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            ‘A delicate meditation on art [and] family.’ The New Yorker

            ‘Take What You Need is exhilarating, a major novel. I read it in a white heat.’ Garth Greenwell

            ‘Novey fully renders the inarticulable parts of artmaking – the antagonism of an artist’s material, the pleasure in that difficulty, the way it troubles tidy ideas of legacy.’ Raven Leilani

            ‘This deft and surprising novel probes one of the biggest questions of the day: In a moment of cultural and political fracture, how do we live with one another?’ Rumaan Alam

            ‘Propulsive, profound … Idra Novey’s most powerful novel yet.’ Cathy Park Hong

            ‘It’s impossible not to become invested in these characters.’ Angie Cruz

            ‘An extraordinarily moving novel.’ Matt Bell

            ‘A sure-footed movement through the pain of loving.’ Ailsa McFarlane

            ‘Inspiring … spare yet packed with plot and ideas … Transforming the odd and the homely into something beautiful.’ Kirkus (starred review)

            ‘Novey appears capable of doing it all. She is a poet, a translator, and with Take What You Need, her third book of fiction, she is firmly establishing herself as one of the finest and bravest novelists working today.’ Vulture

            ‘Sharp and invigorating.’ Elle

            ‘A heart-rending book.’ Wall Street Journal

            ‘Sublime.’ Oprah Daily

            ‘Places such creativity within the toxic distrust sewn by poverty, misogyny, and xenophobia.’ Booklist (starred review)

            ‘An agile, intellectually boundless novel.’ BOMB Magazine

            ‘The novel’s cleverness – its commitment to ambivalence and complexity and discomfort — is haunting, and, for a divided nation, it’s a salutary tale.’ Sarah Moss

            ‘Unusual, even rogue … brisk and direct.’ The Washington Post
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            Every day you have to abandon your past or accept it, and then, if you cannot accept it, you become a sculptor.

            – LOUISE BOURGEOIS
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         This morning, I read that repeating the name of the deceased can quiet the mind when grieving for a complicated person. My stepmother, Jean, was a complicated person. I’ve been reading all kinds of advice since hearing of her death. I didn’t know that she’d begun to weld metal towers in her living room, towers so tall she needed a ladder to complete them. Apparently, that’s how she died, slipping from one of the ladder’s highest rungs.

         Jean never left the town where she was born, and where I was also born, and where she became the closest version of a mother I’ve known. It’s a town in the southern Allegheny Mountains, which have been sinking for millions of years and resemble rolling hills now, more than mountains. I know uttering Jean’s name won’t quiet my mind any more than saying the word mountain will stop these hills from sinking further.

         My use of the word stepmother, while soothing, is wishful thinking, too. Jean left my father when I was ten and hasn’t technically been my stepmother for decades. I’ve gone through phases of calling her up, seeking her contrarian take on things. Just as often, it’s felt saner to stop all contact, and over the past four years we’ve had none.

         Despite our prolonged recent silence, she left her towers to me.

         I received the news of all this from a man named Elliott, who claims he’s been living with Jean for some time. He was reluctant to elaborate on the phone, beyond explaining that he was at the hardware store when Jean fell from the ladder. He drove her to the hospital, he said, as soon as he found her unconscious on the floor.

         I’m driving toward Jean’s house now, trying to give this man the benefit of the doubt, to imagine him grieving for her as well. Early this morning, I rented a car near my building in Long Island City.

         It takes hours to cross the tilled middle of Pennsylvania and I’m not alone in this compact rental car. I have a young son in the backseat and a husband sitting next to me who isn’t from this country and has never driven into the Allegheny Mountains before. I’d planned on bringing my family here at some point, once the country was less polarised, or after Jean wrote first, or after I caved and sent a few words to her. I work all day with words, revising them in multiple languages before they move on to websites, and yet these past four years I haven’t been able to move even a single sentence in Jean’s direction.

         Beside me in the car, my husband, Gerardo, is sighing. The road before us has narrowed to two lanes, and for several miles, we’ve been trapped behind a blue pickup truck with several long plastic tubes rattling around in the back.

         According to GPS, it’ll now be an additional twelve minutes until we reach Jean’s driveway, and conjuring her name has yet to resolve the disquiet in my mind. Each time I say Jean’s name to myself, I hear her even louder, the rising pleasure in her voice when she read me fairy tales, stopping to insist that she wasn’t like the stepmother in ‘Snow White’, that she had no craving for my liver or my lungs.

         All I want is to nibble at your heart, Leah, she’d tell me. You don’t mind if I eat your heart sometimes, right? Just one of your ventricles?

         I’d play along, tell Jean to eat my whole heart if she was hungry enough. We had such fun slipping bits of ourselves into the savage parts. I’ve yet to read any of those Grimm tales to my son. I’ve stuck to newer books for him, to stories that stir up nothing from my childhood and present no risk of Jean creeping into my voice. It’s felt like a neat and necessary excision, leaving out Jean and the confusing appetites of those old tales. I’m fumbling enough already, ambling motherless into motherhood.

         Except now there is no Jean. She’s fallen to this odd fairy tale death while living with a man I know nothing about. I hope what Elliott said on the phone about her slipping from the ladder is true, and that Jean died in the rapture of making these towers. Maybe my grief will be easier to bear over these last few hills if I keep this fairy tale going in my mind. I know even fairy tales that bend toward mercy have their brutal twists, and there’s no returning to these hills without allowing Jean to gnaw at my heart again, to chew on my ventricles like strips of venison.

         In the backseat, my son, Silvestre, is restless and flailing his legs. I offer him the last of the apple slices I prepared for our long trip into these sinking mountains. I assure him this old truck with its rattling plastic tubes won’t remain ahead of us forever.
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         I’d had it with the new mailman. He kept peering in at me through the screen door like I was up to something indecent, sculpting cocks like Louise Bourgeois. I didn’t have the forging equipment to weld anything cock-shaped. I was no Louise, either. I was just trying to master the nature of a box. Everything I made was flat and six-sided, and I didn’t need the new mailman snickering at any of it. I also couldn’t keep the front door shut, not once the metal got molten enough to start releasing its fumes and the argon gas from the TIG torch was doing its inert magic to the air.

         I tried to take the high road at first. I said please and called the new mailman by the name on his uniform. I said Kenny, could you please just leave the mail on the front steps, even if it’s pouring? I told him I didn’t care if my bills got soggy. Kenny said sure and then went on doing exactly what I’d asked him not to, creeping up to the screen door to spy on me.

         When he got here yesterday, I was sawing the heads off a new batch of spoons. I used the spoon heads for the capsules I started brazing onto my boxes, to add a few lumps of surprise to the sides. I knew who at the flea market tended to have silver spoons. The silver ones were far softer to saw through than stainless steel. The real fun, though, was choosing what to place inside the spoon heads before I welded the capsules shut. I sealed all sorts of things inside – bits of photos, the buds of pine cones, whatever I damn well pleased.

         Oh, I’d waited so long for these freeing days – too long to put up with Kenny’s mocking face. When he snickered again at the screen door, I had to march out with my bow saw and let him know I’d slice off his goddamn nose if he came onto my porch again. With half this town packing heat when they went out for groceries, a threat with a saw seemed reasonable enough.

         This morning, at the creak of somebody coming up the front steps, I grabbed my bow saw again from the workbench. I was ready to let that bastard think I meant it.

         Except it wasn’t Kenny. It was the woman who’d moved in next door a few months ago with two grown kids. I’d yet to speak to any of them, although I’d been keeping an eye on the idle son, as one does when a young man moves in next door who does not appear to have a job or anything to do with himself besides sit out on the front steps, swiping at his phone screen and spitting in the grass. The daughter had more spark to her, marching off each morning to school in her purple high tops, never a minute past eight fifteen. She had darker skin, and I guessed probably a different father than her older brother.

         Their mother didn’t step outside much. Her arrival on my porch was the first time I’d seen her up close, her dim blue eyes and limp blondish hair. She had a depleted expression that was quite a contrast to the leaping pink dogs on her T-shirt. She tapped just once on the wooden doorframe and then waited, as she could see me gripping my saw behind the workbench as clearly as I could see her, clutching the handles of two empty plastic iced tea jugs in each of her hands.

         Um good morning … excuse me, she called through the door. I was wondering—

         Hold on a second, I told her. I’ll be right there.

         It was like she was peering down my throat, how intently she was ogling my shelves and machinery. I could sense her unease growing as she took in all my Manglements, what I’d come to call my box shapes in my mind. To keep the floor clear, I’d crammed most of the smaller ones onto the wooden shelves where my mother had displayed the painted plates she’d gotten from her mother. I still had their plates – I’d just relocated them to a corner down in the cellar.

         Something you need? I called to my neighbour as I stepped around the workbench. I took my time, not wanting to trip on the scraps of cowhide I kept over the floorboards. I used the cowhides to avoid any more errant sparks from my welder starting a fire. Last summer, some sparks burned a hole clear through the floor to the cellar, igniting the cushion of an old chair.

         On the other side of the screen door, clutching her empty tea jugs, the woman kept gaping at my front room, nodding like she’d forgotten what she’d come up the steps to ask me. Yes, she said, yes, I was ah … wondering if we could use your spigot. The city shut off our water.

         Those bastards, I said. I’m sorry.

         I placed my hand on the knob, waiting for her to back up so I could push the door open and speak to her without the grimy screen between us. She didn’t step back, though, which was fine with me. I left the screen door closed – why her water bill had gone unpaid wasn’t any of my business, same as my life wasn’t any business of hers.

         You’re more than welcome to use the spigot anytime, I told her from my side of the door.

         It would just be these four gallons, she said from her side, raising both hands, causing her empty plastic iced tea jugs to smack against each other.

         Take whatever you need, I told her, and you don’t have to come and ask. Just go ahead and fill ’em. It’s fine.

         The woman nodded at this, already beginning her careful retreat toward the porch steps. She didn’t offer her name and I didn’t ask for it – or offer her my name either. It seemed best to just let the conversation end there. I didn’t want her to think she had to give me a taste of her family’s problems in order to use my water.

         Of course, I was being cautious for my own sake, too. Among the handful of us owners still left on Paton Street, I considered myself among the least paranoid, though I wasn’t naïve either. She was a woman with a grown son ticking away on the front steps. We had too many young men ticking like that all over town, more than at any point in my life – their stillness felt almost cultlike, all of them hunched over, praying to nothing, and the rest of us driving by, eyeing them with sadness and dread.

         With just about everyone now in the East End, it had become a nonstop eyeing-and-spying situation. No matter how often a gun went off, I couldn’t get used to it. The few other owners hanging on to their homes didn’t want to talk any more than I did about why we were the ones who hadn’t traded up and cleared out when it was still possible, before our houses became worthless. The Section 8 families and renters were wary of us, too, not knowing which of us might be bitter and cause problems. They spied on each other just as much, arriving with their wornout mattresses and their belongings in garbage bags. Hardly any of them lasted a year.

         After the woman left, I got agitated, sorry for her and her kids, but leery, too, of what she might come over and ask for next. To clear my mind, I sat down for a moment at my laptop before getting back to the rest of the spoon heads.

         In my Hotmail, I found a message waiting from Leah. Not a personal message – I only heard from her now when she sent around one of her impassioned donation requests. I clicked yes every time, sometimes sending ten bucks, sometimes more. Except for a rare phone call when she was worked up about her father, I’d become a nonentity to Leah now, former stepmother being a non-position, with no reliable shape whatsoever. This time, she was after donations for kids arriving alone at the border, kids hungry and terrified enough to do such a thing. I typed in twenty, the tendons in my hands cramping as I sent my usual two-sentence reply to let Leah know I’d donated and that I hoped she and her husband were doing well. She rarely wrote back with more than a few lines. I’d only learnt she had a husband when she sent a mass email with a picture from their honeymoon, the two of them standing together on the equator. I’d gotten the news from her group email like I was no more to her now than an acquaintance, as if all the years she’d sat on my lap had never happened, as if all the mornings she’d slipped into my side of the bed meant nothing now.

         After clicking send, I had to spritz my face at the kitchen sink. Through the open window behind the faucet, I heard the glug and spurt of the spigot starting up outside. I assumed it was the mother crouching on the other side of the wall. The branches of my hydrangeas had grown out of control and I hoped they weren’t poking that poor woman in the ass.

         Fuckin’ bushes, I heard a man swear, his voice so close through the open window it startled me.

         When he erupted again, mouthing off about the spray from the spigot, I clinked two glasses in the sink. To make certain he got the message that he couldn’t come over, grumbling like that every day at my spigot, I clanged a knife against one of the glasses.

         The grumbling on the other side of my window stopped immediately. Only one of us had water. And it was me.
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         I’ve missed a turn somewhere in this density of woods. The arrow on my phone indicated a road that doesn’t seem to exist. Or maybe the turn was there and I just failed to spot it, caught up in the balm of improvising a possible fairy tale for Jean.

         I thought I was paying close attention, searching for the turn among the stark distant homes on this road, tucked at the end of their long, tarred driveways. The open distances here feel unfamiliar to my citified mind. I have a feeling I may have turned my family around inadvertently, sent us travelling back toward the turnpike we left half an hour ago, instead of heading farther west as we intended, toward the last towns and valleys before these mountains become West Virginia.

         Behind me, Silvestre is frantic for a stop. To distract him until we find the hidden turn, I put on his favourite song about unicorns, which we’ve played a dozen times for him already. Lulled by his unicorns, Silvestre falls quiet. In the front seat, I will a sense of calm for myself, try to remain with the thought of Jean building towers in the living room of that grim house. What a relief it would bring for Elliott’s version of events to be true, for Jean to have found a magical piece of flint in these last years of her life. Maybe she had to keep her fire contained, not knowing how others in the area would react if they saw smoke coming from a cave in the mountainside where nobody expected any sparks.

         Although I know what Jean would say about me imagining her holed up on the side of a mountain. She’d despise the idea of my imagining her in the cultural equivalent of a cave. She’d say my desire to mourn her in fairy tale was a load of duck shit. She’d say, C’mon on, Leah, if you’re going to grieve for me with some duck shit, why not admit to the real stuff, what we crunched over barefoot? She’d ask if I’d forgotten that creek spot she found, and I haven’t. I may have chosen the clean break of silence with her these past four years, but I haven’t forgotten that secluded creek, stepping through the dried-up duck shit that pebbled the entire shore. My father came along just once and called the spot too filthy to bother, said he couldn’t understand what Jean found so special about it.

         I understood it, though. Nobody else ever arrived besides the two of us and the ducks, the dragonflies that shimmered over the water. Jean insisted I had to get over my squeamishness, said she loved me too much to allow me to become a buttoned-up woman who couldn’t get through a little dung to float in the most stunning creek around.

         Over my dead body are you going to become that kind of snob, she’d tell me. You’re my child now, too, not just your father’s. You listening to me?

         What’s that? I’d answer to provoke her, running ahead into the water to splash her first.

         You heard me, you little pain in the ass, she’d yell and splash me back.

         She’d never declare her claim on me more than once. I felt loved and lucky when she said it, that I belonged to her, standing together on that hidden shore. It still feels like a secret, stuffed down somewhere in myself, Jean’s claim on me, following her down that shore my father found disgusting, enjoying the cereal-like crunch of the duck shit under my bare feet.

         I felt luckier still when we’d stop at Long John Silver’s on the way home for hush puppies and fried fish planks delivered through the take-out window in cardboard boats. Jean liked to tip all the crispy crumbles at the bottom of the boats into her mouth at once. I found the crumbles more delicious this way, too, and while we wiped the grease from our lips and laughed, she’d remind me that a little fib was no big deal and I’d nod in agreement, knowing she meant my father, who was going to ask if we’d gone to that filthy creek again, when he’d paid for the pool at the golf club.

         The next winter, on a school day, Jean moved out of our house with no warning. I cried for her into a pillow at night so my father wouldn’t hear. If he heard, he’d come into the room to assure me that a time would come when I would be relieved that Jean was no longer my stepmother. That time will come sooner than you think, he’d say, trust me. He said this often enough that such a time began to feel inevitable, when I would desire no connection to Jean at all. I got so used to avoiding any mention of her in front of my father that it’s come to feel natural not to bring her up with Gerardo, or with anyone else. I hadn’t expected the news of her actual death to leave me crying again at night into a pillow.

         On my phone, GPS keeps adding more miles between the direction in which we’re moving and the house where Jean fell from a ladder while assembling giant towers. Elliott wouldn’t describe them on the phone. He just kept reiterating that there were many and they were mine.

      

   


   
      
         
            Jean

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         My new neighbour didn’t come to the door again after that one awkward conversation. Once a day, I heard him at the spigot outside my kitchen window. He usually came over around ten in the morning. I’d hear him out there, filling the four plastic iced tea containers his mother had brought with her to the door and never a jug more, unless maybe he was drawing extra water at night when I was asleep upstairs. I counted the pauses, when the water started drumming into the next container, waiting for him to fill an extra jug or two. I certainly would have, why not? I’d told his mother they could take what they needed.

         Maybe she’d urged her son not to push things. Her alarm about my Manglements had been plain on her face, peering in at me behind my dad’s workbench, wondering why I wasn’t out crouching in a flower bed, where women my age were supposed to work out their fading beauty.

         I waited for her grown son to take more. I wanted him to show a little nerve, to test me, and yet every day after the water drummed for the fourth time into his plastic gallon jugs, I’d hear the snap of the hydrangea branches as he backed away.

         How three people got by on so little water I couldn’t guess. I assumed they had to drink and cook with it, probably flush with it, too. From seeing the notices on other houses, I knew it wouldn’t be long before someone from the city started posting hygiene risk warnings on their front door, the eviction orders coming soon after that.

         I gave the idle son a nod if he was out on the steps when I pulled into the driveway. Otherwise, I kept my distance until early June, when I was arriving from my cousin Marty’s scrapyard over in Deerfield. Marty ran things from Baltimore now. He’d renamed the business Levy Recycling, though it was pretty much the same junk heap it had been when I was a child and it was called Levy Metal Co. Marty’s dad ran it then and gave work to my father until he mouthed off and picked too many fights. My dad was convinced my mother’s family looked down on him, which they surely did, as Dave had looked down on me, and I couldn’t help mouthing off and picking fights with him, either.

         My mother was never in the running to take on her family’s scrap business. The yard had passed from son to son for a century, and now for the day-to-day operations, nobody from my mother’s family got involved. Marty had found a tall, quiet man from Belarus to run things. Sergei never asked what I did with the sheet metal he loaded onto my truck. We kept our talk to size and thickness, and Sergei made sure the sheets of scrap metal he saved for me weren’t heavier than what I could unload on my own, and with no trace of zinc coating that might leave me dead from fume fever.

         I would have loved to get some longer pieces of scrap and scale up, weld a box big as a casket, but I’d already thrown my back out trying, which felt like blunt proof that I was just a putterer, stuck at the scale of what I could drag up the front steps.

         This time, Sergei gave me some better sheet metal than usual. He’d put aside three pieces with almost no major dents and only a few patches of rust. Two of them were heavier than usual – almost a quarter-inch thick, and I was dreading the battle it would take to haul them into the house.

         On the drive back from Deerfield, I tried to mentally prepare for the struggle up the front steps, to think of it as what Louise called the necessary battle with one’s material. No real art, Bourgeois said, was possible without a fight with one’s material. And wouldn’t she know, having conquered just about everything? Steel. Marble. Pantyhose. Nightmares. Surely, I could conquer a few pieces of sheet metal without tearing my shoulder from its socket.

         You have to become more than yourself is what Louise said when she passed sixty-five, the next station on the life train for me as well, and when Louise started sculpting cocks big as boxing bags, suspending them at whatever height she wanted. Every night I sipped a few lines from her writings in bed. I had no nerve in the morning if I skipped my nightly Louise. I’d come down the stairs and somehow piss the hours away, sanding lids and sweeping the floor like my own maid.

         When I pulled into the driveway with my scrap load, I saw the idle son next door was slumped on the front steps again in his unlaced construction boots, his buzzed head hanging over his spread knees. I gave him a nod as I’d been doing since he’d started drawing his family’s water from my spigot. He returned the nod and lowered his head to his phone. Once I unlatched the bed of the pickup, I felt the radius of his gaze on me again while I strained to lift the top piece of sheet metal.

         I assumed he was home alone. His younger sister wouldn’t have returned from school yet and it seemed their mother had agreed to some kind of work at Porter’s Deli up the street. In the late afternoon, I kept seeing her shuffling up their driveway with day-old hoagies, or some kind of cast-off food wrapped in the wax paper the Porters had been using for their sandwiches since I was a kid and Betsy Porter would bike past muttering something hateful at my friend Alvina and her brothers, the only Black kids on the street. I’d been the only Jewish kid. Whenever Betsy felt like it, she’d yell over for me to show her my horns.

         Betsy ran the deli now, and I still would rather pour WD-40 in my coffee than walk in there for a carton of milk. I’d seen other women like this mother next door, who arrived with no car or job and agreed to whatever terms Betsy offered them. I’d see them emerge from the deli around the same time in the afternoon holding rolls of toilet paper or crushed bags of Wonder Bread. Then after a month or two they’d stop coming. I had a hunch Betsy paid them with a degrading mix of cash and unsaleable goods.

         I’d rarely seen the son leave the porch. He just sat like a goose on the front steps, pecking at a bag of chips as he was now, watching me throw my back out. He just kept on watching, offering none of that brute strength that comes unbidden to young men.

         Do you think maybe you could get up, I said, and give me a hand?

         He rose immediately and shuffled over the uneven grass between our homes. He had the curved posture of someone accustomed to bracing for humiliation and I realised it was entirely possible he hadn’t offered to help because he didn’t think his offer would be welcome.

         It’s just three pieces of sheet metal, I told him. But be careful, they’re heavier than they look, I warned as he reached the driveway.

         There was nothing particularly striking about him. He was of average height and scrawny with a pale, square face and a thin scar that ran from the right edge of his chin clear up through his lower lip. His large brown eyes sat a little too close to his nose. I expected him to deal with the sheet metal in a reluctant, inefficient sort of way. But he heaved all three pieces with a swiftness that surprised me. I also got a whiff of his BO and hoped my reaction wasn’t evident on my face.

         You want ’em by the door? he asked.

         Or just inside it, I said, if you don’t mind.

         And how could he mind?

         I doubt I would have been so brazen if I hadn’t been watching him for months, how often he sat outside quietly talking with his little sister. He could have joined the agitated crowd that gathered outside the tobacco shop down on Henley, or the dull-eyed group that loitered outside the Greyhound station, their eyes glassy from fentanyl, or junk heroin, whatever was going cheapest now.

         I had yet to see him sip a beer or smoke a joint on the porch. He seemed to have a calm demeanour. I hadn’t heard him yell much at his sister or mother. If I had, I wouldn’t have asked for his help.

         Although maybe that isn’t true. My father yelled all the time and I still moved back into this house to argue with him until he died. And I’d certainly done a good bit of yelling at Leah. When she ran down the slippery tiles at the YMCA before her swim class, I shouted at her. We all shouted at our kids, threatening to take them home if they didn’t listen.

         At the time, I didn’t recognise how much I enjoyed my place in that collective of clucking mothers on Wednesday afternoons, hearing our empty threats echo in the damp chamber of that shabby basement pool. What pleasure there had been in all that fussing over our kids, commiserating over the primal fear of being the one whose six-year-old fell and cracked her head open.

         The quiet son from next door didn’t say anything at first as he stepped into my house. He set down the sheet metal just inside the door, leaning the pieces against the wall. I watched him silently take in all the Manglements on the shelves, and the ones too big for the shelves I’d left sitting on the floor.

         What is all this? he asked, pointing with his chin toward the shelves and then the workbench.

         What do you mean? I said. Doesn’t your family weld in the living room?

         He pressed his lips together just slightly, not a smile but not a grimace either.

         What’s your name? I asked him.

         Elliott, he said.

         Well, I appreciate the help, Elliott, thank you, I said, hoping he would get the hint and leave. He didn’t seem in the same hurry to retreat as his mother had, and he wasn’t looking around with the gobbling, awful scorn of the mailman, either. This Elliott had another energy to him, an openness in his gaze I hadn’t expected. I watched him take in my cockeyed box lids and the funny lumps of my capsules, bumping out like measles all over the sides.

         It caused a fizz in my mind, watching Elliott step closer to my largest Manglement so far – a narrow, totem-like tower I’d left on the floor next to the window that looked out onto his house. I’d welded some of my spoon-backed capsules in a spiral, rising around the four metal sides toward the lid. I thought it was pretty cool, the sense of diagonal movement the capsules made.

         I watched Elliott squint at one of the capsules on the Manglement closest to him, the sawn-off torso of a plastic soldier figurine I’d trapped inside it. I waited for him to ask about the capsule, but he didn’t. He just rocked back on his boots and looked around some more, considering my tools hanging on the wall and the used welder I’d bought for my TIG gun. It occurred to me as I watched him stare at the welder how easily he could break in here, rob all this precious machinery I’d driven hours in every direction to acquire, waking at 4 a.m. to be among the first to arrive at the better flea markets outside Pittsburgh before the good tools and spoon sets got picked over.

         That welder looks good, I told him, but it isn’t worth shit. I bought it used from the widow of a guy over in Ligonier. And I got that Grizzly band saw for dirt cheap from her, too. It’s ten years old but it works just fine for my purposes.

         But what are they, Elliott asked softly, all them boxes?

         It’s just what I do, I told him instead of admitting anything I would’ve liked to say aloud about art requiring a degree of bull-headedness – about Agnes Martin saying a real artist has to be able to fail and fail and still go on.

         I got laid off, is what I told Elliott.

         I explained I’d worked in billing at the county hospital until it shut down and we all got chucked at once and sent home.

         Shit, Elliott said, running a hand over the bristle of dark hair on his buzzed head. He didn’t turn toward the door to leave, though, and I couldn’t help liking him for that, for staying far longer than his mother had. He’d probably arrived, though, with the advantage of her warning. Surely his mother had reported on the amount of weird crap she’d seen in here through the screen door.

         This is all I got, I told him, not meaning for it to come out as a plea, but I was getting nervous at how keenly he was looking at my tools. His body odour was even more potent indoors, pungent enough to smell from the other side of the workbench. I couldn’t stop eyeing the unused muscles in his shoulders. His face gave away nothing, his expression about as revealing as a shut garage door.

         I was the only one among the remaining owners who hadn’t put in a security system. I couldn’t stand to live in a force field of paranoia, surrounded by cameras.

         That yours, too? Elliott asked, pointing at the only painting in the room, a clumsy portrait I’d done of Leah from her school photo in kindergarten, with the long French braids she asked for me to put her hair in then. On warm mornings, I’d done her braids on the front porch.

         Yep, all mine, I told him.

         That your daughter?

         I held in my breath. It was an awful, incompetent portrait, with uneven, amateurish eyes and clumped paint on one of her nostrils. Leah’s thick dark bangs took up half her head. I had no gift for painting or representational art and yet once I hung up that picture of her, there was no taking her face down. In the weeks after I left her father, I’d called constantly, hoping he’d let me continue picking Leah up from school, take her for bike rides, ice cream, anything. He’d refused.

         It seemed like she’d turned out just fine, though, without me. She’d gotten herself all the way to the equator. In that honeymoon photo she’d sent, I’d been surprised to see her face had become as angular as her father’s, though more good-looking and feminine, with big silver earrings and her bra straps showing under her tank top. I’d stared at that photo of Leah so often and intently that I got worked up just thinking about opening it. One night, I deleted it – a stupid impulse, though it did relieve the sting of that adult face of hers that I didn’t know at all.

         She’s all raised now, I answered in the most perky tone I could muster. She hasn’t lived in Sevlick for a long time, I told him.

         Lucky her, Elliott said, lowering his head, and I felt for him.

         Can you cut them metal sheets with this? he asked, pointing at the sanding disc on the floor that I’d bought for the grinder. He looked up for my answer and his straight-on gaze unnerved me. I hadn’t been in this house with any man but my father in such an awfully long time. My skin felt different, prickly.

         That’s more for buffing, I explained. But see the disc there on the grinder? That can cut a corner off easy enough.

         And pretty quick, too, I’d guess, he said in the same hesitant voice, like he was unsure how to admit it any plainer, his curiosity, and a softness overtook me, one of those moments when the heart refuses to close.

         Oh, you bet it cuts real quick, I told him, and it’s fun as hell. Here, I’ll show you.

         He drew closer to the opposite side of the workbench, making it harder to ignore the smell of his body. My fingers got stiff and clumsy, clamping the small rectangle of sheet metal to the workbench. Tightening the clamp took more time than usual – I was so used to working alone.

         Before clicking on the grinder, I looked up to see if I could detect any scorn on Elliott’s face as he watched me. I pulled on the grinder cord, though it didn’t have much give, tangled as it was, so taut the cord was floating a few inches off the ground from the workbench to the socket.

         The new grinders have a safety switch that shuts it off the second you let your finger go, but I preferred this older, solid grinder, without any of the cheap plastic parts of the new ones. I’d bought myself a new one last year, not top of the line, but it had cost more than I spent on a month of groceries. The disc release button kept getting stuck and I gave up on it, switching to an older grinder I’d found at a garage sale over in Deerfield, on one of my supply trips to the scrapyard.

         In two strokes, I rounded the corner of that little rectangle down to a rather smooth, even masterful curve. When I looked up, Elliott had drawn in his square jaw with what looked like genuine surprise.

         Where’d you learn to do that? he asked.

         YouTube.

         You serious? he asked, looking back at me more openly now.

         Oh, you can learn anything if you look up Weldporn on YouTube, I told him. How to tack-weld, how to wipe your ass. Whatever you type in, there’s some eager beaver out there with a step-by-step on how to get it done. I learnt as a kid, too, from my dad. He didn’t mean to teach me. He only let me near his workbench if he really needed an extra pair of hands. You ever operate a grinder?

         Elliott shook his head with a wistful half smile and I told him I’d give him a turn if he wanted, once he saw how I rounded the second edge. While I adjusted the clamp, I rambled about the sparks from the grinder, how their intensity changed depending on what alloys were in the scrap metal, and I liked how he didn’t interrupt with some kind of put-down. Everything about his posture and attire aligned with the sort of young man who would scorn a woman my age operating a grinder and in her living room. And yet there was no meanness in his gaze, not the ruthless kind I’d learnt to brace for my whole life.

         As I smoothed down the second corner, it got easier to relax and stop waiting for Elliott to insult me, to shift a little of my awareness to the evidence of my competence all around us, the rows of Manglements I’d already welded, all my intricate capsules with their tiny chambers. It took skill to weld the thin metal frames that held those capsules together. For the fronts, I used curved lenses extracted from old cameras I found cheap on eBay if nothing turned up at the fleas.

         The chamber inside each capsule couldn’t fit anything larger than a plastic figurine. The spoon head served as the solid back, with the camera lens for the clear front, magnifying whatever I sealed inside, which was where the fun house of the capsules happened. Combining a sliver of a silver gelatin photo of some man’s crotch with a tiny Wade porcelain pig, seeing them get weirder, magnified inside the same little chamber, that was my idea of a good time. I sealed all sorts of junk together. A milky marble with a photo of somebody’s funny-looking child picking her nose.

         I liked anything with an air of Cindy Sherman. Or Diane Arbus. I never ended the subscription to Artforum I got after college. I had a roommate at Saint Francis who turned me onto the art magazine shelf at the library. Her mother had hustled her, too, into studying business administration and being practical about her prospects. After Carol got pregnant and dropped out, I flipped through the art magazines on my own, decided I’d head to Cleveland after college, or maybe even Chicago.

         I never would’ve moved home after graduation if my mother’s MS hadn’t gotten so bad. Once I’d helped through her last stretch of life, I assumed I’d be on my way, taking my Artforum subscription with me – except Dave came into the hospital library, with his sharp mind and wry take on the ineptitudes of everyone. I liked his devotion to his tiny daughter. I thought he’d get less angry about losing his wife and once he did, he’d stop belittling me so much. Or he’d just tire of making the same snide comment on how long I’d kept my Artforum subscription going. Eight years into marriage, though, he still couldn’t let a single issue arrive without asking a question just to catch me pronouncing a name wrong and correct me. I started to hide my new issues like nudie mags, pulling them out only when I was in the bathroom, or Dave was out of the house.

         It caught me off guard, how fast all that history surged up with Elliott standing next to the workbench. I resisted the urge to pause, not wanting him to think he could rattle me. I just swallowed the bile of my marriage back down and got to grinding the third corner. To reach it, I had to pull the cord a little tighter. In its knotted, jumbled state, there was hardly any slack left in the cord length. I had to yank on it to finish the corner.

         Even with the cord taut as a tightrope, I rounded the edge down in three quick strokes. How’s that for a graduate from YouTube? I yelled over the grinder’s roar.

         Elliott laughed as he took a step forward, and it happened so fast – the grinder jerking out of my grip. I didn’t even realise when it flew out of my hand that the cause might be Elliott stepping forward, bumping into the taut cord suspended half a foot off the floor in front of him.
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