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For Jane Estelle and Jim Jensen, together in the cosmos.

I miss you both, but for different reasons.


Dear Claire

December 15, 2015

The apartment is half packed and you’re asleep, and I’m soon to follow, but first this. You haven’t had a lot of questions, which surprises me, but maybe you’re doing me the favor of spreading them out so I’m not overwhelmed. If that’s so, I thank you, because I am overwhelmed. I’m also ready. I think you are, too. I hope you are. Either way, it’s happening.

I’ve wondered when you might come around to where we’re going and why. It’s a fair question, if you ever do ask it, and not knowing when you’ll see this, maybe I’ll just rehearse whatever my answer is going to be, hoping I can replicate it when the questions come.

I’ve decided that you leave Texas the same way you leave any other place—little by little, then all at once. You talk yourself into leaving early on, convince yourself that Texas doesn’t serve you, it’s never really served you, that you’re free to go and should do so as soon as possible. And you hold this to yourself for a while, because it’s still audacious, even if you’re entitled. Long ago, I didn’t dare share with my friends that I was thinking of leaving—that I’d about decided on it—because I knew they would never think of leaving, and thus what made me think I should? A thousand things, really. More than I can explain right here, right now.

What I needed was a crutch, some reason for going that I could lean on, and some way of making the leaving inevitable.

A job is a crutch. There’s not a Texan alive who doesn’t grasp the value of a place to work and the ability to put food on the table. I can remember your grandfather talking years ago about some East Texas politician defending an asbestos plant, for crying out loud, saying that a little crud in the lungs was worth the tradeoff for economic security. The guy died of lung cancer, too, so that’s nothing if not loyalty to a premise.

I didn’t have a job offer, though. I needed something else.

A man filled that need. I’m sorry, Claire, because whenever you read this, it’ll be obvious to you that the man was your father, and here I am, dispelling any idea you might have that ours was a romance for the ages. Maybe, if I’m honest enough, you’ll know it wasn’t before these words ever pass your eyes. 

It rubbed me wrong, the feminist stance I’d always been proud of juxtaposed against the reality of leaving under the guise of a man’s opportunities, but it played with your grandmother and her sisters. It went over well at a Sunday picnic as the potato salad was passed around. “There’s this fella I’m seeing, and well, he’s just got a peach of an opportunity, and, well, we’ve talked about it, and it just seems like the thing to do.” I actually talked like that. And that got them all to nodding and clucking and saying, well, we love you and we’ll miss you, but it must be done.

First, though, I had to talk to your grandma and grandpa. Grandpa, he just took it in, considering, smoldering, pretty much silent except to say, “Well, it’s your life,” and perhaps he didn’t recognize what a breakthrough that was, a man of his age and station conceding something like that. 

I thought it was damn near profound. Seems pathetic now.

Grandma, on the other hand, picked at a few things. “You’re so close to your degree.” And, yeah, I was, but there were colleges where we were headed, and so I told her not to worry, that I’d get it done. She came back and said she didn’t know I was serious about Paul, whom she called “this boy.” They’d all been boys to her, every last one of them, even though I was twenty-two and had been lying down with men since I was seventeen. (Jesus, that was hard to write, but I promised myself I would be honest, if nothing else, and there it is. Whenever you read this, let me know if we need to talk.)

I couldn’t bring myself to tell them what the score really was, that he was a way out, not my soulmate. So I told them things got serious when I wasn’t looking. And finally came this from your grandma: “I just never pictured you anywhere but here.” You can’t even engage with that, because what might she have thought if she ever bothered to look at the picture I saw?

So one fine spring day, we headed out, and there I was, waving from the passenger seat of the Mustang your father still complains about not having anymore. We had dabbed your grandma’s tears and hugged your grandpa. We were gone. It was nearly eight hours before the immensity of Texas let go and released us into New Mexico, and I thought, well, that’s it, I’m finally free. And your father, long before he was your father, reached over and squeezed my knee, and I never liked that, but it was almost comforting that day.

Texas was gone, falling behind us a mile a minute, and I was relieved and scared all at the same time. You leave Texas little by little and then all at once, yes, but Texas is also a magnet—a big, southerly magnet pulling at everyone else in the country with myths and manufactured romance and jobs and cheap living and low taxes. You can get away, but can you ever really leave? Expats from Delaware or Maryland probably don’t confront such questions.

“Denver tonight,” your father said. “Montana tomorrow.”

And I said, “Texas, never again.”

Well, Claire, that was a lie. Here we go.


 [image: ]


One

On the second day of the trip, a storm blew hard across Kansas with an onslaught of snow and ice that started at the western line with Colorado, as if the vagaries of nature could somehow hew to a mapmaker’s dotted boundaries. The car crossed over as daylight broke through, and Jane gave silent thanks for the cold clarity of the sun as she picked her way east, her eyes darting at intervals from the newly frozen interstate to the rearview mirror and its assurances that her daughter lay still.

Jane battened down a smile. That’s the gift of youth, sleep amid chaos and as much of it as you want. She had been surprised at her strength in carrying the girl from the bed to the backseat, done in the wee hours after it became obvious that her own slumber wasn’t going to come and that the hundreds of miles in front of them weren’t going to roll up for her. First, she had left Claire dozing in that pillowy bed at Aunt Glenda and Uncle Jon’s house, and she had showered and dressed sensibly for the day ahead, a pair of sweatpants and the Montana State University Billings pullover that had gone from disappointing Christmas gift to steadfast garment in the four years since Paul had given it to her. It was the only manmade thing touched by his hand that she still owned, the sole survivor of the dissolution and purge of their marriage. After she had showered and pulled her hair into a tight ponytail, it had been a simple matter of gathering her things and her girl and carrying them in silent footfalls to the car in two loads, the last with Claire dangling from Jane’s arms and her neck, murmuring into the curve of her jaw.

She checked the rearview, then her eyes turned vigilant again to the hardpacked snow on the interstate. This was all an adventure to Claire, every bit of it, and Jane envied and felt fiercely protective of the girl’s naivete, that marvelous ability of hers to bounce up to the world and open to it as if only possibility might be offered. When she thought of a coming day when Claire would not be so untouched and so available to any experience, she could feel the hostility rise inside her like a monster.

“You’ll be changing schools,” she had said to her daughter just two weeks earlier, when the contents of their lives were still strewn about their apartment in Billings and not on a Freightliner bound for them sometime after Christmas.

“That’s OK.”

“You won’t know anyone.”

“I won’t know anyone yet, you mean.”

“Texas,” Jane had started, then she had stopped, having no idea what to say about a place that was now every bit as foreign to her as it was to Claire.

“Mom,” Claire had said, “the stars at night are big and bright,” and they had tumbled into hysterical laughter at that, and for an evening, at least, Jane had packed her gnawing concerns away. The kid would be OK. For now. Later would have to be worried about...later.

Her attention found the road again, and she took in a sign noting the mileage to Colby and to Hays and to Russell, the litany of flatland towns that slowly punched skyward, one by one, on the endless horizon. She figured Colby, a few miles ahead, for a good place to get fuel and breakfast, the promise of strawberry pancakes a sure countermeasure for Claire’s perpetual sleep.

It occurred to Jane now, as it did that final night in Billings, that the one caveat she hadn’t given Claire was the scarcity of her father in Texas. That would have opened a line of discussion Claire seemed content to keep closed, and one Jane wasn’t sure she could address with the equanimity the subject required. That Claire seemed to accept Paul’s inconsistent visitation and vacillating interest left Jane relieved and, as was often the case with her emotions toward him, a little angry. There was less damage Jane had to undo, yes, but that couldn’t stave off her bafflement at what kind of father could be so coolly detached from his own child. When she had broached the possibility of their move to Texas—possibility had been her word, but certainty her intent—Paul had accepted it the way he might greet the news of a change in dinner plans. “It’s cool,” he had said. “Gonna be a lot of out-of-town work anyway. We’ll figure something out when you get settled.” Just like that, he let them go. How fortunate he is to be so unaffected, Jane thought now.

From the backseat came sounds of emergence. Claire kicked a foot into the door molding and growled a greeting.

Jane found her daughter’s face in the mirror. “Hello, sleepyhead.”

The girl rocketed into a seated position, crossing her legs, then leaning into the opening between the front bucket seats. Once Claire had shaken off the baby fat and begun transforming into the girl she was, she had been all arms and legs—perfectly slender, perfectly proportionate, the high cheekbones of her father and the smaller nose, thank God, of her mother. But ever since the corner had been turned on eleven years old, Jane had begun to see in her daughter what was to come, the breathless beauty that was within and without. It would, Jane figured, be the source of some difficult days ahead. For now, the kid was mostly gaping wonder and an open heart, and Jane wished she could envelop those qualities in bubble wrap and save them from a world that would not be kind.

Claire scrunched her nose. “Where are we?”

“Kansas.”

“It looks like the arctic.”

“And you’d know this how?” Jane checked the rearview, and Claire’s grin told her that the jibe had been taken in the good-natured manner intended. She couldn’t always be sure of that anymore, another manifestation of the changes at work on the girl and her shifting moods and sensibilities. Wonder and open-heartedness went a long way. So did the occasional snit or foul burst of temper.

“Books, Mom. You’ve heard of them.”

“I have, indeed.” She gave Claire a mirrored grin. “I thought your generation didn’t need books anymore.”

Claire bounced forward, her shoulders all the way through to the front compartment. “Whatever. What time is it?”

“Just after seven.”

“What time did we leave?”

“Just after four.”

She felt Claire’s head settle into her shoulder. “I didn’t get to tell Aunt Glenda and Uncle Jon that I love them.”

“They know.” This kid, she thought. This amazing kid.

Now, the kinetic force that was Claire dropped fully into the backseat again. “I’m hungry.”

“As it happens,” Jane said, pointing ahead to the clustered assemblage of buildings that constituted Colby, a rise on the unending plain.

“Pancakes!” Claire said.

“Of course.”

And a recharge, Jane ticked off in her head. And a cup of coffee. And a chance to tell myself, again, that this is all for the best.

As Jane wheeled the car into the parking lot of the Village Inn—she had seen the billboard miles earlier and fixated on the manufactured hospitality of the advertisement—a rear tire caught a patch of ice and sent them fishtailing into a parking space.

“Wheeeee!” Claire said.

 

While they waited for the food to arrive, Jane used her phone to show Claire the route they would be following, how Interstate 70 stretched all the way across Kansas and kept on going, but they would turn south at Salina, nearly dead center in the state, and make tracks for Wichita and a chance to rest their heads at Teryn’s place.

“You remember her,” Jane said. “She used to bring you gum.”

“Oh, yeah!”

What Jane didn’t say, because it was moot and because there was no need to chance a quarrel, is Claire would be staying with Teryn’s daughter, Sabrina, for a few hours, that she and Teryn needed nothing so much as time together and a few beers and maybe some appetizers, so she could unload all this stuff she had been carrying alone. For that opportunity, Jane was willing to entrust Claire to a fifteen-year-old, an unprecedented concession in her tenure of motherhood.

It wouldn’t be right to say Teryn was an old friend. They had known each other only briefly, both working temp office jobs and building and filling spreadsheets in those days after Jane had left Paul and the house and was rubbing pennies together to make the rent. Their employer, in the process of closing up shop in Billings, had offered them jobs in Wichita. Teryn had accepted, blowing out of town like her life depended on it. But what they had lacked in time invested had been covered by unshakeable fealty—the occasional Skype chat, handwritten letters from Teryn that were all breadth and no depth but welcome just the same, text messages that would launch Jane into peals of laughter. She looked forward to seeing that face and the irrepressible spirit it beheld.

“When do we get to Texas?” Claire asked, driving a stake back into now.

“Tomorrow.”

“Will I like it?”

“I think so.” I hope so.

The food arrived, airy pancakes for Claire, eggs and bacon and toast for Jane.

“The stars at night...” Claire began.

Jane took the girl’s hand and squeezed. “Save it for the car,” she said. “Eat now.”

 

Belly full, Claire found sleep again on the road after a few robust bars of a song to which she knew only one stanza. Jane had shushed the girl and felt bad for it, but Wichita remained hours away and the car’s interior couldn’t contain Claire’s high spirits and Jane’s need to concentrate. The girl had made one last stand against going under, fighting another losing battle about having to sit in the back seat, a standoff Jane always ended with “sorry, it’s the law, kid.” Finally, Claire offered another lament about not saying goodbye back in Denver, and Jane assured her that they would write a letter once they made it to Texas.

What Claire didn’t know is that her mother had already left a note behind, an explainer of sorts for the way she had parried the queries about why she was headed home after all these years, what had happened with Paul, as if that could be covered over a serving of meatloaf, and what her larger plans were. For one thing, she hadn’t wanted to get into it while Claire was bouncing happily in her chair, chasing kernels of corn into her mashed potatoes. For another, she hadn’t wanted to get into it at all. Such questions pre-supposed a linearity, as if any single decision could be traced to any single stimulus. For Jane, the answers carried no such order, and decisions were made by necessity first and expediency second. She could not account for them and frankly was not inclined to try.

In Salina, where Interstate 70 funneled them off to Interstate 35 and the southerly shot to where they were headed, Jane stopped for gas, and she made mental calculations of what that $35.52 would do to the dwindling resources at her disposal. She had enough to get where they were going, anyway, assuming there were no surprises. She peered through the window at Claire, who was coming out of groggy slumber in the backseat. She rapped a gloved hand against the glass, and the girl turned her way.

“Need anything? Bathroom?”

Claire shook her head and nestled in again.

Jane blew frosted rings on her way into the convenience store. Inside, she chose strawberry licorice for Claire and a cup of coffee for herself. Her phone’s GPS program told her she had ninety-two icy miles left. Then, tomorrow, another five and a half hours and it would be done. An ending to launch a new beginning.

Back at the car, she tossed the candy to Claire, who tore into the packaging.

“The stars at night...” Claire began again.

“Honey, please.”

“You don’t like my voice.” The girl effected a pout.

“It’s beautiful. You know this.”

“You don’t like my song?” More pouting, betrayed by an impish grin, one Jane returned almost as an involuntary reaction in the rearview mirror.

Jane made a right turn out of the gas station and joined the access road, building careful speed toward the interstate.

“I love everything about you,” she said.


Two

The ambience at the bar and grill pulled them in like a hug, and Teryn wanted to know everything about everything, a request so sprawling it couldn’t be scaled. Nonetheless, a glass of the house port gave Jane the gumption to try.

She saw in her friend something different from what she had known back in Billings, perhaps a confidence that had been lacking when they had been a couple of temp employees stringing together a few paychecks. Now, Teryn looked hale and in her element, quick with a gentle joke, eyes alight, well familiar with this restaurant they had come to in a town Jane had never seen before. Teryn, born and reared in Billings, looked as though she had known no other home.

“You have to get the carrots,” Teryn said when the server (“Geoff,” she’d giggled, repeating his name back to him upon introduction) came by for their orders.

“That good, huh?”

“The best,” Geoff said.

“See?” Teryn said.

“OK, the roasted chicken and the carrots.”

“The same,” Teryn said, and when Geoff was gone, she turned back, clinked her beer against Jane’s wine glass, and set in again.

“Seriously, doll, tell me everything.”

Jane careened her head and offered a shrug. “There’s not so much to tell.”

“But Texas. It’s so random.”

Jane tipped her glass and let the wine linger on her tongue before swallowing it. “It’s where I grew up. Not random at all. Now, Wichita. Wichita is random.”

“Wichita has been a good thing,” Teryn said.

“I can tell. You give me hope.”

Teryn reached across and clasped her hand, and Jane gave a squeeze back and a smile, bottom lip pulled snugly over the top.

“But seriously, doll,” Teryn said, “this guy you knew in college just calls—”

“High school,” Jane interrupted. “I knew him in high school, and, well, on Facebook now, of course. But yeah, he knew I’d kept my certification, and he said he was losing an English teacher at Christmas break, so he invited me—”

“It’s a Christmas miracle!” Teryn giggled. She was already on her second beer and seemed intent on stretching her lead.

“I don’t know about that,” Jane said. “I’m scared to death.”

That dropping of the guard brought momentary sobriety from her friend. “Why?”

“It’s been years since I’ve been in a classroom,” Jane said. “You know, I kind of thought they’d look at my application and say, ‘No thanks,’ but they didn’t.”

“Maybe this guy—what’s his name?”

“Tim.”

“Maybe Tim put in a good word.”

“Yeah, more than that. He made it happen. I think he knows I needed something. He’s been a good friend through this.”

“Maybe more than a friend?” Teryn goosed the innuendo along with an arched eyebrow.

Jane, heaven help her, could only laugh. Two beers, a third soon to come, and her long-distance friend was lit. Her own glass of port sat only half-drained. 

“Yeah, that’s all I need,” Jane said. “An affair with the boss. Sorry, but I’ve seen that movie, and I know what happens.”

“Do tell.” Teryn giggled.

“Literal movies, Teryn. And books and, Jesus, life. One, there’s never been the slightest hint with Tim. Two, it’s a complication that would only end badly for me.”

“I could use a little complication,” Teryn said. “Do you think Geoff is available?” She giggled again.

“Maybe.”

“Good,” Teryn said. “I need another drink.”

 

Jane drove back to the apartment, and with Teryn too far gone to provide reliable direction, she leaned on the mechanical voice in her phone’s GPS app to handle the chore.

Low-slung, pulled-cotton clouds hovered over the city, casting the night in a diffused brightness. Effluent steam rose from the gutters, and in the cold stillness she found it reminiscent of the place she had just left—at least on the surface, if she didn’t look too far afield for what she would have seen in Billings, with the house lights on the Rimrocks and a red glow from the microwave towers atop Sacrifice Cliff. But from the sturdy little homes that hugged the curbs to the patchwork business districts that mingled the high-end and the ordinary, she could see, at least in this low light, how Teryn might have found something familiar and welcoming here. Jane sat up straight and adjusted her hands on the wheel, finding ten and two, as she had learned from her father all those years ago. There it was, another infusion of hope into this journey spent so much in quiet questioning. The idea that maybe it would all start to turn in her favor now.

Beside her, Teryn spun out of inebriation for a moment of clarity.

“Doll, what about Paul?”

“What about him?”

“What’s he think of this?”

Jane released a chuckle, fortifying it with a bit of ruefulness. Paul hadn’t come up at dinner, which had surprised her, given that the friendship with Teryn had been built, in large part, on unloading shared acrimony about exes during lunch breaks. But once the circumstances of the job offer had been unpacked and set aside, and once Teryn had exhausted her supply of ridiculous innuendo about new-boss nookie, they had settled into old, shared topics at dinner. How to guide daughters through this world. The perilous journey of finding well-fitting clothes in middle age. Aches and pains. Seemingly out-of-reach fantasies like home ownership with their divorce-blitzed credit ratings.

“He didn’t have enough thought to form a complete sentence,” Jane said at last, and a bit too acidly even for her own taste. “Honestly, I think he’s happy any time his responsibilities are reduced, which they are now.”

“Have you decided on visitation?”

“Nothing formal, no.”

Teryn shifted in the seat, then let loose a hoppy belch, which ignited a string of laughs that popped off like firecrackers. “Oh, I think I’m gonna pee,” she said.

Jane, hands clenched around the wheel, said, “Please don’t,” and Teryn, chastised, stifled her laughter.

“Sabrina’s dad rarely comes to see her,” Teryn said, her voice now grave, and that abrupt turn from joy to seriousness gave Jane emotional whiplash. “He works overseas, so it’s hard to bring her to where he is. He’s prompt and attentive, mostly, though. I get the support checks on time, and he remembers to call her on her big days, but she misses his presence. That part sucks.”

Jane cast a quick glance over at her friend. Teryn’s head hung, and she clasped her hands in her lap.

“Pretty much the same from Paul. He’s been good about the support money, too,” Jane said at last. “It’s like he thinks that’s enough, half of what it takes to keep her going—”

“You should have gotten more,” Teryn said, old ground. Jane should have—her lawyer said as much, and was just as correct as Teryn—but she’d been bound and determined to uphold fifty percent of the burden. She remembered what her lawyer had said: “You’re being proud, not sensible.” Yeah, well, whatever.

“Anyway,” Jane said now, “Claire seems to know the score. I tell myself sometimes that it’s good feminist training. You know, the whole idea that she needs a man. Good to dispense with that nice and early. But he’s her dad. He disappoints me.”

Teryn lurched forward, her head up now. “Shitheels, the lot of them. Right, doll?” She looked over for affirmation, and Jane gave it to her.

“Absolutely.”

 

At the apartment, they found that the girls had filled the time amply if not productively. Claire’s face peered out from under slathered makeup, her first experience with that sort of thing, and she had made all the predictable, regrettable choices—the most strident shades for every surface, leaving the delicate-featured young woman with pink cheeks and electric-blue eyelids and lips the color of fake movie blood. When Jane told her to wash her face before bed, Claire pitched a desperate argument, complete with road-weary tears, and at last Jane relented. In the morning, she would see the horror, and like so many things before, it would serve as both a chastening and a lesson.

She and Claire folded themselves in together on the futon in Teryn’s spare bedroom. An angry wind scratched at the window, and Jane drew up covers to swaddle them.

“I like Sabrina, Mom.”

“That’s good.”

“She knows about a lot of stuff. Boys, especially.”

The skin tightened across Jane’s face. She had hoped for another year, at least, before this became part of the motherly deal. Bras and boys, the two coming topics of intense interest. One Jane could handle, and the other, she knew, was devoid of simple answers.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really.”

Jane exhaled. “So you had a good time?” she asked.

“I loved it.”

“I’m glad.”

Claire turned onto her left side, away from Jane and toward the wall, but she burrowed her backside until it was against her mother. The girl’s frame was angular and harsh as her body’s growth outpaced the filling-in that would come later. Jane turned the same way and draped her right arm across Claire’s stomach.

“I love you, Mom.”

It wasn’t the sing-songy declaration she usually got from Claire, the one with the rising notes and the attendant request. “I love you, Mom. Can I have some chocolate?” It was plaintive and sincere, and in the calm between one long day on the road and another, it caught Jane square in the most tender part of her. An echo was all she could muster lest more tumble forth.

“I love you, too.”

Claire squirmed closer, and Jane held her tighter.

“I get to see Texas tomorrow?” Claire asked.

“Yes, you do.”

“Will I love it?”

Such questions, such observations from this girl. Jane thought it odd, this pairing of the words “love” and “Texas,” as she hadn’t considered the possibility. This was about escape and re-establishment, about control and finding something that could belong to them. And yet, her memories now flooded with pictures from her own turn as a pre-teen, where it had happened, what she had seen, and those blooming feelings she’d had to manage, and damned if love wasn’t just about the most elusive thing she could think of, then and now. And now she—they—were headed back there. To chase security. Love could go pound sand.

“I hope so,” Jane said. “Now go to sleep.”


Three

Ten minutes into Texas, the car dumped its right front tire in a shredded mass of rubber and cabling, leaving Claire shaken in the back seat and her words frantic—“Mom, what’s wrong?”—and Jane fighting the insolent machinery across two lanes of traffic to get it onto the shoulder. It was only after the car was safely parked and Claire was calmed and Jane’s own heart had slowed its rhythms that she laughed, ever softly, and said, “Welcome home. Now, go to hell.”

“Mom,” Claire chided her.

“I know, I know. Just a joke.”

“Cussing isn’t funny.”

“You’re right, honey.” Fucking-ay, kid.

The crueler jokes came in succession, as Jane remembered that she had no spare tire and that nobody would be quick to answer a service call on Christmas Eve. She fished into her purse for her cellphone and the only lamentable option left to her.

“Dad,” she said as he picked up, “I need some help.”

Jane and Claire sat in the car, biding their time with an old game, Blue Car Red Car. As the passing motorists hurried by, Claire cheerfully counted the blue ones in falsetto escalations, while Jane made her own, more laidback tally of the reds. What years earlier had been a fun diversion for a little girl—complete with hybrids like Orange Car Green Car—was now a time-filler that kept Claire engaged and Jane from diving too deeply into her apprehensions before she had a chance to properly face them.

“Twenty-eight!” the girl chirped. “Twenty-eight to nineteen.”

“Twenty,” Jane corrected as a Jetta chugged past.

Jane had tried to blunt her father’s queries—where are you and why didn’t you have a spare tire, for chrissakes?—so as not to appear weak in front of her daughter. Now, having gently guided Eric Driskell from his outrage to the pragmatic idea that the sooner he arrived the sooner they could get on with it, she bristled anew at the interrogation and her role in inviting it. She had known about the absence of a spare, of course, and had made a calculated gamble that the ninety or so dollars that stayed in her bank account were more valuable than the insurance of an extra tire. She had been wrong about that, of course, and he had let 
her know.

“Mom, you missed that one.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’ll give it to you.”

“Thank you.”

“Thirty-three to twenty-one.”

“OK.”

A Ford pickup blew by, shaking the car with its draft.

“Thirty-four!” Claire said.

Jane checked the dashboard clock. They had made such good time, not rushing out on Teryn too terribly quickly but also not overstaying. The bottom half of Kansas and then the bisection of Oklahoma had fallen away in due time, and Jane had allowed herself to hope for a smooth arrival at her long-ago home, an early dinner, then off to bed for Claire while she cobbled together some sort of Christmas for them.

Now, the hours grew longer and the day shorter. They would be lucky to eat by eight, she thought.

“Forty,” Claire said. “I win.”

“Yay you!”

The girl did a seated dance, with jutted jaw and duck lips. Jane adored her.

“How much longer will Grandpa be?”

Jane had the same question and no good answer. When Texas had been home to her, this stretch of interstate had been bordered by pastureland, traffic a gentle trickle north and south at most hours. Now, progress crowded in from all directions and the highways clogged like age-burdened arteries. Jane had figured on an hour, maybe ninety minutes. They had cleared the latter threshold ten minutes back.

“Soon,” she said. “Be still.”

“Can I listen to the radio?” Claire asked.

“Sure. Softly, please.”

While Claire scanned up and down, at last settling on something syncopated that Jane would have no chance of naming, her mother watched the orb of the sun settling on the western horizon, casting orange and pink against a fast-darkening sky.

“Come on, Dad,” she murmured. Claire, head bobbing and eyes closed and mouth pinched in song, didn’t hear her.

 

After Eric Driskell kissed his daughter on the forehead and wrapped his granddaughter in a bear hug, he crawled around the car with a flashlight and confirmed the obvious and the obscure.

“Sure as shit it’s blown,” he said, drawing a rebuke from Claire.

“Grandpa, no.”

“Sorry.”

“Gonna be tough on you with this one around,” Jane said. “You’ll have to clean it up.”

Her dad chuckled. “I can take it,” he said. He pointed to a thin strip of rubber down the middle of the good front tire. “Tread’s good, except for here. Means they’re overinflated. That’s where it came apart.”

“I had no idea,” Jane said.

“Neither did they, probably,” he said of whoever had pushed the air into the tires. “It’s why I do my own tire work.”

“I bet you don’t stop there,” Jane said, pointing toward the tow truck he had shown up in, bounding across the median between the northbound lanes and the southbound as if it weren’t there. “I thought you were retired.”

“I am.” He patted his barrel chest proudly. “Kept the one truck, though. Never know when you’re gonna need it. Like today.”

 

They rode three-across on the truck’s bench seat, Jane’s car hooked up behind them. “Probably got the right size tire at the house,” her father said. “If not, there’s always the day after tomorrow.”

Claire bounced between them, happy as ever. Jane leaned into the door, face pressed against the window. She had wanted a different introduction for this uncomfortable arrangement.

“Why in God’s name were you coming from Kansas?” he asked.

“Saw a friend there.”

“But, jeez, girl, that’s like a hundred more miles.”

“I know.”

“You have that hundred miles back, you’d have made it on that tire.”

“Only to blow it out somewhere else,” she said. “Believe me, Dad, I’ve considered the various implications. I don’t need a refresher.”

“OK, OK.”

“I tried on makeup in Kansas,” Claire tossed in.

“I bet you were as pretty as a flower,” her grandfather said.

Jane chortled, thinking back to that morning at the bathroom mirror and Claire’s predictable reaction to her made-up face in harsh daylight.

“I looked like a deranged clown,” Claire said. “That’s what Mom said.”

He shot Jane a look. “That’s not very nice.”

“Accurate, though,” Jane said. “I guess you had to be there.”

 

The house came on like a scattershot of random memories, sending Jane sideways through all the time she had spent in it and all the subsequent years when she had managed to stay away. It hadn’t been out of malice, she had assured herself at times as the calendar pages had flown by. Obligations pile up. Free time dwindles or gets squandered. Time off and money to burn are precious. And the truth of the matter is that her father had been all too happy, especially after her mom died, to make the drive north to Montana and spend drunken fishing weekends with Paul.

“Here it is,” Eric said, as if recognizing that introductions would have to be renewed. “Home.”

If it wasn’t quite so cozy as the word, it was, at least, familiar. Jane found old family photographs hanging where they had always resided, furniture arranged in timeworn ways. A new flat-screen TV big enough to contain his beloved Dallas teams was her father’s only visible concession to advancing time. Most of all, she was taken with the scent, straight out of childhood, as if she might look up and see a pre-teen version of herself come running through the door they had just entered.

“It’s nice,” Claire said.

Jane’s father had suggested a swing through McDonald’s as they closed in on the house, and considering the hour, she hadn’t objected. But she also knew that there had been entirely too much fast food in those frantic last days before leaving Montana, and she wanted to get back to some scintilla of normalcy sooner rather than later.

“Let’s eat,” Jane said. “Getting late.”

Her father passed out napkins at the dining room table, and they ate in mostly separate silence, the weight of things landing on them in different ways. So here it is, then, Jane thought, back home at forty-three. Not what I’d imagined.

Before the move, she had done the math every way she could, trying to figure out how quickly she and Claire could disengage from here and get their own place, even a small one-bedroom apartment. First and last, deposits all around, some thrift-store furniture—she figured she would need two paychecks, maybe three, before they could pull it off.

“Mom,” Claire said. “There’s no Christmas tree.”

It hadn’t even registered with Jane. She looked to her father.

“Not really my thing anymore,” he said.

“Aren’t we going to have Christmas?” Claire asked.

“Of course,” Jane said, reaching for her hand. “Don’t worry. Come on, Claire, finish eating.”

Jane looked again to her father. He chewed on his dinner.

“Probably some stuff in the attic,” he said.

She patted Claire’s hand again and gestured at the girl’s fries, and her mind spiraled with all the ways time was crushing her.


Four

The late-night harvest from the attic yielded thirty-year-old tinsel, a sad plastic tree, and stockings that hadn’t been hung from the chimney (there was no chimney) with care or otherwise since the Reagan years.

“Oh, this,” Jane said, showing her father an ornament made of yarn with body fashioned from an ancient roll of Lifesavers. “I think I made this in the third grade. Want to clear your palate?”

Eric shook his head. “I dropped the ball,” he said. “I didn’t get her anything.”

“Cash will do just fine.”

“No.”

“Yes,” Jane said. “Seriously. It’s game over when she finds out about the mall in this town. She likes being able to buy her own stuff.”

 “Didn’t get you anything, either.”

“Right back atcha,” she said, then she instantly regretted it, not because she meant it or that it would hurt her father, but because a sharp riposte always seemed to come easier to her than anything else where he was concerned.

“Seriously, Dad, you’re doing enough,” she said. “Hero stuff. We’re not going to be easy, I’m afraid.”

“I’m glad you came, anyway.” He gripped her shoulder. She leaned in.

Her father set up the tree and plugged it in, and they both delighted when the long-dormant built-in lights flickered on. She dangled the scant tinsel from various branches, trying to spread it thinly. He tacked the stockings to the mantelpiece, turning his wife’s around so the name didn’t show. She found a Sharpie and penned Claire’s name onto the backside felt. He slipped a hundred-dollar bill into an envelope for the girl. She went outside and fetched the various gift cards she had hidden in the car, for just this occasion.

Together, they made it a Christmas.

After they checked on Claire, now deep into her dreams, Jane’s father asked if she would like a beer, and despite the miles and the worries and the blowout and the work, she said she couldn’t think of a better way to close out the night.

 

“What’s this job?”

Jane’s father popped the top on his own beer, then on hers. He handed the bottle across the distance and gave it a clink.

“Like I told you, English teacher, Smithfield Middle,” she said. “Seventh grade.”

“Where you went.”

“Yeah. Last century.”

“That’s good,” he said. “Close. Familiar.”

She nearly gagged on her beer, the way the chortle burbled up in her. “I don’t know about familiar,” she said. “It’s been a long time. But I’m glad to have it.”

“Also been a long time since you’ve been around here,” he said. “Too long.”

“I’m here now.”

He finished his beer. Her bottle sat half-full. He slipped a fingernail under the labeling and began lifting it around the perimeter.

“Your mother would be glad you’re teaching again,” he said. “Never could figure out why you quit. Neither of us could.”

It was a topic too convoluted for the hour. How could she explain to a man who overhauled carburetors for nearly fifty years that she was burning out at thirty-one, holding together ill-fitting pieces of a marriage, soon to be with child, and she didn’t want it anymore? How could she expect him to understand that, or to find empathy for it?

“Got pregnant,” she said. “Paul traveled a lot for work. Somebody had to stay home.”

“How is Paulie?”

She laughed again and took a swig to smother it. “You probably talk to him more than I do. I should ask you.”

“I do not talk to him.” Her father’s words came hard and indignant, and he all but pouted there in his chair. She moved to placate him.

“Paul’s fine,” she said, a sigh heavy in her words. “Reliable in all the ways he thinks he ought to be. And, Dad, it’s fine if you do talk to him. He’s important to you.”

He waved that line of discussion away. “I assume he’s going to come and see Claire.”

“Probably,” she said. “We haven’t really gotten to all that yet. This came up quick.”

“You done?” Her father gestured toward her bottle, and she nodded. He scooped it up, along with his, and went to the kitchen to dispose of them.

“Maybe would have been easier to stick it out than starting over now,” he called to her.

Easier—now there’s a word loaded with projection. She wondered, not for the first time, what it was about looking in from the outside that allowed people to be so damned cocksure about the proper path for someone else. She remembered the phone call, months earlier, to her father to let him know the marriage had cratered, and how blithe he had been with expressions of concern and how rigidly he had attempted to diagnose the real trouble between them. As if he knew. As if he could possibly know. He had never talked about marriage trouble—his own or his daughter’s—with her, and if he had heard anything from Paul it was only half the story.

“No,” she said. “It’s best to let a dead thing die. It’s late. Time for bed. Claire’ll be bouncing off the walls before sunrise.”

Her father came back into the dining room, but only just. He smiled at her from a distance. “Good night, honey.”

She stood up. “Good night, Dad.”


Five

In the morning, after the gifts had been showered on Claire and the breakfast had been eaten and everyone had laughed at Eric’s face, dotted with cotton balls as a makeshift Santa beard, Jane and her girl bundled up and went for a walk. The storm that had chased them into Kansas two days earlier had stumbled south, meekly giving north Texas a dusting.

“A real white Christmas,” Jane said, taking Claire’s hand.

“Big deal.”

Jane bristled, just for a moment, as she tried to suss out Claire’s attitude. She decided the girl hadn’t said it with defiance so much as a pre-teen’s world-weariness, a suggestion to Jane that she would have to try harder if she wanted to impress her daughter. There would be more of this coming. Jane was certain of that.

“Maybe not to you, coming from Montana, but a rarity here.”

“I guess.”

“Listen,” Jane said. “Do you want to see where I played when I was your age?”

“I want to go to the mall.”

“Oh, Claire, not today, OK? Grandpa’s working on the car, and it’s Christmas. Let’s just stay around here. Tomorrow, I promise.”

“Promise?”

“Absolutely.”

“OK.”

Jane reached out a hand for the girl again. “I want to show you around.” Claire, in turn, looked past her mother’s bid and set out in tall-girl strides, making Jane jog to catch up.

The more they walked, the more Jane realized that she really had nothing to show Claire aside from the fixed locations of houses pinned with long-ago memories. The once-open field at the bottom of the block, where Jane and the passel of kids right around her age had whiled away childhood summers, now held nested housing tracts, as far as she could see and with an upper-middle-class sameness that was trance-inducing. The stories she could have told about that vast place, about BB guns and hide-and-seek and stolen kisses and pre-sexual tomfoolery and catching toads, but she opted out, unsure that she could describe things vividly enough to charm Claire.

They ended up walking the streets of her older, more blue-collar neighborhood. Jane stopped occasionally for an anecdote—“my best friend, Marcia Collier, lived there” or “Jimmy Ray Eagleton drove his Camaro into that lamppost on New Year’s Eve in 1989”—but mostly she just enjoyed the sun on her face and Claire’s high-twitch energy beside her.

On the last turn toward home, a man emerged from the old Brooks house, pushing a bicycle with training wheels as a little blonde girl toddled along behind.

Jane waved. “Now that’s a Christmas present.”

“We’ll see,” he said with cheer. The little girl now beside him beamed. “My bike,” she declared.

They continued up the hill now. Beneath their feet, the leavings of snow melted fast.

“Mom,” Claire said, “are you nervous?”

“About what?”

“You know. School.”

Jane smiled to buy herself some time. Here, again, was a potential life lesson disguised as an innocuous inquiry. Should she fend it off with a simple, understated “a little”? Should she hijack Claire’s simple question with a complex and overwhelming acknowledgment of just how nervous—no, no, how fucking petrified—she was? She pondered where the sweet spot was between helping Claire face up to the world without fear while also accepting the intruding terrors as natural byproducts of living. Try as she might to bring equanimity to bear in all things with Claire, she wondered sometimes just how successful she was.

“I guess I wouldn’t be human if I didn’t feel nervous,” Jane said. “Excited, too, though. It’s going to be different for both of us. What about you? Nervous?”

“A little.”

The house loomed now. Jane’s father had the car disengaged from the tow truck, upright and strong on four full tires. He stood in the driveway, awaiting them.

“I’m back in business,” Jane said.

“No sweat,” he said. “You need to get a spare pronto.”

“I know. I will.”

“Shouldn’t have come to this.”

“I know.”

“OK, then.” He bent down to face Claire, a needless consideration as her eyes were near level with his chin. “What about you, girly? What do you want to do?”

The girl turned up her nose. “My name is Claire.”

“What do you want to do, Claire?”

“I don’t know. Netflix, I guess.”

Eric looked to his daughter. “I’m not made for these times.”

“Different world, for sure,” Jane said. “Come on. I’ll play you some gin rummy.”

The freezer in the garage held chicken breast tenders that weren’t too far gone, and Jane cobbled together rice and stewed tomatoes and spices from the pantry, giving them all a hot meal they had been needing along with some time together around the table. She didn’t want to stay long at her father’s, but while here she aimed to make it a comfortable home for Claire. Dinner together, three generations, went a long way.

Her father nursed a beer, his third, in the living room while watching college football on TV. Claire, in the love seat, fell deeper into her tablet. The doorbell disrupted the gentle ennui.

“I’ve got it,” Jane said, dashing through living room.

She opened the door on a man she recognized, after a beat, as the bicycle-pushing father from earlier.

“Jane Driskell?” he asked.

“Sperling. But, yeah.”

“Who is it?” Eric bellowed.

“I didn’t put it all together until I saw you go in the house here,” the man now said. “And then I was all, ‘That’s Jane Driskell.’”

“I’m sorry, I—”

“Let him in,” Eric said. “Close the door.”

Jane smiled thinly and waved the visitor in, leading him to the living room.

“Hey, Chuck, sit down,” Eric said. “Tech’s playing.”

It all spiraled in on Jane now. Chuck Brooks. She would have never recognized him, not if she passed him on the street a million times. Facebook had taken some of the mystery out of how long-ago friends had aged, but she had never seen Chuck there. Nor had she wondered much about him. The way it goes.

“Chuck Brooks,” she said.

Sitting next to her father on the couch, he held an index finger aloft and shook it happily at her. “It’s all coming back to you.”

“Is it ever.”

“I didn’t mean to disturb you folks. Just wanted to say hi again. You’re visiting for the holiday, I guess?”

“Well, no,” Jane began, then she switched direction. “Gosh, I’m sorry, Chuck, this is my daughter, Claire. Claire, this is Chuck Brooks. An old friend from when I was a kid.”

“Hi,” Claire said, a hand up and back down again just as quickly, her eyes never leaving the tablet screen.

“She’s the diplomat of the family,” Jane said.

“So you’re not visiting?”

Eric sat forward in a grumbling sigh, holding his beer bottle toward Jane. “Honey, can you get me another?”

She took the bottle from him, brusquely enough to deliver a message, and headed for the kitchen.

“She’s moved back,” Eric said to Chuck. “Gonna teach at that middle school.”

“What he said,” she called as she came back in with the beer. She handed it off with a similar show of force.

“Oh.” Chuck stood. “That’s great, really great. Listen, I gotta get back—”

“Stay,” Eric said. “Good game.”

“No, I can’t. I’ve got Eli watching Annabelle, but his attention wanders.”

“Your kids?” Jane asked.

“Yeah. But listen, I’d love to catch up. Maybe we could get together some night and talk.”

“Sure,” Jane said. “That’d be nice.”

“Maybe Friday?”

“OK.”

“OK, then. Looking forward to it. I’ll see myself out. Y’all take care. Bye, Claire. Nice meeting you.”

Another quick up-and-down salute. “Bye.”

Jane followed him out and locked the deadbolt after he was gone.

“Nice guy,” her father said when she returned.

“Always was.”

“Might be someone worth getting to know again.”

At this, Claire looked up. “Who?”

“That’s enough, Dad,” Jane said.

Claire persisted. “Who?”

“Who? Who? Who?” Jane teased. “Are you an owl or something?”

“You’re so immature,” Claire said, and she dropped back into her game.

“I know you are but what am I?”

No use. Claire was gone again. Across from her, on the couch, her grandfather took pulls from his beer and disappeared under the spell of college football.

Jane retired to the dining room and cleared away the last of the dishes.


Six

After more of a struggle than Jane anticipated, she cajoled her father into taking Claire shopping while she went to the school and got a first look at her classroom. Tim Meyers had called early to make sure she had arrived safely and to extend the invitation.

“It’s a damn zoo down by that mall,” Eric bellyached.

“You’ve only lived in this town, what, fifty years?” Jane said. “You can handle it.”

“There wasn’t going to be no damn babysitting,” he said.

Jane felt her blood go up. “No excessive babysitting,” she said. “Anyway—”

“I’m not a baby,” Claire said.

“What she said,” Jane finished. “You were always caterwauling about not getting to see enough of us. Well, here you go. Don’t think of it as babysitting. It’s being a grandfather.”

He wasn’t done with his pout. “Nothing to do over there.”

“Oh, good god,” Jane said, wrapping her words in a laugh so she wouldn’t betray just how frustrated she was. “Spend some time with her. You might learn something. You might have fun.”

“Yeah,” Claire said. “Come on, Grandpa.”

“Fine,” he said.

“Thank you.” Jane exhaled with enough force that her father turned an angry stare on her, one she tried to blunt with a nod. “We appreciate your sacrifice, don’t we, Claire?”

“Whatever,” the girl said. “Let’s go.”

“Don’t we, Claire?”

“Thank you, Grandpa.”

 

The sun had come out again, and with it a late-December day like those Jane carried in her heart. She decided to walk to the middle school, a little over a mile away, a distance that seemed more daunting in middle age than it ever did when she was a schoolgirl and covered that span without a thought twice daily except in the worst of weather.

Her father’s subdivision sat at a wide bent elbow of Davis Boulevard, a thoroughfare that had once been pockmarked with homes and odd warehouses but now was pinched on both sides by newer housing tracts, fast-food restaurants, and gas stations. Rather than crossing Davis as she emerged from the neighborhood, as Jane would have done without trouble thirty years earlier, she thought it best to stay on her side until she reached the stoplight at Main. She walked far to the shoulder, as close as she could get to the mud and the muck beyond the asphalt without stomping into it. As a girl, she had kicked horse apples down this road, delighting at how they would thump and roll and split in two. Now she held herself against the bluster of the cars racing up behind and whipsawing her as they passed.

“Bad idea,” she mumbled.

At Main, she crossed over with the light, past the shell of an abandoned convenience store where the boys in her classes had played video games before the first bell, over the train tracks, and into the neighborhood hugging the school. Here, familiarity bloomed in the older houses and chain link fences she well remembered. Gone was one of the last farmhouses in the town proper, long since razed and memorialized only by an abandoned foundation riddled with interceding weeds. She remembered how Troy Taylor had sidearmed a rock into a flock of chickens ranging in the yard all those years ago. His aim was true, taking down a hen and prompting the old farmer to barrel out of his house with a shotgun, a skyward blast of which had scattered the kids who had witnessed the act. Back in the now, Jane marveled anew at the randomness of what the mind held, and what it let go.

She crested the slight hill and the school came into view, more imposing than she remembered, a new façade, a parking lot remade for the realities of twenty-first-century child drop-off and retrieval. And, leaning against the back of an SUV, head down and fixated on a screen, Tim Meyers—Principal Meyers, she would have to get used to saying—awaited her.

She quickened her stride, and he looked up and found her and unfurled a smile, and adrenaline flooded her system, because ready or not, it was time to do this.

 

Jane walked among the desks of her room and considered what had been left to her, the artwork and the posters and the markers and the books and the A/V equipment, and despite the years away she found in it all a familiarity she’d begun to feel desperate to experience. She had done this once. Maybe she could do it again. Right here.

“Kathy—your predecessor—was nice enough to leave her materials,” Tim said. He stood with his back to the wall, giving her distance that she greatly appreciated.

“Why’d she leave?”

“Husband got a big job overseas, and he had to start immediately. The kind of thing that doesn’t respect a school’s clockwork calendar.”

“I see.”

He opened a desk drawer and pulled a few items to the tabletop. “Left the gradebook and a couple of weeks’ worth of lesson plans, too,” he said. “Nice.”

“Can I take them with me?”

“Of course.”

She crossed the room and gathered up the folders. She hadn’t known what to expect going in and now flushed with gratitude for the consideration. She could try to cozy up to names and grades and give herself at least a chance of not being stampeded by the fast-coming week.

“That’ll give you an idea of where she was headed,” Tim said. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s your classroom now. But Kathy was one of our best, so it’ll come in handy.”

“I’m sure.”

“And we’ve got a grade-level PLC here, so—”

“PLC?”

“Professional learning community,” he said. “There’s support here. Not every school is like that, even within this district. We’ve got a good thing going. You’ll be among some really top-notch colleagues.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

He shifted his weight from foot to foot. Corpulent. There 
was a vocabulary word, and Tim Meyers embodied it. He was far from the middle-distance runner he had been in high school. But then, she too was a far distance from whatever she had been in those years.

“So, listen, it’s like I said on the phone, it’s for the next five months,” he said. “I can’t promise—”

“I know. Tim—Mr. Meyers—really, I’m just so appreciative. However it works out.”

He smiled at her. “What I was going to say was, I can’t promise anything, but I can be pretty sure we’re going to need a seventh-grade English teacher next fall. You do well, and there’s no reason you won’t be in line for the job.”

She adjusted the folders in her arms, rolling her shoulders to hike up her purse strap. “Like the Zen master says,” she said. “‘We’ll see.’”


Seven

Eric inched his pickup forward, then stopped again. Ahead of him, six cars up, the light went from fleeting amber to strident red, the fourth time he had seen the change without getting through.

“I told your mother it would be a zoo down here,” he said. “I told her.”

He turned to side-eye Claire, who slumped a bit as if sensing the fast turn of his mood. She pointed out the window.

“We’re really close,” she said.

Yeah, he thought, but it’s one of those so-close, so-far deals. Like being on the wrong side of a rushing stream when the bank you want to fish from is in sight but you don’t dare put a foot in the water. Left to his druthers, he would swing this thing around and go back to the house, if even that could be managed.

“The damn mall,” he said.

“Thank you for taking me, Grandpa.”

The light flipped to green, and Eric mashed the horn in the center of the steering wheel with the heel of his right hand, and the idling vehicles ahead of him lurched forward like a set of railcars jolted by the tug of a locomotive, slowly at first, then not nearly fast enough, then, finally, with fluidity. Green ceded again to yellow, and Eric goosed the accelerator and rode through on red, nearly up the tailpipe of the car directly ahead.

“Fuck it.”

“Grandpa!”

He looked to the girl and back again at the lineup, now queuing at the next—and last—light before the turn-in.

“What?” he said. “Did I offend you?”

“You’re not supposed to say that.”

“Who says?”

“Mom.”

This, Eric supposed, was neither the place nor the occasion to fill Claire in on the many creative ways her mother, his daughter, had foregone her own advice on profanity, most recently several weeks ago, when she had come to him with the request of a favor. There had been some back and forth, sure, but had he denied her anything? He had not. He had just wanted to know the terrain of what he was getting into here, and he had wanted to make his own boundaries clear, and here Jane had come with “I mean, fuck, Dad, do you really think I want to make this request of you?”

“I’m sorry,” he said now to Claire. “What should I say?”

“You can say eff it,” she offered. “Or farts. Dad sometimes says farts.”

“He does, does he?” That didn’t jibe with Eric’s recollected evenings of unrestrained jawboning with Paul, especially not after a couple of beers had loosened their tongues and added grandiosity to their memories of past exploits, but good on him for reining it in a bit around the girl.

A long, angry blast from behind them jolted Eric’s attention, and Claire pointed and said, “Grandpa, go,” and he released the brake, but not before the light flickered from green to yellow to red, and he jammed it to a halt again.

“Fuck,” he said.

“Grandpa!”

 

Northeast Mall was a damn monstrosity, a beast grown far beyond its humble beginnings when a trip down here had been easy enough, no mixmasters, no extreme congestion, no resultant indigestion. He couldn’t precisely remember the last time he’d been to the place, and that was neither hyperbole nor a nod to the things that were increasingly slipping away from his mind’s reach. It had just been a damned long time ago. There had been an occasion or two when Jane had been in that swale between having a bit of early teenage money and when she could drive herself, and Margery had begged off the chore for some reason or another, and he’d piled his daughter and some other girls into his work truck and dropped them off here. He didn’t much care for it then and didn’t expect his attitude was going to change now.

“Where do you want to go?” he asked Claire.

“I dunno.”

“Well, you got to pick something.”

“Ooh.” She pointed out the window as he circled on the access road. “There’s movies. Can we go?”
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