this.

	At least the old man didn’t die.

	At least he hung on.

	-That was a nurse, out of Lancaster General. There’s been an episode. They picked Papa up a little while ago in an ambulance, but he’s stable. He’s alright. She didn’t say much else, a cardiac episode, but I didn’t get more detail than that. They want you to go over there tonight, and they said they would transfer him to one of the Penn State hospitals maybe tomorrow or the next day.

	-Oh my goodness.

	The old woman closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. She has a look of fainting about her. My head tells me I don’t want her to faint. My legs quicken themselves up next to her and my arm goes around her, so in case she faints she won’t hit the ground with a thump, and a voice from inside me comes out and reassures her in a voice I’m not used to hearing, with a confidence and a tone I’m not familiar with, and I don’t know what the words are or where they come from but the old woman opens her eyes and my mother-in-law seems like she’s fortified by the words and the words are reassuring to her.

	The beautiful, strange woman takes my mother-in-law by the wrist while the words are coming out from my lips.

	She glances at me.

	She glances at me then at my mother-in-law.

	His eyes are waiting.

	-We can drive you, can’t we?

	Then she looks over at me.

	She’s looking right at me.

	His eyes meet mine.

	-Of course. Yep. We’ll drive you over there right away.

	-Oh no, no. I’m alright. I’ll need the car anyways, if he’s transferred, if I need to go home. It’s better I have the car.

	-We can take two cars. I can drive the truck and follow you two. We can take you over to the hospital, make sure you’re settled, and then I can drive her back.

	-It’s a lovely offer, but really, I can manage. I can manage fine. Really. If anything, I ought to drop you off on my way.

	The strange, beautiful woman shakes her head.

	-No, no. I’ll be fine. You can drive me home, can’t you?

	He looks over at me.

	He’s looking right at me.

	Her eyes meet mine.

	-Yep. We can do that. I can give you a lift.

	-Why don’t you do that? I’ll go over to Lancaster. If I need anything, I’ll call you? I’d rather have the car there, in case they transfer him tonight. Frankly, I could use ten minutes alone. I’ll need to do some praying. I’ll need some quiet, for my prayers. That’s what we’ll settle on. You go ahead and see her home safely. I’ll check back in tonight. I’ll call.

	-Sure.

	His eyes are warmer, as if he’s been pulled away from the coldness of death, and her eyes are open and perfect, they’re green and hazel, they swirl in color and beam with life and she is looking at me without any sense of pity or distaste, and he looks at me as if I was the only woman alive in the world, and there’s a feeling inside of me and a thought accompanying it like this might be somebody for me.

	It’s something that hasn’t been inside of me for a long time.

	It’s something that hasn’t been inside of me since I met Julie.

	-It’s settled then. I’ll call you tonight. And I’ll see you at church next week?

	-Yes ma’am. Thank you so much for everything, thank you. It was such a lovely morning spending time with you. I’ll pray for your husband, and, and for everything. I’m sure he’ll be alright.

	The two women are hugging in front of me.

	A voice inside of me is dim and it whispers ‘You need to get rid of her so you can start to drink.’

	-Thank you for the groceries, Mama. We’ll be in touch. Tell the old man I hope he feels better soon, that I’m thinking about him.

	-I will.

	She hugs me, puts a kiss on my cheek.

	She kisses him, and now, soon, we’ll be alone.

	-Alright then.

	 

	Mother (a song like a sad poem)

	We didn’t have the money to send her to the private facility with the furnished rooms and the smiling nurses and the vase full of daffodils in the lobby. 

	We didn’t have the money for afternoon activity itineraries and freshly cooked meals. 

	We didn’t have the money to make sure she was comfortable. 

	We couldn’t pull it together. 

	We could save up for a hundred years and we wouldn’t have enough for more than five or six months in the private facility with the parking lot and the painted yellow lines. 

	There wouldn’t be any experimental medications. There wouldn’t be any music therapy. There would only be Mother, in her dirty clothes, muttering to herself in a crowded hallway with five or six other folks in wheelchairs at various stages of decline. 

	There would be thrashing. There’d be cursing. Some of the patients would have to be restrained. Some of them would be neglected for days at a time, with their pants soiled. There’d be constant paranoia, about the ‘hooks’ in the ‘lines’ or the ‘killers’ around the ‘caverns.’ There’d be phrases and words she’d repeat, glaring, screaming. There’d be one of us, on the weekend, face to face with her, our Mother, unrecognizable. 

	Our own Mother, she wouldn’t recognize us. 

	We wouldn’t recognize her, either. 

	She’d think we were after her money. She’d think we were after her jewelry. She’d yell for help. She’d say “Who the fuck are you, you sonovabitch?” after we’d offer her a cigarette. Her eyes weren’t her own. They were occupied by something else, something we didn’t know, something we hadn’t grown up with, hadn’t been cared for by. Her voice had changed.

	We didn’t have the money to make sure she was comfortable. 

	We couldn’t pull it together. 

	So she was institutionalized. A sanitorium. She was assigned a room with three other women and she grimaced over her shoulder and she slapped a nurse who tried to help her into bed. 

	One weekend it would be one of the girls, another weekend it would be one of her boys. We rotated, checking in on her. Then afterwards, we’d make phone calls. We considered everything. My brother wanted to suffocate the poor thing with a pillow. He was convinced it would be for the better. He volunteered to do it. He was serious as a stone when he put it out for us to hear. One of my sisters agreed with him. But I wouldn’t let him. I opted for prayers, for praying, for her to go quickly, to die, to fall asleep and never wake up and dream herself back to her life, back as a mother, as a grandma, as Auntie Carrol, as the precocious girl with the blonde curls always stuck to her cheek. 

	But our prayers weren’t answered. 

	She lived. 

	She lived and lived and withered away, slowly, hanging on, clutched to the rails of her wheelchair, her eyes bloodshot and distant and no longer her own. Years and years and years in the sanitorium. Panicked. Agitated. Hooks and lines and killers and caverns, convinced we had stolen all her money, were about to kill her. We prayed and she lived and there was nothing we could do about it because we didn’t have the money to send her anywhere else.

	 

	So often when you hear talk of death, you hear talk of darkness. We have an expectation to experience a sudden and unending pitch black when we die. Eyelids shut. Lights out. Goodnight. Eternal rest. Dreamless sleep. Emptiness. Nothingness. It’s an assumption most of us assume to be true, and do little thinking around it. There doesn’t seem to be a reason to challenge it.

	But now I know.

	Nothing could be further from the truth.

	I’m right here, alive, and I feel like I’ve been born into a world of shadow.

	Death was a firework.

	Death was an arc light.

	It was nothing but light.

	I saw it.

	I told the nurse a minute ago, I said it to her, ‘It’s nothing but light.’

	I don’t think she knew what I was talking about.

	She offered me a polite smile.

	Now I’m laying in this bed, in a hospital gown, covered by a hospital blanket, and I can’t get over how dark the room is.

	And cold.

	It’s so cold to be alive, in this thin bag of skin and bone, with chattering teeth.

	Another assumption we make about death is the cold. The purple lips of a corpse. The cold, damp earth we’re buried inside of. When the blood stops, as the color wanes. We imagine death to be a frozen place. We are transformed into icy statues. Rigor mortis. Stiff as a board.

	But now I know.

	Nothing could be further from the truth.

	Death was an explosion.

	Death was a blazing sun.

	It was nothing but warmth, heat.

	I felt it.

	I asked the nurse, after she smiled at me, if there was another blanket I could have. ‘It’s a bit chilly in here.’ I said that to the nurse and she left the room for a moment and returned with a second blanket. She unfolded it, stretched the blanket out to the corners of my bed, and I thanked her.

	She told me to try to relax.

	She said to let her know if I didn’t feel more comfortable.

	I wanted to tell her, there’s nothing comfortable about being alive.

	It’s dark. It’s cold.

	Being alive is an uncomfortable thing.

	Confined to a body, stuck with a thinking mind and its silly thoughts. Trying to make sense of what we see, what he hear, how we feel. Falling in love, then drowning in loss. Building things up, then they collapse. Learning a trade, or an art, or facts from books, only to find out what we learned wasn’t entirely true, that we were wrong, that we’d never know much about anything.

	It’s damn tough being alive.

	I know I had died. I was dead when they found me. I know a doctor will walk in here in the next hour or so, he’ll pick up a chart attached to my bed, he’ll clear his throat and he’ll say something like ‘You’re lucky to be alive right now, do you know that?’ He’ll tell me that the ambulance arrived at my house and they couldn’t find a pulse in me so they had to shock me back to life. He’ll tell me about some operation I’ll need, to make sure it doesn’t happen again. He’ll tell me I’m not out of the woods yet, but he thinks I have a good shot of going home in a few weeks.

	He'll speak his lines and when he does I’ll try not to let on because I’ve already known what he would say.

	Mama will have a scare when she sees the state I’m in.

	I hope they told her everything is alright.

	I hope the same doctor who’s going to come in here and tell me how lucky I am called Mama to let her know I’m not out of the woods yet, but I got a good shot of going home in a few weeks, a month at most.

	I don’t want to upset her.

	There’s nothing to be upset about anymore.

	My bluebird, Julie, and the girls, my Scarlet and Taylor, there’s no reason to be angry anymore. There’s no reason to hide from their memory. There’s no reason to fight off their presence, to forbid Mama from putting up their pictures in the house, the pottery.

	They’re twinkling stars.

	They’re nothing but light, and warmth, and love.

	They’ve been with me since it happened.

	They’ll be with me forever.

	It had made me sick to think of them, my treasures, in the darkness, frozen, trapped inside the ground. Words like ‘tomb,’ ‘casket,’ ‘embalming fluid,’ ‘headstone,’ ‘burial,’ those words used to upset me to no end. I would tense up if I heard somebody else mention those words in passing. I’d tense up and a pressure would push up from inside my chest. I’d imagine them walled in, my girls, my darlings with their eyelashes covered in frost.

	A cemetery in town, the town graveyard. I thought that’s where they were. My girls, once afraid of the dark, now buried in the earth and out of the sun’s reach. I would pass by the cemetery, in the thick of the main clot of houses and buildings, allocated before the homes and businesses were dreams inside the heads of their owners. A plot of land where people are laid to rest. That’s where they are, I thought. That’s where I’ll go, where Mama will go. The town might grow around us, it might decay, but our headstones will be there, in that place. Of course none of it will matter to us, the dead. I thought that’s how it would be. Fixed. Frozen.

	But I had been mistaken.

	I’m laid down in this hospital bed, and I realize how much I had mistaken.

	I was wrong about the boy. I was wrong about what he deserved, about the part he played in all of it. He’s lost so much. When a man loses a wife, he ought to be comforted by his children, by the symbols of a marriage’s love, the living reminders, the totems left behind. A man ought to be comforted by his daughters when he’s forced to bury his wife. But he lost any hope of comfort. The boy lost everything. He lost their yawns at night in bed with a kiss on the forehead, he lost their big toes like pudgy thumbs, he lost their games of cards flipped up like spoons on the table with fits of laughter letting the girls win, he lost the way Scarlet would call something dirty ‘dusty’ instead of ‘dirty’ and how he would never correct her, he lost the way Taylor sat down to dinner in her seat with her knees folded up and her bottom resting on the backs of her ankles, he lost all those memories, memories like thumbprints like tulip petals, memories so delicate but at the same time so powerful they’d fortify you with the strength to cry out against the night of life, against the violence of mankind down from the line of Cain cursed with animal instincts, this dark march of ours, doomed. He didn’t need my hatred. He didn’t need me to confront him with his failures. He hadn’t forgotten them. He needed a friend. He needed a father.

	I had been mistaken about so much.

	But somehow, despite that, despite the fact I’ve been wrong about so much, I’ve never been more certain. Somehow, despite the fact that my body has never been in worse shape, I’ve never felt better.

	I feel them with me, my girls.

	I touched them.

	They kissed me.

	They whispered something in my ear.

	It was so beautiful.

	I feel a tear in my eye.

	I start to cry.

	It’s been such a long while. I haven’t let myself tear up since the night they left. More tears are filling up my eyes and my breathing is heavy, but it feels good. I’m crying. It’s alright. It’s alright to cry. My tears are tears of relief. Like I’ve remembered something, something so important, something more important than anything I ever knew about anything else, and I’ve finally remembered it, having forgotten it for so long, and it’s such a relief to have it back.

	I can’t say the words to myself exactly what it is.

	I don’t know exactly what I’ve remembered, but I have it back. I’m here crying in a hospital bed so full of relief and peace because I’ve remembered the secret I forgot. I’m not even bothered by the fact I’d forgotten it for so long, misplaced it, lost it, when it could have been the answer to everything. I’m not annoyed by it or upset, because it’s too late and I’m so relieved to have found it.

	It’s the same feeling as when Julie was born, watching her face turn colors, from blue to grey to red to peach to pink, in a matter of seconds, seconds that stretched out for a thousand years, me holding my breath and begging for her to cry out, praying in the deepest corner of my heart for her to make a sound and scream out to let her mother and I know she was alive and was here and was ours, watching and waiting and praying and then finally she screamed and at that moment I had it. I knew the secret. I found it in that moment and I didn’t even know what it was because I was so young and full of myself and built up in pride, I didn’t have any perspective to appreciate it.

	But now I’m an old man broken by life and I’m so grateful to have found it again.

	We come out from something beautiful, a place of warmth and light, and are brought here into this world under its care. A world, despite its shortcomings, its faults, where love is possible. Then, after a while, we return to that same beautiful place, under the same care. Wherever it is, whatever it is, love is possible there too.

	It’s a place like silence is a sound. Where everything enters and leaves yet somehow remains. It’s a spaciousness beyond space, a light beyond darkness, an eternity beyond time.

	I touched it, again. And now I’m crying because I’m so relieved and so grateful to have remembered the truth.

	I’ve remembered.

	I’ve been forgiven.

	I’ve died, and come back to life.

	A nurse walks in.

	-Is everything alright?

	-Oh yes, yes. Everything is perfect, actually. It’s perfect.

	-Are you comfortable?

	-I am. I’m a little cold, and it’s a little dark in here, but I’m fine. I’m just fine. I’m thankful for you, what you’re doing, you and the other nurses and the doctors, to help me. Thank you.

	-Of course. The doctor should be in soon to check in with you.

	-That’s fine. Can I ask one question? I have a wife. My wife. She’s probably worried sick. She wasn’t at home with me when it happened.

	-The nurse at the desk has spoken with her. She’s on her way here. She should be here very soon. She’s very happy to hear you’re in stable condition.

	-That’s fine. Thank you. Thank you.

	-Of course. Now, try to relax. Like I said, your wife will be here soon, and I imagine when she’s here the doctor will speak with you both.

	-That’s fine.

	-There’s some water next to the bed if you’re feeling thirsty. And if you want, the television clicker is on the rail there, the buttons are built in, so feel free to put it on if you’d like. Try to relax. It’s been quite a day for you.

	-It sure has. Thank you.

	The nurse walks out.

	This is no time for television!

	What could I possibly watch?

	I want to cry some more. I think I will. I’ll do some more crying. And once I’m let out of here, I’ll dance. I’ll dance with Mama and tell her why I’m so relieved. I’m so grateful. I can feel how tired my body is, but nothing about what’s actually inside of me feels tired. My soul, it’s my soul. I have a soul inside of me now and it feels light and free and it remembers the light and the warmth and there’s nothing to do but feel completely satisfied by everything all around me.

	It’s perfect.

	It’s always been perfect.

	Poor Mama and her infection, her disappointment for all those years, my veiled hostility towards her. The unspoken sadness between us, my unfair disappointment in her, her unfair disappointment in herself. Poor Julie and the girls, their untimely passing, their suffering on that fatal night, the blood and the crushed steel and the broken windows. Poor boy with his guilt, his shame, his sadness. Poor me, and my part in these relationships. How I had shut myself out. How I had been obsessed with the store, my work. How I had failed them, my own family, so many times, countless times, unavailable. I had come up so short as a husband and as a father and as a lover and as an employer, I had failed and missed the mark.

	But it’s alright.

	Now, this whole mess is suddenly perfect.

	I’ve remembered the secret I forgot and nothing will ever come undone, nothing will ever destroy it, nothing will change this perfect truth I’ve found. It’s inside of me. It’s right in the middle of me and everything I see is through it, everything I think is through it, everything I feel is because of its presence in me so what else could I ever ask for?

	It’s not the drugs in the IV line attached to my arm.

	It’s not neurotransmitters.

	It’s not a hallucination.

	I died and I came back to life and while I was dead I felt my daughter and my grandbabies and they whispered something to me and kissed me on the cheek and there was nothing but light and warmth and love.

	Television?

	I smile and I cry.

	I’ll cry until Mama shows up, then I’ll smile and I’ll explain it all to her.

	Then we’ll dance.

	 

	Face Pointed into a Runnel

	A wind that starts at you with an incision, a puncture, painful before it widens, separating, and eats you open, like a pair of clamps holding the tissues apart, from your face to your fingertips, torn asunder. You become victim to such a wind, helpless and exposed. It occupies your body, at first, and then once you go numb, your thoughts. An intruder.

	That kind of a wind blew outside the General Hospital.

	An ambulance pulled up to the EMERGENCY entrance. The driver, the lead technician, opened the door and exhaled a puff of a cloud out into the frozen air. He muttered to himself, “Sonovabitch” and went to the rear to open the latch.

	Snow piled up in desultory islands across the parking lot. Mounds of frozen dust, as in the crunch of bones into dust, a casket moth fluttering.

	The Tech helped his partner roll the gurney through the automatic doors.

	The smell of this place, he thought to himself.

	It was like the smell of your grandmother’s perfume for weeks on end, stuck to your seatbelt, after you’d driven her back to the nursing home after Christmas Eve, but without any of the gentle nostalgia.

	The receptionist at the overburdened desk doesn’t even glance up at him anymore.

	This place is dead, he thought to himself.

	On the one hand, he was right. The place was dead. It was where the dead transitioned out of life. People came in, alive, and went out, deceased. Important certificates were rigorously administered to prove this crucial fact.

	An OB nurse, fresh from a dilation and curettage procedure, walked past him, without making eye contact. It had been a double shift, a long day even for a veteran of many years. She had seen empty rooms of blood and mucus and the echoes of a wailing mother, a defeated woman who had been a mother for only a short while, but no longer. The nurse had seen these same empty rooms filled with buoyant, healthy children the next day visiting their mommy and their new baby brother. Moans of terror, shrieks of delight.

	On the one hand, the doctors and the nurses and the custodians, the security guards and the administrators, the secretaries and the account managers, they were dead, too. A terrible fatalism had taken them in its grips. It told them, in no uncertain terms, that this would ultimately be their fate, too. Their end would be insignificant, alone and portioned off of a sterilized hallway, in a fluorescent room where people who couldn’t control their bowels excreted for weeks on end, controlled by Visitors Hours and a bracelet on their wrist. It would be unceremonious. It would finish as a lifeless hunk, accompanied by one of the important certificates.

	The Tech often wondered, in the face of such a stark reality, what could possibly matter.

	Everyone’s dead.

	Everyone’s numb.

	It’s impossible to be hopeful under the oppression of such fatalism.

	It’s impossible to meet the nightmare we are beset with, beset in a nightmare’s shroud thanks to our mortal condition, day after day, patient after patient, closing in.

	That’s what the Tech figured happened to everyone here.

	Dead.

	Numb.

	But on the third floor, there was a phlebotomist who would have forced the Tech to reconsider his conclusion. She was a Hispanic woman. She was forty-three, with three children. She worked close to sixty hours a week. She had friends in various departments. She knew nurses, she knew doctors. She knew when a patient was going to make it, and when he wasn’t.

	Whether they made it or not, that day or the next, didn’t matter to her.

	She prayed for each one.

	She’d meet them and smile and introduce herself and then humbly perform her duties, collecting a sample of this or that. And while she collected her samples, and labeled them, and delivered them to the appropriate laboratory or the designated collection station, she prayed for them. She whispered ‘Hail Mary’ in secret caves of her heart while her mind conducted her professional business. There were no rosary beads in her hands, no mumbling on her lips, but there were short, precise breaths, barely perceptible, from one decade to the next, one mystery to the next, a string of them, connected, one to the next, Our Lady of Safe Harbor, Our Lady of Good Voyage, Our Lady of Perpetual Hope, Our Lady of Sorrows, Our Lady of Refuge, Our Lady of Victory, Stella Maris, Mother of Good Counsel, Queen of Peace. She whispered it for each one of them, and at night she said one final Hail Mary in summation for everyone she had met.

	If the Tech knew this, he might be forced to rethink his position.

	Or maybe he’d dismiss her, this naive phlebotomist, he’d call her gullible or delusional and maintain his course.

	Either way the phlebotomist wouldn’t care. She’d ride the bus home to her children and toil over a skillet and a cutting board then finish the laundry or sew a square of fabric onto a pair of jeans before she showered and tucked herself into bed with her husband at her side, the two of them quiet and confessing to each other regrets about the day which had passed and what they hoped for in the day ahead which hadn’t come. Then she’d relax and make the sign of the cross and whisper a final Hail Mary with the Tech’s face in her mind and the face of the other people she had seen that day.

	It was such a tragic, beautiful thing to be a human being.

	That’s what her prayer would mean, without her thinking it in those words.

	It was such a tragic, wonderful life because we weren’t devils or angels and instead were caught somewhere in between where we glowed like saints then grew ugly like monstrosities, caught in the middle of a tremendous battle which everyone knew the final score but still it had to be played out and fought, there had to be little boys walking down the neighborhood door to door offering to shovel out a driveway or a sidewalk for a couple of bucks and there had to be grown men who raped drunk unconscious women in the back of alleys behind deafening barrooms ruthless and blind, there had to be all of it everywhere and we had to make our choices and somehow wake up the next day and do it again.

	The phlebotomist had decided we all deserve pity, and not ruthlessness.

	Some would agree with her, and some would not.

	 

	The boy would have told me. He wouldn’t have lied to me. He would have never let me leave on my own. Think through this. He’ll be alright. Papa is alright. If it would have been serious, if there was any chance he might die, or be dead, they would have told my son-in-law and he would have told me the truth and consoled me. The boy wouldn’t send me on my way to confront some horrible thing on my own. He loves me. He cares about me. He wouldn’t do that.

	No, Papa is alright.

	He’ll be alright.

	In Jesus’ name.

	Lord, please let me get there to the hospital and see Papa alright.

	I can’t even begin to…

	No.

	Lord, I trust in Your mercy and Your wisdom and I trust in You completely. Please put Papa in Your care tonight and let me find him alright at the hospital.

	In Jesus’ name.

	There’s been too much of it, Lord.

	I can’t…

	I know You won’t put me where I don’t belong, put me through something I can’t handle.

	I just can’t handle it again, Lord.

	It’s been too soon.

	It’s been so much, Lord.

	Hasn’t it been enough?

	How could You send me any more?

	I turn left.

	I’m onto Route 225.

	I’m across the Susquehanna.

	The sunrise side of the Susquehanna.

	It’s such a beautiful name for a river.

	I’ve loved it since I was a little girl.

	I’ve loved it since my father put me on his lap and told me the word meant “muddy river.”

	If Daddy could see the pollution, today, it would break his heart.

	He used to fish that river when he was a boy, with his can of worms and his homemade hooks. He’d collect oysters down in Havre De Grace when his family made for the bay on a day trip, the kids in the back of a flatbed. His father bought a truck and took them down to the beaches, and he shucked oysters with a pocketknife and used to tell me about the trip because it was one of those sparkling moments of his childhood. His was a tough upbringing, but there were still sparkling moments to it and Daddy would tell me stories to remind him of the sparkle, and not of the hunger or the blisters or the hardship. Daddy would tell me about when he was a little boy and he used to work at the barbershop, sweeping up hair, shining shoes, fetching cigars for a nickel for the men in the chairs having themselves a shave or a trim of their beard.

	Oh goodness, my mind is everywhere.

	If you’re in heaven, Daddy, say a prayer for Papa, for me.

	Everything changed for you so quickly, too, once the steel mill went under, after the layoffs and the buyouts, after the papers were signed. You had been such a proud millworker, a provider, a man who came who every night with your cracked knuckles bulging like bulbs of garlic to smile us over and plant big kisses on our cheeks and foreheads and read your paper with a cup of coffee. You had been something strong. You were like a tower. You could handle that yoke, and then some. But then they tore you down. The men in grey suits. The men with fountain pens and strings of numbers. They tore you down.

	That’s when you found the Lord.

	It was your only answer.

	Your bitterness found a counterpart in vengeance.

	There was a judge, and a judgment, coming, and it would be delivered to those men in the grey suits. It was coming for the crooked executives, the godless sons of tycoons and barons, those princely highbrow intellectuals, who knew nothing of the molten rivers, the forges, that daily inferno you walked into and mastered, as a greenhorn then as a shift lead then as a foreman. Judgement was coming for them. It was coming for the authors of those glib phrases on company letterhead. The lawyers. The partners.

	Daddy, the union let you down.

	Then your knee and your back let you down.

	Then your mind followed your body. You stopped bathing. You started tightening extra bolts onto doors, drawing the shades. You quit eating, on account of being poisoned. The men in grey suits, they were out to poison your food and your water and that last time in the hospital when I saw you I could barely look at you, how badly they had torn you down.

	There were no provisions made for you.

	There were no provisions made for any of the workers.

	There was no fallback.

	The Lord was your fallback.

	The Lord is my fallback.

	And where have we fallen?

	For what happened to you. For what happened to me. My infection, after Julie. The fact I would never bear another child, care for another baby. Nuzzled into my breast. Diapers, giggles. The fact I was barren, cold, a woman who dried up then dried her husband up with her. Wither. Withered. The shame I felt, the awful shame for not being able to fulfill my duties, my marriage contract, my vows as a wife. I had failed him, but not until the world had failed me. A bad break. Bad luck. So my rage and my pain went hidden, buried itself. I kept on. Until the girls. The girls. More bad luck. Broken. After the girls. So much is buried. My daddy wore his hate on his sleeve and they say it destroyed him, but I can’t say I’ve done any better shoveling mine under the ground. All the cordial greetings, the oven timers, what had it done for me? What had I ever asked for, from the Lord? I wasn’t any different than you, Daddy. I’m no better. I asked the Lord for wrath, for earthquakes and blood red moons. I asked the Lord, from the hidden fissures of my broken heart, to deliver justice on my behalf. There isn’t anything Christian in me anymore. Even now, as I ask for Papa to be alright, I do it so it doesn’t hurt me anymore than I’m already hurting. That’s the truth of it. I don’t do it on account of Papa, I do it for me.

	The selfishness.

	The devil inside me.

	The anger inside of me. For that truck driver. For that doctor. For those bacterial cells that ruined my uterus. For my mother, who beat down on Daddy when the mill went under, beat down and destroyed him only to remarry a fool and a drunk and a brute to beat down on her, and us. I’m filled with anger. I hate it. God damn it! I hate so much of it. I want You to finish them off, to send the men in the grey suits to hell with that truck driver, with the man my mother subject us to. All of them. I want to see their faces in the fire.

	Oh my goodness.

	My goodness.

	The road ahead is dark and I need to drive slowly, drive careful.

	Slow down.

	You need to take your time. You need to take care. Concentrate on the road. Keep the lights on bright. Follow the road. Follow the turns. Slow down and take it easy.

	No sense in hurting yourself too, going rushing around.

	There’s no need to rush. My son-in-law would have told me. He wouldn’t have sent me out here to face something like this on my own.

	The Lord is my shepherd.

	The Lord is my light and my salvation.

	In Jesus’ name.

	In…

	Where have I fallen?

	Oh goodness.

	It’s so dark.

	I’ve had enough of it.

	I can’t bear any more.

	It’s so dark.

	And there’s nobody here except me.

	 

	A song for ten thousand people screaming together in perspired ecstasy

	What are we holding out for

	If we don’t hold it together

	We can hold it together

	What are we holding out for

	If we don’t hold it together

	We can hold it together

	 

	I called my sister and she told me

	She said it didn’t matter anymore

	Her heart had gone

	I pulled over, to a parking spot

	An empty space between lines

	I cried, undone

	A sky, the windshield glass

	A gravestone in the grass

	Is all I see

	If you can’t feel it

	If you can’t hold it

	Is it real?

	 

	What are we holding out for

	If we don’t hold it together

	We can hold it together

	What are we holding out for

	If we don’t hold it together

	We can hold it together

	 

	I called my father and he told me

	He said all it ever did was hurt

	A pain run endless

	So I pulled over, to a parking spot

	An empty space between lines

	So, so senseless

	A cloud and a cobweb

	A room with an empty bed

	Is all he could see

	Even if you can’t feel it

	Even if you can’t hold it

	I tell her it’s real

	 

	What are we holding out for

	If we don’t hold it together

	We can hold it together

	What are we holding out for

	If we don’t hold it together

	We can hold it together

	 

	The door is closed and my body is standing here next to a strange, beautiful woman and my hands are stuck in my pockets and my feet can’t move and there’s no thoughts of anything to say.

	There’s a bathroom mirror, with duct tape, and a black trash bag.

	My eyes try to blur the scene in front of me.

	A beige card table.

	A busted leg.

	There’s a thought in my head that says the girls from around here are homely, their looks are charming but they don’t arrest you, don’t freeze your tracks. They’re not quite as angular. They’re necks aren’t so distinct.

	This woman is beautiful, strange, and she isn’t from around here.

	There are thoughts but nothing can translate itself onto my lips.

	My hands are stuck in my pockets.

	My feet can’t move.

	-She’s such a sweet woman, I hope everything is okay with her husband.

	My breathing starts up again.

	-He’s a tough old bird dog, I doubt whatever happened will keep him down for long.

	-You know, she didn’t have to help me today. She could have driven away and not said a word to me. But she didn’t. She was so lovely. And so easy to talk to. I’m really glad to have spent some time with her.

	-What did you all get to talking to?

	Am I looking at him funny?

	I don’t want to give him the wrong impression.

	An impression of pity.

	Impressed by his lack of, what’s the word? The church word? Corporeal. Corporeality.

	There’s an impression of a prey animal that has been stalked for days and weeks and months.

	I’m staring at him.

	He impresses me.

	He asked a question.

	-Our backgrounds. She told me about what happened to you, to your family. I don’t mean to pry, but I’m so sorry. I was so sorry to hear. Your mother-in-law, she loves you. I hope you don’t mind me saying it. She really cares about you.

	-I don’t mind. What you said is true. She’s a good woman. And she cares about me. She does. She’s been good to me through all this. She’s been real good to me.

	A voice in my mind is in my mother-in-law’s voice and it’s saying what she said to me at the funeral and whenever I think of her or talk about her this voice and this phrase comes into my mind from somewhere and I remember what it meant to me and still means to me and it’s the only reason what’s left of me is here to stand. And my hands haven’t tilted a bottle down my throat in a few hours so I can hear her words clearly and the feeling inside of me is heavy, there’s a weight with her voice, it pushes into my chest and there’s a feeling like that inside of my body. It’s not a bad feeling but it might bring tears and a part of me, the same part of me that’s worried about the woman seeing my bathroom, doesn’t want that.

	My eyes won’t quite look up at her.

	I’m careful as to how I look at him because I’ve left my private world of sighs and here is a stranger, a man standing in front of me, floating here, this ghost, but I can’t look at him like he’s a ghost, like how a normal person might be shocked by a ghost and scream or reach for a camera to document the encounter. I’m careful to not let him know I know he’s a ghost. He knows that I know that he knows he’s not a man but I don’t think he knows that I know he’s a ghost because I’m careful with my eye contact, I hold it, and I’m relaxing the muscles in my mouth and on my eyebrows because I don’t want to scare him off. I’m not scared by him. I’m not amused by him. I’m not intrigued by you, is what I’m communicating, what I’m trying to communicate, because he’s not a thing in a picture for me to pass out to the newspapers. He’s a man who is real and I’m a woman who is real and our realness is a result of the shadow and light between our bodies and our circumstances and faults and bad luck, the shadows we cast, and the light of this miracle of our being alive and together right now, mixed together. I decide I will communicate all this to him, my intention to simply be in each other’s company alive and real and I respect his ghostness even if he has become part ghost, I’m not here for headlines. He’s strange and I can’t let off too much of this feeling I have for him, this impression he’s made upon me.

	I should say something.

	But what comes to my mind is one of the verses read in church, about the ‘beating of breasts.’

	I can’t say that.

	I stumble, and thankfully he says something.

	-Well, I don’t want to keep you. I ought to get you home. I’m sure you have things to do.

	-I don’t, actually. I mean, Sundays are quiet. A few papers to grade, but other than church, there wasn’t much I had planned today. I’m alone, so, there’s no one waiting on me.

	-Papers, huh? Whose papers are you grading?

	-My students. I work at Tri Valley. I’m in the English Department.

	-Good for you. I bet you’re a fine teacher. I wish I would have paid more attention to my teachers when I was over there.

	-What profession are you in?

	-Electrician.

	-And you started after high school?

	-I did. I apprenticed, then I got my license. I joined up with an outfit, contracting. Some commercial, some residential. It’s kept the bills paid.

	-That’s always a good thing.

	-Yep.

	I want for my mouth to say something more. I want it to, like something terrible. I hate it that it can’t. A beautiful, strange woman, and I’m worthless in her sight. Can’t make conversation. Can’t make her comfortable. But comfortable talking is natural talking. You can’t think your way through it. You have to say how you feel. It has to come naturally. If my mouth said how the feelings inside actually felt it would have to explain to this strange, beautiful woman about how the other shoe was going to drop, how I knew for all those years it was going to drop, despite the good times, the happy afternoons, there was always something evil waiting for me. Something terrible. I sensed it from even as a young boy. I sensed the evil of my own bones, the evil of my father, his blood in mine. I knew that nature would deliver its justice for me. I knew that whatever it was that balanced the good of the world with the bad, that disposed of the bad, it would find me. I felt the reaper. I felt him breathing cold air down my neck. I wouldn’t be able to tell her about how I could have done more, how I could have been more grateful, how I could have shut my mouth when I found out we were having girls instead of boys, how I had complained, how I had wanted boys instead of girls, how I didn’t pay any attention to God because I knew I was never fit for God’s love or mercy or a good life, how I was infected from the beginning watching my own father call my mother a ‘dumbass’ or a ‘useless cunt’ or a ‘stupid bitch’ out in the living room then wallop on her with his iron fists, how I’d watch and sometimes I’d have the courage to run to my mother’s defense and sometimes I didn’t, sometimes I failed and I’d run and hide. I wouldn’t be able to tell her that I deserved it, that I deserve every day of pain, that the old man was right about me when he told Julie not to marry me, about how in the end Julie had become fed up with my drinking and was likely to leave me sooner than later, about how the threats were about to turn to packed suitcases and trips to the courthouse, that I was cursed, that I had a dark mark on me, and that anyone who had anything to do with me would suffer my fate. I couldn’t tell this strange, beautiful woman any of it.

	I deserved it.

	I deserve what happened to me.

	-I hope you don’t mind me saying, but it’s a terrible thing you’ve had to go through. It’s a terrible thing you’ve had to bear. I’m sorry to bring it up, I don’t want to pry or say anything uncomfortable to you, but I just, there’s a feeling inside me that says to tell you that I’m really sorry for what happened, and even though I don’t really know you, since we’ve just met, I, I want you to know nobody deserves for anything like that to happen to them.

	I can’t believe how that came out.

	It had to have sounded so childish, to blurt it out like I did.

	I wish I could say it better, that it wasn’t any punishment for what he had done or what he had failed to do, that for whatever reason he had been chosen, that his life, his suffering, would open the way for new connections to form, for new life to form in even the most dire of circumstances, to show others how a miracle could happen even in the worst conditions. I wish I could tell him what I believed, how I would believe it for him, there was a reason for everything and love and life and light were behind everything, and it wasn’t his fault, that he had already done so much good by ending a cycle of violence, a cycle of poverty and irresponsibility, a cycle of torment, of ‘stupid bitch’ and ‘worthless cunt’ and scared children hidden under the bed or running off into the woods, a cycle of anger and frustration, he had been brave and stopped it. I wish I could say it to him.

	-Yep. Thanks for the kind words.

	-Your mother-in-law, she showed me a picture. Your wife, and your daughters, they were gorgeous, all three of them. I know, I know I’m a stranger to you. You don’t know me from anybody. There’s no reason to talk to me, let alone trust me. This sounds crazy probably, but I feel like, there’s a reason I’m here. And I want you to know if there’s anything you want to talk about, that you can’t talk about with other folks, well, sometimes it’s easier to talk to a perfect stranger.

	-That so?

	-I think so, sometimes.

	-What gives you the impression I need somebody to talk to?

	-Your mother-in-law said you keep to yourself. That you don’t have anyone. That you’re alone. She’s worried about how you have no one to talk to.

	-I prefer things that way.

	-That’s fine then. I’m only saying what’s on my mind, and I probably should keep quiet when it’s not my business, but sometimes I feel like there’s a reason for things.

	-A reason for things?

	-Like a reason for why I’m here, why my car broke down today and your mother-in-law let me come along with her on her visit to see you.

	-You think God put you here?

	-I think, I believe whatever holds the world together has plans for us in ways we can’t understand.

	-I’ll take that as a ‘yes’ then.

	-You can take it however you want to. I hope I’m not offending you or making you uncomfortable.

	-Not at all. More curious than anything. What do you suppose the reason is?

	-I don’t really know. But I’m here. I want to understand why.

	The voice inside me is sarcastic with its, ‘She’s one of those.’ It means she’s misguided, filled with a batty spirit, with foolishness. My brain begins to put it together. Why else would she be here talking to me? Speaking in tongues, snakebites and strychnine. She’s one of those. She’s crazy.

	I can tell he’s thinking about me and that I’m a fool.

	It’s quiet and he’s thinking about what a fool I am and how I fit in with all the other fools he’s known in his life.

	I have to say something.

	-I don’t know how else to say what I’m feeling. I was sorry to hear about what happened from your mother-in-law, and I wanted to say it to you. I wanted to see if you wanted somebody to talk to.

	-To talk about what exactly?

	-Anything.

	Suddenly my mouth is open and what I feel is in words and it’s my voice saying it.

	-Losing everything? Waking up one day, in a normal life, and by the time the sun sets, everything is gone, has gone to hell? You want to talk about what it feels like? You want to talk about how there’s some greater plan, some mystery behind it all? You want to try and tell me it’s not good luck or tough luck but it’s some kind of plan? I’ve heard it before. I’m not interested in it anymore.

	His voice, it gristled like a voice gristles in the dry shadows of an aching pre-dawn, coming out of a dream, coming into a dream. Into a nightmare. Dying, dead, then awake in some kind of hell.

	-If you don’t mind me saying, for you to get up every morning, and keep going, it’s brave of you.

	A chuckle escapes from under the pain in my ribs.

	-There’s nothing brave about me.

	-I disagree.

	There’s a slew of thoughts inside my head telling me I’m nothing more than a gargoyle for her to fixate on. A specimen under a microscope. A dying man up on a cross. It’s all spectacle. It’s pay per view television. She’s putting me on so she can report the miracle and build a shrine and make believe she had something to do with saving me from eternal damnation or some such nonsense. ‘She’s not interested in you. A woman like this, a strange, beautiful woman. No. She’s bored and you’re something sad to look at.’

	No.

	There’s no fooling whatever is left of my brain.

	So my brain is thinking through this and my voice is suddenly defensive, cruel.

	The words are coming out and the voice is in charge of the words so I stand in front of her saying them.

	-Did my mother-in-law tell you how it happened, the night they died? Did she tell you her husband had me marked as a black spot since the moment he met me, and that the old man was right? That I was a curse? That I killed them?

	There’s nothing for me to say.

	I have to stand here.

	I have to listen to him.

	Listen.

	-I’m a no-good bastard is what I am. I killed them. Did she tell you that? I was asleep, drunk, when they died. If I had done my job, everything would have been different. I’ve been driving these hills for most of my life. I’ve made my way out of some tough spots. That car would have made it to the party. My girls, my wife, they’d still be alive. I’m a no-good bastard and I killed my own family because of my stupid selfishness. To get drunk while cutting the grass. It was more important to get drunk cutting the grass than to take care of my own family.

	I have to listen.

	I have to look at him.

	I have to watch his lips move.

	-Did she tell you my wife was fixing to leave me? She wanted out. She was ready to leave. And she would have been better for it. She would have. So would the girls. Hell, I deserve everything I get in this life, and the next. But to be honest, I’m not too concerned about God or the next life or any of that shit. When it’s over it's over, and I’m most of the way there anyways.

	His voice, the tone of it.

	An anger is awake inside of him.

	I’ll have to turn away from it, or go inside of it.

	I’ll go inside.

	Go inside of the anger.

	Inside of him.

	I’ll do it.

	I’ve come this far.

	-You know, I know what it’s like to feel no-good, to feel worthless.

	Another chuckle escapes.

	There’s a sharp pain in my ribs so I hold my breath before something my lips form the words which come out and decide to press her.

	-That so?

	-Maybe not the same way, but I think in some way, I do. My younger sister, Claire, she is the perfect one. She’s beautiful, smart, athletic. She seemed to be equipped with all these gifts that I didn’t get. I was a year older than her, and I knew how my parents felt about us, about how other folks felt about us. Everyone preferred her to me. I let myself be convinced I was worthless, that I was less than, and there was nothing I had to offer the world. When I was in high school, I snuck away all the pill bottles I could find in the house and emptied them out on my bed and I took a handful and swallowed. So they put me into a hospital. They put me on couches with psychiatrists and doctors. I still hated myself. I still hated who I was. Honestly, it took me another ten years. That’s the reason why I came out here. I had to get away from Claire. I had to escape her shadow. That feeling of inadequacy, it kept me from participating in life. I never tried out for any sports, any school plays, any writing contests. I never made friends. I read books, stayed inside. I never kissed a boy, not until I was twenty-two, and even then it was because I was drunk and so was he and there wasn’t anything to it. I never let anyone in. I’m embarrassed to admit it to you but I’ve never even made love to a man. Thirty-two years old, and I’ve never been with a man that way. I hid away from life because I convinced myself I didn’t deserve any of the nice things it had to offer other people who deserved them.

	My breathing stops.

	The beige card table with the broken leg.

	A blank television screen.

	-Everything is worthless, and none of it matters, but we have to pretend it does so we can roll out of bed each morning. Some do it better than others.

	-I don’t believe that.

	-No?

	-No. I think it does matter.

	-Because of this thing that holds the world together?

	-Yes.

	-And how do you know it isn’t a lie you’ve told yourself?

	-Because I can feel it. I have a feeling of something caring for me. Someone. She, She takes care of me. She brought me out here, She found me the job at the high school. She has plans for me. She doesn’t make worthless things. And now I’m here today, with you, and funny enough, as I think back to that confused little girl, I’ve never been more sure of it, that I was meant to be here, to meet you.

	-That’s one hell of a story.

	There’s a feeling of immense heat, boiling from inside of me and onto my skin and I feel a redness washing over my face and there’s itches like beads of sweat irritating the pores in my skin across my shoulders and my arms and neck and I cannot believe what I said to this man.

	-I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over me.

	How could you?

	He’s looking into his pockets through his fingertips.

	I want to melt away with the snow outside into the gutters and into the river and out to sea forever.

	The river and the valley.

	He doesn’t know what to say.

	Who would?

	It’s ridiculous.

	Maybe he’s right.

	-I’m sorry. You’re right. This isn’t appropriate. I need to, I’ll go home. I need to go home. I’ll call for a cab, a ride, you don’t have to bother. Can I use the phone?

	I shouldn’t let her go.

	‘Let her go!’

	You shouldn’t let her go.

	This strange, beautiful woman, she’s standing here, talking to you.

	She’s poured herself open to you.

	My hands are stuck inside my pockets.

	I want my mouth to pull together some words but now I know I have to pull the words together. I have to say something.

	Say how you really feel.

	She said how she really felt.

	Just say it.

	I can’t make her stay.

	I can’t do anything.

	Things are just happening to me.

	They’ve been happening.

	You’re a pair of hands, with fingertips, stuck inside of pockets.

	That’s all you are.

	That’s all I am.

	But do you really believe it?

	Just say something.

	Say it.

	-I wish I had your faith. I really do. But there’s nothing out there watching over you. There’s nothing out there watching over any of us. If there was, why would it let my girls die in that ravine, with their faces smashed, their bones crushed? Why would it have let me fall asleep dead drunk on that couch? I’m sorry to say it, but there’s nothing out there. There’s good luck, and there’s hard luck. And that’s it.

	-You’re probably right.

	I don’t have the strength to stay here, to go inside of this.

	I can’t enter this place.

	I have nothing to bring to it.

	I have nothing to add to it.

	Only my own confusion.

	You stupid little girl.

	You stupid, silly little girl.

	Leave.

	It’s time to leave.

	-I’m probably right? You can’t give up that easy. A minute ago you had me on the ropes.

	There’s a smile on my face.

	Is he smiling because of how stupid I’ve been?

	-A minute ago I was a fool.

	-There’s one fool between us, and it isn’t you. Let’s talk some more. You wanted to talk. Let’s talk. I want to know what makes you believe what you believe.

	His voice has changed.

	-I don’t know what I believe. It’s silly. I’m being stupid, and I should go, and leave you be.

	-No. I want to know. I want to know why.

	-Why what?

	-Why you think there’s something holding this together? Something that’s put you here, in this beat down basement with me, all for a reason.

	-I told you. It’s a feeling.

	-A feeling?

	-Yes. You ever get a feeling you can’t put words on?

	-I suppose.

	-Well, that’s how it is.

	-But you have your feelings, and I have mine. They don’t prove anything.

	-A feeling can connect you to something, even though it isn’t there in front of you. But the feeling is there. So there has to be something behind the feeling. Something real. Even though it’s hidden away.

	-How?

	-I don’t know how to explain it.

	-Try to.

	-Do you ever feel them? Your daughters? Your wife?

	A glare.

	A menacing look.

	Now he wants me to leave.

	I should have kept my mouth shut.

	But I can’t.

	He wants me to quiet down, to let him be.

	But he doesn’t.

	But I can’t.

	I’m going into this with him.

	Where is she taking me?

	I’m not turning around.

	I need to turn around.

	No matter how poorly this goes, ‘afoul,’ ‘run aground,’ no matter how uncomfortable I feel or inadequate I am to confront this man with his agonies and sorrows, to take his burden onto me, no matter what, I have my faith and my feelings I can’t put words on but I know are true and believe are true and there’s a purpose for me here in this shadowy place.

	-If I feel them?

	I nod.

	She nods to me.

	She nods and I notice her eyelashes, her cheekbones, the awkward way her hands are set against her side, like she’s trying not to draw attention to the fact she doesn’t know how to set them and there’s something so charming and warm about her, why do I have to be so angry? Why can’t I just answer her, honestly, truthfully? Why can’t I give her that?

	Say it.

	No more voices.

	No more lips moving out words.

	Say it.

	-The other day, with all the fog, when I parked the truck in the driveway, I swear, I swear it, I saw them, I could see Scarlet and Taylor out in the back playing in the snow. It was like a dream. It was so real it was like a dream. Do I feel them? I feel them everywhere. I feel Julie. I feel her reaching out to me. But sometimes the feelings aren’t happy, aren’t warm. Sometimes I hear my wife screaming, during the accident, as the car rolls down the hill, I can hear her, going further and further into the ditch, farther away. Screams, fading, until they stop.

	His face, while he’s speaking to me, it changes. He’s somewhere else. He’s somewhere he hasn’t been for a long time. The lines, the furrows on his brow and his chin, they shallow. He’s easier. He’s calmer. He’s touching something he hasn’t let himself hold for a long while.

	-And that’s why you’re drinking? To stop those feelings, to stop hearing their screams?

	-Yep.

	-If there wasn’t something real behind those feelings, a connection to them, then they wouldn’t matter to you.

	-No, I suppose they wouldn’t.

	-Your mother-in-law told me what an incredible dad you were. She told me your own father was a sonofabitch, that he drank, that he left you for broke. She said her Mamma had a boyfriend who beat up on her, and she could relate to you, she respected you for being the man you are. She told me you are a good man. She told me you did right by her daughter, by her grandchildren. And I believe her.

	He’s quiet.

	I’m quiet.

	There’s a silence in the room so I have to go on.

	-And I believe you deserve to keep the parts of them that are real, that love you, that still love you.

	-How could you know anything about that?

	-I know all about being too scared to see what’s real, what’s right in front of you. I wasted my entire youth away being afraid. You don’t get that back.

	-No, you don’t. You don’t get any of it back once it’s gone.

	-But something stays with you. And I believe, no matter how painful it is, whatever happened, it can still lead to something good. It can be set right.

	-You’re entitled to your belief. But I’m also entitled to mine.

	-Then what do you believe in?

	-Once you go, you’re gone, forever. You’re erased, and there’s nothing left. None of what you did matters. None of who you are matters. It’s all, gone. Like it never happened. A cruel, sad, joke. That’s all this is. A joke. And every single day we’re alive, we’re the brunt of it.

	-But how can you say nothing lasts? What about your daughters’ faces in the fog? What about your love for them? For your wife?

	-Sure, a memory can live on in the mind of somebody else. They can stay with me, haunt me. For as long as I’m here. But once I’m gone, whatever traces were left of them will be gone too.

	-You really believe that?

	-Yep.

	-I don’t think you do.

	-Like I said, you’re entitled to your beliefs, and I’m entitled to mine.

	-What you’re entitled to is to hear that this isn’t your fault, and that it’s time for you to pick yourself up, forgive yourself and move forward. There’s nobody who’s going to do that for you. You’ve got to do that for yourself. And you’re entitled to it. You’re entitled to live. You’re entitled to hope. You’re entitled to love.

	-I’m a no-good bastard. A man who let his family get killed because he wanted to keep pulling beers out of the cooler on a Saturday morning. Love? I ain’t looking for anybody’s love. Not now. Not never.

	-Your mother-in-law loves you.

	-Then she’ll be the last one I let down.

	-What if I told you I loved you?

	A look of disgust cracks over my face, a nasty grin and I can’t help the way it pulls my cheeks back and squints my eyes. There’s something inside of me wishing it were true, what she had said, but there’s so much more of me that knows she’s a confused gal who’s read too much Bible and done too little in the muck of the world to know anything about love, to know anything about me. She’s one of these church folks who think they’re on a mission from Jesus to save the world. Rattlesnakes and poison.

	As much as I wanted to find something in her.

	To find a place.

	To do something.

	To do anything.

	To be the one doing it.

	Now there’s the voice and it’s telling me ‘She’s batty’ and ‘It’s time for a drink’ and soon this will be over.

	There’s a shock on his face but I can tell underneath it there’s something in him that needs to hear this and wants to believe it and allow it for himself and I have to find a way to pull that out. I saw it a moment ago in him. There was something there, someone there. He’s in there. If I say it again, maybe.

	-I love you for whoever you are and whatever you’ve done.

	-You love me?

	-I love you.

	-I’m sorry, but this, what you’re talking about, it’s not a real thing. It’s a pie in the sky. It’s what you know about from sermons, from Jesus loving the sinners. I’m, I’m sorry. I know where you’re coming from. And I don’t mean any disrespect. But it’s, you, you can’t save me. Nobody can. There’s just no soul left in me for saving.

	My shoulders turn away from her and it’s the door, the door needs to be opened and my hands need to turn the knob and she needs to leave.

	This strange, beautiful woman needs to go.

	The voice is smiling inside of me.

	I’m ready for the pocket, the silence and the blackness and for all of it to end.

	-Wait.

	An impulse rises up inside of me and ambushes me in a way that I’ve never experienced, or if I have it hasn’t been for a long time and I don’t recognize it or have anything to relate it to but in an instant I’ve turned him to face me and pressed up against him, kissing him. My hands move into his hair and grab at his neck and my mouth is biting his bottom lip then my tongue moves into his. My breasts are on his chest. He’s pushing back at me but at the same time he’s accepting the fact that I’m up against him pushing towards the couch and now he’s stopped pushing and his hands are at my sides and then at my face.

	But then he pulls himself away.

	-What the hell are you doing?

	I keep kissing him. He pulls himself away again.

	-What the hell are you doing?

	-The only thing left to do.

	She kisses me again and I kiss her back and now everything has gone sideways inside of me I can’t believe a woman like this would want me in this kind of a way, in a ravenous way, crazed, but I was attracted to her the moment she walked into my basement apartment which caught me off guard because I hadn’t felt an attraction to a person or a feeling of connection to anything since I buried the girls and I never thought I’d ever allow myself to grow close to another person let alone be with another woman, this way, again, and here she is at my front door one moment on top of me the next and I have to let go of all this resistance, so I kiss her back, I feel her tongue and her lips and I move my hands to her waist and pull up her sweater and then her tank top and I unstrap her bra as she unhooks my belt and I unhook his belt I’m breathing heavy and so is he this man who took up with silhouettes and filled himself in with shadow, he’s got fingertips and wrists and lips now and there’s nothing else to say or think about because this is the same place the perfect silence of prayer brings me, his hands on my breasts and my nipples erect and I feel beautiful and proud and I know everything inside of him is bursting to have me, I’m something to be had, I’m someone to be held and loved and rejoiced over, and there’s nothing else once I take off my own shirt and kick off my boots while she hoists down her pants in one perfect motion. We’re completely naked, except two pairs of wool socks, standing in front of each other, her and I, him and I, and I kiss her neck as I pull her hair back slightly, and my head points heavenwards until his lips come off my neck and are connected, arched like a wolf, like the wilderness inside me is released and pointed up at him, her hand against me pulling me outside of myself in slow, rhythmic pulses and with one hand still in her hair and my lips pressed against hers I take my other hand and feel her warmth, her wetness, and I let out a soft moan between my pressed lips because it’s perfectly natural and wild and everything is rushing from inside of me outside, it has a hold on me, and I’m somewhere long before the blemishes on my skin and the makeup remover wipes and the gym memberships and the awkward glasses across the bridge of my nose, the quiet girl in the library, no, I’m howling now as I rub away any of her reservations or thoughts or fears and she continues to draw me outwards and whatever was left of the two lonely people standing here from ten minutes ago has been forgotten and transformed so it’s not unexpected when I let go of his excitement and turn slowly toward the couch, pausing, allowing him to take the sight of me, my muscles flexed, my backside exposed, my hair on my shoulders and my eyes locked with his for a moment, the whole of her the entirety of her being unobstructed and unconfined, I see it and I see the look he gives me and the light outside diminishes, fading into another day’s lilac dusk, a curtain of flowers against the wall where a dying sun continues to bleed through the clouds and the trees and the window blinds, through memories and dreams, circles and rectangles, failures, faults, curses and covenants, heaven and eternal damnation, with a purple glow falling on her in front of me as she finishes her pirouette and falls onto the couch with her eyes locked once again on mine, and I don’t break away from him, to let him know, to tell him I’m ready without telling him, so I follow her into the final sighing light of this day, today, the moment of our union, on top of her, inside of her, breathing each other’s air, her exhalations and my inhalations, his inhalations and my exhalations, eyes with messages like I know you know I know, you know I know you know, slowly at first, deeply, then longer, firmer, her gasping into my mouth, his biting my ear and groaning, growling, while any sense of who I had been for the last year the last thirty years is vanished and all I am is who I am now with her and with him in this fluid dance of our bodies now intertwined, forgiven, abandoned, inside of her and wrapped around him and pulsing and pushing against each other and for each other because now there is one body and one breath and one moan, together, and it continues on until there’s nothing left for either of us to give except what we’ve already given and when that happens, even though the wane of daylight has disappeared forever and the night grows heavy against the walls and against the flicker of her eyes and the muscles in his back, from lilac to violet, February’s frozen glimmer of heaven, even though the cold air blows through runnels in the valley, even though whatever God made in this world is cruel and wicked and sinful and broken, even though we’ll never have this moment again we’ve made something of it, we’ve dreamed it into something that might be worth saving, save to make it until the sun returns to fight the darkness once again on and on and on dreaming and sleeping and waking up from our dreams into more dreams. 

	 

	Exhibit Hall

	He had read it a thousand times. We, the people of the Confederate States, each State acting in its sovereign and independent character, in order to form a permanent federal government, establish justice, insure domestic tranquility, and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity invoking the favor and guidance of Almighty God do ordain and establish this Constitution for the Confederate States of America. March 11th, 1861. He read it every morning, with his mop and his broom and his disinfectant spray. He read it and decided it was right the reason why he was there. He read it and decided he wasn’t too hard on his son for the schoolwork, for the curfew. He read it and decided to straighten his back up some. He read it and decided his mother, his mother’s mother, ones who had gone before with their cracked knuckles and broken hearts, had it much worse than he. He read it and decided the world had changed some, but not enough. He read it and decided he would do his part, and make sure his boys did their part, and never quit on trying to make a difference so in a hundred years another black man reading these words would decide he had it better than a hundred years before. He read it and decided he was a part of something. He made these decisions every morning, before the visitors showed up, before the tourists in the Gift Shop handed over their money. 

	 

	-What’s the matter Mama?

	-Oh, goodness, it’s. I’m just shook up, that’s all. I’m sorry. I’m shook up a little.

	-But it’s more than me, isn’t it? It’s something else.

	He’s always been able to do that, hasn’t he? He’s got this ability to read into my heart. For as much time as he spent at work or in the garage, whenever he was with me, he could always see into me same as he’s seeing into me right now. Ever since we were young he’s been able to see right into me. He can see it. And there’s so little, sometimes, I think, that I see of him, that I can see into him.

	-On the ride over, I was thinking about my Daddy. I was thinking about how he broke down at the end, in his mind, and how angry he was. I was thinking on him, and I realized, I suddenly, I realized how much anger I’ve been holding onto. I’m so angry. I’m angry you’re in here. I’m angry for what happened to the girls. I’m angry how Daddy died, how Mamma had to suffer. I’m angry how I never did anything with myself but go to church and pray for nothing but my own comfort. I’m angry I stopped being able to make babies with you. I’ve been so angry and I’ve been hiding it, pretending to be happy, pretending like nothing is wrong, pretending it’s all the Lord’s plan and I’m just fine with it. And I, oh goodness. It’s too much. I’ve said so much, I don’t know what I’m thinking. I’m so shook up.

	-It’s okay to be angry, Mama.

	-I, I know.

	-I’ve been angry too.

	-I know.

	-But I’m not angry right now. I’m so glad to have you here with me. I’ve never been more happy than to be right here with you. I want you to know that.

	-I know. And I’m so glad you’re okay. I’m so, I just, it’s, I feel like all I have is hate in my heart. I can’t believe the words on my lips, but they’re true. I’ve seen the root of my religion, my faith. God wasn’t anything more than an executioner who I’d been praying to so that when the day came, he’d swing his axe down on them, and not on me. Because the truth is I hate them, Papa. That’s all I can think or feel. All the other kids in school who didn’t lose their Daddy, who didn’t have to live with their Mamma’s boyfriend who drank and put his cigarettes out on their thighs, on the cushions in the couch, who made them take off their underwear and dance in the living room. I hate them for not having that happen to them. I hate the other women in the church with their grandkids and their family supper tables and their quiet, peaceful lives, gossiping about how the neighbor can’t afford a new truck in the driveway, talking nonsense at the Bible Study, showing me pictures of their babies grown up, healthy, happy. I hate them for not having their uterus torn out of their bellies. For not being useless to their husbands. I hate them. I hate all of them. I’ve felt this hate in my heart and I’ve ran away from it ever since Julie died and the girls and now I can’t run anymore.

	-It’s alright, Mama. You don’t have to run. Come here. Come sit with me.

	-You’re all connected to the machines, I don’t want to disturb anything.

	-No, you come here. Come lay here with me.

	She’s setting down her purse and taking off her coat and there’s tears in her eyes. I don’t know what happens next. I don’t know the order of operations, the steps. But I don’t need to. I don’t need a plan. I need to feel her. I need to hug her. I need to be quiet and hug her and have her feel me back because we’re both alive and we love each other and there’s no way to plan anything or decide anything or control anything. Everything’s alright, anyways.

	-I’ve lost my faith, Papa.

	-I have too, darling.

	-I know you did. And I’m sorry I couldn’t help. I, all I did was pretend and go off to church and repeat all the silly things Pastor Frank told me, like I knew something better than you. I didn’t know anything. I don’t know anything right now. I got in that car to go come and see you, and I had it, but right now, as I lay here down beside you, it’s gone. I don’t have an ounce of faith left. Not an ounce. Oh goodness.

	-The only thing I know is I love you.

	-I love you too, I do. And I’m so glad you’re alright. I’m, I just, it’s too much. I can’t run away from it anymore. I can’t run away to Bible Study or my knitting. There’s no more running. I’m sorry. I, oh goodness. I can’t believe, it’s too much. It’s been so much. It’s been too much.

	-I know it has. It’s been more on you than anyone I know.

	-I can’t anymore, I just can’t.

	-It’s alright. You rest with me. Let’s rest together. We don’t need anything other than each other.

	She’s here next to me.

	My hand is in her hair.

	She’s crying, like I’ve been crying.

	Today has been a day for tears.

	I stroke her hair, I feel her next to me.

	She’s going to say something and I’m going to listen.

	-I’ve got nothing right now, Papa. Nothing. I’ve walked into an empty room. And it scares the daylights out of me.

	-It scares me too. But you’re wrong about one thing. You’ve got something tonight. That room isn’t empty. That room’s got you and me in it. It’s got this bed, and it’s got us, and right now, that’s all we need. That’s all we’ve ever needed.

	I’m here, next to him.

	His hand is in my hair.

	He’s so calm, at peace, kissing my forehead.

	There’s been so much between us, for so long.

	And now it seems like that distance is gone, while a new one has opened up.

	I don’t know what else to say.

	-I hope so. I do. I just don’t know.

	Nothing I can tell her or say to her will make a difference or change anything so it’s better to lay here with her with my arms around her, feeling her breathe. There’s nothing that needs to be said anyways because it’s all accounted for in the end.

	There’s nothing I can do to explain it to him because I feel so empty and alone in a way where it can’t be real, though I’m pressed up next to him, though I want it to be alright, there’s no way anything means anything or matters or makes a difference.

	Everything will be alright.

	The words are the thoughts in our heads which betray the truth in our hearts.

	I want it to be, but it can’t be.

	Nothing is.

	I’d like to fall asleep like this.

	We’ll fall asleep like this.

	It will get better.

	Can it get any worse?

	Fall asleep, to dream.

	Fall asleep, to blackness.

	Then, a knocking on the door.

	 

	A last song

	I felt thunder from a cloudless sky

	As the ground began to quake

	I watched deserts pool up like oceans

	Sands broken into waves

	I saw the devil in a baby’s smile

	His face looked like my face

	My face looked like his face

	My face looked like his face

	 

	Then a voice from the night

	It told me not to stay

	It said run away

	Run, run away

	Run away

	Run far from this place

	 

	I turned blind to the stars above

	People said it was fate

	I felt the last few drips of blood

	What they hoped to desecrate

	I saw an angel tying off her arm

	Her face looked like my face

	My face looked like her face

	My face looked like her face

	 

	Then a voice from the night

	It told me not to stay

	It said run away

	Run, run away

	Run away

	Run far from this place

	 

	I felt thunder from a cloudless sky

	As the ground began to quake

	I watched deserts pool up like oceans

	Sands broken into waves

	I saw the devil in a baby’s smile

	His face looked like my face

	My face looked like his face

	My face looked like his face

	 

	 


cover.jpeg





