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         ‘The Night Always Comes hits the high-water mark; there is skilful and beautiful objectivity to the writing, characters so real that when they bleed you get a few drops on your sleeve, and a story of economic want and desperation and heart.’ Daniel Woodrell

         
             

         

         ‘Remarkable, real, and tender. Willy Vlautin’s characters blaze with honesty, fighting for their slim chance at the American dream, leaving us to wonder if it was all a charade. An amazing achievement.’ Rene Denfeld
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            The point is that you can’t be too greedy.

            —The 45th President of the United States of America

            
                

            

            Gold is a very devilish sort of thing, believe me, boys. In the first place, it changes your character entirely. When you have it your soul is no longer the same as it was before … You cease to distinguish between right and wrong. You can no longer see clearly what is good and what is bad.

            —B. Traven, The Treasure of the Sierra Madreviii
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         Kenny had his hands around her ankle and began pulling her from the bed. A small lamp on the dresser was the only light in the room as he stood over her in his Superman T-shirt and pyjama bottoms. A portable radiant heater in the middle of the room gave off little warmth and it was winter, and his breath came out in small disappearing clouds.

         Lynette woke suddenly and looked at the clock on the nightstand: 3 a.m. ‘I get to sleep for fifteen more minutes. So please don’t touch me or say anything until then.’ She was thirty years old and got out of bed in ten-year-old sweats and wool socks, shut off the light on the dresser, and climbed back under the covers.

         In the darkness his breathing grew louder.

         ‘Go back upstairs,’ she cried.

         He began to whimper.

         ‘Please,’ she begged, but he didn’t stop. It only became worse so she turned on the bedside lamp next to the alarm clock and looked at him. ‘Jesus, don’t start crying. It’s too early and I’m exhausted and you know I’m mean when I’m exhausted. But even so you come down here every morning when you know you’re not supposed to. Every morning it’s the same thing.’

         His face was red and tears ran from his eyes.

         ‘Come on, stop it. I’m too tired for you to cry. You have to let me sleep.’ She pulled the sheet, the two blankets and the comforter over her head. From underneath she said, 2‘You know the rules. You have to wait until the alarm goes off. That’s the rule. When the alarm goes off you can come down. Not before. I’ve told you a million times. Just wait at the top of the stairs. Wait until you hear the alarm. We’ve talked about this over and over. Don’t you remember?’

         Her brother shook his head.

         ‘You remember – I can tell just by your breathing.’

         Kenny shook his head but began to smile. He grabbed at her leg through the bedding.

         She pulled the covers back. ‘Jesus, alright, okay, you win. But I’ll only get up if you brush your teeth.’

         He shook his head.

         ‘Your breath could kill somebody. Even in the cold I can smell it. Put on the clean sweats I set out, brush your teeth and let me get ready for work. Okay?’

         He shook his head.

         ‘In five seconds I’m gonna get mad again.’ She pointed to the stairs and finally her brother headed for them. She stayed in bed and watched as he walked away. He was thirty-two years old and gaining more weight each year. His body had become a pear. He was five feet ten inches tall and waddled when he walked, with thinning brown hair and a growing bald spot on the crown of his head. He had monthly seizures and couldn’t talk but for sounds that came out almost like words. The doctors said that he had the mind of a three-year-old. Sometimes that seemed too low and other times too high.

         He lumbered up the stairs and she got out of bed.

         
            *

         

         3The foundation of the house had been poured in 1922 using faulty concrete. During the winter rains it leaked in a half-dozen places. Over the years small sections of concrete wall had grown soft, the cement beginning to crumble. Their first landlord had hired a company to patch the foundation, but he had died and his son, who lived on the coast near Astoria, had inherited the house. He hadn’t raised the rent in eleven years on the understanding that they wouldn’t call him for repairs. So they didn’t, and the basement was left to leak.

         Across the room from Lynette’s bed was a working washing machine and dryer, a 1960s oil furnace, a concrete utility sink and shelves filled with boxes. When she was in high school she had painted her section of the floor dark blue and the walls light blue. She had hung posters. The room now had the same coloured floor but the posters were gone and the walls were white and bare. She had her mother’s old full-sized bed, a dresser that came with the house, two of its legs now bricks, and a six-foot-long wooden pole that was nailed to the ceiling where she hung her clothes.

         She put on her work pants and a navy-blue T-shirt that read 9th Street Bakery in cream-coloured ink. In a backpack she put a change of clothes and her classwork and went upstairs to find her mother in the living room asleep on the couch, the TV still on. Lynette shut it off and went to the bathroom. The toilet hadn’t been flushed and used toilet paper was on the floor. She picked it up and flushed it. She cleaned the seat, used it herself, then washed her face and brushed her teeth and hair. 4

         Her brother was sitting on his bed dressed in matching red Portland Trail Blazers sweatpants and hoodie. His walls were covered in twenty-year-old Portland Trail Blazers, Winterhawks and Beavers posters. He slept on a twin bed in the corner of the room; a black, red and white Trail Blazers comforter covered it. A Superman lamp sat on a dresser. Two Superman nightlights were plugged into wall sockets.

         ‘Shoes,’ Lynette said.

         Kenny smiled but shook his head.

         ‘Don’t play around. We’re gonna be late if you do.’ She picked up two pairs of sweats off the floor, smelled them and then folded them and set them on top of his dresser. She found his red-and-black Blazers knit cap and put it on his head. ‘Don’t take it off. That’s an order. We can’t keep losing hats.’ She looked on the floor for socks, found two, smelled them, and put them on his feet. ‘Tomorrow we cut your nails.’

         He shook his head.

         ‘They’re getting gross. Let me see what you put in your backpack.’

         He wrapped his arms around it.

         ‘Come on, Kenny.’

         He shook his head.

         ‘Alright, then suit yourself. Let’s just get our shoes and go.’

         She grabbed his hand and they walked out to the main room to find the TV on again.

         ‘Can’t sleep?’ asked Lynette.

         Their mother looked at them from the couch. She was 5covered in a leopard-print electric blanket. ‘I always forget how early you get up.’ She reached to the coffee table, found her cigarettes, a lighter, and lit one as she lay on her back. ‘What time you bringing him home?’

         ‘I get out of class at two. I’ll be here by two fifteen and then I have my shift at three thirty. I called Sally but she can’t watch him. I figure I’ll lock him in his room with a movie. He’ll be alone for just over two hours if you come home right after you get off.’

         Her mother coughed. ‘I might not go to work today.’

         ‘You sick?’

         She nodded and a trail of smoke left her mouth.

         ‘Then you keep him.’

         Her mother slowly shook her head. ‘Nah … I’m just wishing. I have to go in.’ She put the cigarette in an ashtray, sat up and said, ‘Come here, Superman.’ She patted the couch and Kenny came to her. ‘Be a good boy today. Do what your sister says.’ She kissed him on the forehead and then lay back down.

         
            *

         

         Lynette locked the front door and, on the porch, zipped up her coat and then Kenny’s. Their house behind them was shingled with grey asbestos siding and the single-paned windows were original and painted white. It was a thousand square feet and across the road was a concrete wall blocking the sight and some of the traffic noise of Interstate 5.

         It was January and raining and forty-one degrees when Lynette and her brother walked across the lawn to her 61992 red Nissan Sentra. She opened the passenger-side door and Kenny got in. She put on his seatbelt and walked around to the driver’s side. The car started on the second try but the heater hadn’t worked in a year and their breath fogged the inside windows. She drove with one hand on the wheel and the other holding a rag she used to wipe the condensation and steam from the windshield.

         ‘There’s a red car passing us,’ Lynette said half-heartedly. ‘Do you see it?’

         Kenny smiled and pointed at it.

         She put her hand on his arm and squeezed. ‘Maybe seeing your favourite-coloured car so early means we’ll have a lucky day.’

         They crossed the Fremont Bridge in the still black of night and the radio played and the rain fell. Kenny looked out the window at the blurred lights of Portland and Lynette leaned into the driver’s-side door and sighed.
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         The 9th Street Bakery had sold its employee parking lot two years earlier. In its place was a half-built ten-storey condominium building. Lynette was now forced to park on the street. It was free until 8 a.m. and then she paid by the hour until she left at noon. That morning she found a spot directly across from the bakery and she held Kenny’s hand and carried his backpack as they walked across the street. The bakery was closed but a side door was left open and they went through a storage area to the break room, where she sat her brother at a table with her phone, a sheet of butcher paper and a box of crayons.

         ‘Don’t leave this room unless you have to use the bathroom,’ she said, ‘but find me first. And don’t wait too long like you did yesterday because I forgot to bring you a change of clothes. So hold it and then find me, okay? Hold it and then find me. You know where I’ll be. I won’t be mad. I really won’t. I’ll be happy if you let me know. Understand?’

         He nodded and she started the movie Toy Story on her phone and left. She clocked in at 4 a.m. and began her shift as the pastry lead, taking trays of croissants and Danishes from the proofer and putting them in the oven. Every hour she would go into the break room and check on her brother. She would walk him to the bathroom and try to get him to use it, or start another movie on her phone. At 7 a.m. she took her first real break and sat with him. 8

         Kenny pointed to the window outside.

         ‘I don’t have time today but I’ll let you walk around the block. If I do, though, I have to keep the phone.’

         Kenny shook his head.

         ‘You can’t have both, you know that. Choose one.’

         Kenny handed her the phone.

         ‘Don’t stop unless you see Karen waiting outside Fuller’s, okay? If you see her and she invites you in then you can go. But if she’s not there don’t let any bums talk to you, especially if they’re young. And if they have dogs, well, then just turn around and come back here. Those kinds of dogs don’t want to be petted. Remember what happened last time? That bite really hurt and you were really scared. So no petting dogs. Especially a bum’s dog.’

         She put his coat and hat on and kissed him, then unlocked the side door and watched him head down the sidewalk. She got a cup of coffee, sat at the break table and called Fuller’s Diner.

         ‘It’s Lynette. Kenny’s coming. Can you give him just one pancake and two scrambled eggs? The scrambled eggs have to be sitting on top of the pancake or he won’t eat them. And remember to just pour the syrup – he’ll use the whole thing if you let him. If he gets upset just tell him I can see if he uses too much. That I see him from where I am … I know, same old story … And don’t leave the syrup anywhere near him. I’ve seen him drink a whole bottle … I know, it’s disgusting … Thanks again. I’ll bring you over some treats when I get off. And I’ll pay you for this week too … Text me when he’s leaving, okay?’ 9

         She hung up, took a sip of coffee, let her head fall to the table and closed her eyes. Her break ended and she went back to work. More employees arrived, including the owner, and the bakery opened. She worked for forty-five minutes more, then received a text and went outside to meet her brother on the street.

         ‘You ready for your nap?’

         Kenny nodded.

         They came to her car, she opened the passenger-side door and Kenny got in. From the back seat she took a sleeping bag and covered him with it. ‘The owner’s here now so you can’t come in. Just sleep, okay? I’ll check on you my last break and we’ll go to Fuller’s and use their toilet. We only have four more hours now. We’re almost there. I’ll come check on you every chance I can. If it’s an emergency and you have to go to the bathroom just get out of the car and come find me. That’s only for an emergency, though. And remember not to open the door for anyone. Not anyone, alright? Not even if they look friendly or if they’re wearing hard hats. Not even if they look like policemen and knock on the door and smile. Okay? And I saw a red car when I was walking toward Fuller’s. So that’s two. Pretty exciting. Let me know if you see any more.’ He put his arms out and hugged her and wouldn’t let her go. ‘Come on, quit playing. I gotta work.’ He let go of her and she said, ‘Okay, Superman, it’s time to sleep. That’s an order.’ She kissed him and locked the car door.

         Three more times she checked on him and always he was asleep. She clocked out at noon, changed her clothes 10in the women’s bathroom, and left with two ham-and-cheese sandwiches, a coffee, an orange soda and two pains aux raisins.

         
            *

         

         The day was dark and the rain continued and she drove through the Pearl District toward the freeway. Twenty years ago the area had mostly been deserted warehouses; now high-end lofts and stores, restaurants and condominiums stood in their place. With her right hand she wiped the rag across the inside of the windshield and they crossed the Broadway Bridge to the east side and headed north on Williams. There were more new apartment buildings and restaurants and bars. Lynette couldn’t even remember what had been on Williams or Mississippi five years before. Twenty years ago her mother would have never set foot on Mississippi and now they walked the street on weekends. They looked in shops at clothes and shoes they could never afford and at menus in restaurants they would never go in. Their family place, a Greek diner on North Skidmore named The Overlook, had just closed. They had eaten there twice a month for twenty-five years. The owners had been offered more and more money for the land and eventually it was enough that they sold. The restaurant was torn down and construction on an apartment building had begun.

         At Portland Community College, Lynette parked and they got out. She ate her sandwich while they walked through campus. In a lecture room inside Cascade Hall they sat in 11the back at the end of a long table. She unwrapped Kenny’s sandwich and opened his soda while seventy-five students arrived for ‘Intro to Accounting’.

         She leaned over and whispered in his ear: ‘Remember we have to be quiet, okay? That means not a peep. No farting either.’

         But twenty minutes into the lecture Kenny started farting. Nearby students gave them looks and Kenny pulled on Lynette’s shirt.

         ‘Is it an emergency or can you wait?’ she asked.

         Kenny looked worried, he tugged at her again, so she walked him out of the lecture hall to the men’s bathroom. She led him into a stall and then leaned against a sink outside it and waited.

         ‘Remember to pull down your pants and underwear. Remember to sit before you go. Pants, underwear, sit, and go.’

         A student came in and used the urinal and left. Five minutes passed.

         ‘Come on, I have to hear at least some of the lecture. Are you almost done?’ She opened the stall door to see him smiling and still sitting.

         ‘Come on, don’t play. Go and wipe.’ She closed the stall door, waited two minutes more, and opened it again. ‘You done?’

         Kenny shook his head and again smiled.

         ‘Alright, wipe one more time for me.’

         Kenny took a handful of toilet paper from the roll and wiped himself.

         ‘Alright, underwear and then your pants.’ 12

         Kenny pulled up his underwear, then the sweats, and walked out of the stall. She checked the toilet, flushed it, helped him wash his hands and they went back to class.

         The teacher, a middle-aged man from India, had a strong accent and a weak voice that wasn’t quite loud enough to hear from where she was sitting, and the room was warm and she grew tired. Her brother played with her phone and she began to fall asleep. When the class ended, a teaching assistant stood near the exit handing back the first exam of the term. She had passed but with seventy-three per cent. For a week straight she had studied and yet she’d only managed a seventy-three.

         They walked back through campus to her car. The windows fogged as they sat in the parking lot and tears welled in Lynette’s eyes. She slumped back in her seat. Kenny pulled on her coat. ‘Don’t worry,’ she whispered. ‘I’m just tired. Just hold my hand for a little.’ She put her hand on his hand. ‘I always wished I was smart but I guess I have to face the fact I’m just not. I only need a minute, okay? Just give me a minute.’ She closed her eyes. A song was playing on the radio and she gave herself until it was over, then opened them and tried to smile. ‘Alright,’ she said, ‘I’m all better now. Let’s get you home.’
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         In the carport to the right of the house was a car Lynette had never seen, a white Toyota Avalon Limited. It had no licence plate, only a placard that said Toyota of Portland, and taped to the rear windshield was a white trip permit. Lynette parked on the street, got out, opened the passenger-side door for Kenny and helped him from the car. They walked across the front lawn and she stopped and looked inside the Toyota. The seats were black leather and a clear plastic liner covered the carpeted floor. It was brand new.

         Inside the house the curtains were shut and the lights were off. Their mother was lying on the couch underneath the electric blanket, watching TV. She sat up when they came in. ‘Come here and kiss your mother,’ she said to Kenny. He walked slowly toward her and her hands shook slightly as she lit a cigarette, put it in her mouth and took hold of his arm. ‘Sit next to me.’ She patted the couch with her free hand. ‘Sit right next to Mommy.’

         Kenny only shook his head.

         ‘Once in a while you have to do what somebody else wants and not what you want. So sit.’ She squeezed his wrist as hard as she could and pulled him down to her. He moaned but sat.

         Lynette set her purse and keys on a table near the front door. ‘Whose car is that?’

         Her mother didn’t answer. 14

         ‘Jesus, it’s so awful out today.’ Lynette walked into the living room. ‘I don’t know why you have it so dark in here all the time. Do you mind if I turn up the heat, at least for a little bit? I can’t seem to get warm today.’

         ‘Sure,’ her mother said.

         Lynette turned the thermostat up to sixty-eight. ‘So whose car is that? It’s really nice. Is it Cheryl’s? Did yours break down?’

         Her mother had the cigarette in her left hand and kept her right hand around Kenny’s wrist. Her eyes were on the TV and her voice came out so quiet it was barely audible. ‘It’s mine.’

         Lynette laughed. ‘It’s yours? I bet.’

         Her mother’s voice grew louder but now it was shaking. ‘I … I bought it.’

         Lynette looked at her, suddenly worried. ‘What do you mean, you bought it? You mean you bought a car today? While I was gone? You didn’t go to work like you said, you just bought a brand-new car?’

         Her mother was fifty-seven years old and overweight by forty pounds. She had dyed brown hair and was dressed in her work clothes, a black suit with a cream-coloured blouse. On her feet were thick wool socks. She put the electric blanket over Kenny’s legs, moved closer to him and kept her hand tight around his wrist. ‘I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d get upset. But I’ve been looking to get a new car for a long time, you know that, and those guys at Toyota of Portland are nice. They’re not slimy at all. So I set up an appointment and they had the one I wanted. I didn’t even have to put money down, not a cent, 15and my payments aren’t as bad as you’d think. They even gave me fifteen hundred for the Saturn and as you know that car was a death trap. The brakes were going out and it didn’t steer right. It needed new tyres too. The guys at Schwab said I shouldn’t even be driving it.’

         ‘How much was it?’

         ‘It was a good deal.’

         ‘How much?’

         ‘With everything and the better warranty, thirty-nine thousand.’

         Lynette sat on a wooden chair next to the front door. She covered her face with her hands and her heart began racing. ‘I’m really confused … We’re supposed to sign the papers on the house next week. Is it going to screw up the loan? Did you think about the loan?’

         Her mother shook her head. ‘I remember when he wanted us to buy it for ninety thousand and now he wants three hundred? He has a lot of fucking nerve.’

         ‘It was fifteen years ago he said ninety. That was a long time ago. And he’s selling it to us for two hundred and eighty. He’s taking twenty thousand dollars off what it’s going to be listed at if he puts it on the market. Plus we’re not going through realtors so we’re saving even more. It’s a really good deal and you know it. I told you just last week that the blue house down the street sold for four hundred.’

         ‘That place is a hell of a lot nicer and not on the freeway.’

         ‘I know but still … Jesus, why would you buy a car today?’

         ‘I’ve wanted a new one for a long time. So finally, I just bought one.’ 16

         ‘That’s it? You didn’t think about how it’ll affect us getting the house?’

         Her mother didn’t answer. Kenny wanted to get up from the couch but she wouldn’t let him.

         ‘Don’t you want to still buy the house?’ asked Lynette.

         Again her mother remained silent.

         ‘You know if we don’t buy it, he’ll just sell it to someone else, right? And you know as well as me we can’t afford any other house around here. We’ll have to get an apartment and the apartment’s gonna cost more than the mortgage. Even a crappy two-bedroom apartment around here is fifteen hundred and that’s if we’re lucky. We only pay eight hundred now. If we buy this place we’ll have to pay around twelve hundred a month, but still that’s less. That’s three hundred dollars less a month than any apartment and we’ll finally own something.’

         Her mother knocked the ash from her cigarette into an empty Coke can. ‘He talks an awful lot but, believe me, he won’t really sell. He’s said all this shit before.’

         ‘But this time is different and you know it. He already agreed to sell it to us. If we back out he’ll just put it on the market. He had the realtor come by. She took pictures and everything. You were here when she did the walk-through. He’s tired and old and wants to sell.’

         Her mother’s hand shook as she picked up a Starbucks cup off the coffee table. Kenny grabbed for it but missed. ‘Don’t!’ she yelled at him.

         ‘Mr Claremont’s been nice to us,’ said Lynette. ‘He’s trying to help us.’

         ‘Help us? This house is a shithole and he hasn’t fixed 17anything in years. How can that be nice?’

         ‘That’s not fair.’

         ‘Well, it’s true.’

         Lynette closed her eyes. Her heart was beating so fast she thought she might vomit. ‘We decided not to tell him about anything wrong ’cause we were scared he’d start raising the rent like everyone else. So we didn’t call him and he never raised the rent. You know that, and it worked. How can he be an asshole for that? Bonnie’s rent has nearly doubled in the last five years. Even next door they raised it by four hundred dollars and that place is worse than ours … He’s not bad. He’s just seventy-five years old and doesn’t care about this place and he doesn’t need the money. He wants us to have this house. That’s why he’s giving us first shot and giving us a good deal.’

         ‘Then you buy it,’ her mother said, and let out a rough laugh.

         Tears suddenly leaked down Lynette’s face. ‘You know I can’t get a loan,’ she said in a heartbroken voice. ‘We’ve gone over this a hundred times. I just don’t understand why you’re doing this right now. I’ve worked so hard to get the down payment.’

         ‘You don’t have eighty thousand dollars.’

         ‘I do and you know it. I’ve showed you my bank account. It’s in there.’

         Her mother set down the Starbucks cup. ‘But it’s me that’s gonna be handcuffed to the loan.’

         ‘So that’s it?’

         Her mother didn’t say anything.

         ‘We’re trying to build something,’ said Lynette. ‘We’re 18trying to make sure we have a good future. This is a great deal. I like it here and Kenny likes it here and everyone in the neighbourhood knows him and looks out for him.’

         Her mother put out her cigarette. ‘I’m fifty-seven years old and I still buy my clothes at Goodwill. It’s a little late for me to care about building a future. And Kenny will be fine anywhere.’ She kept her eyes on the TV and coughed. ‘You don’t know what it’s like. Other women my age are going on vacations with their grandkids, they’re talking about retirement plans and investments. Me, I haven’t taken a vacation since the time we went to San Francisco and that was over fifteen years ago. I’ll have to work at Fred Meyer until I drop dead. I’ll never get to retire and that’s just a goddamn fact. So lately I’ve been asking myself, why do I have to sacrifice even more than I already have? Why do I have to have a debt hanging over me for the rest of my life? Haven’t I given enough? I mean, why can’t I have something nice for a change? Just for me, just once. I drove that piece-of-shit Saturn for seventeen years. And day after day everyone on the road saw me for what I am, a middle-aged, overweight fatso loser.’

         ‘But it’s just a car,’ said Lynette. ‘You only drive it to work and back. Cars don’t mean anything.’

         ‘That’s what you think,’ said her mother. ‘But you don’t know. Things like that mean something.’

         ‘I don’t think they do. Not really.’

         ‘I’ve worked at that Fred Meyer Jewelers for so long and all I have to show for it is being able to get a two-hundred-thousand-dollar loan on an overpriced, falling-down, piece-of-shit house?’ 19

         ‘But we’re getting security,’ said Lynette. ‘We’ll finally have something of our own that we can fix up, that we won’t ever get kicked out of. Because if we get kicked out of this house, we’re kicked out of the neighbourhood.’

         Her mother took another drink from her Starbucks cup and Kenny again grabbed for it. ‘Goddamn it, stop,’ she snapped. ‘I’m not in the mood.’ She looked at Lynette. ‘Don’t you think I know that the house is really for you? That it has nothing to do with me?’

         ‘Jesus,’ cried Lynette. ‘Why would you say that? Have you gone insane?’

         ‘Me, insane?’ She let out another mean laugh. ‘I’m not the one with the mental problems. I’m not the one who’s been committed.’

         Lynette sprung up from the chair. Her fists clenched and her face turned red. ‘Why would you say that right now?’ she yelled. ‘For fuck’s sake, why would you throw that at me right now?’

         Her mother looked at Kenny and leaned into him. ‘Here we go,’ she whispered. ‘I knew this part would come. Hang on tight.’ She let go of his wrist, just for a moment, and reached for her pack of cigarettes. Her hands shook violently as she lit one. She kept her eyes on the TV while she did it and Kenny grabbed for the Starbucks cup but knocked it over.
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         Kenny screamed when he saw what he’d done and jumped up from the couch and began pacing around the room. Lynette went to him and stopped him and took his hand. ‘It’s okay, Superman,’ she said gently. ‘I’m sorry, buddy, I didn’t mean to yell. We’re just talking about important things and I got carried away. And that carpet’s old and the coffee will come out. It’s no big deal. We’re all okay so come on, we’ll go to your room and set up a movie.’

         Kenny shook his head and tears streamed down his face.

         ‘Don’t worry, baby,’ their mother said. ‘Everything’s okay. Just go with your sister.’

         Lynette went to the kitchen. In a locked cupboard was a box of Pop-Tarts. She put a single one on a plate, grabbed a kitchen towel and went back to the living room. She threw the towel to her mother.

         ‘How about a Pop-Tart?’ she asked Kenny.

         He quit crying as soon as he saw it and Lynette grabbed his hand and took him to his room. She turned on a box heater, helped him off with his shoes and he sat on the bed while he ate. She shut the bedroom door, sat down next to him and began to sob.

         Kenny tugged on her sweater.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll be okay in a minute. I’m sorry I yelled. I didn’t mean to. It just came out.’ 21

         A colour TV sat on a desk in front of the bed. She started WALL-E on the DVD player, placed headphones on Kenny and then sat back down on the bed next to him. She put her arm around him but he only pushed her away.

         
            *

         

         Their mother was still on the couch when Lynette returned twenty minutes later. No cigarette was burning and the leopard-print electric blanket covered her up to her neck.

         Lynette sat in the same chair by the door and looked at her. ‘I didn’t mean to yell. I’m sorry. This is just a lot to process. You’ve really blindsided me … Look, I know you hate this place and you have a lot of reasons to. A lot. But I’m telling you if we don’t buy it we’ll have to move and we won’t get to decide where we live. We’ll never find a house around here, that’s for sure. There’s a good chance we’ll end up in Gresham or off Columbia in some sorta apartment complex. I know we don’t want that. We both grew up in this area and I know we both want to stay. And remember, everyone I’ve asked says we should buy it. The accountant at the bakery looked it over and said we should. I also asked Joe who owns The Dutchman. He said we’d be crazy not to buy it. I even asked my accounting professor. Every single one of them said we should do it. And once we buy it we can fix it up. We won’t let stuff slide just because we don’t want to call the landlord. You’ll be surprised how nice I can get this place. Pretty soon it won’t be an old piece of shit, it’ll be something different. It’ll be ours.’ 22

         The room was so dark Lynette couldn’t see if her mother’s eyes were open or closed. The sound of the TV was the only noise in the room. She waited for her mother to reply but she didn’t.

         ‘You have to tell me what’s really going on,’ said Lynette. ‘I’m having trouble breathing. I’m really scared and I don’t understand what you’re doing. We’ve had this plan for three years and now a week before we’re supposed to sign the papers you buy a fancy car and say you don’t want the house.’

         ‘I’m too tired to talk about this,’ whispered her mother.

         ‘If it’s about the car we’ll get you a decent one later on. I promise. But the house is the thing we should be worried about. You know I can’t get a loan or I’d do it. You know I’ve tried. The job at the bakery doesn’t pay enough and The Dutchman is mostly just tip money, and I can’t get more hours, I’ve tried. I paid off my credit cards but they’d all gone to collections by then. I have bad credit. On paper I look like shit. I’ve apologized a million times for that. You know I have. But I have the cash for the down payment. I really do.’

         ‘How did you get eighty thousand dollars?’

         ‘I just got it.’

         Her mother sighed and her voice quavered. ‘Why is everything always put on me?’

         ‘I know it seems like it is, but it’s not,’ said Lynette. ‘Buying this house will make it less on you. We’ll have security, we won’t answer to anybody and we won’t get kicked out. And I’ll do all the work. I’ll make this place really nice.’ 23

         Her mother sat up and the electric blanket fell to her lap. She took a cigarette from the pack on the coffee table and lit it. ‘You can say I’m the worst mother in the world because of this … Maybe I am. And you can blame me for everything that’s ever happened to you. Maybe you should. But I give and give and what do I ever get? I’m not trying to sound horrible. I’m just being honest. What do I get? Well, I’ll tell you what. I’ll be handcuffed to a loan on an overpriced falling-down house. And it’s a house I hate. A house that you’ve tried to kill yourself in, a house that’s been like a prison since Kenny was born, a house that your father abandoned us in … So I said to myself, Doreen, you deserve something nice for a change. You deserve to treat yourself. Just this one time. Just one time in your life.’
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