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Gone to Earth

You want to know why I didn’t call my partner/spouse/other half/love of my life back right away after we had an epic telephone fight? Well, there are a lot of reasons, but the main one may surprise you. 

I mean, of course the next day was hectic. Our plan was to move, after all. 

And getting Claire’s stuff packed up and out of her room was a lot more of a project than I’d been expecting. I hadn’t really slept after the fight with Ziggy. I had finished the laundry and packed and then got in bed and I guess I dozed a bit, but I kept waking up with spiky anxiety stabbing me in the sternum. Some time after sunrise, and after Ricky would have gone off shift, I got dressed and loaded my stuff into the car. 

Then I went to see if Claire was awake. She came to her door and opened it a tiny crack. “I’m not sure I’m up to having breakfast,” she said. 

“Are you all right?”

“Well, they say loss of appetite is typical of my condition.”

“I mean—”

“I’m not currently... oh, wait. No.” She hurried away suddenly. I got a hand in the door before it shut (yeah, that hand) and followed cautiously. She had shut the bathroom door between us but she was experiencing one of the common symptoms of her illness rather noisily. I felt a pang of guilt over the facetious conversation Court and I had after Christmas when Claire had had a hangover. No one deserves to be made nauseous, not even a toxic narcissist, okay? 

I went to the lobby and got myself some coffee and sugar-and-milked it heavily so I could drink it fast. Then I commandeered a chocolate chip muffin in a napkin. I also thought about turning in my key and checking out of my room, but then I thought: What if she’s too sick to move today? I decided to wait and do it later. If she was well enough to go, I could check us both out at the same time. 

Back at the room she was lying on the bed looking exhausted. She had gotten dressed but had curled up in the space where she’d slept, the covers bunched up around her but not covering her. 

“Ugh,” she said. 

“Ditto.” I looked around the room. “Are you up to getting out of here today?”

“I hope so. I was too ill last night to do my packing, though.” She didn’t open her eyes but waved her hand vaguely toward the rest of the room. “The only time the nausea stops is when I lie perfectly still and do nothing but breathe very, very slowly.”

“Okay, you just breathe then and I’ll see about packing up your things, all right?”

“All right.”

I concentrated on my own breathing. Deep breath in, let it out, deep breath in, let it out. I started with the dresser drawers. 

Remo, I discovered, had left some things behind in the closet. A brown flannel shirt, a fawn-colored ribbed turtleneck. They smelled faintly of booze and cigarettes, even though Remo didn’t smoke. I packed them, figuring I’d have to try to remember to give his clothes to him later. 

At some point I realized Claire was snoring. Well, at least one of us was getting some rest, and while she was asleep she wasn’t nauseous, so that was something. 

I packed all her things. It took a long time, or at least it seemed to. I had to improvise the best way to get all her little bottles of cosmetics and things into her suitcase using a couple of small shopping bags that hadn’t been thrown away yet. 

When she woke up, she sat up, and her eyes were yellow. 

“You don’t look so good,” I said. 

“Well, you’re not exactly a sight to behold either,” she sniffed. 

“No no, I mean, you look like maybe we should take you to an actual doctor.” I was suddenly afraid she was going to die right then and there. Or in the car on the way to the hospital. Why this fear was sudden, I don’t know, but it was. I mean, think about it. I was ready for her to die, but I wasn’t ready for her to die right then?

I know, I know. Emotions don’t have to make sense, Daron. That’s why they’re emotions and not rational thoughts. 

“Do you still feel sick to your stomach?”

She put a hand on her middle. “It’s not as bad as it was, but it doesn’t feel good, let’s put it that way.”

“Jeez. The last person I saw who looked that yellow was—” I cut myself off suddenly. “Um.”

“Let me guess. Your father.” She glared into the middle distance as if he were out there somewhere to receive her ire. 

“Um, yeah. How’d you guess?”

“Courtney told me about his liver problems.” She trained her gaze on me then. “And now he’s mooching from Lilibeth? Ugh.” She shook her head. “I suppose you had better get me to a doctor. I can’t bear the thought that he’s going to outlive me. And maybe they can give me something to relieve the pain.”

“Okay, where’s the number to your doctor?”

She sighed heavily and got a tiny notebook out of her purse. “Here. I’m not sure which one of these is going to be best.”

There was a page that was just the names of doctors and their phone numbers. I figured I would try the one at the top. That turned out to be a surgeon whose answering service said he would get back to me. They suggested I contact her primary care provider. She seemed to not think she had one, or not under that name, so I kept working my way down the list until I got a nurse on the phone who actually knew who I was talking about. 

“And who are you again?” She had a Southern lilt and a gritty edge to her voice. 

“I’m her son. She’s right here,” I said. “But she doesn’t feel well enough to talk.” Which was half-true. 

“All right. And you say she’s jaundiced and vomiting?”

“Yeah. Is there something wrong with her liver, too?”

“You are aware that your mother has cancer of the pancreas, are you not?” 

“Um, yeah, but no one’s actually told me what the pancreas does.”

“Well, I’m not going to give you a medical degree over the phone, but I can tell you that as the cancer affects the pancreas, the bile ducts are negatively impacted. And when bile is negatively impacted, the entire GI tract and digestive system are negatively impacted.”

I couldn’t hear the word “impacted” without thinking about wisdom teeth, but that wasn’t how she meant the word. “But has the cancer spread to her liver?”

“What I’m saying is that anything that causes bile to build up will cause jaundice and that this is likely a result of your mother’s pre-existing condition and not a new condition.” 

“Oh, okay. That’s... good, I guess. Is there anything we can do for her?”

Claire piped up from the bed. “I’m having sharp pains in my stomach now.”

“She’s having sharp pains in her stomach now, she says.”

“If you can get here by noon, I can fit you in a quick slot right when the doctor gets back.”

“Great. Can you give me the address and, um, directions? I haven’t driven there before.” I felt proud of myself for remembering to ask. I wrote down what she told me. The office was at least a forty-five-minute drive, maybe closer to an hour. But that would put us closer to the bungalow. 

Claire and I decided to check out of the motel and just go with all our things in the car to the doctor’s office, and then go right to the bungalow from there.

We were just starting to move her things into the car when the maid came to clean her room. She was a teenage girl—another relative or friend of the management I think, but I never got her name—and she cheerfully helped us tote the stuff to the car. She had barrettes with butterflies on them in her straight blonde hair and a collection of bracelets on one wrist. 

“Sure is going to be dull around here with you leaving,” she said. 

“Yeah, Ricky said something like that, too,” I said, and then kicked myself for bringing him up. 

She giggled, and shook her bracelets at me as we walked back to the room. “Hey, I like your style.”

I held up my left wrist, which had its usual assortment of things around it. “It’s funny. I didn’t really intend to make a fashion statement, but somehow I’ve accumulated a bunch of things. Most of them are gifts from people I’ve met along my travels.”

“Oh, that’s cool.”

I told her about the beaded one from the Native American woman in Colorado—wasn’t that Colorado? we might have been in another state by then—and the one Ziggy made and a couple of the others. (I can’t remember if I told you about the leather one with the flat studs on it yet. Um, maybe not. Anyway.) 

She had stars in her eyes, I’m not kidding. “That is so cool.” Hers were mostly colored versions of the black rubber gaskets that were popular when I was her age and beaded “friendship” bracelets. She showed me one with the letters WWJD on it. 

“It’s so corny, I know, but it stands for What Would Jesus Do? My Bible camp boyfriend’s name was John, though, and he gave it to me, and so to me it’s also What Would John Do.” She kind of winked and then rolled her eyes. “Or, you know, not do. Bible camp and all.” 

“Yeah, of course,” I said, as if I knew. Well, maybe I did know. I know all about what it’s like to have sex that your society disapproves of. “I take it that’s a thing? WWJD, I mean.”

“Oh yeah, it’s totally a thing.” Apparently Christian youth around the country had adopted Jesus as a fashion accessory. I suppose that’s no more or less surprising than the existence of Christian rock.

I went back for one last check of the room to find Claire sitting on the corner of the bed, looking very yellow. The girl said goodbye and then went to finish cleaning the room next door. 

Claire looked around somewhat surreptitiously. “Is she gone?”

“She’s busy,” I said, glancing into the hallway. 

“Would it be terrible of me to borrow the trash can from the bathroom?” she asked. “I feel that may be the best way to ensure you aren’t charged a cleaning fee when you return your rental car.” 

Aha. “If you really feel terrible about it, let’s leave a twenty as a tip.”

“All right.”

“I’ve got one,” I said, digging into my pocket. “You go on ahead.”

She got up and exited. I put a twenty-dollar bill on the nightstand along with an elastic string of beads with a tiny sticker of Jesus on one of them that I’d picked up somewhere in South America. 

Claire was silent for the entire car ride, the small wastebasket perched on her knees, her eyes closed, doing her deep breathing. 

That left me free to obsess over Ziggy for a good hour. WWZD? What would Ziggy do if he were in my position? I decided that trying to answer that question would help me understand what was going on. 

Of course, figuring out what Ziggy would do was a long and complex exercise that required input from a lot of people, which was time consuming to collect—because the one thing the bungalow didn’t have, besides on-site laundry, was a working phone. 

 


Dig for Fire

At the doctor’s office they took her into a room right away while I sat alone in the waiting room. I paged a little through a two-month-old People magazine but really didn’t absorb much and ended up just sitting there, thinking about Ziggy. 

The waiting room slowly filled up, and they took more people into the back, and I wondered why it was taking so long. What were they doing to her, exactly? It sank in when an older man rushed in, taking off his coat as he crossed the waiting room and went directly into the back. The doctor was in, finally. 

I went back to thinking about Ziggy. You’d think I’d be in a panic, but I wasn’t. If him hanging up on me was supposed to send me into a tizzy, well, it didn’t. Was I upset and worried? Yes. Was I freaking out? No. There’s a difference, and I was glad to realize that. 

Okay. I had fucked up big time by not going to New York. That much was obvious, even if previously it had not been obvious to me why I should have gone. I’d never dealt with someone like Jordan dying before, and I really just had no clue. And all the people telling me I should have known better weren’t louder than the million or so voices that had been telling me all my life that I should have known better than to—for example—get into a relationship with my lead singer. Or any number of other things that were “obvious” to society but were obviously not for me. 

I started writing him a note—Ziggy, I mean—to get my thoughts in order. Yeah, in the lyrics notebook that I had started writing all of Claire’s medical details down in. I didn’t even think at the time that it was a big metaphor—my notebook is where I write down anything important, so it was just logical—but thinking back on it now... Anyway. Here’s what I wrote: 

 

I wish you’d told me how you felt before you went. If you felt like I was abandoning you, you could have said so instead of blaming me for not knowing you felt that way. Or did you not know you felt that way until you got there? I was upset with you for a similar reason, for you not knowing that I felt obligated to stay here. But now that I think about it, I know you know I felt that way, so it feels like you ignored it or didn’t want to deal with the fact I felt that way. How’s it going to work in the future? If one of us feels conflicted about something, shouldn’t we be helping each other to make the choice? You’re right. I made a choice and stuck to it without reconsidering it. But so did you, so I’d like to get past the blaming each other and onto the part where we figure out what we’re going to do differently next time. 

 

It looked reasonable when I read it back to myself, but I had a feeling if I said this to Ziggy he’d skewer it full of holes within seconds. So I was back to really thinking about what was going through his head. 

Except a nurse was trying to get my attention. “The doctor would like to speak with you.”

“Oh, sure.”

I followed her from the waiting room into the back area where the exam rooms were. This was another one of those low, stand-alone buildings, so it was a bit like a house where the living room/dining room was the waiting area and the bedrooms were the exam rooms. Except there was no proper kitchen, I don’t think. 

The nurse led me to a small office, past several doors that must have been exam rooms. The man in the white coat behind the desk stood up and shook my hand. It was the same guy who had hurried in earlier. “Doctor Gandy,” he said, as he let go of my hand and looked me up and down with a slight frown. 

I can’t imagine what he disapproved of. My jeans only had one or two visible holes. I guess he was expecting someone more like Remo and less like me? Someone without red streaks in his long hair, I would guess?

“I didn’t expect you to be so... young,” he said. 

“Don’t let Claire hear you say that or she’ll sulk for a week about being an old lady,” I told him. “She still can’t get over the fact she has a grandchild.”

“Yours?” He sounded alarmed.

“My sister’s. But I’m twenty-four. I thought most people around here were already married with kids by my age?”

“Oh, I, well,” he sputtered and indicated I should sit down. It was obvious to me my age wasn’t the issue at all. He looked around like maybe there was some other alternative, but there was just me. “What happened to the other gentleman who was with her?”

Aha, so he was expecting Remo. “He had to get back to some other responsibilities,” I said. 

“So you’re her primary caregiver now?”

“I thought you were her primary care provider?”

He stared at me a second. “You have the words mixed up, son.”

“Okay.”

“What happened to your sister? Is she still living with her?”

“No. They had a falling out.”

He grimaced like he didn’t really want to know any more. “Well, I suppose I should inform you then that the yellowing is normal for someone in her condition.”

“So the cancer hasn’t, like, spread to her liver or something.”

“No. But it can block the bile ducts, so the result is similar in terms of jaundice and other symptoms, including nausea and loss of appetite.” He went on for a while in that vein, from which I gathered that whether it was too much bile or not enough, it fucked up the digestive system. And if the digestive system was fucked up, so was everything else. 

“So you’re saying don’t worry if she’s yellow and puking.”

“Oh, you should certainly worry, but at least it’s not anything new.”

“Okay, but won’t the chemo make things better?” 

Here he sighed. “That’s a question for her oncologist, Dr. Taylor. I only handle the small stuff.”

I left his office with a prescription for anti-nausea meds. I didn’t even know there was such a thing or I might have been outraged that she didn’t already have such a thing. I found her sitting in the waiting room. 

We got in the car and headed toward a strip mall that had both a grocery store and a pharmacy, at least according to the receptionist. 

“Your doctor filled me in on your jaundice,” I said, as we got onto a county road. 

“Oh, did he now?”

“Yeah. Wait, didn’t he tell you, too?”

“Not as such.” She sniffed. 

I really could not tell how much of it was that she didn’t want to know, and how much of it was some weird patrician thing where the doctor told the man in charge—me—instead of her, what was going on with her. It felt a lot more like it was the doctor’s usual way of doing things than something that was at Claire’s insistence.

We drove for another ten minutes, then fifteen, and we hadn’t seen the grocery store yet. I finally gave up and pulled into a rather bare-bones-looking gas station to try to ask directions. Claire made a noise of frustration. 

“Look, I think we’re lost. I’m going to ask directions,” I told her. 

“How sensible.” Her tone was mulish, but so what. 

I went and talked to the cashier and concluded I’d turned the wrong way on the county road. I got back in the car and told her this: “So if we go fifteen minutes back that direction, then another five or ten, we should come to it.”

She made another anguished noise and said, “Dammit.” 

“What? What’s wrong?”

“It’s just...” She wrung the handles of her purse in her hands so hard I thought she might damage it. “Now I’m hungry. I haven’t eaten since yesterday, and now it’ll be even longer, and oh, poo.” 

Hm. I reached into the pocket of my hoodie and pulled out the napkin, which still held a now somewhat smushed but largely intact chocolate chip muffin. I handed it to her. 

She stared at it in disbelief, then took it from me and broke off a piece. Before she could put it in her mouth, though, she started to cry. 

“Claire—”

“Oh my goodness, don’t think I’m ungrateful. I’m beyond grateful.” She wiped at her tears and pulled herself together with a few deep breaths. Then she ate a bite and took a few more breaths. When she got halfway through the muffin, she paused to say, “It’s just, this thought hit me. When you handed it to me. That’s the sort of thing a mother’s supposed to do for her child when her child’s hungry.”

I didn’t ever remember a cookie or a packet of crackers coming out of my mother’s purse when I was hungry as a child. 

Apparently neither did Claire, and that’s why she was crying. “You know I did my best, don’t you?” she asked. “I was far from the best mother—I know that. But I did what I could with what I had.”

It’s funny. What she was doing was not really apologizing. She wasn’t apologizing at all. She was confessing, though, which sort of implied she was asking for forgiveness. 

I just started the car. “That muffin’s probably kind of dry,” I said. “Keep an eye out for a convenience store where we can grab some coffee.”

She fell silent to finish eating the muffin and stayed silent for the rest of the drive, she absorbed with her thoughts and I with mine. 

 


Snacks and Candy

We made it to the grocery store. While walking up and down the aisles with Claire, I had an uncomfortable but probably inevitable flashback to that time I walked around in a grocery store in California. You remember: that time I gave myself heatstroke after Ziggy left for India. 

I told myself this time wasn’t going to be nearly that bad. You’re going to figure this out. Neither of you is leaving the country this time. 

Or so I hoped, anyway. 

“Oh, I haven’t seen these in a million years.” Claire had found something, some kind of cookies, maybe? She looked like she was about to put the package back.

“Get them,” I said. 

“Oh, I—”

“Claire. Anything that you’d enjoy eating you should get. Anything that’ll spark your appetite is good. The doctor said if you don’t eat, you can’t fight.” I didn’t use the word “cancer” aloud in the store. I knew it would freak some people out—or at least Claire would be worried that it would. 

“Did he say that?”

“He did. This is the one time in life you shouldn’t be cutting calories.” 

“Oh. Well.” She got more enthusiastic at that point. I just pushed the cart and thought about Ziggy while she filled it up with things. I made sure some packets of ramen and macaroni and cheese went in. I knew I could live on those if necessary. 

I found myself thinking about shopping with Jonathan. I hadn’t realized it, but a kind of vestige of a checklist was in my head from those days: pasta, sauce, meat. Lettuce, tomato, cheese. Steak, potato, spinach. Yogurt, butter, bread. 

We bought most of those things, I think. I was in a bit of a fog. 

Do you remember back when grocery stores didn’t take credit cards? I don’t remember now if this one did, but probably not. 

One thing I do remember buying is a bucket of fried chicken in the meat department. Hot fried chicken. I was fairly ravenous by then despite being pretty out of it, and Claire was, too. 

We sat in the car eating it with our hands and feeling not the slightest bit bad about it. I think she enjoyed it. I didn’t have to talk her into it or convince her it was okay or anything. That was pretty amazing, actually. Like I had to stop and think, Who is this woman and what did you do with my mother? There would probably be a backlash later, but right then all I could think was that I was being a good influence on her. 

We pulled up to the bungalow in the mid-afternoon with our packed car and set about moving in. Claire declared herself exhausted and said she was going to lie down, but then she made a dozen or so trips to bring all the groceries and some of the lighter bags in. It really didn’t take that long to get the car unloaded. I only made a few trips more than she did, and when I came in for the last time, she was just finished putting the groceries away. 

“That was quick,” I said, as she stacked the folded paper bags on the counter. 

“It’s quick and easy to put groceries away when the fridge is clean and empty,” she remarked. And then she went to lie down like she had planned. 

So, belly full, mother settled—time for me to make some calls. 

That was when I discovered the phone was dead. It hadn’t occurred to me the phone wouldn’t work at all. I’d assumed there would be no long-distance service, and I had been counting on being able to make calling card and collect calls. But there was no dial tone, nothing. I couldn’t tell if it was the phone itself or the phone line or what. Crap. 

So, I had my head up my ass, but at least it wasn’t so far up there that I couldn’t tell that I had my head up my ass, you know? 

I knew I had my head up my ass because when I realized the phone at the bungalow didn’t work, the thing I felt the worst about—and which I obsessed over a little bit—was that I’d bragged to Carynne on her answering machine that I had taken care of something on my own. It really stung, though. When was the last time I was that mortified? It was an awful feeling, and I could not stop thinking about it: what a fool I made of myself, what an ass I was. 

I was more bothered about that than I was over the fact itself that we didn’t have a phone. I resolved to go out to the payphone at the gas station on the highway and call Carynne. Later. After a nap and probably after dinner, when I hoped I’d be more ready to admit how stupid I’d been. 

If only. 

 


She’s Mad

I woke up from a nap a while later. It was dark but, you know, it was winter, so it was only like six o’clock? Claire was out cold. 

She had picked the bedroom with the window that faced the back. I’d tried to steer her toward the other one, which only had a small side window, because having less exposure to the outside walls meant it was better insulated and therefore warmer. But, as you might have gathered, when Claire knew what she wanted there was no deterring her. 

She was bundled under the covers, sleeping in a ball, her mouth open and snoring lightly. I decided not to wake her. 

I wasn’t hungry yet and thought maybe the best idea would be for me to go up to the gas station and try to figure out the phone situation. So I got in the car and drove out to the main road and on up to the intersection with the county road. The gas station was another mile or so toward the interstate. It was maybe a six- or seven-minute drive, which isn’t far by most reckoning, but that meant a half hour or more to walk. Not something that would be convenient to do. 

I put gas in the car while I was thinking of it, and felt good about remembering to do so for about half a second before I sort of crushed myself with the whole sarcastic Oh yeah, soooo competent, now if only the reason you were at the gas station in the first place weren’t your incompetence...?

I was really embarrassed about the whole thing and I didn’t even know why. 

The first call I made was to our landlady, but she didn’t pick up the phone. I left a voice mail saying I’d just discovered there was no phone service—that is, there was a phone, so I thought that had meant it would work, but it didn’t, and I didn’t know whether to call the phone company or what, and could she give me a clue about it? 

I tried Carynne next and didn’t get her. I left her a voice mail, too. 

It was chilly, and the pay phone was on the outside of the gas station. I was bundled up pretty good but, you know, no hat, no gloves, because I had convinced myself it wasn’t that cold compared to New England. In fact, it turns out, forty-eight degrees is the same amount cold no matter what your latitude, but let’s not talk about that right now. 

I decided to call Sarah. 

Having just left two voice mails, I was primed to leave a third one, and then when she picked up the phone I wasn’t really ready to talk. My “Hello?” was a startled noise. 

“Daron? Is that you?”

“Yeah. Hi. Um. Hi from Tennessee. I’m still here. I’m still sorry. Are you still mad?”

“What? Hang on.” I heard rustling and then she came back, presumably after moving to a more comfortable place to talk or something. “Am I still mad about what? You not coming to Jordan’s thing?”

“Yeah, isn’t that what you were mad about? Or was there something else you didn’t tell me?”

“No, that was the main thing. I mean, I’m mad about Jordan dying in general, but he’s not around to be mad at, so maybe I’m taking it out on the people around me. I don’t know. Death fucks up a lot of things.”

“Um, yeah.” I tucked my bad hand under my arm and held the phone receiver in the other. “Do you even remember calling me?”

“Vaguely. I remember it being a pain in the ass to track down your number.”

“Yeah, well, it’s going to be even harder to track my number down for a while because I’m in a place that doesn’t have one.”

“What? Because you’re avoiding me?”

“No! Nothing like that. We moved out of the motel into a vacation cottage, but we have to get phone service set up, I guess. Or something.” The wind blew my hair into my eyes and mouth. I huddled against the wall of the gas station and ignored the fact it was leaving white dust on me. “Sarah, I need your advice about Ziggy.”

“My advice about your... husband? Spouse? What word are you guys using, anyway?”

“Uh, we really haven’t settled on one.”

“Well, my advice about your Significant Other is you should let him cool off a bit. And let him see his damn shrink. Which he’s supposed to this week anyway, while he’s in the city.”

“You think so?”

“I do. Even without the Jordan thing, D. He arrived here with his head all twisted out of shape.”

“He told me he feels emotionally abandoned.”

“Did he use those words?”

“Not those exact words, but I think that’s the gist.” 

She sighed. “Okay, I’m going to say this before I lose my nerve. Daron. I love you and I value you as a peer and a friend. But I can’t get in the middle of you two. I mean, I can’t choose between you.”

“Um, why would you have to choose between us?”

“Because if you break up, I’ll have to pick which one of you to stay friends with, and that will absolutely fucking suck for everyone, but you and me especially. So you had better get your shit figured out.”

“I’m trying.”

“And that’s the thing I mean about how I can’t get in the middle. I want you to work out your shit and I want to help if I can, but you are both such needy bitches!”

That startled a laugh out of me, even though I didn’t feel at all mirthful. “Okay, so tell me how to talk to him. What does he need from me? Besides going back in time and flying to New York with him?”

“You said he feels emotionally abandoned? The problem with that is he can feel like that even when you’re there, if you pull into yourself. You’re like a pill bug sometimes, D.”

“A pill bug?”

“You know what I mean. Like one of those insects that balls up like a teeny armadillo?”

“Um, I can imagine it, anyway.”

“If I had to guess, I would guess that you are balled up tighter than a pill bug right now because you’ve been taking shots left and right from your mom and family, and even if he knows it intellectually isn’t his fault, emotionally Ziggy feels like you’ve pulled away from him.”

“Huh.” It was a plausible theory, I supposed. I didn’t feel particularly armored right then. But I was probably a bad judge of that. And even if I wasn’t, it was about how it felt to Zig. “But you think I should wait to talk to him until after he sees his therapist?”

“I think it’ll be more productive and you’ll be less likely to scream at each other, anyway.”

“I suppose I should find out when the appointment is.” 

“I think it’s tomorrow, but I could be wrong. Barrett knows, I’m sure. One thing that is great about Ziggy, and about sharing a manager with him: I never come across as a drama queen by comparison.” She chuckled. “It’s nice to not be the center of attention once in a while.”

Ziggy had said something to that effect to me when we’d first arrived in Tennessee, but I wondered if part of his current upset wasn’t that he’d just spent over a month in the background. Just a hanger-on to my family drama. 

I was still mulling over that and Sarah’s advice not to call him, and her theory that I had made myself emotionally inaccessible to protect myself, when I got back to the bungalow. I parked in the carport. I could see a light on in the front window. 

Claire confronted me the moment I came through the front door. “Where did you go! I woke up and you were gone and I had no idea where you were!”

“I just went up the road to use the payphone to call our landl—”

“You gave me such a fright! What if I’d had an attack while you were gone?”

“An attack? Of—?”

“I might vomit so hard that I rupture myself,” she babbled, gripping the edges of my jacket like she was going to drown if she didn’t hang on. “I might bleed to death. My spleen might give out. I might have a seizure.”

And on it went. Far as I know, she had never had a seizure and that wasn’t a symptom we were expecting, but maybe she was serious about rupturing herself. I didn’t even think her spleen was involved. As with Ziggy, I reminded myself the facts didn’t matter as much as the way she felt. And what she felt most was... fear. She was terrified. This wasn’t pearl-clutching, hand-on-forehead drama queen acting. This was a total breakdown.

I ended up hugging her when she broke down into tears. What could I say? It was all going to be okay? That was too close to flat-out lying to her. I settled for, “I’m here. I’m right here.”

Her sobs eventually devolved to hiccups and then to breaths with the occasional gasp. And when she could use words again, she said, “I know it’s coming. I’m going to waste away to nothing while hooked up to a pile of machines in a hospital, or I’m going to die here, choking on my own blood from organ failure. Or worse.” 

Or worse? I didn’t want to know what worse she could imagine. She was shaking. 

Remember when I said we had been trying to find a grocery store that was next to a pharmacy? I didn’t tell you about the pharmacy. We’d picked up a couple of prescriptions. One was for nausea.

One was for pain. 

“Claire,” I said, trying to let go of her, but she wasn’t letting go of me. “Claire, why don’t you take one of the pills we got today?”

“Those are for when the pain gets bad,” she said, voice shaking. “Because it will.”

“I’d say you’re in mental anguish right now, and that counts as pain.”

She looked up at me with her wrecked eyes then. “Are you sure?”

Should I have known better? Should I have said something else? “I’m sure.”

“Are you sure?” she repeated. 

“Yes, I’m sure. Come on. Let’s have some chicken soup and Vicodin. Cures for all ailments.”

I got a chuckle out of her with that. “Well, if you say so.” 

I counted how many vikes were in the bottle. Not very many, truth be told. I started making a list of people to call tomorrow, and I put Flip at the top of the list. 

 


Call It What You Want

Go on and place your bets now about how long it was before I talked to Ziggy. Go on. I’m sure some of you are numbering the days, while others are thinking of weeks and months. It’s okay. I remember vividly how long some of our previous “separations” were and I know you do, too. 

But like I said, I called Flip first. He had been expecting me. We’d talked on Christmas and he’d been preparing for this eventuality. 

“How far are you from Nashville?” he asked. 

“Um, I’m not sure. I think we’re sort of between Nashville and Memphis?”

“Well, they’re only three hours apart.” Flip had probably traveled between the two cities as a roadie dozens of times. “So you’re probably an hour-and-a-half, two hours?”

“I guess?”

“You really have no idea where you are, do you.”

“I couldn’t point to it on a map, no, but I know how to get from here to where I need to go.” As it turned out, I was wrong about where we were on the map, but it didn’t really matter. 

“Just give me the address and AAA will do the rest,” he said. So I did. “I can be there by Sunday.”

“Okay. We might go to church on Sunday, though, I’ll warn you. My mother might want to go. It’ll depend on how she feels.”

“I’ll try to come around dinner time. If you’re not there, I can take care of myself.”

“You can page me when you’re on the way.”

“Sounds good. Tell me again, though, how you ended up taking your mom to the woods?”

“I’ll tell you when you get here.”

“All right.”

There was still no answer from our landlady. 

I decided to call Janine to tell her we were all right. I got her machine. Jake’s voice was on the message now. Interesting. I told her we were settled and didn’t say much more than that. 

I tried Courtney at the Allston house, didn’t reach her, but I did chat with Christian a little. “You keeping up with your pull-ups and stuff?” he asked.

“No,” I admitted. “My grip’s still uneven from the accident and all.”

“Ah, that sucks.”

“I’m sure it’ll get better,” I said, but in fact I wasn’t sure of that at all. I’d fallen off the wagon with my exercises weeks ago. 

I went back to the bungalow after picking up some newspapers and discovered Claire was cooking. 

“What are you making?” It smelled like bacon, and as I came over to the cooktop I saw strips of cooked bacon sitting on a paper towel. She was unwrapping slices of cheese and lining them up on four pieces of bread. 

“Sandwiches,” she said. 

I didn’t question whether she felt up to eating a sandwich. She obviously did, since she was obviously making them for both of us. She put the bacon in with the cheese and grilled the sandwiches in the leftover bacon grease in the frying pan. She cut them diagonally and put them on plates with sprigs of parsley like in a diner. I didn’t even remember buying parsley. 

Although it was a little chilly, in the high 40s, we sat on the back porch to eat and look at the woods. There was a lake not far through the woods, but we couldn’t actually see it from where we were. What we could see was mostly trees. 

It was strangely peaceful. Claire had been much quieter for the past two days than she’d ever been before. The constant stream of complaints and delusions had stopped, at least for a while. We sat there on wooden chairs just listening to the wind in the trees, and I found it soothing. Trees don’t care about your problems. Trees don’t have lawsuits or communication problems with their significant others. 

It was a really good sandwich. I didn’t remember her making them like that when I was a kid. I decided not to say that, though. I’m pretty sure when I was a kid she’d quit cooking with fat for a while. She might have made us all give up cheese for a while, too. And I’m sure there was a point where she’d stopped cooking bacon because of the nitrate scare. 

They cause cancer, you know. 

My pager buzzed in my pocket and I pulled it out to look at it. My heart twisted in my rib cage. That was Ziggy’s number. 

So if you had thirty-six hours in the pool of how long it would be before I talked to Ziggy again, you win. 

 


Wish You Were Here

I drove to the gas station, but I didn’t relish the thought of standing in the cold to talk to Ziggy. I didn’t know where else to go, though. 

So I asked the attendant, who at that time was a dark-haired, somewhat dark-skinned man. I couldn’t have told you what ethnicity he was, only that after seeing mostly white folks around there, he looked a little surprising to me. 

He suggested I try a truck stop about fifteen or twenty miles down the interstate, or maybe a lunch counter about ten miles down the county road. I thanked him and got back in the car and dithered. If I tried the lunch counter and it was one of those little places where the phone didn’t actually work, or he was wrong about there being one there, then it was a thirty-minute drive to turn around and try the truck stop. The truck stop seemed more likely to have working phones, and probably more of them, but it was farther away. 

And it felt like every minute counted. For every minute it took me to reply to Ziggy’s page, he might be one minute closer to having to go somewhere. Plus, Claire had chirped anxiously at me as I was leaving and I’d promised I wouldn’t be too long. 

“Is he still angry with you?” she had asked. 

“I assume so, but who knows.”

“He does seem very... changeable.” She had dark circles under her eyes. “But I get the feeling he has a long memory.”

“Yeah.” I truly believed that if Ziggy convinced himself he should be happy about something, he could make himself be happy about something. But the opposite was probably also true. “I better go call him right away.”

She was sitting on the loveseat (there was no couch) and she lay her head on her folded arms on the armrest. “He’s not going to want to come out here, is he? To this... swamp?”

“It’s not a swamp.”

“I know it isn’t. It’s rather lovely here. But that’s what he’s going to say when he sees it. You know he will. And he’s going to look at the bed in your room and...” She made a face that was a strangely credible imitation of Ziggy’s sneer. “And you’ll end up sleeping on the floor. Or out here. You won’t be gone long, will you?”

“I’m going to call him and then I’ll come right back. I might talk to him for a while though.”

“Just don’t be too long.”

“And it’ll take me a while to get to and from a phone.”

“I know. But you know. No woman likes to be left alone and defenseless. No matter how lovely the surroundings.”

What I thought as I got into the car was, She thinks it’s lovely? That’s amazing. She’d called it lovely twice, in fact. I guess it was dawning on me that I had been expecting a string of complaints, just like she had complained constantly about Janine’s house. 

The truck stop, on the other hand, was not what I would call lovely, but it did at least have a couple of indoor payphones, and they each had an actual booth like you’d find outdoors, except these were mounted inside along a wall near the restrooms. 

It was the middle of the day, which wasn’t the busiest time for truckers to be there. I got into a booth and started typing in numbers. There was even a little fold-down seat inside there. 

And then, wouldn’t you know it, I got his machine. 

“Hey, got your page,” I said, trying hard to sound normal. What does it mean to sound normal at a time like that? I just imitated a calmer, less-upset version of myself. Maybe if I acted like we weren’t about to have another heart-cavity eviscerating argument, then we wouldn’t. 

“I’m at a truck stop in... somewhere. I don’t even know. We’ve got some issues with the phone at the rental place. So, yeah. Apparently I’m lucky my pager even gets signal out there. At least according to the guy at the gas station nearest to us. There’s a phone there but it’s outside and... and yeah. Okay. Sounds like you’re not there. I missed you. I guess I’ll wait a little and try calling you in a while. This phone doesn’t take incoming calls, unfortunately, so—”

“I’m here! I knew that would happen. I miss you, too.” He sounded out of breath. “I miss you desperately.” 

I had to process for a couple of seconds. Oh, he thought I’d said that I missed him as in I was longing for him, as opposed to I had missed reaching him by phone. Well, okay, I guess that was a misunderstanding that for once worked in our favor? “You knew what would happen?”

“That the second I walked away from the phone, you were going to call. Murphy’s Law and all that.”

“Ha. And what I was thinking when I got your machine was dammit, of course, too.”

We both chuckled a little. If you didn’t know us, you might have thought it was a kind of normal conversation. But that’s where the acting like everything was hunky dory ran out. We hit a stretch of silence then. 

I decided to just try an apology. Because I really did mean it. “Look. I’m sorry if the whole moving to a cabin in the woods thing caught you by surprise. It wasn’t meant to be me running away or anything like that. But, you know, things are moving really fast and I’m doing the best I can.”

He sighed. “I know you are. But I’m still really miffed that you let your mother get between us like this.”

“It’s not her fault she’s got cancer.”

“You misunderstand me. I don’t mean her existence is getting between us. I mean she’s actively pushing us apart and I’m kind of upset that you’ve fallen for it.”

“Wait, what? What are you talking about?”

“Oh, come on.” He made an exasperated noise. “Whose idea was it to move to the woods? Who picked the cabin?”

“I did. And it was my idea.” I swear I really thought it was my idea. But come to think of it, Claire had been going through the real estate listings with me. I’d picked this one to look at first because... she’d been the most enthusiastic about it. “I mean, it makes sense, doesn’t it? You’re right that I should have told you or asked you. But you also weren’t here and weren’t easily accessible. Sometimes we’re going to have to operate independently of each other, Zig. We’re going to be on separate continents some of the time. That’s just a fact.”

“Yeah, I know. I—” He sucked in a quick breath. “Wait. Is that your way of saying you’re a definite no to a Japan tour?”

“Jeezus Christ, Ziggy. I wasn’t saying anything other than the words that came out of my mouth. That’s you who means two or more things with every word, not me. And by the way, how many times do I have to say let’s not repeat what happened in South America?”

“So let’s not repeat it. Let’s figure out how to make it work. Whatever changes I have to make, I want to make them.”

It struck me then that he really believed he could change himself, and maybe even the world around him, enough to make it a completely different experience. But he couldn’t change me. 

This wasn’t the conversation I was expecting to have, but it was the one we were having. “I’ve been thinking about this a lot, you know. About what all went wrong.” Not to mention talking with my shrink about it. “But if I can’t stay sane when you literally brought all the people who are my support system along, then I really don’t know what else to try.”

“How about try being healthy first,” he said. “I mean physically.”

A sudden spike of rage hit me and I slammed my hand against the glass, which startled the guy in the next phone booth over. “What do you think I’ve been saying—!” I sucked air through my teeth. “You have to stop pushing me about this, Ziggy! I don’t know when I’m going to be better! I might never be!” Oh shit, oh god, when you say it out loud like that, it just hits home so hard. 

It hit both of us that hard. I started crying and so did he, though I didn’t hear it at first. 

He made himself talk first. “Okay, you know what? Although it’s possible it’s true, I think the only reason you just said that is depression talking.”

“Oh, gee, I can’t imagine what on Earth might be bumming me out.” I blew my nose on a napkin from my pocket. 

He didn’t snark back at me, though. He just agreed. “Exactly. It’s not a surprise. Being with your family in Tennessee was one of the most depressing experiences of my life. And I didn’t even realize it until I was out of there. Shit. I’m being too hard on you. You’ve got a million reasons to be depressed and not in your right mind.”

I remembered what Sarah had said about him going to see his shrink. I began to feel... surprisingly grounded. “Yeah, well.”

Another long silence, but during this one I felt like calm descended. Okay. “Are you coming back?”

“I was going to ask you the same thing.”

“I meant to Tennessee.”

“I meant to me.”

“I know you did.” I sighed. “Look. I’m here for at least a few more weeks. I’m pretty sure at some point I’ll convince Courtney to at least switch off with me. At least, I hope I can. Besides, I’m pretty sure the legal stuff I just got means I’m going to have no choice but to show up in court.”

“Jeez,” Ziggy said in his when-it-rains-it-pours voice. “Look. I’m tied up here for a few more days at least. You know what that means.”

“No, what?”

He chuckled. “Have you looked at a calendar lately?”

“Not really, why?”

“Tomorrow is Valentine’s Day, dear one.”

“Oh.” Come to think of it, the pharmacy did have a lot of red foil hearts on display, and they weren’t about cardiology. “Right. I, um, didn’t get you anything.”

“I didn’t get you anything, either. I figured we should talk about whether we’re going to be the kind of couple who expects to observe that kind of tradition and if so, how.”

“What do you mean, how?”

“I mean, you know, bouquet of roses and a box of chocolates?”

“Oh, come on. You know how I feel about cliches.”

“Cliche, cli-shmay. I love roses and chocolate anyway.”

“Roses are red, all cats are grey, I love you more than I hate cliches.” I made myself smile with that one. 

“Ooh, bonus points for Cure reference,” he said, and I got the feeling he was smiling, too. “Look. It’s been good for me to get away and clear my head, even if what your mother wants is to get rid of me.”

“She doesn’t want to get rid of you.” As I was saying it, though, I could hear the things she’d said. About how Ziggy wouldn’t like the bungalow, and other things. She never came right out and said I shouldn’t ask Ziggy to come stay with us, no, never something as obvious as that. But now looking at it through Ziggy’s mirror-shaded glasses I could see there was definitely a chance Claire had influenced my thinking. “I think she just doesn’t trust you, and she’s afraid you’ll influence me to make decisions that aren’t in her best interest.”

“No kidding, dear one. She’s afraid I’ll take you away from her.”

“But then why does she want you to stay away? That only increases the chances that I’ll leave to go be with you.”

“Fears don’t always make sense,” he said. “In fact, they usually don’t. If we could make sense out of them, we’d be less afraid.”

“Or at least Claire would. She doesn’t make sense of much and that’s why she’s so afraid, maybe,” I ventured. “Shit, it’s really Valentine’s Day tomorrow?”

“It really is.”

“I really do miss you,” I said then, in case he listened back to the answering machine tape and realized what I’d said earlier. 

“I miss you, too. I miss you because I love you.”

“I love you, too.” Wow, that came out so easily, for both of us. More easily than it ever had. More easily than I expected, given that we’d fought so recently. But it was true. Each of us had fought the realization at times in our lives, and yet each of us had come to it eventually. 

“I can’t get away for a while.”

“I know.”

And that was where we left it for that moment. We said our goodbyes. I then called Carynne and had her arrange to fill Ziggy’s apartment with roses and chocolates the next day. She didn’t even say something sarcastic like I guess you made up, eh? or anything. Which was good, because I had a feeling the arguments weren't really over, just that neither of us wanted to fight right now, and I didn't want to rehash the entire thing for her right then. But like I said, she didn't even ask. She just asked me how much to spend. 

 


Lush

“Oh, this is lovely.” Those were the words out of Claire’s mouth as she stood at the back door of the bungalow staring into the woods. I honestly could not tell if she was being sincere or sarcastic. 

I’m pretty sure she was being sincere and I just wasn’t used to it. I looked out and saw it was beginning to snow and then looked back at her and she had a hand on her cheek and a wistful look on her face. 

“Let’s go for a walk,” I said. 

“What, in this weather?”

“Yeah. Just a short one. Before it gets too heavy or changes to rain.” I put my hoodie on and then pulled my jacket over it. There were some gloves crammed in the pocket. 

I didn’t really have the right shoes for hiking through the woods. I had the choice between my high tops, which were thin canvas with a flat rubber sole, or a short pair of black leather boots that were honestly not that much taller than the high tops and hadn’t aged well. By which I mean they looked very eighties. 

But they were probably the slightly better choice for walking through snowy underbrush. I pulled them on. “Are you coming? Or am I going out by myself?”

“Oh, I suppose just for a few minutes,” she said. She had a pair of winter boots, at least, and a long coat. She already had a scarf around her patchy hair and she wound a woolen one around that and her neck. 

She had another one, a black-and-white checkered scarf with fringe on the ends, that she’d gotten as a Christmas gift. I don’t remember who gave it to her, but she wrapped it around my neck and then I pulled up my hood and out we went. 

There was a sort of notch in the underbrush that I took to mean a path went through there, and we went that direction. It was early afternoon so it was still light, though a muted light through the snowy clouds. We quickly came to an area of pines or some kind of evergreens, which kept the snow off and made for a very clear way underneath them, but it meant we lost the path. It took a bit to find it again.

“Where do you suppose it goes?” Claire asked, once we were going through the bare trees again, and the snow was filtering down around us. 

“The lake, I hope? There’s supposed to be a lake back here.”

Any animals that might have lived in that section of woods were either scared of us or hunkered down for the snow. There were no bird calls, no rustles or cries. There were places where the trail thinned down to almost nothing, but we picked our way along. 

We came to the lake more suddenly than I expected. It looked like the trail curved to the right as it went up a slight rise, and it did, because if it had gone straight over the rise it would have gone directly into the lake. Down below I could see the rise was really one side of a huge rock that had grown covered with dirt and trees on the side we approached from, but which was pretty bare on the side of the water. We could make our way around it and down to where a flat stone made a kind of outcrop into the water. Ripples lapped up the slope of the rock, and as we stood there I could hear the sort of white noise that was made by the snowflakes hitting the surface of the lake. 

I was thinking as I looked across the water that it wasn’t a very big lake in my estimation. I would have described it as more of a large pond, but what do I know about these things? 

Claire cleared her throat. “That’s it? The lake?”

“I guess?”

“It’s really more of a large pond if you ask me,” she said with a sniff and then crossed her arms as I started to laugh. “What is so funny?”

“Nothing.” I slowed down to a chuckle. “Okay, it was that I had just thought the exact same thing. And so it struck me as funny.”

She shook her head like I was a little crazy, but maybe there was a tiny smirk there. 

I picked up a rock and tried to skip it, but it just plunged right into the water, and then we stood there just watching the ripples. And then we just kept standing there, so long that snow started to rest on my eyelashes and I had to blink and wipe them. 

“I guess we should go back,” I said.

“Mm-hm.” She seemed to agree, but she didn’t move. We stood there a while longer again. Then she said, “It’s very peaceful, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t remember the last time I walked in the woods.”

“Really? I’m trying to remember that myself.” 

“Didn’t you go to a Boy Scout camp when you were in fourth or fifth grade?”

“Yeah.” I didn’t have particularly fond memories of that camping experience. “For a weekend. But Ziggy and I went for a midnight walk in the woods in California last year, I think? And ended up at the Pacific Ocean.” 

“This is no ocean.”

“No, it’s a lot quieter.” 

She folded her gloved hands. “I was always a city girl. But there was one time they brought us to Bear Mountain for a field trip.”

“In school, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“It’s been that long since you went for a walk in the woods?”

“Yes, I think so.” She took a long, slow breath. “I guess what I’m asking is whether it’s always this peaceful, I mean, for everyone, or if it’s just me.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s peaceful for everyone and that’s why nature hikes are a thing.” I brushed snow off my shoulders and went back to the top of the rock. She didn’t follow. “Claire, we should get back.”

“In a minute,” she said, still staring across the water. Watching the flakes hit the lake was kind of mesmerizing, but I could hear the reluctance in her voice. 

“Just one more minute,” she said a little later, before I could ask her again. “And then I’ll be ready to go.”

“Okay.” I wasn’t sure what she was negotiating. I wasn’t in a hurry, exactly. It wasn’t like I had somewhere to be. I just didn’t want us to be out too long and get too cold. 

She gave a little nod toward the water, like she’d been having a little conversation with it or something. I’m probably reading too much into it. And then she turned and climbed back up to where I was and we headed back through the trees. 

We lost our way in the pine grove again, though, and although I thought we were headed in the direction of our house, we ended up exiting the underbrush behind a different bungalow. There was a man and a dog sitting on the back porch, and he waved to us. At first I thought maybe he was sitting on our back porch, but no, this place had no carport. It was otherwise pretty similar, though, and we approached him. 

“You must be the new neighbors,” he said, beckoning us out of the snow onto the porch. Under his wool hat I could see he was a lot younger than he’d looked from a distance. “I’m Silas.”

I shook hands with him and regretted it slightly. He had a strong grip and wasn’t even trying to prove anything by it, I don’t think. But my hand didn’t feel great. “I’m Daron, and this is my mother, Claire. We’re renting in the off season.”

The dog had long jowls and somber eyes and thrust its nose into my other hand. When I scratched behind its ears, I got a tail thump, though. 

“This is Matilda,” he said. “I guess she likes you. She’s a good dog.”

“Good dog,” I repeated to Matilda, since I wasn’t really sure what to say to a dog and I had his word on it. She thumped her tail harder. 

“You folks might want to walk back to your place along the road,” Silas said. “There’s a ditch that runs between here and there that’s dry this time of year, but it’s a bi—” He cleared his throat. “It’s a pain to cross.” 

“Why, thank you for the advice, Mr. Silas,” Claire said sweetly. 

“You may as well come through the house,” he said, and opened the back door. Once inside he pulled off the hat and I saw he had short brown hair that was a bit plastered this way and that from having been inside the hat. The house smelled like incense, which seemed a bit out of place to me until I detected a bit of a note of weed under it all. 

“I’m so sorry to track snow inside,” Claire said to him as we went through the living room. 

“Oh, ma’am, I have a dog. There couldn’t be anything worse on your feet than on hers.” True enough. 

We went out his front door, and from there I could just see the carport of our bungalow. We shook hands again and he told us to drop by if we needed anything. 

Back in our house we took off our now-snowy things and hung them over the backs of chairs, and Claire started heating up some milk on the stove to make into hot chocolate. 

“Well, he seemed nice enough,” I said.

“Mm-hm.” She was back to being quiet. What I couldn’t tell was if she was withdrawn or just quiet, just grooving on the peace of the woods and pond? 

When she had prepared two mugs of hot chocolate, she set one down in front of me at the kitchen table and took hers into her room and closed the door. 

 


Divine Intervention

We were a good hour’s drive from the Catholic church that Claire liked, but somehow that didn’t seem that far away. The bigger a state is, the farther one has to drive to make it seem like a long way. This is why in Rhode Island it’s like, whoa, you’re going twenty miles? You better pack an overnight bag. Where in California we knew people who thought nothing of driving from San Francisco to Monterey for dinner in a hip restaurant—two hours each way if there was no traffic. 

It did mean getting up a bit earlier than I had been in order to drive there in time for the English-language mass, though. She roused me by shaking my shoulder.

“Mmph?”

“Time to get up. Sunday morning. I’ll put on the coffee, all right?”

“All right. Thanks.” I sat up and looked around the unfamiliar room, doing that thing of trying to remember where we were for a second. This was a fairly usual thing for me to do. 

I put on my cleanest, darkest pair of black jeans—the ones with no holes in them yet, so they could pass for dress pants if you didn’t look too carefully. And I pulled a Christmas-gift sweater on over a flannel shirt. In the mirror I looked almost preppy, except for the rock-and-roll bedhead hair. I set about trying to tame it into an orderly ponytail and ended up braiding it to keep it neat. 

Claire had made toast as well as coffee by the time I emerged from my bedroom. We ate our toast with jam. The coffee was very strong, but I wouldn’t really have called myself awake. Maybe she wasn’t really awake yet, either, given how quiet she was. 

We got in the car and I started the engine. The snow hadn’t lasted. I didn’t even have to scrape the car windows. 

When we were getting near, I remarked, “Oh, we’re way early. I guess we made better time than I thought.”

“Not too early for confession,” Claire said. 

“Oh, did you want to go to confession?”

“We may as well, since we’re here in time for it.”

That didn’t answer my question, and I knew I wouldn’t get one now. “I can’t go to confession.”

“Of course you can. Everyone can.” Ah, there was the usual Claire who had been absent for the past few days. The stubborn one who refused to see if reality didn’t conform to her ideas. “You had better. Especially if you’re going to go to communion.”

“But I never got confirmed, remember?”

“You don’t have to be confirmed to go to confession. You only have to have your first communion.”

I wasn’t sure she was right. I was pretty sure there was some hoop at confirmation that had to be jumped through. But maybe it was just that one’s first confession usually came with confirmation? I didn’t really remember the rules. “And then there’s the problem that I don’t repent my ways.”

“What ways? You’re a perfectly nice boy.” 

I didn’t laugh, although it was kind of hilarious for her to be saying that. “I’m a perfectly gay boy, and the church doesn’t take kindly to that.”

“Oh, pooh on that. Father Francis doesn’t care about that.”

“I don’t think he gets a say in it.”

She didn’t reply to that, just sniffed. 

Inside the church we got in line, and then I noticed the sign with the posted times for confession. They didn’t last very long. Could they really hear all the confessions necessary in only twenty minutes before Mass? I guess so. Maybe the people around here were so pious they didn’t have a lot to say. 

I made to go sit in the pews but Claire held me by my sleeve. “Stay with me.”

“All right.”

We were the last ones in line and no one really paid any attention to us. When we got to the confessional, Claire went in first. I figured I’d wait for her to come out and then escort her to a seat. I figured I’d refuse to go in if she tried to get me to. 

But she was in there a fairly long time, or at least it felt like it. When she came out, her eyes were red and she had a hankie against her nose. “He wants to talk to you,” she said, before gulping down a sob. 

“He what?”

“Go on.” She stepped out of the way and gestured to the confessional booth with her other hand. 

All right, fine. On TV, confessionals always look like something out of the Middle Ages. This one looked more like a phone booth, if phone booths were opaque. On the other side of the wooden slat door was a platform for kneeling as well as a small shelf where one could sit and still lean your elbows on the little rail by the grille between you and the priest. I chose to sit and then I leaned in. 

“Hi. My mother said you wanted to talk to me?”

“That’s not the way one usually begins a confession.”

“Well, my confession is that I’ve never actually been to confession before.”

That almost got a chuckle out of him. It sounded like Father Francis, the priest Claire liked. “Is that so?”

“Yeah. I had my first communion when I was seven, but then my parents quit church for a while and so I never got confirmed and never did this before.”

“And how old are you now?”

“I turn twenty-four next week.”

“All right. And are you here to ask forgiveness for your sins? That’s what confession is for. Is there something in particular you feel sorry about?”

“I’m feeling a bit guilty that I haven’t done my exercises lately, but I doubt there’s a commandment against that, is there?”

“Well, sloth is one of the seven capital sins, but it generally refers to being the type of person who always shirks work or exertion, not so much to just skipping the gym once in a while.”

“Oh, these are rehab exercises, for an injury I had, and for my voice, for my profession as a musician. Both are about getting back to being a working musician again.” 

“I would count that not as sloth then, but it would fall under ‘thou shalt not kill.’ That includes killing one’s self with neglect.”

Wow, that took a turn I really hadn’t expected. I shivered. “I... am I really?”

“Your voice wouldn’t be shaking if you didn’t think it somewhat true.”

“Did my mother tell you about me?”

“No, she just talked about herself.”

“I’m neglecting myself to take care of her. Isn’t one of the commandments also ‘honor thy mother and father?’”

“It is, but is it actually necessary for you to cease caring for yourself in order to care for her?”

I didn’t answer that. I mean, was it necessary? No, and yet...

He let me stew a minute before asking, “Anything else you’d like to tell me about?”

“I’m sure there are plenty of things I do that the church would count as sins, but I don’t. So, no, there’s not a lot to tell you. And look, I don’t really need your—or Jesus’s—forgiveness.”

“Are you sure about that? If you had the power to forgive yourself, you wouldn’t be beating yourself up about not doing your rehabilitation. You’d simply start doing it again. Accept Jesus’s forgiveness, though, and you’ll no longer be dragged down by the guilt and you’ll be able to move forward.”

“Oh, is that how this is supposed to work?”

“Yes, my son, that’s how this is supposed to work.” He sounded like he was suppressing a chuckle again. “My job now is to give you a penance, especially one you can enact before leaving the church. Do you remember the prayer ‘Our Father’?” 

“Um, yeah. I can even do it in Spanish.”

He did chuckle, maybe remembering how we came to Spanish Mass that one time. 

“Your penance, which I would recommend doing before you leave the church today, is to say three Our Fathers. I would also recommend, if you have time, to stop for a moment of reflection at the statue outside at the fountain before you go.”

“All right. Um, am I supposed to say something special now?”

“You’re supposed to say you accept the penance, are sorry for your sins, and then I absolve you.”

“Okay, sure. I’ll say the Our Fathers and I’m sorry.” 

He was definitely cracking up and trying to hide it. He said some ritualized words for me and then said, “Go in peace.”

I said, “Thank you, Father.” 

“You’re welcome!” 

I was glad he got a laugh out of it instead of scolding me about being so clueless, but I didn’t really share the mirth. Killing myself with neglect, eh? And that was literally against the Ten Commandments. Jeez. (Well, so was taking the lord’s name in vain, but I didn’t feel bad about that.) My palms felt sweaty. 

I saw Claire had already sat down, as had most of the people showing up for Mass. I went to one of the side altars and knelt down to say my Our Fathers. I mean, why not see if it worked, right? Who was to say that religion wasn’t a kind of therapy that worked for some people? 

My palms were damp as I pressed them together and then pressed them against my forehead. Now, how did that prayer go? Our father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name...

It came back to me just like song lyrics that I couldn’t have recited, but which came out just fine when the actual performance was happening. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on Earth as it is in Heaven. 

There’s a sort of rhythm to the prayer in English. Was it translated from Latin at some point? Whoever translated it had a great ear. The cadence of the opening lines was satisfying, and then after the matching beat of the word “bread” went into a kind of bridge: Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us. 

And then right back to the cadence. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. Amen. 

I had not really thought about the meaning of the prayer before. It was kind of a to-do list, wasn’t it? It was kind of saying hey God, you’re awesome, but don’t forget we need food, forgiveness, and protection. 

I repeated it two more times... possibly three. At one point I forgot how many I’d done so I did one more to make sure. The repetition kind of zoned me out. (It being before ten in the morning also zoned me out.) 

I sat through the Mass at Claire’s side without really absorbing it. When it came time to go for communion, I followed her. Father Francis gave her a grave and serious nod when it was her turn. Me, I got a knowing look and a pat on the shoulder. Huh. 

Killing myself with neglect. That was a serious accusation. And it made it seem a lot more dire than I’d previously felt about it. 

After services were over, I looked for the fountain. I had assumed the woman was Mary the last time we’d seen it because we hadn’t gone close enough to read the plaque, but up close I could see she was surrounded by a band of cherubs playing harps and lyres and flutes and horns. The plaque identified her as Saint Cecilia, the patron saint of music and musicians. 

It was a while before we could get in the car and leave, because it took me a while to stop crying. 

Maybe the priest was right. Maybe it was more dire than I thought. 

 


Good Stuff

When we got to the bungalow there was an unusual sight: a rather large RV pulled up to our carport. At first I thought some campers or hunters had the wrong address, or that our landlady had “accidentally” double-booked the bungalow. 

But no. Inside the RV was Flip. 

He bounded out of the thing like a Golden Retriever and caught me in a bear hug as I was getting out of the car. 

“Good to see you!” Then he ran around to my mother’s side and helper her out of the passenger seat. She eyed him warily as he enthused, “And this lovely lady must be... Mrs...?”

“Silver,” she said. “Ms. Silver. But you can call me Claire.”

“Claire. Charmed.” He bowed, knowing perfectly well that his look contrasted ridiculously with high etiquette. Flip, as usual, looked like he could have come right from a Harley Davidson biker rally, in sunglasses and a black tank top that showed off all his tattoos. His jeans had all the holes in them that mine were lacking at that moment, and his combat boots weren’t laced. His hair was thinner in the front than it had been last time I saw him, and he had it slicked back into a short ponytail. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

“I’m sure,” she said neutrally. 

“This is Flip,” I told her. “Which is short for Philip. He keeps my guitars and my brain in working order when we’re on the road.”

“So I gathered,” she said. In the back of my brain I vaguely wondered if she’d given her stage name to him because she’d pegged him as an industry person. 

Once we were inside the house, Flip poured himself a glass of water and drank it thirstily. “Hey, I met your neighbor.”

“Silas, you mean? Skinny guy with a dog?”

“Yep. Seems a nice enough sort. I have a feeling I’ll soon be either buying weed from him or selling him some, not sure which, yet.” 

Claire circled around him to the breadbox. “Are you hungry? Should we have some lunch?”

“Do you want to go out?” I asked her. 

“I think I’ve had enough of ‘out’ for today. Some cinnamon toast should settle me and then I’ll have a nap.” She put a piece of bread onto a plate. “Would you like some?”

“Sure.”

“I would love some cinnamon toast, Ms. Silver,” Flip said with great sincerity.

“Claire, please.” She pulled out two more pieces and busied herself with that while Flip began to chatter at me about what everyone we knew in common was up to. I had been out of the loop for a while, of course, but somehow Flip kept tabs on everyone. I confess it went in one of my ears and out the other. What I absorbed was that most of the other musicians and roadies we knew were trundling along with business as usual, while I was not. 

All except Jordan of course. Because Jordan was no more. 

What is grieving? How are you supposed to do it? I’m pretty sure I was doing it wrong. 

We had our toast. Claire got ready for her nap. 

“Let me show you the inside of the trailer,” Flip said. 

“All right.” I followed him back out to the driveway. “Although this isn’t really a trailer, is it? Wouldn’t it have to be attached to a truck to be a trailer?”

“Yeah, yeah, you know what I mean,” he said. “Motor home, RV, whatever you want to call it.” 

It was not as large as a tour bus but it kind of smelled like one: a lingering scent of booze, weed, and sweat. “Where’d you get this thing?”

“It’s my cousin’s. He’s a big pot-head so I knew it’d be all right to smoke up.” He pulled open a kitchen cabinet to reveal basket-type holders that kept anything from falling out while the vehicle was in motion. In the basket were several plastic bags of something herbaceous. He pulled one out and sat down at the fold-down counter/table to separate the seeds from the stems. 

I sat down across from him on a flip-down stool. “How much weed is this?”

“Enough to get me put away for a good long time, but don’t you worry about that. So tell me about how your mom’s doing.”

“Hard to tell. We went to her doctor last week because she wasn’t keeping food down and he prescribed some anti-nausea stuff, and she has various pains so we’ve got Vicodin for that. But they wouldn’t give me very much.”

“She’s probably got the same physique as you. This’ll cure what ails her. Well, I mean, not the cancer part, but that’s what chemo is for, right?”

“Supposedly. They did some tests but we haven’t heard the results yet. I have no idea if it’s working or not. Claire seems to think she’s doomed, but it’s really hard to tell whether that’s because she’s depressed or if she’s just using being terminally ill as a way to get everyone to do what she wants.”

Flip looked at me. “I don’t see an ‘everyone.’ I just see a ‘you.’” 

“Yeah, well. My sisters decided they’d had enough. I decided it was my turn to deal with her. I had like five years off or something, right?” I tried to do the math. “No, six. I last saw her when I was eighteen, right? And I’m turning twenty-four next week.” 

“That’s seven,” he said. 

“Uh, yeah.” Jeez. You’d think the marijuana was in my head, not on the table in front of me. 

“When next week?”

“The twenty-first. If you think I know which day that is—”

“Wouldn’t imagine you do, no.” He grinned. “Does Mom smoke?”

“She used to smoke cigarettes, if that’s what you mean. She quit a while back, but she still misses them.”

“She’ll be fine with this, then. It’s the easiest way. As long as she doesn’t have lung cancer.”

“No, pancreatic.”

“Oh, that’s no fun. I thought that usually kills fast?”

“Uh, I wouldn’t know.” I really didn’t. I had the sudden urge to take a walk in the woods. “There’s a lake back there, by the way.”

“Oh yeah? Cool.” Flip’s attention was on the seeds. 

“Yeah.” I stood up. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

“All right.” 

I went and made my way out to the rock on the shore. Now that I knew where I was going it seemed like a much shorter walk than before. When I got to the rock, I sat there looking at the water. This wasn’t a particularly beautiful lake. This wasn’t like a postcard view. But it was a pond in the trees. Every now and then something under the water made it move. Turtle? Fish? Who knows. Something I couldn’t see. The sky was gray and so was the surface of the water, while underneath it was all dark and unfathomable. 

I realized I was alone for the first time in a while. When was the last time I just sat with my thoughts without worrying about where I was supposed to be or what I was supposed to do? 

Don’t say the water tower. This wasn’t like that. This was different. I was emotionally calm and the dark things in my mind only came up and barely rippled the surface before sinking back down. 

On the one hand, I had made this choice to stick things out with Claire. That felt right. It felt good in a weird sort of way to have one thing to worry about that was bigger and more imperative than every other thing. On the other hand, I knew I had unfinished business lurking on the coasts, and even the motherfucking priest had told me I was letting my soul die on the vine. 

But I just wasn’t ready to fight that fight. I was tired. I was beaten down. I was afraid getting back on that merry-go-round was going to grind me down even more. It was convenient, maybe, that I had a dying mother to take care of. I had the world’s best excuse to disengage. 

But, Daron, a tiny voice was asking me, what’s more important, what the world thinks of you or what you think of yourself? 

That was a terrifying and impossible question to answer. Unless the answer was fuck it, let’s get high.

 


The Cure: High

You know what else was kind of terrifying? I don’t know if it was Flip or marijuana that brought it out, but Claire had a charming side I had never seen before. As usual with me when I smoked, I got quiet. I mean quieter than usual. But Claire came to life. 

Flip had brought both a bong and a vaporizer, but we ended up opting for the bong. I was surprised Claire knew how to use one, but I guess I shouldn’t have been. It just had never occurred to me that my mother had actually done drugs before. There certainly hadn’t been any evidence of it while I was a kid. Maybe it was from before she had kids. I didn’t think it was the sort of thing an evangelical preacher would condone. Then again, what did I know? 

Also, Silas showed up just in time to get high with us. I sat there in the living room of the bungalow being silent, while Claire drew the other two into a far-ranging conversation that somehow kept leading back to her being able to tell some stories about growing up in New York City in the 1950s. 

I had never heard any of these stories before. Not a one. There was one about a nutty neighbor who kept a macaque in his apartment that one day made it into my mother’s family’s apartment via the fire escape. Silas apparently thought a macaque was a kind of bird, but no, it’s a monkey. He was probably thinking of a macaw. Not the same. 

She also told a story about the time she studied with a strict but eccentric vocal coach. “He was trying to teach me to keep my tongue cupped to open the back of my throat when singing certain vowels, and I think he had seen My Fair Lady because he hit upon the idea to have me put a marble in my mouth. With predictable results.”

“Predictable?” Flip’s eyes were hidden behind his sunglasses but he sounded wide-eyed, if you know what I mean. “Did you do what Eliza Doolittle did?”

“Who? Did what?” Silas asked. 

“The gal in My Fair Lady,” Flip explained. “She’s got this heavy, low-class accent, and this snooty professor teaches her how to speak like a high-class lady. That’s what the show’s about.”

“Ohhhh, got it. But then what happened?”

“I swallowed the marble, of course,” Claire said with a prim smile. “He was lucky I didn’t choke on it!”

I finally motivated my mouth to say something. “But did it work?”

“Did what work, dear?”

“Did your singing do what he wanted it to? Did the exercise do what was intended?”

“Oh, I suppose. I think I sang just fine, actually, but he had to justify the fee he was receiving somehow.”

“Oh.” I couldn’t, just then, remember how much Ziggy and I paid Priss to work with her. “I have an eccentric vocal coach, too.”

“Oh?” Claire twisted her hand toward me palm up, which I gathered was my cue to tell them about Priss. 

“She’s German, but she’s been in the States so long that she loves baseball. And then she tries to use baseball analogies with all her musician students who don’t know anything about it.” Now, that wasn’t that funny a story, but when you’re all high as kites, even things that aren’t particularly funny can make you crack up. “Ziggy and I both go to her. I’m, um, I’m supposed to be doing vocal exercises every day while I’m away. But I, um, haven’t been.” Guilt curdled in my core. 

“Oh? And why haven’t you?” she asked innocently. 

“Um, no piano,” I blurted, although that wasn’t really it. Not really. 

“Oh, hey, I’ve got an electric one in the trailer,” Flip said. “I should show it to you.”

“Um, sure,” I said, but none of us were ready to move yet, so the conversation moved on. 

But a while later, after Claire was sleeping and Silas had gone back to his dog, Flip went and got the keyboard and set it up on the coffee table. I stared at it for a bit without touching it. Then I thanked him for setting it up, but I feigned fatigue and went to bed myself. 

Maybe it wasn’t feigned. I conked out fairly fast. But when I woke up again the next day, there it was, the white and black keys facing me like a too-wide, too-eager smile. 

 


Honey Drip

I ignored the keyboard the next morning and set about caffeinating myself enough to contemplate going up to the gas station to try to call Ziggy. I didn’t even have anything I was burning to say. I just wanted to hear his voice and reassure myself that he was all right. 

I started a pot of coffee, and while it was brewing I started getting the milk and sugar ready. I put the sugar into the milk in the mug and stirred it. 

Claire appeared around the time the pot was almost done. “What are you doing?”

“Pre-dissolving the sugar in the milk so it doesn’t just end up sludge in the bottom of the mug.” 

She frowned. “Can’t you do anything the normal way?”

“The normal way doesn’t work when you like as much sugar and milk as I do.”

She looked into my mug suspiciously. “Hm.”

“I can make you some, too. There’s plenty of coffee.” I assumed Flip would also want some when he got up. The pot finished and I filled the mug the rest of the way with coffee. “Here. Try it and see if you like it.”

She took a sip. “Oh, I suppose it is acceptable.” She then leaned back against the counter, took a long gulp, and let out a deep, guttural sigh. I hid my smile while I made myself some. “I learned to drink it black so long ago.”

“How long?”

“When I was still a teenager. Fifteen or sixteen. I thought it made me seem more grown up. And I was worried about my figure.”

“Or your agent was?” I asked, but she didn’t reply to that. “I found your old publicity shots.”

“Oh, goodness, do I look piggish in them?”

“No! Jeez, no. You’re thin as a rail. I meant you didn’t need to worry at all.”

“Silly boy. If I look thin in the photos it’s proof my efforts were paying off.” She took another gulp of sugary, lukewarm coffee. “The doctor really did say I should keep up my calorie intake, didn’t he?”

“He did. You won’t have the energy to fight the disease if you don’t.”

“Well, then.” She handed me her empty mug and I filled it again. “Maybe we should switch from half-and-half to heavy cream.”

“I’ll pick some up while I’m out,” I said with a nod. 

“Going somewhere?”

“I’ve got to make some calls. I’ll head up to the gas station, and the store isn’t that much farther.” I wanted to do it before I ended up too stoned to drive. Even if I didn’t partake directly, the contact high was still quite strong for me. “I should at least page Ziggy.”

“Have you... heard from him?”

“A couple of I love you pages, but that’s it.”

“‘I love you pages’?”

So I explained our number code system. “911 if it’s an emergency. 411 if you need information. 777 for good luck. 747 for ‘I’m getting on a plane now.’ That kind of thing.” 

“Clever boys. What’s he up to?”

“I don’t know. I need to find out.” I barreled ahead more blithely than I felt. “If he’s not too busy, I want him to come back down here for a visit. I miss him.”

“There’s really not much room here for him, though,” she said with a wrinkled nose. I’d known she would resist the idea, but I guess I’d wanted to be sure. 

Flip knocked on the front door and I let him in. “I’m going out to get some milk,” I told him. “Want to come?”

“I’ve got to go out myself,” he said. “Gotta gas up Bessie.”

“Bessie?”

“Good a name as any for the RV.” He shrugged. “You go on, though. I’ve still gotta caffeinate.”

“The rest of the coffee’s for you.” I pointed out the half-full pot on my way out the door. I did the cream errand and paged Ziggy back like I had planned to. He wasn’t answering at his apartment. I didn’t bother trying to call Carynne since I knew she’d page me as soon as she had anything to tell me. 

When I got back, Flip took off in the RV. He was gone about two hours, and when he came back he’d not only been to get gas, he had also picked up another friend of his. The guy had a thin, gray ponytail and a silent-type demeanor. He was a former roadie, now retired, whose actual name I never learned. Flip, and therefore the rest of us, just called him “Chief.” I suspected from his tattoos that “Chief” was meant in the Navy sense and not in the Native American sense but I didn’t have the guts to ask. 

It may have been Chief’s arrival that prompted Claire to ask me about Flip’s plans. She seemed very high strung when she asked me. At the time, Flip and Chief were in the RV, and she and I were in the house. We were standing in the corner that was the kitchen, as far from the keyboard as possible. We’d just finished eating a little something. She spoke in halting phrases: “Do you know, by any chance, how long your friend—and his friend—are planning to stay?” 

“I really don’t know,” I told her. “We didn’t really talk about it.”

“Oh...?” She pulled an oh really sort of face at me, blinking like that idea was making her eyes water. 

“Are you hoping they’re leaving or hoping they’re staying?” I asked.

“Oh, well, that’s not what I meant by asking at all. I was just curious.”

“Claire, it’s okay. Just tell me what you want.”

“Oh, like that’s so simple.” She set down her tea cup or threw her napkin or something. “Like I’m supposed to know how this works?”

“How what works?”

She clenched her fists. “Dying. Or not dying. Or, or... having your son’s helpers bring drugs to your mountain hideaway.” (I wouldn’t have called where we were mountainous.)

“No one knows how this is supposed to work,” I answered. “If you want me to tell them to get a move on, I will.”

“And then where will we get it? It’s a miracle, you know. An absolute miracle.” She put her hand on her chest. “If I had one more bout of it, I think I was going to acid-burn my esophagus.” 

Presumably the first “it” in her statement was marijuana and the second one was vomiting. “I could ask that.”

“No! I don’t want them to think they’re unwelcome.” She folded her hands. “The more the merrier.” 

I was about to call her on it—on the fact that a few hours earlier she had said the place was too crowded and so Ziggy shouldn’t come, and now she was saying the more the merrier. But I caught myself. What was the point in that? Did I need her to agree with me? Or change her mind? Or anything? Not really. Pointing out her hypocrisy or inconsistency had never made her change before, and I didn’t think she was about to start. But her statements made it starkly clear she didn’t want Ziggy around. That, I thought, was worth digging into. 

So I went right at it. “Why don’t you want Ziggy here, then?”

“Oh, you misinterpret everything I say. But look around. Ziggy wouldn’t want to be here.”

Instead of arguing that she didn’t know that or that she should let him be the judge, I took another tack. “Don’t you like him? I thought you liked him.”

“He’s a dear.” Agreeing and yet not agreeing. “But aren’t the two of you going through a little something right now?”

“Yes, but—”

“But then maybe letting him cool off is the best plan.”

There might have been another couple of rounds like that, where no matter what I said she came back with some reason why Ziggy shouldn’t come. You get the gist. I gave up trying to argue with her, but maybe I’d gotten what I wanted out of the argument, which was definite clarity on the fact she did not want him here. 

What I still didn’t know was why. Maybe she thought he and I would argue and that would be bad for her health? That was the most charitable form of selfishness I could come up with for her. More likely she just wanted my attention all to herself...? 

I thought about that. I thought about that most of the rest of that day. I thought about it while sober and I thought about it while stoned. 

I didn’t really like the conclusions I came to, so I thought about it some more. 

 


#1 Dominator

I ended up walking to the gas station in the dark while she and Flip and Chief were stoned and they weren’t paying attention to me. It was a pretty long walk—forty-five minutes?—but that was all right. It wasn’t very cold and it was good to get some exercise. Walking back I might feel differently, but at least on the way there I was kind of glad to be out and moving. 

Serendipity. When the gas station was in sight, my pager went off, and it was Ziggy’s home number. I had the sudden worry that the phone would be broken when I got there. But no, it worked. 

He picked up right away. “Daron? That was quick.”

“I was almost to the phone when I got the page. You doing all right?”

“I’m tired and I’m lonely,” he said, which was good because it was no bullshit, but was bad because that meant he wasn’t pulling his punches. And that one got me in the gut. “How about you?”

“I need a reality check from you.” After all, that’s why I had walked to the phone in the first place.

“Oh? You know it’s my favorite thing in the world to provide one. Well, maybe behind sex.” 

“I can’t tell if you’re being sarcastic. Being with Claire has my detection systems all messed up.”

“Which is why you need a reality check.”

“Exactly.” I leaned against the white-washed wall while a gas station attendant I hadn’t seen before came out, walked several yards down the road, and lit a cigarette. “I think I’m getting better at reading her and figuring out what she means.”
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