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         I’ve always had the same predicament. When I’m home, in Kentucky, all I want is to leave. When I’m away, I’m homesick for a place that never was.

         This is what I told Alma the night we met.

         A grad student had thrown a party, and we’d both gone. I don’t know how long we’d been talking or how the conversation started, but I’d seen her watching me. That’s why I went over. She was watching me like I might try to steal something from her.

         What does that mean, a place that never was? she said.

         All around us, people were talking in groups of twos and threes. It was a house way out in the country, decorated in the way you’d expect of a grad student—someone with an overdeveloped sense of irony and curation, who also happened to be broke. Foreign film posters. A lamp made from antlers with a buckskin shade. Those chili pepper Christmas lights. We were standing in the pink glow of a Wurlitzer jukebox. In her right hand, she held a Solo cup and an unlit cigarette. Her long denim skirt was of the kind I associated with Pentecostals. On the other side of the Wurlitzer stood a life-sized cardboard cutout of Walt Whitman—the one where he’s got his hat cocked and his fist on his hip. I kept catching sight of him in my periphery and thinking it was another person standing there, eavesdropping.

         I don’t know what I’m talking about, I said. I’m a little drunk.

         I can tell, she said. She took a sip of her drink and slipped her bra strap back onto her shoulder. She looked around for a moment, sort of bobbing her head to the music, which was not coming from the jukebox, but from some other mysterious source. People were dancing in an attention-seeking way. She let her eyes pass over them briefly, then she turned back to me and shook her hair. It was all tangled and cut short in a kind of bob. The sort of dark hair that seemed red in a certain light—the light from the Wurlitzer, for instance.

         I hail from Virginia myself, she said, putting on a phony accent.

         Do you ever feel a sense of suffocation when you think about it? Like, you start to hyperventilate and sweat, and next thing you know, you’re completely overcome with this fear that if you go home, you’ll be trapped there and never be able to leave?

         The question seemed to amuse her. No, she said.

         Yeah, me neither, I said.

         She laughed at this. I grew up in DC basically, she said. So, not the real Virginia. This is my first time in Kentucky.

         Just visiting?

         Something like that. It’s not what I expected.

         Did you expect all of us to play banjos and tie our pants with rope?

         She laughed again. No, she said, I just thought it’d be—I don’t know. She gnawed on her lip and looked up at the ceiling, searching for the right word.

         Trashier?

         That isn’t the way I’d put it.

         You go to the right places, you’ll find that. Where I grew up is like that.

         And where is that?

         I grew up in Melber, I said, but it’s not much more than a stop sign and a post office.

         And it’s … under-resourced?

         A flicker of memory: every Halloween of my childhood, a round bale of hay was soaked in kerosene, lit on fire, and rolled downhill on Melber’s main thoroughfare. People lined the street to watch as the bale jounced and tumbled, embers floating upward, bits of smoldering straw scattered in the road. I thought about this spectacle, and how no one ever explained to me why it was done, or for what purpose beyond entertainment and half-baked tradition. I remembered my dad’s heavy hands on my shoulders and the heat from the flames on my cheeks, how you could see the glimmer reflected in everyone’s eyes. And so, yes, in a town without a movie theater or a mall, where burning a bale of hay counted as entertainment, I thought it was safe to say that Melber was under-resourced.

         I say I’m from Paducah, I told her. It’s the closest major town—if you can call it that. They sell these T-shirts that say paducah, kentucky: halfway between possum trot and monkey’s eyebrow. Then there’s a cartoon picture of a monkey and possum, hanging by their tails from separate trees, reaching out to each other, Sistine Chapel–style.

         Wait, how is it between a monkey and a possum?

         Geographically, I said. Those are the names of towns—Possum Trot and Monkey’s Eyebrow.

         No.

         Yes.

         That’s amazing.

         I could think of another word.

         Well, she said, you’re not there anymore. She raised her beer to me. I didn’t have a drink at the moment, so I fist-bumped the Solo cup. She was closer to me than she needed to be, I thought—close enough that I could see the faint hairs on her upper lip and feel the heat from her body and her breath. I couldn’t place what it was about her that attracted me. Maybe some sense of shared understanding, real or imagined—that we were of a kind. Maybe it didn’t matter. I figured these sorts of things suffered from close scrutiny anyhow. She was a pretty girl at a party who seemed to enjoy talking with me, and with whom I wanted to be close. Better to leave it at that.

         I’d probably feel differently about Virginia if I was born there, she said.

         Where were you born?

         She eyed me slyly for a moment, as if trying to discern whether I really cared. A country that no longer exists, she said.

         Is this a riddle?

         Her brows drew together almost imperceptibly. No, it’s not a riddle, she said. She took a drink. There were teeth impressions on the lip of the Solo cup where she’d been chewing on it.

         What happened to the country?

         I hope you find the right place, she said, not seeming to have heard my question. Maybe you’ll know it when you see it and you’ll feel at home. Then she touched my arm and said, I’m going to the porch to smoke. It was nice meeting you.

         I gave her my name and she gave me hers—Alma, she said. Shaking her hand was like putting a letter in a mailbox, not knowing if you’d ever get a reply. You dropped the envelope and shut the metal hatch, and then you were empty-handed. Before she walked away, she asked me what I did—if I was a graduate student or TA or what. I told her I was a writer, but maybe my speech was slurred. She looked at me like I’d meant to say I was something else.

         
             

         

         Someone took me home. I remember it was a pickup truck with eagles airbrushed in mid-flight on the doors against a backdrop of rippling stars and stripes. The image was ethereal, and I stood there in the driveway looking at it for a long time, mesmerized. Someone was standing in the yard, very drunk, naming off the cities of the world that would be underwater in the next fifty years. Houston, Dhaka, Miami, Mumbai. He was counting on his fingers. Alexandria, Rio, Atlantic City, New Orleans.

         The driver of the airbrushed truck materialized finally and told me to get in. I’d seen him at the party but hadn’t spoken to him. Every time I’d gone to fetch a beer in the kitchen, he’d been leaning against the avocado fridge, talking about John Ashbery.

         I’m gonna roll down the window in case you need to be sick, he said, and so I rode in the passenger seat with the wind drying my eyes, high beams unfurling the road ahead of us. He asked my permission to smoke and I said, Of course, as if we were old friends and I was offended he’d even asked. I’ll take one too if you don’t mind, I said.

         This is my last one, he said. There was a long pause. We can float it though, if you want.

         That’s okay, I said, and though I meant that it was fine for him to smoke it alone, he went ahead and passed it to me. This guy, the driver, was wearing a PBS T-shirt and a ratty red sock hat. Whose truck is this? I said, suddenly aware that it couldn’t be his.

         My older brother’s.

         I took a drag and passed the cigarette back to him. It’s nice, I said, for some reason. I didn’t really have an opinion about the truck.

         The woods opened out onto a big pasture, rows of mown hay in a wash of moonlight. A clapboard house stood against the tree line, with a gambrel barn beside it, and in the lighted window of the house, I saw a man and woman embracing. They seemed to be standing in a kitchen. There were plates on the table. Maybe they’d just eaten, though it was very late. Regardless, they were having a moment. They didn’t know I could see them, passing by, as I was, in the dark.

         I met a girl, I said.

         I saw that, he said, amused. That’s the visiting writer, you know. She got the big fellowship.

         We had a vibe, I said, though I wasn’t sure if I even believed this.

         No, you didn’t.

         I’m telling you, man.

         She’s with someone, I think. Now, where am I taking you?

         Home, I said.

         Where’s home?

         Home was a cracker box house on the south edge of Louisville with kudzu branching along the walls and an elaborate, jury-rigged tangle of antennae on the roof. It was my grandfather’s house, and I lived there with him and my uncle Cort, in a basement room. I’d been there since returning from Colorado a few weeks earlier, where I’d worked for a year with the city forestry division of Aurora. I’d been laid off from the forestry job, failed to make rent, and slept in my car for two months. Having no place else to go, and not wanting to live with either of my divorced parents in western Kentucky, I moved into my grandfather’s house, where I could stay rent-free till I “got back on my feet.” I got a job as a groundskeeper for Ashby College, a small private school of some renown in the foothills half an hour from the city. Anybody that worked for the college could attend exactly one class for free, and my motive in accepting the job was that I could take a writing workshop. This is what led me to the grad student’s party in the country. It was a welcome party, for all the new and returning students. I was supposed to start work on Monday, and my first class was Monday evening. It was Saturday then—or early Sunday morning, technically. I’d have to take an Uber back and retrieve Pop’s truck sometime in the morning.

         So are you TAing? the driver wanted to know.

         No, I said. He had the heated seat on. I was slouched down, feeling very sleepy and comfortable in its warmth.

         He cracked the window, flicked out the cigarette filter. You don’t get a stipend, then? he said.

         I’m just taking classes.

         Nondegree?

         I nodded.

         I TAed for the first time last semester, he said, shaking his head wearily. Creative nonfiction. I had these grand ideas that I’d teach them about selfhood and identity and the personal essay as a process of self-disclosure and all that. But I had to spend most classes explaining the difference between past and present tense. They switch between the two willy-nilly. And all they want to write about is dead grandparents. It’s the only tragedy any of them have encountered. I swear to God, if I read one more dying grandfather story, I’m gonna blow my brains out.

         We slung around a curve, headlights panning the trees, and when the road straightened, a creature appeared in the middle, straddling the dashed line—a large bird. The driver stomped the brake. The car shook violently as the antilock mechanism kicked in. We came to a halt a few feet from it, and in the bluish light of the halogen beams, I saw that it was a peacock—iridescent and stately, oil-sheen feathers trailing like a bridal train. The bird looked at us with small red eyes.

         Holy shit, the driver said.

         For a long time, the bird stared, undaunted.

         Maybe it escaped, he said.

         Escaped from what?

         He didn’t answer. Finally, the peacock waddled to the other side, twitching its plumes, pecking casually at insects on the ground. We drove on and did not speak the rest of the way, apart from my perfunctory Thanks for the ride. He merely nodded, all the color blanched from his face. He looked like he’d seen his doppelgänger in a dream and now knew his death was imminent. Maybe I looked the same. My heart was still thumping as I pelted up the gravel drive to Pop’s house.

         
             

         

         In the basement, I stretched my legs on the tweed couch and opened my notebook. I wrote down what I remembered. My conversation with Alma. The truck with the airbrushed eagles. The peacock. When I’d recounted everything, I wrote a description of the present moment:

         
            I’ve got my bare legs stretched out on the tweed couch. I’m drunk. The couch is itchy. Through the casement window, I can see a birch tree. It reminds me of a Japanese painting. A string of threadbare flags is draped from the tree. The neighbor put them up. They’re called prayer flags, I think. Further on there’s a church steeple. Lilac sky. Birds are beginning to sing, so I guess it’s dawn.

            It’s dim in the basement and the air feels like a root cellar’s—cool and damp. All of Pop’s antiques and old tools are down here, too many to name, but here’s what I can see on or near the workbench:

            
                

            

            Crosscut saws.

            Posthole diggers.

            A rust-speckled Pepsi sign.

            Railroad jack.

            Kerosene lamps.

            Purple Heart in a glass case.

         

         I thought for a minute, trying to decide if I’d forgotten anything important about the night. I wrote: Cardboard cutout of Walt Whitman at the party, and closed the notebook.

         I found it hard to fall asleep without the television playing. I’d been watching The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance earlier and it was still paused. Pop had a big bookshelf of VHS tapes next to the basement TV. A lot of John Ford westerns. Billy Wilder. Hitchcock. The films were taped from television and included commercials for food processors and obsolete technologies, but I didn’t mind so much.

         As I drifted off with the movie playing, I tried to think of one quotation of Whitman’s that wasn’t I am large, I contain multitudes—just one—but I came up with nothing. I thought about Alma, leaning against the Wurlitzer, an aura of light from the neon tubes. What did I mean by a place that never was? It sounded corny when I thought of it now. My eyes were closed; I could hear Jimmy Stewart talking to Vera Miles. But Whitman was gnawing at me—that I was unable to remember. I fetched my copy of Leaves of Grass and found the first line I’d highlighted, years earlier when I’d read it for the first time. I help myself to material and immaterial, it said. No guard can shut me off, no law prevent me. I read it two or three times, aloud. It settled me down, and I was able to sleep then, the book in my arms.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         pop came home from church with a bucket of fried chicken and a bayonet. I’d been watching TV all morning with a dull headache and met him in the kitchen, still a little hungover. He set the chicken on the table and waggled the bayonet, grinning proudly. Seventy bucks, he said. That’s how much I paid Sparky. He thought it was turn of the century—the last century, I mean. But it’s Civil War. Ask me how I know.

         Who’s Sparky?

         Pop waved off the question. This old guy at church, he said. Not important. Ask me how I know.

         How do you know?

         He motioned me over and held the blade up to the sunlight pouring through the kitchen window. The markings near the socket, he said, running his fingernail over the steel. I bent down, squinting, and saw faint letters engraved there. Chavasse, he said. That means it was imported from England during the war, on the Enfield musket. Both sides used them.

         Cool, I said, not knowing what else to say.

         He held it out at arm’s length, admiring, then sighed and set it on the table. He took off his bucket hat and hung it on the coatrack. He was wearing his one pair of nice slacks and a short-sleeve dress shirt with a narrow tie. His shoes were Velcro sneakers. It was hard for him to bend over and tie laces anymore. Oh, I got us some KFC, too, he said, as an afterthought.

         I see that.

         Uncle Cort came plodding into the kitchen, groggy-eyed. He usually slept till about that time—eleven in the morning—and was wearing his pajamas still: sweatpants and a T-shirt, only he’d put on his crocodile cowboy boots and had the sweatpants tucked into them. His hair, as always, was slicked back with gel, little rebellious curls at the nape of his neck. It always made him look like he’d just stepped out of the shower. He stared impassively at the chicken.

         The colonel, he said.

         That’s right, Cort, Pop said. Get in here and get you some lunch.

         Not a real colonel, Cort said, taking down a paper plate from the cabinet.

         We know that, Cort, Pop said. Cort, my mother’s brother, was fifty-two years old and had never lived on his own or held down a job for more than a few weeks. His longest stint of employment had been at Walmart, corralling carts in the parking lot. He’d been fired for accosting a customer who he claimed was shoplifting, but who turned out to be completely innocent.

         Cort brought his pill organizer to the table, with its little plastic compartments for each day of the week, and shook a glossy rainbow of tablets and capsules into his palm. He’d been involved in a near-fatal car accident when he was twenty-two, and since then he’d taken a bevy of medications every day, including enough Roxicodone to kill someone without his tolerance.

         We opened the bucket, selected our pieces. There’s fried taters in there, too, Pop said. Cort took out the little paper box with the potato wedges and dumped most of them on his plate. The rusted bayonet just sat there in the middle of the kitchen table while we ate. I wondered if it had been used to kill someone—if some young boy’s blood was still dried on the blade.

         Sparky got it from a flea market, Pop said, chewing as he spoke. He sucked the grease from his thumb, blotted his lips with a napkin. Didn’t know what he had. It’s always the same story with these old relics. Nobody knows what they have.

         Colonel Tom Parker, Elvis’s manager? He wasn’t a real colonel either.

         All right, Cort, Pop said. We know.

         I looked through the kitchen window. Outside, in the bright noon light, a man stood across the street filling a wading pool with a garden hose. He wore swim trunks with blue flames and a camo T-shirt and smoked a cigarette while he waited. I wondered if the pool was for him or his kids. All the houses on the street were like Pop’s—vinyl-sided boxes or split-levels from the ’70s. Chain-link fences and plastic lawn furniture. Pickups in the driveways. Above the twisted trees and the power lines like musical staves, I could just make out the steam stacks of the Mill Creek Generating Station, a coal-fired power plant not five miles away. It occurred to me, as I made a mental note of all this, that including the stacks in a description of the neighborhood, as they poured their white vapor into the azure vastness of the September sky, would seem like the unsubtle, physical instantiation of some generalized industrial oppression, looming over the town. It would seem too much like a symbol. But there it was, nonetheless. This place had a way of collapsing the concrete and the symbolic—text and subtext. Nothing was hidden. If you looked, it was all right there on the surface. But of course, not many people were looking.

         Can you imagine using one of these things? Pop said, picking up the bayonet, flicking the fine point with his thumb. It’s one thing to stand on a hill and shoot at somebody. It’s another thing to walk right up and poke a fella in the gut. We trained with bayonets when I was in the service, but we never used them.

         I could’ve joined the army, Cort said. I talked to a recruiter.

         You have flat feet, Cort, Pop said.

         The recruiter said that didn’t matter. He said I’d make a grade A soldier. That was what he said.

         Then why didn’t you? I said.

         Cort looked at me like he’d suddenly realized I was in the room. Why didn’t I what?

         Why didn’t you join?

         Cort stared for a long time, sucking his teeth, then shrugged and went back to his food. He had a habit of sniffing each bite before he put it into his mouth. He refrained from bathing for days at a time and tried to compensate by using cologne samples he found in men’s magazines. He didn’t like to be touched, and if you came close to him by accident he would flinch. These eccentricities had never been spoken of directly by my mother or Pop, as far as I could remember. Everyone felt guilty because of the accident and accepted that it was simply the way he was—a lonely, reclusive person, angry at the way his life had turned out.

         So what, you’ll be working as a landscaper, that right? Cort said. He gnawed on a drumstick, pulling off strings of meat, and watched me, waiting for an answer, though he already knew more or less what I’d be doing.

         Groundskeeping, I said.

         What’s the difference?

         I wasn’t actually sure if there was a difference, but “groundskeeper” sounded more reputable, as though I’d been entrusted with something valuable—the “grounds.”

         I’m hoping it will be mostly forestry work.

         You’re good at that, Pop said, pointing at me with the bayonet. I watched you climb that cedar with the storm damage. You’re like a damn monkey. That could be your calling.

         I gave him an aw shucks grin. Thanks, Pop.

         It’s an honorable vocation. Requires a lot of skill. Tell you what, you need any practice, that maple out back has needed a trimming for months.

         I guess you’ll be working with illegals? Cort said.

         I don’t know, Cort, I said, sighing.

         I’d be willing to bet. I’d bet good money.

         Okay now, Pop said. Eat your chicken, both of you.

         We stared at each other a moment, then went back to our food. Pop loosened his tie knot, leaned back in his chair. He studied the bayonet. His stomach rose and fell easefully. In the street, a kid dressed like Batman rode past on a scooter. He turned and seemed to look at me as he went by, but then it was hard to say with the mask.

         A skilled vocation, Pop said, picking away a flake of rust. Something to be proud of.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         i was running late. i found the place—a pink stucco building on campus—with two minutes to spare. The sign out front said maintenance and landscape services. There were garages with zero-turn mowers and weed-eaters in the lower level. A fleet of pickups sat in the equipment yard, along with backhoes and skid loaders and a few chipper trucks—dump trucks with wood chippers hitched to the back.

         We were supposed to meet in the office above the storage garages. I climbed the stairs in my scuffed-up work boots, carrying a water bottle and a grocery sack with my lunch inside. On the second floor, I found twenty or so men, either sitting at a long conference table or standing with their arms crossed. Some of them, I guessed, were new hires like me, and some had been around for a long time.

         A man I assumed to be the supervisor was just beginning to speak. I took a seat at the vinyl table, the surface strewn with pine needles and granola bar wrappers, marked with sticky rings from soda cans. The man introduced himself as Kelly. He looked like a high school basketball coach, his golf shirt tucked into pleated khakis, and he seemed to be flexing his muscled arms intentionally while he explained the work we’d be doing.

         There are 215 acres and over twenty thousand trees on campus, and it’s our job to take care of all of them, he said. He told us we’d be divided into crews. Each crew would have a specialty. We would work for just under six hours each day, which allowed them to avoid giving us a lunch break, according to Kentucky law. Instead, we got two fifteen-minute breaks, which could be combined, if we chose, into a half-hour lunch. There were some grumbles among the workers when he said this.

         Now undoubtably some of you are students, he said, and undoubtably some of you view this job as a means to an end. But when you’re here, I expect you to work. That clear? We all nodded as subtly as possible. All right, let’s get into our crews, then we’ll watch the safety videos and get a move on.

         Kelly read out our names, dividing us into groups of three. He read my name, then the names of my crew members. Randy Blythe and James Mas—

         He paused, squinting at the roster. How do you pronounce this? he said. Mason-do?

         Masondo, someone said. I turned to the source and saw a man leaning against a filing cabinet. He was tall and sinewy, veins wriggling up his forearms. He looked to be about my age. He had a hard hat under his free arm and a dozen or so carabiners clipped to his belt.

         You’re the climber, correct? Kelly said.

         That’s right, said James Masondo.

         Well, this name might give me some trouble at first.

         It’s really not that hard to pronounce.

         What is it anyway? The origin, I mean.

         James Masondo shook his head. It’s South African, man, he said.

         Oh, Kelly said. Well, whatever. Y’all are gonna be a forestry crew, since you’ve all three got experience.

         Though I didn’t show it, I was relieved to hear this. I’d dreaded mowing lawns all day. Trimming and cutting down trees would be a continuation of what I had been doing in Colorado.

         We watched our safety videos, which mainly covered the Vermeer wood chipper we’d be using. At some point during the video, Kelly materialized behind me and whispered close to my ear, You ever see the movie Fargo?

         Yes, I said.

         Just don’t be a retard and get sucked into that thing, he said. We’d be scooping up what’s left of you with shovels.

         After the video, we trickled out to the equipment yard. I got our chipper truck started. James came over and we shook hands. You’re Owen Callahan? he said.

         I nodded.

         Good to know you’ve done this before.

         Same, I said. You met the third guy?

         Not yet.

         The other men prepared for the day around us. They gassed up saws and sharpened pruners. They twisted chain tensioners with screwdrivers and combed their beards in fish-eye mirrors. We stood drinking scorched coffee from our Styrofoam cups, steam curling up in the morning air. James was the only Black person on any of the crews. There were a few Latino men, a guy from Laos. Otherwise, everyone was white.

         You a student? I said.

         He nodded. Getting my master’s in history.

         From around here? I tried to say this in a way that sounded friendly rather than hostile.

         Louisville, he said. He explained that his mother was a social worker at a behavioral health center. She was from Louisville originally. His father lived in Johannesburg. He said he’d lived in South Africa till he was five. Since then, he’d been in Louisville.

         Peace Corps, he said, anticipating my next question. How they met.

         Right.

         She’s writing a novel about it, like everyone else who joins the Peace Corps.

         The sound of wheezing reached us from across the yard—a man ambling over, hand outstretched, breathing asthmatically. You must be Randy? I said.

         Rando, he said, catching his breath. Everybody calls me Rando.

         Rando it is, I said.

         We got acquainted while the truck idled, breathing diesel fumes, smoking our cigarettes. Rando was older—sixty at least. He sounded like he’d smoked his voice with forty years’ worth of Pall Malls. He liked to talk, I could tell that much right away.

         You young dudes will be doing all the aerial acrobatics, he said. I’m too old and too fat. I quit drinking ten years ago, but I got to keep the beer gut. He clapped his belly hard. I got the sense that this was something he said often, that it was always followed by the same belly clap. They had me on mowing duty, he said. I was doing that for three years, but I got these boils on my lower back from sitting—you don’t wanna hear about it. Suffice to say, it’s ugly. Kelly’s putting me with y’all till the boils heal.

         Somebody told me Kelly had fifteen confirmed kills in Iraq, James said. That true?

         Seventeen, Rando said.

         James whistled.

         That’s a lot of people, I said.

         No shit, James said. There are serial killers with lower body counts.

         He’s a bad person, really, Rando said. You’ll figure that out though.

         We all turned to look at Kelly. He was standing near the entrance to one of the garages, speaking with a landscape crew who were holding weed trimmers. I tried to imagine how trivial something like weed trimming would seem if you’d killed seventeen people.

         Was it all at once, or spread out over time? I asked.

         Rando shrugged. You’ll have to ask him.

         James and I pre-tripped the chipper truck while Rando watched, puffing his Pall Mall and scratching his whiskered jowls. He had the largest coffee thermos I’d ever seen—big enough to hold a whole pot. You’re doing great, he said, in between swallows of coffee. I’m just gonna stand here and offer moral support.

         I rode with James in the chipper truck—he was the only one with a CDL—and Rando drove a separate pickup with all the pole saws and pruners in the back. Our work for the day was a row of Bradford pears lining a sidewalk near the history building. None of them were tall enough to climb, so we did our trimming from the ground. Rando gathered the branches as they fell, constantly smoking. We trimmed for clearance, so that the branches would be at least eight feet above the walkway. It was easy work.

         At noon, we took a break and sat in the shade, eating lunch. Rando told us the half-hour thing was bullshit. Nobody checks up on us, he said. We could take a two-hour lunch if we wanted. No one would know shit.

         I’d brought a banana, cherry Pop-Tarts, and beef jerky. James had a bologna sandwich. Rando had some kind of beef stew in a Tupperware container, congealed grease on the surface.

         Isn’t that cold? I said.

         It’s better cold, he said.

         Several classes let out at once—a sudden, moving current of students on the sidewalk, parting around our cone perimeter. I wondered if any of them would be in my class later. I looked out across the grassy quad at the college buildings on the other side—Georgian-style structures of red brick with dormer windows and columns. There were students over that way, too. Toting backpacks in groups of three or four. Tapping their thumbs on their phones. Ashby was a beautiful place, really. There were flower beds along all the sidewalks. Black-eyed Susans. Purple asters. Huge, gnarled oak trees shaded everything. Their lacework shadows flickered on the grass when a breeze kicked up, and you could hear the wind ruffling the leaves—a sound like ocean surf. But none of the students seemed to notice. Moreover, none of them seemed to notice us—the groundskeepers taking their lunch.

         We can take our time, Rando was saying. Digest our food. We could sit here all fuckin day and no one would care.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         there had been no course description for the creative writing class, and I knew nothing about it, except that it had a “workshop component” and was the only writing class on offer that semester that admitted nondegree students. I realized as I left work that first day that I wouldn’t have time to go home and shower. So, I scrubbed my hands with gritty soap and brushed the flakes of sawdust from my hair in the bathroom. I tried to dry my armpits under the hand dryer, but it didn’t do much good.

         Before class, I sat on a concrete ledge by the bicycle racks in front of the humanities building and smoked. A few people—a girl and two boys who looked to be about twenty—moseyed out and fiddled with their bike locks. The girl had on a peasant top and billowy pants. The boys were affecting a similar faux-bohemian look and seemed enthralled by her. They were talking about Donald Trump, the Republican nominee, and how best to address his existence.

         Let his name go unsaid, the girl insisted.

         That’s right, one boy agreed. That’s so totally right.

         What if you need to refer to him? said the other boy. What do you say—the one who shall not be named?

         You don’t refer to him, she said. That’s the most radical act. Don’t give him the satisfaction.

         What’s radical about it? I said.

         The girl looked at me like I’d physically attacked her. Excuse me?

         What’s so radical about it?

         She turned to the two boys and arched her eyebrows, then they went on their way. I don’t know why I said anything, or why it annoyed me. I wanted to tell them it was asinine, that ignoring the absurd calamity of Trump’s ascendance wouldn’t make it go away. I wanted to call them back and tell them that it was the least radical thing they could do. But everyone was busy pretending not to notice his existence, as if this might make it less depressing, and I expected things to continue this way until he either won or didn’t.

         The class met in the chemistry building. When I sat down, there were four other students in the room, half-erased equations and molecule diagrams written in chalk on the blackboard. I kept waiting for everyone else to show up. I sat next to a guy in a Cincinnati Reds hat. He was tall and wore a mustache and light stubble, achieving that Goldilocks zone of facial hair that avoided seeming either manicured or shabby. His features made him seem constantly amused. He was handsome, in other words—one of those faces that’s so symmetrical it gives off the impression of sociopathy. Yo, he said.

         Is this everybody?

         I guess.

         I don’t know what to expect from this, honestly, I said.

         Me neither. I just signed up because of the “workshop component.”

         Me too.

         The desks were arranged in a semicircle. Across from us sat a girl with buzzed hair in a houndstooth coat. Under the coat, she wore leg warmers of different colors and ankle boots that looked like they were from another century. She was reading feverishly from a book I’d never heard of, big eyes dancing over the text. Though the air in the classrooms had a chill to it, it was still very much summer outside, and I wondered how she stood it wearing all those layers.

         The instructor came in panting after ten minutes. I am so sorry, he said, setting down his shoulder bag, still breathless, smoothing the unkempt curls plastered to his forehead. This building is a labyrinth.

         He took an aluminum bottle from his bag and guzzled water from it, his Adam’s apple jumping like a piston. He wiped his mouth, screwed on the cap, and sat finally, smiling at us, clasping his fingers on the desk. So, he said, his beard still dripping, I’m Tony Kaufman. We’re all here for Jungle Narratives, yes?

         We all looked at each other.

         That’s the course title, he said. I told them to update it in the catalogue. Did they not?

         We shook our heads.

         Typical.

         He dabbed his hairline with the handkerchief, stuffed it back into the pocket of his jeans, and peered at the class roster. Well, it should be easy to memorize five names, he said. He sighed, tossed the page onto the desk. I guess I should begin at the beginning, he said. The germ for this class was planted ten years ago when my father died in Peru. He was an anthropologist, and one summer he went to Peru, backpacking around the country, and—well, he died, under what you’d call mysterious circumstances, I guess. An undiagnosed illness. Since then, I’ve been obsessed with what happened to him, and it’s become the subject of my novel, which I’ve been working on for, oh, about eight years now. I’ve been to Peru twice, doing research, asking questions. I’m going again over winter break. I’ve spent the last eight years thinking about my father in the jungle, and I realized, you know, there’s kind of a whole genre of stories about the jungle. Why not teach a class that explores it? That’s the general idea, anyway. I don’t know, exactly, what constitutes a jungle narrative, but we’re going to figure it out together I hope over the course of the semester.

         The girl in the houndstooth coat seemed very into this, nodding eagerly. The guy next to me in the Reds hat raised his hand. Dr. Kaufman, he said.

         Please, no hand raising, he said. I want this class to be open and sort of freewheeling. We’re just some people talking in a room, okay? We’re just having a conversation.

         Right, okay. So, Dr. Kaufman—

         I’m not a doctor. Just call me Tony.

         Okay. Tony, what’s the “workshop component”?

         I’m so glad you asked, he said. My hope is that toward the end of the semester, we’ll all workshop our own jungle narratives, in the form of a story or a play or a series of poems. Or even a film—God, I hadn’t thought of that actually.

         He scratched a note on the class roster, and from my seat, I could just make it out. Have them make jungle films? it said. Camera rentals from film dept?

         Question, said the houndstooth girl. What if we’ve never … been to the jungle?

         It can be about a metaphorical jungle, Tony said.

         She narrowed her eyes and nodded slowly. Right on, she said.

         What if we have been to the jungle? said another student, a heavyset guy with long black hair that hung past his shoulders. His resting facial expression seemed to convey barely concealed rage.

         Well, then you can write about that! Tony said, his tone brightening. What jungle have you been to?

         Oh I haven’t been, he said. I might go though, in the spring. I’m interested in ayahuasca.

         Tony’s smile faded. I see, he said. Well, class will be over by then, so I guess you’ll have to write about the metaphorical jungle, too. Just out of curiosity, has anyone been to an actual jungle?

         Question, said the houndstooth girl. Do the … Florida Everglades count as a jungle?

         Tony puffed his cheeks and blew the air out slowly. You know, sure, why not?

         Right on, she said.

         With introductions out of the way, Tony stood and tried to write something on the blackboard. The chalk broke. He picked up another stick and tried again, but it snapped as well. Fuck, he mumbled. He tried to keep going with the tiny nubbin of chalk that was left, but finally gave up. He wiped his palms on his pant legs, leaving white handprints. I was going to write a quotation, he said. The gist of which is that literature is not a way of escaping life but of seeing it clearly. I want that to be the foundation of our class. Good literature is supposed to give us a shock of recognition. We read a passage and we think, “I’ve felt that!” It reconnects us to the world and other people and the felt presence of immediate experience.

         The houndstooth girl was scribbling furiously on her notepad. Can you repeat that last part? she said. The felt presence …

         Tony sighed with his shoulders. Of immediate experience, he said.

         How are we supposed to have the shock of recognition if none of us have been to the jungle? said the guy in the Reds hat.

         We’ve all been to our metaphorical jungles, Tony said. It’s just a matter of discovering what that means for each of us.

         
             

         

         After class, I swung by the English department and picked up a copy of the readings for next week from our class cubby. On my way out, I passed a cracked door in the empty hallway, a light on inside. Without stopping, I peeked into the office, and sitting at the desk was Alma, the visiting writer I’d met at the welcome party. She had her socked feet propped on a stack of folders and was reading, and as I passed the doorway, she glanced up from the page and looked at me directly. I averted my eyes and kept walking. Hey! she called out. I froze, backed up to the threshold, and nudged the door open a little.

         Hey there, I said.

         Do you work here? It’s freezing in this building. She had her shoulders hunched and wore a cardigan pulled tight. I looked down at my work boots and pants, my maintenance and landscape services T-shirt.

         Not really, I said. I’m just getting out of class.

         Oh, she said. I’m sorry, I thought—sorry, never mind.

         It is cold in here though.

         Right? Anyway. Sorry to bother.

         It’s fine, I said.

         She had a to-go coffee on the desk. She took a drink from it, turned over her book, which she’d laid facedown on her lap, and went back to reading. When she realized I was still standing there, she glanced up again.

         Do you remember me? I said.

         Her eyes narrowed a bit. She looked slightly alarmed now, like I was someone who might mean to hurt her. The building was empty and silent. Only the emergency lights were burning in the hallway.

         We met at that party, I said. I took off my hat and offered a congenial smile, to let her know all was well, that I was harmless.

         Her eyes brightened. Yes! she said. The Kentucky boy. You had that whole fully formed theory about yourself.

         Yeah, I was a little tipsy.

         I’m used to it. Dudes with fully formed theories about themselves, I mean.

         I nodded, drummed my fingers on the doorjamb. What else was there to say? She was looking at me, waiting, sliding the cardboard sleeve on her to-go cup up and down.

         Sorry I mistook you for whatever, she said. They gave me this office and I figured I might as well use it. Problem is, it’s cold as shit when the sun goes down.

         Don’t worry about it, I said. The office was pretty bare, save for the desk and the stack of folders beside it. The window looked out on an expanse of clipped grass, lit by streetlamps, and a few dark trees. I could see the silhouettes of the pear trees we’d trimmed that day. Well, hopefully I’ll see you around, I said.

         That’d be nice. It’s Owen, right?

         I was surprised she remembered. She seemed embarrassed to have asked, and broke eye contact. That’s right, I said. And you’re Alma?

         She didn’t answer. She turned back to her book and smiled vaguely as if she knew a secret. Nice to meet you again, she said. I went on my way, boots squeaking on the polished tile, my heart beating fast.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         pop’s nightly snack was crumble-in. this involved crumbling day-old cornbread into a glass of milk, sprinkling it generously with black pepper, and eating it with a spoon like cereal. He ate his crumble-in, slurping the milk-sodden chunks, while I told him about my day. The Magnificent Seven played on the living room TV. In a tense scene, Eli Wallach and his fellow bandits came to the village they planned to loot, only to be confronted by Yul Brynner and Steve McQueen, who pointed out all the walls and fortifications they’d built. Pop brought a spoonful to his mouth without taking his eyes from the screen, milk dribbling onto his chin.

         He sat like this in the easy chair every night, shirt open, an oscillating fan blowing the wisps of white hair that encircled his bald, age-spotted pate. There was a cordless phone on the end table and a list of names and numbers on notebook paper between the glass top and the wood. Many of the contacts were crossed out—old friends and relatives who’d died. He had his atlases and almanacs stacked there, too, and the TV guide from the paper. A caddy draped over the armrest held his remote controls and his magnifying glasses. The Civil War bayonet was lying on the phone book. He’d kept it within arm’s reach there on the end table since he brought it home, as if it might come to some use.

         So this guy Kelly, he said, still looking at the screen. You say he’s a veteran?

         Yeah, I said. Apparently he killed seventeen people.

         Pop looked at me. He told you that?

         No, but that’s the rumor.

         He brags about it?

         I don’t know.

         Pop shook his head, took another spoonful of cornbread mush into his mouth. Nobody who’s actually killed a man will brag about it. Least not in my experience.

         Pop had fought in World War II, been wounded at Okinawa. Maybe he was right when it came to his generation, but I wasn’t so sure about Kelly, who’d fought in a very different war.

         I told him about the job and the work it would entail. Then I told him about Jungle Narratives and Tony and the notions about art and life I’d been pondering since that afternoon. He seemed to be only halfway paying attention, his eyes still locked on the TV. There was a commercial break finally. I guess the movie was taped from cable sometime in the ’90s. It was a commercial I remembered from childhood for a box set of CDs called Pure Moods. The music was synthy and sort of tribal sounding, and the announcer spoke with a fake British accent over crossfaded images of breaking waves and unicorns and women twirling in skirts.

         Pop wrenched his gaze from the screen and set the glass of peppery milk on the table. This guy, Tony, he said. He a successful writer?

         I didn’t know the answer to this question. Something told me no, though I wasn’t sure what it meant, precisely, to be a successful writer of fiction. He has a teaching job, I said. I think he knows what he’s talking about.

         Pop nodded slowly and scratched his sideburn. Well, he said, I know your mother wishes you were doing something different. But I got faith. And there’s always the forestry work. That’s a solid job. Always be a need for tree trimmers.

         Right, I said.

         We sat for a moment without speaking. The living room was dark, save for the pitching tones of blue light on the carpet. Since my grandmother’s death, the house had fallen into disarray. Neither Pop nor Uncle Cort put much stock in tidiness, and so there were beer cans and empty cereal boxes and grease-spotted fast-food sacks littered about. Still, all my grandmother’s decorative touches remained. Her crocheted antimacassars were still draped over the recliners’ headrests. Her porcelain chickens and toadstools and milk-glass bowls still filled the china cabinets. Blue Boy by Thomas Gainsborough and Pinkie by Thomas Lawrence hung side by side in gilt frames above the TV, and her sheer lace curtains still stirred in the breeze. Every piece of Tupperware in the kitchen drawers bore her initials in red Sharpie. I wondered if Pop found it comforting or spooky—or some measure of both. He could’ve moved if he’d wanted, after she passed, so I supposed he preferred it here in this place, where her absence was so conspicuous.

         When you were young, I said, and you visited other towns, did you ever think about living in them? Or did you always know you’d come back to Kentucky?

         You mean when I was hoboing?

         Yeah.

         He paused the movie and thought about it. Well, I did live in other towns, he said. I worked in Detroit at a bowling alley for a year, setting up pins. Before they had machines to reset the pins automatically. Then there was New Orleans for six months. Lived off bananas. Ships from South America would throw out the overripe bananas, and there’d be this big ol heap. I ate ten bananas a day.

         He’d told me these stories from his hoboing days many times, but I didn’t let on that I’d heard them before. I’d heard all his stories many times by then, so that they took on the resonance of myth—as if I’d inherited them from previous lives. No one believed me when I told them he’d been a hobo. Sometimes I barely believed it. It seemed too vaudevillian—like Red Skelton’s hobo clown Freddie the Freeloader. But it was true.

         I worked in Chicago at a railyard, cut timber in Texarkana, he said. Then, course, I spent a year in San Francisco and two years in the Pacific. I lived all over.

         But you always came back.

         Well, yeah, he said. My folks were here.

         That’s why?

         Mainly, he said. All I could think about overseas was getting back and setting out a tobacco crop. I listened to the Kentucky Derby on the radio once, and when they sang “My Old Kentucky Home,” it brought me to tears, no kidding. I really missed it.

         Then why’d you keep leaving?

         Pop smiled vaguely and rubbed the nape of his neck. Well, he said, I guess I just get antsy. That’s why it’s so hard for me to sit in this goddang chair all day. He looked at me with kindness, the crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes pinching up. He was waiting to see if I had any further questions, but I didn’t. The sound of chirring crickets drifted through an open window. Now and then we heard a car gunning past on the street or the far-off whine of a siren. The blipping, slide-whistle noises of Cort’s video game down the hall.

         I reckon all that’s behind me now, Pop said sadly, as if he himself had just now realized its truth. No more hoboing.

         I guess so, I said.

         We sat for a few more moments, hearing the video game, hearing the crickets outside and the buzzing bass of a passing car’s stereo system. Then Pop pressed play and the movie continued.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         rando liked talking about the beatles. oh yeah dude, he said, I got it all, every album, mint condition. Every CD, every cassette.

         We were at a job site on the second day—a big ash tree by the student center, most of it dead from emerald ash borer. James and I were stepping into our harnesses, preparing to climb. Rando sat in the cab of his pickup with the door open, eating a bear claw, classic rock playing on the radio. It was “Hey Jude” that got him on the subject.

         I got red vinyls, blue, green, he said, I have this shit in German dude, shit I can’t even understand. I got this Yellow Submarine EP with a little plastic submarine in the sleeve that came with it. Oh yeah dude, I have everything, I have lunch boxes. I have like twenty fuckin lunch boxes. You get into that shit and it just goes on forever dude. I had people bringing me shit from Europe in suitcases, bootlegs on VHS and shit. I had over ten thousand dollars in Beatles memorabilia. I had to get out of it though. You can just go on forever with that stuff.

         Yeah, Magical Mystery’s my favorite I guess, I told him. This was all I could think to say. I didn’t know much about the Beatles.

         Oh shit dude, that’s the best one. 1967. That’s when they started dropping acid. That “Blue Jay Way,” that’s trippy, man, that’s George Harrison on the Hammond B3. He wrote it, too. On those speakers in my place, I put that vinyl on, and I swear it sounds like they’re right there in your room with you, the fuckin Beatles dude, right there in your living room. The fidelity, man, I’m telling you, it’s crazy. I mean, wow.

         I guess you’ll be a rich man, you ever sell any of that stuff, James said.

         No poor people in America, Rando said. Only temporarily embarrassed millionaires. That’s Steinbeck.

         I thought it was Woody Guthrie, I said.

         Rando shrugged and brushed bear claw crumbs from his whiskers. You dudes probably know better than me, being college educated and all.

         James and I set our lines using throw balls. I made a good pitch, saw the line sail through the crotch I was aiming for, heard the steel ball thump down in the grass on the other side. It was only the fourth try. It made me feel good to set a line after only a few tries. Some guys stood there for half an hour. We strung up our friction savers, attached our handsaws in their plastic scabbards to our hips. They were Japanese blades, toothed and razor-sharp. With all my gear attached and jangling—hitches and carabiners and coils of rope—I felt solid and formidable, like some early mountaineer or arctic explorer. I clipped in and “humped the air”—reaching up the line with my ascender device, then dragging it toward me and thrusting my hips at the same time. Soon I reached a branch I could stand on, the muscles in my arms and abdomen aflame. I was fifteen feet high and out of breath among the cool shadows and the chattering leaves. James was humping the air on the other side. When I’d caught my breath and my heart rate slowed, I looked for the dead to cut out. The tree was a lost cause, but we were told to leave it and cut out the dead, so that’s what we would do.

         Rando was still jawing about the Beatles—actually shouting factoids up to us with his hands cupped around his mouth. Most people don’t know that it was the Beatles’ dentist that turned them on to acid, he was saying. They went to a dinner party at his house, and he dosed them without their knowledge. Things started getting squiggly, and John Lennon was like, “Hey man, how much gin is in this martini?” and the dentist tells them he put this new drug called LSD in their fuckin cocktails. He could get it then, see, cause it was legal in the early ’60s for a medical professional to possess.

         They were friends with their dentist? James said, extending to make his undercut on a dead limb, his voice strained.

         Oh yeah dude, he said. Fuck yeah. This was 1965, back when you really knew your dentist. Same as the baker and the neighborhood butcher. You had a relationship with your neighbors, went over to their houses.

         And then they dosed you with acid without your consent, James said. Sounds like a great era. Let’s go back to that.

         Rando went on and on, stacking brush as it fell, pausing occasionally to pull the earmuffs down from his hard hat over his ears and fire up the chipper. Whenever we sawed a heavy branch, and we heard the wood begin to creak as it bent and gave way, we shouted, Headache! This was the same as saying “heads up,” but every arborist I’d worked with said “headache.” I don’t know why.

         Rando told us about the first time the Beatles met Bob Dylan, and the first time they met the Rolling Stones, and the first time they met Eric Clapton and Elvis Presley. They actually jammed with Elvis, you believe that? he said. There are no recordings, but they got guitars out and jammed. Just think about it—Elvis and the Beatles. Can you imagine what that would be worth?

         
             

         

         I’d forgotten my lunch, so when we took our break, I went to the student center to hunt down a candy bar. Inside, the air was cool and smelled of garlic and grease. There were students eating personal pizzas at the tables, waiting in line at the bookstore. A baby grand piano sat out in the open in the high-ceilinged lobby. A gangly, acne-splotched guy was playing the first few bars of the Moonlight Sonata, over and over. He played with great passion and feeling—eyes closed, brow knitted, working the sustain pedal with a lime-green flip-flop. No one was watching.

         I found the vending machine and pulled off my work gloves—the kind with the palms dipped in blue rubber—and put them in my back pocket. They were already shredded and sour smelling. I’d have to replace them soon and it hadn’t even been two weeks. I fed a dollar bill into the machine and a coil pushed the candy bar slowly toward the edge, but it didn’t drop. I had to feed another dollar bill into the slot. The Moonlight Sonata, or at least the first thirty seconds of it, echoed behind me throughout this ordeal.

         On my way out I glanced at a bulletin board, and among the pictures of lost dogs and the fringed tutoring flyers with tear-off tabs, I saw an advertisement for a reading by none other than the visiting writer. Her photo was right there. She sat in an Adirondack chair, holding a gray, unamused cat in her lap. Behind her was a wall of scarred brick. It was a flattering photograph, if a little self-serious. More than anything, it had the effect of making her look older than she was—or at least than I thought she was. Her full name, I learned, was Alma Hadzic. I folded the flyer and put it in my pocket.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         my father and i spoke every two or three months. his wife, Bonnie, had esophageal cancer, which had spread to her lungs. It had been a long struggle, with all the associated tortures—surgery, chemotherapy, radiation. None of it had done any good. My father was unaccustomed to helplessness, and as a result, he’d become deeply depressed. She’d been in remission while I was living in Colorado, but now that the cancer had returned, I decided I’d make an effort to talk more often. I called him one night. He caught me up on the recent news. Bonnie was undergoing radiation once more. Her most recent procedure had been to install a feeding tube in her stomach. She’d been an energetic woman in her early fifties, who curled her hair every day and bleached her teeth and attended Tae Bo classes, who smiled vivaciously at strangers that passed by on the sidewalk. Now she was stooped and wore a wig and shuffled like an elderly woman. The pockets of her robe were stuffed with blood-flecked tissues.

         My father sounded exhausted. He told me how hard things had been, how he didn’t know who to trust. They had been at the hospital earlier that day for a radiation treatment. These people, he said. There are all these people in the waiting room, and they all want to tell you how bad it’s been for them. It’s like it’s some kind of contest to see who has it the worst. She gets depressed when we go because they tell her these horror stories.

         They’re probably just afraid, I said. They want everybody to be as scared as they are.

         It’s like they’re proud of it or something, he said. It’s nothing to be proud of though. It’s a horrible thing.

         I gazed out the open casement window, to the birch tree and the prayer flags. Dozens of sparrows were flitting about and chirping madly in the branches. I didn’t know what to say to him, what would be comforting.

         It’s hard getting up, he said. I just lie there in bed and dread it.

         Maybe the radiation will help.

         He sighed. So, what’s this new job?

         I told him it was forestry work, like what I’d been doing in Colorado. He didn’t know much about what I was doing there, but he’d never approved. I hadn’t told him that after I’d lost the job, I’d lived out of my car in Walmart parking lots for two months, surviving on saltines and peanut butter. But he knew I had debt, that I’d gone to Colorado with no prospects, that my bank account was always empty, and he knew that it was dangerous work.

         So you do this job and they pay for your tuition? he said. Do you get paid by the hour on top of that?

         Minimum wage, I said.

         He grunted thoughtfully. I could picture his dubious expression. And what would you study?

         This and that. Some writing classes. Whatever interests me, I guess.

         This and that, he said.

         That’s right.

         Are you still on drugs?

         No.

         Are you sure?

         Yes, I’m sure I’m not on drugs.

         You’ll be trimming from a cherry picker?

         Climbing with a harness, I said.

         Climbing trees with a chainsaw. Brilliant. Well, I’ll tell you straight up, son, I wish you’d find something else to do. Have I ever told you about the job I almost took at the uranium plant?

         I’d heard the story before, but I knew it didn’t matter—he was going to tell me anyhow. I sighed and said, What about it?

         Well, when I was about your age, I interviewed for a job out there, back when it was Union Carbide. This job involved cleaning ventilation ducts.

         He went on to explain the work, which sounded almost comically ill-advised. The long and the short of it was that he would’ve been required to crawl around in a big metal pipe and clean it with a pressure washer. The pipes were part of the plant’s ventilation system, transporting poisonous gases and other by-products of uranium enrichment. I might’ve found it incredible if the plant in Paducah wasn’t known for its sketchy practices. In the fifties, they’d had workers eating their lunch on tables coated with radioactive dust.

         This guy giving the interview told me to think long and hard on it, my father said. It paid well, and the money was tempting, but in the end, I turned it down. Some things just aren’t worth it. You catch what I mean, son?

         I told him I did. What he left out of this story, which he’d told way back when I hired on to the job in Aurora, was that he’d gone on to work for twenty-five years as a firefighter—a vocation not known for its safety. But I guess that wasn’t the point. The point was that he wanted something better for me.

         Maybe it will only be temporary, I said.

         He grunted again. I tried to imagine what he looked like, where he was sitting in the house. I thought I could hear a TV playing softly, so it was most likely the leather recliner in the living room. My father was a tree trunk of a man, with big stout arms and shoulders and a gleaming shaved head. He put baby oil on his head every day for some reason. There was always a bottle in my parents’ bathroom. I could remember being a little kid and coming up behind him as he read the paper in the morning and sniffing his scalp, which I thought smelled like pizza crust. For a while, I would tell him that—your head smells like pizza crust—and he’d laugh good-naturedly.

         With nothing left to talk about, he told me he’d better go. He had to feed Bonnie a bottle of Ensure. Have you considered working for Home Depot? he said, as an afterthought. Your cousin Bart works there. They have good benefits.

         Who?

         Bart, he said. Your cousin, Bart?

         I didn’t remember any cousin named Bart, but it was certainly possible that I had one. There were a lot of second and third cousins on my dad’s side who I’d met only once or never, and who, nonetheless, he always expected me to know about.

         No, I haven’t considered Home Depot, I said. I’ll give it some thought.

         What about the navy? They’d let you in as an officer with your college degree. Could be something to think on.

         Cool, I said. Will do.

         Well, goodbye, he said.

         Okay, I said. I told him I’d be keeping both of them “in my thoughts,” especially Bonnie, but I think he’d already hung up.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         the details you choose reveal what you think is important, and if you choose trivial details, you’ll out yourself as having a trivial intellect. This is what Tony told us. We were discussing how everything in Heart of Darkness was filtered through Marlow’s consciousness, and therefore inflected by his biases and aversions. This was the power of point of view, Tony explained.

         One student had dropped the course, which left the handsome dude in the Reds hat, the girl in the houndstooth coat, and the big guy with long black hair who was interested in ayahuasca. Their names were Casey, Joanna, and Trent, respectively.

         How do you know what details are important? asked Joanna.

         Tony made no attempt to disguise his exasperation. He had his fingertips spread on the desk and was looking down at his papers and his open copy of Heart of Darkness, bookmarked with two dozen curled sticky notes.

         Let’s say your life has fallen apart, he said.

         My life is great, Joanna said.

         Hypothetically, Tony said. Your life has fallen apart. You live in some nowhere town. You’ve got nothing to do, no prospects or opportunities. Maybe because of this—because of your psychological state, as it were—you notice the abandoned grain elevators on your way home from work, how they’re gray and the painted letters are scaled. And you notice the run-down neighborhoods, cars on concrete blocks, a half-starved dog chained to a post. Now, someone who’s just won the lottery, they wouldn’t see the same things, would they? Maybe this guy that won the lottery would notice the pretty dandelions growing wild in the lawns, or the sunset behind the grain elevators. These things are important to either man because his interior life is mirrored in the exterior world. But a writer—a writer can get into the bad habit of cataloguing, simply naming the things that make up a particular setting without filtering them through the lens of a character’s point of view. The writer, in an effort to be specific, might give us the particular species of trees growing in the yards of the run-down neighborhood, but would the particular species of trees be important to the man whose life has fallen apart? Or to the man who has just won the lottery? The answer’s no. It would be trivial information.

         What if the man whose life has fallen apart is an arborist, I wanted to know? What if it was his job to know the names of trees? But I didn’t ask this. I pondered, instead, what the world would look like to me if I’d won the lottery. If the sun would be brighter. If flowers would stand out suddenly in the foreground, more than they already did. Would I still notice the abandoned grain elevators? The half-starved dog? Would I still be so obsessed with naming the world?

         We’re not journalists, Tony said. We don’t report on the world. We remake it, according to our specifications.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         i looked her up, two days before her reading. her surname appeared sometimes with the diacritical marks—Hadžić—and sometimes without, though mostly she seemed to have dropped them in her social media and recent publications. As it turned out, she’d published a book of short stories with a small press two years prior and was “at work on a novel.” The collection had been shortlisted for a prize I’d never heard of. These accomplishments were all the more impressive because of her age—she was only twenty-six. Ashby had awarded her a Driscoll Fellowship, which meant, essentially, that she would live and write in one of the university guesthouses for the duration of the school year, rent-free, and receive a small stipend. The only requirement was that she give two lectures on craft, one per semester, and lead two master classes. It seemed like a good gig.

         I discovered an old interview, in which she gave a short account of her family history. Her parents had grown up and met in Sarajevo, when it was still part of Yugoslavia. She was born there in 1990. This is what she’d meant on the night we met, I supposed, by a country that no longer existed. Yugoslavia dissolved in the year following her birth. Her parents were Bosniak. They fled just before the eruption of the Bosnian War, settling first in Germany, then the United States—in Queens at first, then the suburbs of DC.

         I did an image search and found a picture of her with a handsome movie star I recognized, at some formal-looking gala or reception. I might’ve thought they were together, but there was something starstruck about her expression. Her eyes looked almost crazed, and the man, the movie actor, had a calm, bemused expression. He held a flute of champagne down by his leg and looked like he’d been stopped for a picture on his way to someone else.

         When I’d scrolled through all the extant pictures of her that Google had to offer, and had begun seeing the faces of other, unrelated Alma Hadzics—Alma Hadzics who were doctors and real estate agents and recently arrested drunk drivers—I closed my laptop and opened my notebook to a fresh blank page. You’re not a journalist, I wrote. Then I tried to think of myself as a character, with a particular point of view that made me see the world in a particular way. I imagined that I’d won the lottery and glanced around the basement room, trying to notice the things that a lottery winner would notice. I decided that a lottery winner would feel repulsed by the environment, so I wrote down some of the things that made it deficient—the vague scent of mothballs, the damp air, the sticky traps in the corners with the tangled corpses of cave crickets and spiders and small, desiccated lizards who’d tried to eat the cave crickets and spiders. Then I tried to imagine what the basement would look like if my life had fallen apart. It didn’t take much imagination, and I wondered if my life really had fallen apart—if I was only now beginning to piece it together again. I remembered the line from Richard Hugo’s poem—Say your life broke down. The last good kiss you had was years ago. I wrote it down and considered it for a long time, sitting there on the tweed couch in Pop’s basement, surrounded by his silent antiques. What did you do when you reached that point? What did you notice?

         
             

         

         
             

         

         alma’s reading was in a bar on bardstown road called The Bard’s Town. Their whole theme was Shakespeare. A cartoon Shakespeare in tights and a frilly ruff waved his neon arm from the sign. Inside, it was made to look like a Renaissance-era tavern and had the bready smell of old spilt beer. By the time I arrived, she was already onstage. People were watching from their tables, the flicker of tealight candles reflected in their beer glasses. Alma wore a floral print dress and hiking boots with red laces. She explained that she would be reading a series of prose poems she called Misconnected. They were found poems, she explained, and were collaged from Craigslist personal ads called “missed connections.”

         I read them pretty much every day, she said, partly because I wonder if I’ll show up in any of them, and partly because they’re such perfect distillations of loneliness and longing.

         Her lips were touching the silver grille of the microphone. Every time she made a p or b sound, the audio popped. She kept her eyes lowered as she spoke, as if by not perceiving the audience, we would cease to exist, and read the poems from her phone, scrolling slowly, her face lit pale blue by the screen. They were hit or miss, but when they hit, they really hit. The good ones were funny and gut-wrenching, thanks in no small part to her delivery, which oscillated almost imperceptibly between irony and sincerity—sometimes walking the thin line between them. They had titles like “Blue Hair, Taco Bell” and “Beautiful Hardee’s Girl.” “Beautiful Hardee’s Girl” was the best, I thought, and not just because I’d once worked at a Hardee’s. I drove through on my Harley, began the first stanza. I showed you tattoos of what I wanted, already written on my arms. You unmatched me, but I sent the first message, I crossed the street. I saw you in booty shorts and a yellow tank top, and I knew you’d want to take a ride.

         When it was over, I found her at the bar, settling her tab. She turned and said, Oh, it’s you!

         It’s me, I said.

         She smiled eagerly, tucking a coil of hair behind her ear. So, she said, do you feel at home yet?

         Not yet. I liked your poems.

         Thanks! She finished signing her receipt and snapped the leather booklet shut. I don’t usually write poetry, at least not poetry that should see the light of day, but these were more like little narratives. It took a long time to write them. I had to read a lot of Craigslist ads.

         You have to dig through the trash to find the good stuff, I said.

         That’s true.

         Do you ever read the Pennysaver? There’s good stuff in it. If I’m feeling blocked, I read the Pennysaver.

         She cocked her head and looked at me with a sudden curiosity. Are you a writer? Did you tell me that?

         I’m trying to be, I said.

         Are you in the master’s program?

         I’m just taking classes.

         Oh, she said. She drew her brows together—estimating me with her eyes, it seemed.

         What are you getting into now? I said.

         Her expression brightened. I’m meeting some people down the street at Akiko’s, the karaoke bar. You wanna come with? I gotta get out of this Renaissance fair bullshit.

         She gestured to the door with her thumbs and hopped down from the barstool. I paid for my beer and we walked out together.

         The night was cool, a whiff of smoke on the breeze—someone burning leaves. We had to pass the corner gas station where a lot of heroin addicts hung out. There’d been three overdose deaths in the bathroom in the last six months. There were bikers in the lot, their motorcycles rumbling and snorting. A panhandler asked us for money. I’d like to buy a blue slushie, he explained. There were track marks and bruises along his thin arms.

         That’s a good enough reason, Alma said. She fished around in her purse and dropped some change into his cupped hands.

         Have a blessed night, the man said.

         Save for the cursive pink neon glowing in the window, Akiko’s was dark. A soundboard stood in the back corner, next to a makeshift stage with fake palm trees. A man was singing Tom Petty when we came in. He was surprisingly good and sang with genuine feeling, as if the addressee of the song could hear him, wherever she was in the world.

         Alma found the people she was meeting—a towering, rail-thin white dude named Jeff who had the most prominent Adam’s apple I’d ever seen, and a girl named Margaret, who was small and had lustrous black hair hanging past her waist. Jeff was waiting for his boyfriend, a PhD student in mathematics, to show up. We’re gonna do “Islands in the Stream,” he explained to Alma, leaning in and shouting over the music.

         I don’t know that one, she said.

         Kenny Rogers and Dolly Parton?

         She shrugged. Sorry, I don’t know my country music.

         Jeff shook his head. What kind of self-respecting southerner are you?

         There are two people ahead of me, Margaret said. I’m doing “My Heart Will Go On.”

         Can’t wait, Alma said.

         The reading was great, said Jeff.

         I need a cigarette, Alma said, rummaging in her purse. She glanced at me. Oh, this is Owen, she said. He’s a writer. Owen, meet everyone.

         Hi Owen, they said, more or less in unison.

         She gave up on finding one and looked up at me. Could I maybe bum one from you? she said, cringing.

         Sure thing, I said.

         We went out to the patio.  There was another bar outside, with a thatch roof and a handful of people standing around. Someone had hash oil in a vape pen, the odor strong, like burnt butter and grass clippings.

         Alma struggled to light her cig, flicking the wheel over and over. She turned her back to the breeze and got it lit finally, passed the lighter back to me. Strands of hair blew across her face and she gathered them with her fingers and tucked them back. She seemed cold. Her dress had fluttery sleeves, but her arms were still mostly bare. You could see how slender-waisted she was in the dress, how lithe, and I felt a rush of attraction.

         I promised myself I wouldn’t do this when I was a kid, she said, holding up the cigarette. Everybody smokes here though.

         Highest cancer rates in the nation.

         What part of Kentucky did you say you were from? she said.

         Western—close to Paducah.

         Right. Between Possum Trot and Monkey’s Elbow.

         Eyebrow, I said.

         Ah, she said. I wrote it down in my notebook as “Monkey’s Elbow.”

         It excited me to know she’d found our conversation at the party noteworthy.

         Are there horses there? she said.

         Some. It’s not really horse country though.

         What’s there?

         Tobacco, I said. Corn, soybeans, cattle. Fast food, churches, plants.

         Like plant plants?

         Like factories sort of.

         What kind?

         There’s a lot, I said. There was USEC, the uranium plant. Westvaco, the paper mill. Westlake Chemical in Calvert City. Honeywell across the river in Metropolis. BelCo, where my stepdad works. They all make poison, basically. You could say we’re the poisonous chemical capital of America.

         She lifted her eyebrows and nodded, took a drag. The group of people behind us were talking about who they would kidnap, if they had to kidnap someone. They all seemed to agree that Bill Gates’s daughter was the obvious choice, then one of them said, Wait, he has a daughter, right?

         My ex worked at a tofu factory for like three weeks, she said. It was like a summer thing, when we were in college, but he was really into telling people about his “factory job,” as if he’d worked in a steel mill or something. I was like, “Okay dude, it was fucking tofu and you quit after three weeks to work at a Panera.”

         We both laughed. Another whiff of the vaped weed drifted by. She scrunched her face and fake-coughed. I hate that, she said, meaning the smell. Anyway, that’s the only person I know who’s worked in a factory.

         I find that surprising.

         Is it though?

         An awkward lull followed. I took a few drags and eavesdropped on the huddle of would-be kidnappers, who were discussing whether it would be fair to give Bill Gates’s daughter some portion of the ransom.

         So what else is there in Paducah, besides poisonous chemicals? she said. Family?

         Yeah, they’re all still there.

         Do you write about them?

         Sometimes.

         So do you consider yourself more of a regional writer?

         I’m not sure I know what that means.

         If you were going to be introduced, would you want to be introduced as a “Kentucky writer”? Or would you prefer “American writer”?

         Kentucky is America, I said. If you write about one, you’re writing about the other.

         But do you want to be thought of like that?

         I didn’t used to, I said. When I first started writing stories, I set them all in Westchester. I didn’t want anyone to know where I was from.

         Westchester?

         That’s where John Cheever set all his stories.

         But he lived there. Had you ever been to Westchester?

         Definitely not, I said.

         She laughed. That’s great, she said. Westchester. She crushed the cigarette against the sole of her boot and let it drop into a metal pail, where other filters were planted in the gray sand. At some point you changed your mind though? she said. You started writing about Kentucky?

         You’re supposed to write what you know. That’s what I knew.

         Well, good for you, she said. You found your material.

         
             

         

         We went back inside, where the crowd was now shoulder to shoulder and the air was muggy with body heat. Margaret sang her song onstage, swishing her long hair and swaying from side to side. Conversation was impossible. We stood in the vicinity of Jeff and his boyfriend, shouting unimportant things to each other over the music occasionally.

         When a half hour had passed, she leaned over to my ear and said, I’m going home I think.

         I’ll walk out with you, I said.

         Stepping onto the sidewalk from the suffocation of the bar was a great relief. We walked without urgency. It wasn’t the right direction for me, and at some point, when we’d been going a few minutes in silence, she asked, Which way are you?

         That way, I said, pointing back. West.

         We’re going east.

         If you go east far enough, you’ll wind up in the west.

         She rolled her eyes. My car’s up here, she said. You walking? Driving?

         I drove, but I should probably sober up.

         I can give you a lift. You could get a ride to your car in the morning.

         I said no thanks. Even if she’d been willing to go as far as the South End, I didn’t want her to see that I lived in my grandfather’s basement. I feel like walking awhile longer, I said.

         She seemed surprised by this—a little disappointed, even. All right, she said. Well, maybe I’ll walk, too. Where should we walk?

         I told her I hadn’t planned any particular destination. We’ll just see where we end up, she said, and we started walking again in the same direction we’d been going. We passed the entrance to the Cave Hill cemetery, with its Corinthian clock tower, and followed a walkway that skirted the brick wall. Shards of colored glass were set in the cement along the top of the wall, and in the overhanging branches, the purring of cicadas could be heard, quieter now that summer had ended and the nights were brisk. Now and then, we’d pass a wrought-iron gate and through it glimpse the rolling lawn and the serried ranks of obelisks and headstones.

         So you grew up in DC? I said, realizing suddenly that I hadn’t asked her anything about her own life, really. Where she came from.

         Alexandria, she said.

         I knew very little about Alexandria, except that it was a wealthy suburb. Though she’d said she was from Virginia at our first meeting, for some reason I’d imagined an immigrant enclave in the city itself.

         So what was Alexandria like?

         She drew a deep breath and exhaled. What do you imagine, when you imagine Alexandria, Virginia?

         I thought about it. I don’t know, redbrick houses? Country clubs? I’m imagining a really affable golden retriever in every driveway.

         That’s not far off, she said, smiling. We had a nice house. The neighborhood was shady and pleasant. It all would’ve been very Leave It to Beaver if we hadn’t been European. Technically I’m European, too, but naturalized.

         Really, I said, though of course I knew this from Googling her name. From where at?

         Sarajevo, she said. We’re Bosniak. We left at the start of the war—my mother and me and my sister. My dad left a little later.

         I let this hang in the air a moment. That must’ve been difficult, I said.

         I have no memory of it, she said. But I suspect “difficult” would not begin to describe what it was like for my parents. Or my sister. She was five, so she remembers some of it.

         So your earliest memories are here, in the States?

         Yeah, in Queens, she said. We all lived with my grandparents in an apartment in Astoria, for like two years when I was four or five. Packed in like sardines. I remember having to sleep on a cot next to the radiator, and the radiator would hiss and knock. My sister told me there were little monsters living inside it, and they were whispering and banging around, trying to get out. That might be my earliest memory, actually. To this day, I have that thought whenever I hear a radiator knocking. I’m like, “There are the little monsters trying to get out.”

         She picked at her cuticles while she walked, her brow knitted. She seemed to be weighing whether to tell me more. They’ve become very assimilated now, she said. My dad loves Bruce Springsteen. He’s been to see him live like three times.

         Who doesn’t love the Boss?

         I could take him or leave him.

         What?!

         She laughed. My dad has this big fancy grill in our backyard, she said, and last Fourth of July, they had a little get-together with neighbors and friends—something they’d never, ever done. He has this CD he burned that’s just labeled “USA.” It’s got, like, John Cougar Mellencamp, Johnny Cash, Bob Seger, and a whole lot of Bruce. My sister and I were standing there eating our hot dogs—beef hot dogs, I should say, they still don’t eat pork—listening to the USA CD while our mother intermittently lit a sparkler, and my sister was like, “Name one thing more American than this moment.”

         We both laughed. I felt the competing desires, as I often did when meeting someone new, to know everything at once and to save it all for later. It was like the feeling one has reading a good book, the sensation of being propelled toward the end and at the same time wishing to linger.

         We walked on a little further, and after a minute, she said, The dog, however, is not an affable golden retriever. She’s a fussy Pomeranian named Daphne. My mom’s dog, really. My dad had an aquarium with tiger barbs and tetras and angelfish. My older sister always had hermit crabs, for some reason. She’d get them in Virginia Beach, then they’d outgrow their shell and die. She never got them a replacement shell. It always seemed less to me like she was keeping a pet and more like she was imprisoning and torturing them.

         What did you have?

         I had books, she said. I was a lonely kid.

         The stone wall of the cemetery became a fence, through which the undulating expanse of the grounds could be seen—the bluish garden lights, a dark row of poplars. One of the nearby headstones had glow-in-the-dark toys arranged at its foot, giving it the appearance of radioactivity. Did you know Colonel Sanders is buried in here? she said. I read about it in a Kentucky travel guide. People leave buckets of chicken on his grave, isn’t that sad? What if that was your legacy? You were just the chicken guy. Not to mention the waste of food.

         I’m sure the possums and other critters eat it.

         Did you just say critters?

         I guess I did.

         What’s the difference between a critter and a varmint?

         I think they’re in the same ballpark, I said. Did you know Colonel Sanders wasn’t a real colonel?

         No! she said, spreading her fingers over her breastbone, feigning shock.

         I learned this recently.

         Do you know what else I read in the travel guide? The word “Kentucky” means “dark and bloody ground.” That’s what the Cherokee called it. Sort of ominous, right?

         I’ve heard that, I said, though I couldn’t remember where. I seemed to recall that it was a myth—this idea that the land had been a more-or-less constant theater of war among the Native Americans and the early colonists—but I didn’t say as much to her.

         I actually thought of you when I read it, she said.

         Why?

         I thought you’d find it interesting, what with your simultaneous aversion and attraction to the state.

         You remembered that?

         Sure I did.

         I felt glad to have made an impression. As we walked, I thought of how easy it would be, in terms of distance, to put my arm around her. She was right there. Her clothes were not what I would call sexy, but she was shapely enough that they couldn’t conceal her figure, the way the Pentecostal skirt she’d been wearing the night we met could not conceal the slope of her hips. I’d fantasized about her leading me to a back room. I thought about it then, as we walked together, close enough to feel each other’s warmth.

         What other weird words do you use? she said.

         Weird?

         Yeah, like vernacular. Besides “critter.”

         I don’t know.

         I’m going to listen from now on and keep track. If I notice any, I’ll let you know.

         Okay, I said, unsure if I had a choice in the matter.

         Do you say “ain’t”?

         No.

         What about “I reckon”?

         Not typically. My granddad does though.

         Does he have an accent?

         Oh yeah.

         You don’t have much of an accent, she said. It’s still there, but only when you say certain words. My mother knew no English whatsoever when she came over. My father said this was very humiliating for her, trying to communicate and being treated like a dolt when you’re so well educated. She’s a doctor. But now they have less of an accent than you have even.

         I didn’t like hearing this or thinking of myself as someone who had an accent. I’d worked for a long time to eradicate any hint of it. I traced this self-consciousness back to a single moment in childhood, when my sixth-grade history teacher heard me say “Washington” like “Warshington” and asked, Where’s the r in that word? All my classmates laughed at me, and I resolved to change the way I spoke. But maybe this was only the narrative I’d come up with. Nothing ever has only one cause. Television was also to blame. Pop told me once, when I came back from college, that I talked like the people on TV. I took it as a high compliment, though it wasn’t meant that way.

         Count to eleven from nine, she said.

         Why?

         Just try it.

         Nine, ten, eleven, I said.

         Ten, she said, emphasizing the e. Not tin, like the metal. Ten.

         Right, I said. Thanks for pointing that out.

         No problem, she said. I’ll add that to the list. Entry number one.

         We reached the corner of the wall and continued on, passing rows of dim shops and restaurants. We went beneath a highway overpass, and on the other side, entered Irish Hill. It was a lot like Germantown, with its attendant shotgun houses and steep lawns and corner bars, only the people who’d settled there were Irish Catholic.

         I could eat, she said. Could you eat?

         I told her I could. We walked a few blocks further, till we found ourselves in Clifton, on Frankfort Avenue. The sidewalks were once again bustling with people—most of them drunk and rosy-cheeked, speaking brashly, stumbling about. We picked one of a string of bars and went through it to a screened-in patio with wooden tables. When the waitress came, we ordered onion rings, fried oysters, and two tallboys of Lone Star beer, which I’d never seen anywhere else in Kentucky. It was not very different from other kinds of cheap, metallic-tasting pilsners, but it was from Texas, and I wanted to drink it for the sake of novelty. Alma got what I got, assuming it was a local beer. She seemed confused when I told her it wasn’t.

         A little TV sat on a dish cart in the corner. A wildlife show was playing—wildebeests and giraffes and flocks of egrets on the savannah. They were all drinking from these shallow, muddy pools, and now and then a crocodile would emerge and drag one of them thrashing into the murk.

         I asked her questions about her life, and as we drank, the stories poured forth. She seemed happy to tell them, as if the chance didn’t come up that often. I could’ve listened to her all night. I’d spent too much of my life with people from Kentucky, whose failures and crutches and small joys were predictable, precisely because they were mine as well. For most of my life, I’d wanted to get away from that, which is to say I’d wanted to get away from myself. Being with Alma—listening to her—I could forget, momentarily, who I was and where I was from.

         She told me about her life in New York, where she’d been living before the fellowship. She’d had an apartment, a walk-up in Greenpoint that she’d subleased to an old college roommate. She didn’t say where she’d gone to school, but I got the sense it was someplace fancy. The apartment was above a cell phone store that never seemed to have customers. She had her writing desk next to the largest window, which gave her two hours of midmorning light, before the westering sun, having breached the rooftops across the street, vanished once again above her. I’m like an old cat, she said. I like to just sit in the sunlight and be warm and look out the window. Drink my coffee. I’m lucky if I write fifty words during those two hours.

         She said she wrote, or tried to write, till about two or three o’clock, at which point she went for a walk if the weather allowed it. Down the street was a Polish bakery with glistening doughnuts in the window. The old women who worked there spoke Polish to each other and wore matching cornflower aprons. I saw Jack White there once, she said. He was eating an éclair.

         Sometimes she walked for hours, she said. Once she even walked as far as Flushing and had to ask her grandparents to come get her in their old Volvo. She visited them most weekends in their small duplex in Astoria. These were her father’s parents. Her mother’s parents were dead—of natural causes, she added.

         It’s better than the flat where we all lived in the beginning, she said, but still small. They have a few antiques from Bosnia—just little things, what they could carry in their luggage and their plastic IOM bags, which was not much. I used to sit with my grandfather when I was little and have him show me the antiques and tell me the stories behind them, over and over, she said. He had pocket watches, some old, brittle Soviet books. He had a poster from the 1984 Olympics in Sarajevo—this man in red, skiing, which I thought was so cool. He had a black-and-white photograph of soldiers on a street corner, when the city was occupied by the Nazis. My grandmother had an embroidered hijab from her wedding, which she let me put on, and these porcelain figurines, of like a peasant boy and girl in folk costumes. I remember asking if that was her and my grandfather when they were little, and she laughed and laughed.

         My parents have told them for years, “Come to DC,” but they refuse, Alma said. Astoria is home to them. There are other Bosnians there, people they can speak the language with. They wouldn’t really have that in DC. My parents, when they got here, wanted a fresh start. But my grandparents were too old. Why learn English when there are Bosnians here in Queens who understand us perfectly? When we can buy the foods we like and go to a mosque with people who believe what we believe? Of course, there are Serbs, and Bosnian Serbs in Astoria, too, which is very interesting to me. They eat the same foods, speak a similar language more or less, but the hatred is still there. Just a few months ago, someone graffitied the doors of the Cultural Center with a Serbian cross—you know what I’m talking about?

         I shook my head.

         It’s a nationalist thing. But to spray-paint it on the doors, it’s like a swastika, you know?

         Jesus.

         Yeah, it’s crazy.

         Do you go to mosque regularly? I said.

         Hardly ever. It’s more cultural, she said. It’s like—what do you call Christians who only go to church on Christmas and Easter?

         Christmas-and-Easter Christians.

         She laughed. Right, well it’s like that. A lot of European Muslims are like that. A lot of Turks, too.

         So they’re Ramadan-and-Eid Muslims.

         Ramadan is a whole month, at the end of which is Eid al-Fitr, she said. And not even, really. I’ve never fasted for Ramadan. My father does, but my mother never has. Her family were intellectuals. Sarajevo was very cosmopolitan, according to my parents. She snapped her fingers, as if she suddenly remembered something. Fair-weather Christians, she said. That’s the phrase I was trying to think of. Like a fair-weather friend, only the friend in this case is God, I guess.

         We finished our fried oysters and wiped the grease from our fingers on our napkins. We sat back in easeful silence. It felt good to be sitting still after walking so long, cross-breezes passing gently through the patio screens.

         I was supposed to write today, she sighed. I told myself I would, but I didn’t. I haven’t written anything in two weeks.

         It must be a lot of pressure, I said. Having this fellowship. Being given all this time.

         I wondered when that would come up. People are afraid to mention it.

         That you’re a writer?

         She nodded.

         They’re probably intimidated, I said.

         But not you.

         I didn’t know when I met you. Maybe I never would’ve talked to you if I’d known you were such a big deal.

         She rolled her eyes. You were pretty drunk, she said.

         I didn’t know anyone at the party. Getting drunk seemed like the thing to do.

         And you thought I looked approachable?

         I don’t remember, honestly.

         I do, she said. I remember the first thing you said to me. You said, “Howdy.”

         No.

         Yes!

         I’ve never said “howdy” in my life.

         You did that night.

         Then what did I say?

         You said you didn’t know anyone, that you’d just moved back from—somewhere. Colorado?

         Yeah.

         Then you said the thing about your predicament.

         I didn’t call it that, surely.

         Yes, you did. You called it your “fundamental predicament.”

         I groaned. Why did you keep talking to me?

         She twisted her mouth to keep from smiling. We each took a drink of our beers.

         Well, maybe you’ll get some writing done in the morning, I said.

         Maybe so.

         I have to work in the morning.

         She clicked on her phone’s display. It’s almost midnight, she said.

         I’ll be all right.

         Do you mean you have to get up and write? Or real work?

         Real work, I guess.

         What do you do?

         Campus groundskeeping, I said. It’s like work-study sort of. I work for them, and they pay my tuition.

         Is that like landscaping?

         More involved than that, I said. I trim trees and drag brush mostly.

         That sounds not fun.

         It’s not particularly, but I’ve had worse jobs.

         Like what? She leaned forward, brow furrowed, and rested her chin on her clasped hands. Some part of me relished recounting my history of shitty odd jobs. I’d painted houses, flipped burgers at a Hardee’s, shelved children’s books at a library. Before the forestry job in Denver, I’d washed dishes at a Thai restaurant in Boulder. Most of the money I made—especially in Colorado—went to buy beer or pills or newly legalized weed. My family’s euphemism for this was “partying,” as in, When are you going to quit partying and get your act together? I’d heard some version of this question many times. But it hadn’t felt much like a party. More than anything, I’d felt pathetic and lonely, and this loneliness had reached a kind of unbearable fever pitch. The tendency was to glamorize, to try and make it all seem rugged and blue-collar, when really, it had been difficult and repetitive and often humiliating. I glamorized, then I felt guilty for glamorizing. This was always the pattern.

         I’ve cut down trees, painted houses, cleaned toilets, I said. You name it, I’ve probably done it.

         She smirked and pulled apart an onion ring. I bet you can’t wait to put all that in your author bio, she said.

         I laughed, looked down at my hands in my lap. I could feel the prickle of blood rising to my cheeks.

         Hey, no reason to be embarrassed, she said. It sounds pretty good, actually. Especially the last part. “You name it, I’ve done it.” That could be your signature line, if you were, like, in local-access commercials where you offered up your services. You’d point at the camera and say, “You name it, I’ve done it.”

         She took a drink of beer and made a face. This isn’t very good beer, she said.

         No, I said, not really. It’s a novelty beer.

         She studied the writing on the can, as if she might find some evidence there for why it tasted the way it did.

         What jobs have you had? I said.

         Me? She seemed a little shocked that I’d asked, as if it were in poor taste. You know, not much, really. I did a little academic consulting after college. I still do that a little bit, for a handful of clients.

         So what does that mean?

         It’s like tutoring, sort of, but for kids who are trying to get into Ivy League schools. I help edit their college essays, which basically just means writing their essays for them.

         And they pay you?

         Their parents pay me. You wouldn’t believe how desperate some people are for their kids to go to a good school.

         That doesn’t bother you? Ethically?

         No, she said. She took a gulp of beer—too much. She had to hold it in her cheeks and swallow it a little at a time. When it was down, she brought her fist to her chest and suppressed a burp. I mean, yeah, sometimes, she said. But at least I’m not working at McKinsey or Goldman Sachs or something, you know?

         I guess. Do you know people who work at Goldman Sachs?

         Sure, she said, as if this were usual. As if everybody knew somebody who worked at Goldman Sachs. The helicopter moms are gonna pay someone. Anyway, it’s not like I do it very much anymore. It’s just a side hustle now.

         I don’t know whether I’d consider my side hustle to be writing or groundskeeping, I said. I guess groundskeeping, since I take it less seriously. But then again, it takes up more of my time.

         When you were doing all those shitty jobs, did the knowledge that you could use it for material make it worthwhile? In other words, did you think, it’s okay that I’m cleaning toilets, because actually I’m an undercover writer?

         I didn’t feel like an undercover writer.

         What did you feel like?

         I felt like a failure, I said.

         The lines in her face went slack, and she looked at me with sudden pity. I hated that this was what I’d elicited. I turned my eyes to the TV, where a zebra was being dismembered by hyenas.

         Do you still feel that way? she said, a new shyness to her voice.

         I try not to think about it. Not really.

         A light rain had begun to fall, pattering on the tin roof. People from outside—smokers—huddled in the doorway, hair and shoulders damp. A lavender bush was growing outside the screen, near our table, and as the rain dappled the dried flowers, their fragrance grew heady and pleasant. I breathed deeply through my nostrils and looked at her sitting across from me—at her almond eyes and her long, graceful neck—at the pale freckles across the bridge of her nose. She looked, at times, like she’d stepped out of a Modigliani painting. We should go somewhere, I said.

         What do you mean?

         What I meant was that I wanted to go home with her, but I knew the timing wasn’t right. We didn’t know each other well enough. Still, I felt a sense of inertia now, as if we’d set something inevitable in motion, something that would continue without much effort.

         Let’s keep walking, I said.

         It’s raining.

         It’ll stop, I said, and sure enough, as we settled our check at the bar and drained the last of our beers, the rain ceased.

         
             

         

         We walked east down Frankfort Avenue, faint breezes churning the rain-cooled air. Now and then we’d pass a bar with a crowd out front, murmuring in a haze of tobacco smoke, and someone would ask us for a light. When the sidewalk crowds thinned out, I took her hand in mine and she let me, and suddenly we were walking with a new, quiet closeness.

         It’s chilly, she said at one point, and I put my arm around her waist and tugged her close. She put her head on my shoulder and seemed to sigh, and I thought, maybe I’m wrong. Maybe she will take me home. Maybe whatever is pulling us together is stronger than I’d supposed. But she drew away after a minute or two and stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. She looked up at me expectantly. I might’ve kissed her, but this wasn’t what her expression seemed to invite.

         I should tell you something, she said.

         We’d stopped by the entrance to an alleyway, where two men in stained aprons sat on a stoop, scrolling on their cell phones. Muffled music drifted out from a kitchen’s open door behind them—accordions and Spanish singing.

         I’m sort of seeing someone, she said.

         Sort of?

         She clenched her eyes shut, as if it were physically painful to talk about. Not sort of, definitely, she said. For a couple months now.

         And it’s serious?

         I don’t know. We’re together, and I like him, I think. I do like him.

         You sound really committed.

         I just don’t know if we should be getting all cozy like this.

         But you want to?

         She looked away from me to the men in the alley, chewing her lip. Yeah, she said quietly, but I’m already in this thing. We just established that it’s official or whatever, and I can’t just unestablish it. And it’s good. It’s a good relationship. I’m happy with it.

         My ears and cheeks had been hot but now the blood was leaching away. All right, I said. Whatever you want.

         I’m sorry. Maybe we can just hang out, you know? Without expectations. I don’t really know anyone here.

         That’s fine, I said. I wasn’t expecting anything to happen anyhow.

         You weren’t?

         Well, I said, looking down at my shoes.

         So bashful, she said.

         We split an Uber back to our cars, and when the driver let us out at The Bard’s Town, it seemed impossible to me that she’d been reading there that very same night. It felt like weeks ago. I thought about her poem, how the Harley rider had tattooed what he wanted on his arms, and what he wanted, I guessed, was the beautiful Hardee’s girl, with her booty shorts and her yellow tank top. That the author of the Craigslist post could not have guessed where his words would end up.

         Our cars were parked in opposite directions, and we stood for a minute, trying to figure how to part ways gracefully. Swift clouds passed over the moon. I could almost discern the scent of her shampoo where her head had rested against my shoulder—apricot or peach. I should go, I said. I have to be up early.

         Right, she said. Keeper of the Grounds. Well, I’m this way.

         Where at? I can walk you over if it’s far.

         That’s another weird thing you say, she said. “Where at.” Most people just say “where.” I’ll add it to the list.

         What list?

         The list of weird vernacular that you use.

         Oh right, I said. Thanks.

         No problem, she said. And no, it’s just a block. I can walk it alone.

         Do I hug you now? Or would that be crossing the line?

         I’d meant this as a joke, but it came off as derisive. She gave me a scolding look. A hug would be fine, she said, and we hugged briefly. Maybe we can go for another walk soon? she said. In the daylight?

         We exchanged numbers and she walked away, waving behind her as if she knew, without having to look, that I’d be watching her. She reached her car—an old beater Honda—and I saw the taillights blink as she pressed the key fob. I turned and began the long journey home.

         
             

         

         i went for a drive the next day. just moving to be moving. To see what I could see. What I saw mostly were knobby hills and high-tension lines, billboards for personal injury lawyers and adult video outlets. My mother called as I was on my way back. I lowered the volume on NPR and answered, though I didn’t particularly want to. When I’d moved to Colorado, I’d borrowed $800 from my mother. I never repaid it. She’d never brought it up, and neither had I. But it loomed over our relationship—this debt. I told myself I’d repay her as soon as I got ahead, but there was always some unforeseen expense, some reason I could give myself for putting it off.

         When are you coming home? she said, first thing.

         I don’t have any imminent plans, I said. I’m getting settled into this job.

         Groundskeeping.

         That’s right.

         She made a hard-to-decipher noise in her throat. Well, she said, the reason I’m calling is to tell you that Greg just found out BelCo is closing their plant.

         Greg, who my mother married a year after my parents divorced, had worked at BelCo for twenty-odd years. It had always been mysterious to me, what BelCo made exactly. Whenever I asked, Greg’s stock answer was, Various synthetics. Whatever the case, he was a machinist by trade, and the irony of the plant closing was that he’d spent the last five years improving automation, thereby lessening the need for human labor. They supported Trump, chiefly because of his promise to bring back American manufacturing. Any hope I may have had for them to renounce their support was now, I knew, completely gone.

         There’s been talk of the plant closing for a few years now, she said, but we hoped it would be the Murfreesboro plant rather than Calvert City.

         I’m sorry to hear that, I said.

         Yeah, well, she said. We’ll be all right. Greg’ll have till June of next year. It’s the floor workers he’s worried about, mostly. They’ll be let go by Christmas.

         What will you do? In June, I mean.

         Hard to say, she said. Greg’ll look for work around here and over the Tennessee line. We might look into selling the house and moving into something smaller. Who knows, maybe I’ll go back to work.

         Do you want to go back to work?

         Not particularly, she sighed.

         A long silence passed. I turned off the highway onto the frontage road, passing a Walmart and an RV dealership. The hills were gentler here, rising into smooth humps. Beams of light shot through the clouds.

         So when am I gonna get to read what you’ve been writing? she said.

         I haven’t really written anything yet, I said. It’s just bits and pieces. Journal entries.

         You’ve gotta write a bestseller and support me in my old age.

         I’ll get right on that.

         Or you could become a high school teacher.

         So you’ve said.

         Have you talked to your dad?

         Yeah, I talked to him not long ago.

         I guess you got the latest on Bonnie?

         Yeah, he told me. Radiation again.

         She sighed. So sad, she said. Course, you know we never got along, but I hate to see the woman suffer. They basically have to kill you to kill the cancer.

         It is sad, I agreed. I didn’t know what else to say.

         She sighed a third time. My son is twenty-eight, she said.

         What about it?

         I became a mother at twenty-eight. I had you that year.

         I know.

         We’d already bought a house and been married five years.

         Okay.

         And here you are homeless.

         I’m not homeless.

         You would be, she said, if not for your grandfather. You’d be on the streets.

         I doubt that.

         Well, what do you plan to do?

         I don’t know.

         That’s your answer?

         It’s not an answer.

         Exactly, she said. That’s exactly the problem. I don’t want you living off his kindness like Cort.

         I have to go, I said, suddenly exhausted.

         What do you have to do that’s so pressing?

         Maybe I have to fill out rental applications.

         Don’t be a smart aleck.

         I have to go, I said, and hung up.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         i told james about jungle narratives on our lunch break Monday. Sounds potentially racist, he said.

         Probably, I said. Yet to be seen.

         What are you reading? he said, chewing his usual bologna sandwich.

         We started with Heart of Darkness.

         That doesn’t bode well.

         We’d been trimming a silver maple on the lawn of a university guesthouse. The guesthouses were fieldstone cottages on campus, divided into furnished apartments and rented out to visiting professors and lecturers. As we were working that morning, the curtains parted intermittently in one of the upstairs windows, and a man’s face would peer out briefly. All the dead had been cut, but some of the limbs were too large for the chipper and would have to be sawn into segments with a chainsaw.

         I tossed my apple core into the chipper bed and stowed my trash and water bottle in the truck. Rando had eaten more of his beef stew. Evidently it hadn’t set well. He leaned his shoulder against the chipper, clutching his belly, wincing. The gurgle and squelch of his digestion was audible.

         Jesus Christ, Rando, James said, snapping on his chaps. Bring something else to eat, man.

         I’m fine, Rando said. He spat in the grass, took the soft pack of Pall Malls from his breast pocket, and shook loose a smoke. Beef doesn’t really go bad. If it was chicken, then I’d worry.

         Beef does very much go bad, I said.

         He lit his cig, clawed his fingers through his sweat-soaked hair. I’m fine, he said again.

         The professor’s white, I assume? James said.

         Yeah, I said. I let down the pickup’s tailgate and took out the sixteen-inch Husqvarna. I removed the orange plastic sheath, checked the gas. It was a good, light saw. Anything heavier was rarely needed for the work we were doing, though we had a larger logging saw with a twenty-eight-inch bar. It had been four months since I’d used a chainsaw. I turned it over in my hands, adjusting to the heft of it, clicking the chain brake back and forth a couple times.

         James fogged his safety glasses with his breath and used his shirt to wipe the lenses. The problem with Conrad is that he saw Africa as a place that was acted on by history, rather than a place that created history, he said. We were always the victims. That’s Achebe’s critique.

         Maybe we’ll read Achebe.

         I would hope so, James said. Why don’t you just drop it?

         I’d feel too guilty. This class is like the guy’s pet project. He’s been thinking about it since his father died in the Peruvian jungle ten years ago, and if I drop, it’ll leave like three other people in the class.

         Maybe he should’ve chosen a different pet project.

         Y’all ever see those old Tarzan movies with Johnny Weissmuller? Rando said. Black-and-white pictures. Now those were wild, dude. They’ve got that scene where he wrestles a fuckin lion. Probably a stunt double, but still, the lion didn’t have a stunt double. It was a real lion.

         What does Tarzan have to do with anything? I said.

         Rando turned up his palms. Hey, I’m just saying, you’re talking jungle narratives, first thing that comes to mind, for me, is Tarzan, king of the jungle.

         I don’t think we’ll be studying Tarzan movies, I said.

         Never know.

         He wrestled a lion? James said.

         Oh yeah dude, Rando said. How do you think he got his fur loincloth?

         I started the saw and began cutting a limb balanced on the chipper bed. It never failed to give me a little rush—the vibrations running up through my arms, the smell of smoke and heated wood, sawdust spewing from the back of the blade. The lopped-off pieces thumped in the grass and rolled to a stop. When I had the branch down to a narrow stick, Rando fired the chipper and engaged the drum, and with a grinding, teeth-chattering roar, the limb was drawn, lurching, through the frayed rubber flaps and into the dark maw, till it had dematerialized completely.

         When we’d shut off the drum and the chipper was running in neutral, I noticed a man standing on the porch of the guesthouse, clutching the collar of his bathrobe to his throat. His thin gray hair was mussed, and he looked as though he’d just stumbled from bed. We all stared at him. His lips were moving. I motioned for Rando to kill the chipper. James lifted his earmuffs and said, Can we help you?

         I was just saying, is there any way to turn those down? the man shouted.

         Turn what down? he said.

         The chainsaws, is there a way to turn them down? I’m trying to work. I work at home.

         James looked back at us like, You hearing this guy? I shrugged.

         He means the volume control, James, Rando said.

         The what?

         The volume control knob? That’s on every chainsaw?

         Oh, James said, catching on. He turned back to the man. You must mean the volume modulator?

         Well, yes, the man said, uncertainty in his voice. I guess that’s what I mean.

         You want us to turn down the volume of our chainsaws using the volume modulator knob—that’s your request?

         Yeah, the man said. If you could.

         Of course, sir, James said. We’ll make those adjustments ASAP.

         The man smiled affably, gave us the thumbs-up. When he’d gone back inside, we all had a good laugh.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         when i got home later and pulled into the gravel drive, Pop was lying in the front yard, Uncle Cort crouched beside him. My heart quickened. I left the car running and jogged over.

         My legs give out, Pop said.

         I can’t lift him with my back the way it is, said Cort, who was shirtless. His pale belly sagged over low-slung jeans and a belt with a turquoise buckle.

         What were you doing, Pop? I said.

         He tried to rise up on his elbows but didn’t have the strength and let his head fall back against the ground. He swallowed hard and blinked, staring up at the sky. My legs just give out, he said again. The weed-grown yard was bordered on one side by a low, cinder-block wall. Along the top, in the cavities of the cement blocks, Pop had planted purple zinnias and bell peppers and cherry tomato vines. A trowel and a ripped bag of topsoil lay in the grass nearby.

         I can’t lift him, Cort said.

         You said that already.

         Well, I can’t. He stood from his crouch unsteadily and looked at me, thumbs in his belt loops. He had the facial expression of a person trying to decipher a foul odor.

         Pop was frail—140 pounds at most. Still, not nothing. I’d gone to the library after work, and it was twilight now. Cicadas trilled in the big bur oak overhead. On the horizon, past the rooftops of houses and the Shell station sign with the price of gas, clouds like big pink mushrooms were gathered in the afterglow.

         All right, let’s try this, I said. I moved behind him, sat him up, and hooked my arms under his. When I got him standing, his thin legs quivered and collapsed. I sat him back down on his butt, caught my breath. Okay, I said. Cort, could you get his feet?

         I told you, I can’t lift anything.

         What did you do when he fell before I got here?

         I called the neighbors, Cort said. And besides, he wasn’t falling as much then.

         I sighed. All right, Pop, I’m just gonna pick you up and carry you.

         You sure you can? Pop said.

         I think so.

         I squatted, hooked my left arm under his knees and my right around his shoulders. It occurred to me that there was probably a better way to do this—a fireman’s carry, or whatever they did with wounded soldiers in battle—but I didn’t know the technique. So I carried him like that, the way a groom carries his bride across the threshold, taking stutter steps, breathing through clenched teeth. I eased him down into his recliner, where he adjusted his T-shirt and smoothed his hair on the sides. Thanks, pard, he said, unable to meet my eyes.

         It’s all right, I said. But don’t go mess around in the yard and get so tired you can’t stand.

         His hands were trembling a little. He wedged them between his thighs and nodded. Roger that, he said.

         Cort came in a moment later and said, You happy, Dad?

         Happy about what?

         You got your attention for the day, created your little drama.

         Cort, I said. Come on.

         The pepper plant on the end had wilted, Pop said. I’s just trying to dig it up.

         Cause that’s necessary, Cort said.

         I wanted to do it. Who said anything about necessary?

         All right, Cort, I said. Let him be.

         Cort shook his head and stalked off down the hallway to his room. I sat in the other recliner on the edge of the cushion, hands dangling between my knees. You had anything to eat yet? I asked.

         He shook his head.

         What sounds good?

         I’d planned to reheat that Mickey D’s from last night, he said.

         I’ll do it, you hang tight.

         I heated the half burger in the microwave, and through the wall, even over the hum, I could hear Cort playing his video game. I could never remember what the game was called, but the gist was that you were a little guy in an open world. You started with nothing, then you acquired tools and supplies and you went around building things—castles and fortresses with all kinds of defense mechanisms in place. There were other little guys who kept trying to take what you had, and you had to fight them off and rebuild what they destroyed. You were always in a hurry, building or rebuilding, defending what you had, acquiring new resources. It seemed exhausting.

         Why can’t he just relax? I’d asked Cort once. Rest on his laurels?

         Cort had sighed extravagantly. Then you lose, he’d said. What would be the point? Why even play?

         
             

         

         
             

         

         i discovered that we were watching tarzan movies in Jungle Narratives. Two of them, in fact. We were also watching Herzog’s Fitzcarraldo, and Burden of Dreams, Les Blank’s documentary about the making of Fitzcarraldo. Film, Tony explained, had been as important as the novel in the development and proliferation of jungle narratives.

         Now, I know what you’re thinking, he said. You’re thinking, “Tony, is Tarzan, king of the jungle, really so vital in that lineage?” And the answer is yes, absolutely.

         It was too late, at that point, for me to drop the class. I was in it for the long haul.

         Casey caught up to me after class and we smoked a cigarette outside by the hedges. Campus was empty and dark, save for the cones of light that shone down from sodium lamps onto the sidewalks. A sprinkler was chittering somewhere out of sight.

         What a shitshow, Casey said. He took off the Reds hat, tousled his flattened hair.

         I know, I said.

         Tarzan?

         I know.

         We stood in silence for a minute, listening to the sprinkler. A woman walked by alone on the other side of the quad, and when I coughed, she jerked her head our way, startled, and walked a little faster, her heels echoing off the high brick walls.

         That girl in class is cute though, Casey said.

         Joanna? I can’t tell with all the layers.

         She’s into ventriloquism and puppet shows, he said, as if these were ordinary things to be into. My friend knows her. Friend of a friend, really. He gestured with his cigarette in hand as he spoke, drawing arcs of light.

         She looks the part, I said.

         I just have this feeling she makes weird noises in bed.

         And that’s a positive?

         Hell yes.

         I smiled and shook my head. I became conscious suddenly that he was younger than me, by five or six years I’d guess, if not more, and so was Joanna. This seemed to be the case with most of my peers. I was twenty-eight. Was this old for grad school? I didn’t like the idea of being old. It made all sorts of things problematic.

         So are you a writer? he said.

         Yeah, I said, a little too eagerly. You?

         Yeah, I dabble, he said. I was hoping this class would have more writing and a little less jungle. Pretty heavy on the jungle so far. You from Louisville?

         Western Kentucky originally.

         Sweet, sweet, he said. Well, Louisville’s a good town for writers. My girlfriend’s a writer. Most of my friends are either writers or musicians. The class isn’t representative of the larger scene.

         Maybe we’ll get to the workshop component soon.

         Man, I hope so.

         I dropped my filter and ground it with my boot. Well, I’ll see you later, I said, and for some reason, I shook his hand. I don’t know why I’m shaking your hand, I said.

         He shook it vigorously with an expression of faux seriousness. Yes, yes, he said. Very well my good man.

         I laughed and started off toward the parking garage. When I got to the car, I texted James that Tarzan had been added to the sylla-bus. LOL Rando was right!! he texted back. The garage was empty and bright. I sat there with the engine running, phone in my lap, wishing I had something to say to Alma. I even composed a few attempts, but nothing seemed right. Why was I wasting my time? She was with someone, and even if she wasn’t, she would find out eventually where I lived, that I was dead broke. You should focus on writing, I thought. You know how to be alone. You’re good at it. What’s so wrong with being alone?

         
             

         

         
             

         

         the sign in the window said Make America Great Again. It was Cort’s window, facing the street.

         I set my safety glasses and hard hat on the kitchen counter, poured a glass of water, and drank it at the sink. My clothes smelled like gasoline. Dried blood was smeared on my knuckles from the razor bark of a honey locust. How was your day? Pop called out from his recliner.

         Is Cort home?

         Well, Pop said, I reckon he’s back there in his room.

         I went down the hallway and opened Cort’s door without knocking. It was the first time I’d really been in his room since I moved in. The back wall, above his headboard, was covered with magazine clippings and sheets of paper, upon which he’d typed up and printed little motivational aphorisms. The clippings were of dapper-looking men in suits, cut from GQ. The printed aphorisms were all clichés or overused quotations. A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. If you’re going through hell, keep going—Winston Churchill.

         The righteous indignation I’d felt upon seeing the MAGA sign deflated a little, but not enough to abandon my mission. He was sitting at his computer desk, playing his game. He wore some kind of headset and didn’t bother to turn around. Can I help you? he said.

         I want you to take the sign down.

         Don’t think so.

         I’m not asking.

         This is my room, and by extension my window, with which I can do whatever I want.

         It affects me, I said.

         You don’t believe in the message? He chuckled and shook his head, still facing the monitor. On the screen, his little guy had a pixelated mallet and was scurrying around a pyramid, knocking pieces off.

         I walked back to the living room and stood over Pop, who was eating saltines from a sleeve and watching Bonanza. I want Cort to take down the sign in his window, I said.

         I heard Cort say, Unfuckingbelievable. His swivel chair squeaked, followed by footsteps. Soon he was standing at the entrance of the hallway.

         What sign? Pop said.

         It says “Make America Great Again.”

         What is that supposed to mean?

         It signals to the world that you’re a dumbass.

         I’m not taking it down, Cort said. It’s my room.

         You don’t pay rent, I said.

         Neither do you, he said.

         Okay, then it should be Pop’s decision. Pop, do you want a sign in the window that tells the world we’re racists and dumbasses?

         His eyes moved uncertainly between me and Cort. Well, he said, flicking a saltine crumb from his chest hair, it’s Cort’s room, so I don’t see why he can’t put up whatever sign he wants. He doesn’t come to your room and tell you what you can put up.

         Exactly, Cort said. Thank you.

         It says something about the house. It says something about all of us, not just Cort.

         What does it say? That we’re patriotic?

         Exactly, Dad, Cort said. That’s exactly what it says.

         I stood there with my jaw clenched. I wanted to storm into his room, grab the sign, and tear it to pieces. Instead, I picked up the Civil War bayonet and stabbed it into the phone book. The point was sharper than I imagined. It went all the way through and stuck in the end table. Pop flinched and looked at the upright blade, astounded. Right away, I felt like an idiot.

         That was stupid, I said.

         What are you doing!?

         I don’t know, I’m sorry.

         That’s my phone book!

         I tried to pull it out, which took some doing. The book rose with it, sliding off the blade and tumbling to the floor. Pop shook his head.

         Everybody just needs to cool their jets, y’all hear me? Cool em!

         Sorry, I said.

         Ruin my damn phone book, he mumbled, retrieving it from the floor. He stuck his pinkie through the hole and wiggled it. Just cool the jets, all right? he said, though Cort was already walking away.

         Got it, I said. Jets cooled.

         In the basement, whatever anger had been knotted in my chest fell loose, replaced by sadness. I couldn’t decide whether I was really upset about the sign, or only embarrassed to be associated with it. Clearly, Cort was in some kind of pain. It was easy for me to forget this. If I could forget, I could pretend that it was solely his fault—the way he was. A puritanical impulse, inherited from my parents no doubt. Who knew what the sign even meant to him? It wasn’t a thesis or an argument. It was just another crude expression of his anger. A middle finger raised to everyone whose life had gone better than his. This was no excuse, of course. But when I thought of it this way, I could almost understand it.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         herzog’s fitzcarraldo was about a man named fitzcarraldo who wanted to build an opera house in Iquitos. In order to secure the funds, he turned to the harvest of rubber, and in his quest, forced a tribe of natives to move a three-hundred-ton steamship over an isthmus. We watched Burden of Dreams the following week, which Tony called an “ouroboros.” In one scene, Herzog stood awkwardly with his arms folded against a backdrop of dense foliage and addressed the camera directly, his eyes haggard and vacant. He said that the only harmony in the jungle was the harmony of collective and overwhelming murder—that it was a suffocating density of fornication and death and growth.

         At home, I stretched out in the basement with an ice pack on my knee and put on North by Northwest. If there was ever a palate cleanser for the grotesquery of Klaus Kinski, it was Cary Grant. I dozed off early in the movie. It must have been 2 a.m. when Alma called. I answered groggily, not yet knowing who it was. I hadn’t attached her name to the number.

         You answered! she said.

         Alma?

         I’m sorry, let me start by saying that. I know it’s—what time is it?

         Like two.

         Jesus, okay. Then I’m really sorry. You probably work in the morning.

         It’s fine. I sat up and blinked, my head still numb with sleep. The ice in the pack had melted to warm water on my knee. The movie had ended long ago, leaving only the low shush of static on the screen.

         Fuck, she said, then hiccupped. She was drunk, that was clear, but something about it seemed a little theatrical, like she had to pretend, to me or to herself, that she was drunker than she actually was in order to justify a 2 a.m. phone call.

         Where are you? I said.

         I’m home. I had some people over earlier, but they just left. Where are you?

         I looked around at the dim basement—the platoon of beer cans in the corner, black banana peels on paper plates, stained coffee cups. Pallid moonlight slanting down from the window. Home, I said.

         Right. You were sleeping.

         Bingo.

         Well, I was just thinking about you. I didn’t expect you to answer, honestly, but now that you have, I’m glad to hear your voice.

         It’s good to hear you, too.

         I had an argument with someone today. I was under the mistaken impression that Kentucky was in the Confederacy, but this person said that it wasn’t, that actually it was a border state or something. It wasn’t really an argument, more like a brief dispute settled by Wikipedia, but it made me think of you. It seemed like something you would know.

         Yeah, Kentucky was neutral. Plenty of slaveholders here though.

         Right, she said. Well, sorry to bother you.

         No bother.

         Let’s go on that walk soon, yeah? I’m serious.

         Anytime.

         When I’d hung up, I lay back and stared at the ceiling, unable now to sleep. I heard the whine of floorboards, back and forth above me. Someone pacing. It had to be Pop—it was his room. I listened to the creak of his footsteps for a long time, trying to ease back into sleep. Pacing from one point to another. Moving just to be moving.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         james texted me that weekend and asked if i wanted to go to a bar in Germantown called Schadenfreude. It’s where everybody goes, he assured me.

         I didn’t have a closet in the basement, only a portable clothing rack. I stood in front of the rack for a long time after supper, scraping the metal hangers back and forth along the bar, trying to decide which of my shirts was the most “hip.” Most of my nice shirts I’d had since high school. They were plaid and came from places like Dillard’s or the Gap. The rest were work flannels or paint-spattered sweatshirts. I needed something vintage.

         I went upstairs and found Pop watching an episode of Gunsmoke. He didn’t have his false teeth in, so his jaw looked collapsed, his lips drawn inward over the gums. The end table was crowded with coffee mugs and glasses with the remnants of crumble-in. I’d do the dishes first thing tomorrow, I told myself.

         Can I borrow one of your shirts? I said.

         He peered at me, confused. One of my shirts?

         Yeah.

         What for? You spill something?

         To wear, I said. I’m going out.

         In one of my shirts?

         Yeah, if you don’t mind.

         He gave me a troubled look, then cocked his eyebrow and said, Well, I can’t see why not.

         I rummaged through the shirts in his closet. They were soft from years of wear, and they all had his smell—an old person smell, though it couldn’t be reduced to just that. It was complex, with hints of aftershave and sweat and medicinal ointments. I found what I was looking for—a cream-colored shirt printed with tiny crosses. Judging by the tags, it had been made sometime in the 1970s.

         I put it on with my slimmest pair of jeans and drank a glass of water at the kitchen sink, waiting for James to call. Cort came out, popped open his pill organizer at the counter, and dry swallowed a gabapentin and two Roxicodone tablets. He noticed my presence and ran his bloodshot eyes over me, head to toe. What’s this getup? he said.

         I’m going out.

         To a costume party?

         To a bar in Germantown.

         I used to eat in Germantown sometimes. Bunch of freaks and weirdos living there now.

         Do you need something, Cort?

         He pointed to the fridge. Just cheese dip, he said. He opened the refrigerator door, took out a jar of queso, and heated it in the microwave. He kept his eyes on me the whole time, then took the jar to his room.

         
             

         

         It was nearly ten when James called. I jogged out to his car, which turned out to be a minivan. Nice ride, I said, as I closed the door and situated myself.

         It was my mom’s, he said.

         Spacious.

         He shifted into drive and goosed the accelerator, running a stop sign. On the interstate, he weaved through traffic, pushing ninety. Soon, the city glimmered ahead of us. It was not much of a skyline, but it was heartening to me nonetheless every time I saw it. Banners with the portraits of famous Louisville natives were draped over the facades of buildings—Muhammad Ali, Diane Sawyer, Jennifer Lawrence. The lights on the JFK Bridge shifted between purple and pink and green, staining the tousled surface of the Ohio River where the blurred city was reflected.

         My girlfriend works there, James said, pointing to Joe’s Crab Shack. It was on the riverfront, next to an old paddle-wheel steamboat that had been turned into a museum.

         I didn’t know you had a girlfriend, I said.

         Her name’s Taylor. I think she cheated on me with one of her coworkers.

         You think?

         It was never confirmed. It’s all good now though, we worked through it.

         I didn’t know what to say to this. I lit a cigarette, cracked the window. How’s school going? I said, wanting to change the subject.

         Mostly working on my thesis.

         What’s it about?

         Foreign policy during the Eisenhower administration. All our problems—all the shit we got into in Southeast Asia and Iraq and Afghanistan—can be traced back to the Eisenhower years. That postwar period, you know?

         Totally, I said. I had no idea whether this was true, but it sounded plausible.
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