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The View from Olympus Mons

 

Barry Creyton


 

Look in my face; my name is Might-Have-Been;

I am also call’d No-more, Too-late, Farewell.

 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti, The House of Life

 

I held a moment in my hand, brilliant as a star,

fragile as a flower, a tiny sliver of one hour.

I dropped it carelessly.

Ah! I didn’t know, I held opportunity.

 

Hazel Ying Lee


Chapter One

Denver, Colorado

 

CRAIG WAS EARLY. He parked the SUV and sat contemplating the house he’d once called home.

July was warmer than usual, the sky clear, and twilight lent some enchantment to this row of houses on Cherry Street. All remained as determinedly cozy as they had been in the thirties when, in that sliver of affluence between the depression and the war, developers had smelled profit. The result was this stretch of sugar-candy houses that were snapped up by newlyweds, unaware that many of them would soon be separated by World War II.

Craig always thought the Tudor facade of his former home was a monument to kitsch, but he’d bowed to Janet’s passion to live within its deceitful walls. Twenty years ago, he’d bowed to all of her demands. Light from the cross-paned living room windows fanned across the lawn, hinting at warmth within. But there’d been little warmth here—with one exception: Madeleine.

Now a pretty, intelligent twenty-three, Maddy had organized this evening in hopes of—what? Certainly not a reconciliation. Ever the diplomat, the bridge-maker, Maddy wanted her parents to be friends. The ostensible excuse for the evening was the few possessions Craig had left behind two years ago when he’d abandoned this house and his marriage: a few old text books, some CDs of twentieth century French music, which he’d loved and Janet loathed, a stack of worn T-shirts, a pair of shabby jeans. Janet had dumped them into a waste bin in the garage when Craig left. Maddy packed them into neatly labeled boxes and used them as a ploy to get her father and mother to the same table.

He glanced at his watch, then turned the rearview mirror to check his appearance. There was evidence lately of his forty-five years. A frown line and small creases at the edges of his mouth indicated a determination to which he’d come late in life. And a little silver had appeared at his temples. His secretary deemed the streaks “distinguished.” Craig saw only the decline of his youth, misguided rather than misspent. His unemotional assessment of the status quo was interrupted by the chortle of a mockingbird hoping to attract a mate.

Benediximus bird.

He took a bottle of red from the passenger seat, a Californian wine he knew Janet liked, and got out of the car. The path he walked was familiar, ringing the doorbell to request admission was not.

From inside, he heard Maddy call “I’ll get it!” A moment later the door opened. Maddy beamed. “Hey, you,” she whispered as she pulled him into the hall and hugged him tightly.

“Hey yourself, kiddo.” Craig nuzzled the top of her head with his chin. She took the wine without inspection and placed it on the hall console, then eased Craig out of his bomber and hung it up.

“Looking good!”

“For an old guy.”

“You’re still movie star material and you know it.” She took his hand and led him into the living room. “Mom’s in the kitchen. Come on, I’ll make you a drink.”

He slipped an envelope from his jacket and dropped it on the table by the wine bottle, then walked the short hall to the living room. He took in the newly covered sofa and chairs. “Been some changes.”

Maddy looked around as if seeing the room for the first time. “I guess. I haven’t been back here for a couple of months.”

“How’s the apartment going?”

“Fine. Close to work. Noisy. But all mine.”

Craig stood uneasily, reluctant to make himself too comfortable as Madeleine poured vodka into a shaker. “How’s Danny?”

“He’s good. He’s on the final edit. It’ll be out in the fall.”

“His first is way up on the bestseller list. He should be very pleased with himself.”

Craig smiled. “He is, believe me.”

“And you should be proud of him! Has he let you see the new one?”

“He doesn’t want anyone to read a word until every last phrase is perfect.”

“Another historical piece?”

“Peloponnesian War.”

“Wow. He tackles the big ones!” She handed a martini to Craig. “Sit! You look as if you’re waiting for a train!”

Craig regarded the armchair, which had been exclusively his for so many years, and decided against it. He sat on the edge of the sofa, a stranger in the room he’d known so well for so long.

He watched as Maddy sank gracefully into an armchair. She wore a gray business suit, befitting her position as a rising ad exec, softened with a silk blouse in pale blue. She was pretty. That was beyond question—she’d inherited his wavy, pitch-black hair, his deep-brown eyes, but her mother’s high cheekbones and full lips. He was so proud of her. This urbane, attractive woman was the finest thing his marriage had produced. The only really happy thing. He sipped the martini, relaxing a little into the warmth it offered the pit in his gut.

Janet appeared in the doorway. “Dinner in ten.” No greeting, no smile.

“I brought some wine. It’s on the…” But Janet was gone.

Maddy smiled a sympathetic smile. Craig acknowledged this with a patient shrug. He took another look around the room and familiarity began to morph into claustrophobia.

Maddy reached for his glass. “Let me top that up.”

Craig shook his head. “I’ll have wine with dinner. So. Are you running the agency yet?”

“I’m working on it,” she said lightly.

“And how’s what’s his name?”

“Connor.”

“Has he proposed?”

“I’m working on it,” she repeated in exactly the same tone. Then she chuckled. “If it goes anywhere, you’ll be the first to know.”

Craig reached over and took her hand. “Don’t waste time, kiddo. We only get so much of it.”

Maddy was about to reply when Janet called them to dinner.

The predominant sound at the dining table was the clink of flatware on china. Maddy’s best intentions were being eroded by her mother’s grim silence. She started inconsequential topics—the new furniture covers, a group of Janet’s watercolors over the fireplace. Craig offered praise for the meal which he knew Janet had not exactly slaved over. Each foray into bonhomie drew a monosyllabic response from Janet. But then, dinner conversation was something this table had barely known during the final years of the marriage.

“I left the check on the hall table,” Craig said, breaking a longueur.

“You could’ve mailed it,” Janet allowed without looking at him.

“I thought, since I was coming by…”

Craig noted now that she seemed older than he remembered. Over the last couple of years, the pretty girl he’d met in twelfth grade had been completely absorbed into this rigid, unsmiling woman. She wore black jeans and a gray denim shirt, colors that compounded the aspect of severity, colors—or rather, noncolors—she would never have worn ten years ago. Her once luxuriant auburn hair was pulled back tight in a pony tail. There was no cynicism in Craig, but he surmised that her grim appearance was calculated. Remembering her talent for manipulation, he wouldn’t have been surprised if this was a tactic to exacerbate the guilt he already felt at the way their marriage had turned out.

Maddy kept the flow of conversation moving as brightly as possible to counter Janet’s silence. “So, what are you working on now?”

“We’re trying to increase the accuracy and performance of semantic parsing.”

“Once more for the layman.”

Craig smiled for the first time since they’d sat at the table. This was his field, his passion. “Okay, let’s see. You talk to your phone, your computer, your TV, Alexa, Siri. They talk back, answer questions. But, in spite of the label ‘Artificial Intelligence,’ what you hear is a collection of recorded syllables, short phrases, reassembled by computer to respond to what is understood of your query. So, what I’m aiming for—well, my team—is a program that can create an actual voice, construct phrases all by itself, learning new words, new colloquialisms each time you interact. And I don’t mean the kind of speech generator Stephen Hawking used, I mean speech that’s indistinguishable from human speech. The program learns, without human intervention, improves its own efficiency, and eventually, will even simulate emotion. What we’re aiming for is literal artificial intelligence.”

Maddy smiled and shook her head. “I hope I never have to ask Alexa to open the pod bay door.”

Janet folded her napkin and pushed her chair back from the table. “Someday,” she said with a smile, “one of your machines might teach you how to simulate emotion.”

Craig sounded no more than resigned. “This is uncomfortable. For all of us.”

“It was your daughter’s idea to get us together, not mine.”

Your daughter. Not our daughter.

“Maybe I should go.”

“Oh, finish your dinner! If this is what it takes to get the rest of your crap out of this house, eat.” She left the room, taking her wine glass with her.

Maddy offered Craig a sheepish shrug and a whispered, “Shit.”

 

MADDY WALKED CRAIG to the door. “I’ll help you load. I’ve labeled the boxes.”

Janet appeared in the hall and held out an envelope. “This came for you.” The return address was a legal firm in Phoenix.

“When?”

“I don’t know!” Janet said irritably. “Last week some time.” She went back into the house foregoing farewells. Craig pocketed the envelope.

Maddy led the way to the garage. “I had no idea tonight was going to be such a bust. Sorry.”

“Hey, it’s okay. You tried.”

“I thought we might’ve made some progress in two years.”

Craig turned to look at the house. “It’s not surprising, given the way things turned out.”

“Don’t blame yourself. Mom contributed to her own unhappiness.”

Craig shrugged and sighed. “Even so.”

“No! You have a life. You’ve moved on. Mom refuses to and that’s her load, not yours.”

Maddy helped him load the four small boxes into the SUV. He turned briefly to the house as the living room lights went out.

I’ll never see this house again.

In spite of the needle of remorse, he felt—release. The same feeling he’d had as a kid when…

Maddy wrapped him in a tight, warm hug. “Take care big guy,” she said.

“Likewise, kiddo.”

“Say hi to Danny.”

Craig kissed her cheek and got into the car.

 

DANNY DELETED A paragraph and sat back from the desk to consider what was left of the half page of description.

He pushed his hair back from his face and straightened his glasses, mouthing the words silently as he read. He worked, as always, barefoot, denim shorts and an old tank top with a gym logo. He decided a single, short sentence would cover everything he wanted to say and typed it in, added an adjective, deleted a preposition and it started to make sense. He was typing the final line of the chapter when he heard the front door open and close gently.

“In the office!” he called.

The clunk of Craig’s keys dropping onto the hall table preceded his appearance at the door. “I thought you’d be asleep by now.”

“Just. One. Minute.” Danny continued typing.

Craig leaned down to buss the top of his head. Then he stood back and took in the unruly mane of mud-brown hair that reached almost to Danny’s broad shoulders. He marveled at the sheer good looks of the man. It seemed Danny had reached the ripe old age of thirty-nine utterly unaware of just how attractive he was. It was one of the many things Craig had liked about him when they’d first met.

Danny completed the sentence, applied a period with a flourish of finality, and turned to Craig. “Hey, chum.” He took his reading glasses off, squinted, then frowned. “Jesus, you look ten years older than when you left!”

Craig chuckled wearily. “It’s been—interesting.” He went into the living room and was pouring shots of vodka when Danny joined him.

“Warned ya.”

Craig shook his head wearily. “Don’t rub it in.” He handed a shot glass to Danny. “Maddy had the best intentions.” He sank into an armchair. “She says hi by the way.” He downed the vodka in one.

“A ray of sunshine in a naughty world. I’ll take her to lunch soon as the book’s done.”

“She’d like that. You know she’s crazy about you.”

“She has taste. So does her old man.”

Craig smiled. “Hey, flatter yourself.”

Danny laughed. “If I don’t, who?” He downed his shot, took Craig’s empty glass, and went to the bar. “Refill?”

Craig shook his head. “Keep me awake.” He rested his head back, closed his eyes and sighed.

Danny watched him for a moment. “Did She-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named mention me by any chance?”

“Only in passing.”

“A passing glance from Janet has been known to turn men to stone.”

“Don’t go on about it, Danny. The evening’s been depressing enough.”

Danny sat on the arm of the chair and brushed Craig’s hair back. “Hmm. A little more gray in there.”

“If you say it looks distinguished, I’ll slug you.”

“It looks distinguished,” Danny said deadpan.

Craig smiled but didn’t open his eyes. Danny leaned back to take a good look at him. “Seriously, you look tired.”

“I am tired!” It came out a little more harshly than Craig intended. “I’m tired as hell,” he said in gentler tone. I’m taking a couple of weeks off.” He got up and went to the door.

“Couldn’t it wait until I get the edit done? We could go somewhere. “We haven’t had a holiday in—well, we haven’t had a holiday, period. We could take a couple of weeks in Paris, maybe Rome.”

“Finish the book. We’ll figure out something then.” Craig peeled off his shirt and headed for the bedroom. Danny followed.

“I could talk to the publisher. Get an extension.”

Craig continued to undress without responding.

“Is everything okay?” Danny asked after a silence.

“Sure.”

“At work?”

Craig nodded.

“With us?”

“Sure. Why wouldn’t it be?”

“I don’t know. You’ve been more than usually uncommunicative lately.”

“I’ve been more than usually busy lately.”

“It’s just, sometimes I get the feeling I’m crowding you.”

“It’s your apartment.”

For a fleeting moment, Danny’s face registered hurt. “It’s our apartment.”

Craig went into the bathroom. Danny stood watching the closed door listening to the familiar sound of Craig urinating, then brushing his teeth. Craig emerged wearing only his shorts.

“Craig?”

“I really need to hit the sack.” He climbed onto the bed. “Let’s talk in the morning.”

Danny shrugged, nodded, then went back to the living room to turn out the lights. He stood for a moment in the dark contemplating the exchange unhappily. He’d lived with Craig for most of two years, knew his habits, his moods, his taste in music, food, literature—and yet there were doors that remained closed to him.

 

AT 2:15 A.M., CRAIG was sitting up in bed, wide awake, an open book resting on his chest. He’d read the one page several times in the last hour. He turned to look at Danny in the dim shaft of light that spilled from his reading lamp. Danny slept as always, soundly and quietly. This handsome, accomplished man had offered Craig his life, and Craig didn’t quite know what to do with it. He sighed and got out of bed cautiously, even though he knew Danny slept the deep sleep of the supremely innocent.

As he padded down the darkened hall, he brushed by his jacket and saw the mysterious envelope protruding from the pocket. He took it with him to the kitchen, tucking it under his arm as he filled a glass with water from the refrigerator dispenser. Then he sat at the counter, turned on the single lamp there, and examined the envelope in its light.

The return address read: “Adam Tauber” over the logo of a legal firm in Phoenix. No one he knew. He tore the envelope open and took out a page. Tauber’s name was prominent on the letterhead. He unfolded the page and read. Within a paragraph, he straightened, fully conscious now. He read to the end, then took a deep, emotional breath and peered into the dark.

He heard Nate’s voice as clearly as if he were in the room.

“Craig. Craig! C’mon, gimme your hand!”


Chapter Two

Eugene Oregon

30 years ago

 

NATE GRABBED CRAIG’S hand as he climbed the ladder and hauled him up into the tree house.

Craig examined the elaborate structure in wonder. “Did your father build this?”

“He didn’t build it. He had some of the guys from the lumber plant over. Pulled favors—which is a nice way of saying he didn’t pay the poor suckers.”

The “house” was attached to a tall pine which had been mutilated to accommodate the structure. The supporting tree stood just within the border of the Broderson property line, seeming to have strayed from the dense forest of pines on public land beyond. The house was furnished with an old loveseat, a small, much-abused card table, and a stained director’s chair.

Nate cast a cursory glance about the platform as he lowered shades to deflect the bright afternoon sun. “Anyway, he didn’t build it for me. He just wanted something decorative to look at from his den window.”

Nathan Broderson looked fifteen, no older, no younger. He was slim, good-looking with fine, even features, short, expensively cut, corn-colored hair, and expressive deep green eyes. But it was his broad smile that warmed Craig, and indeed anyone who knew Nate, except his rigidly conservative parents. The smile vanished in their presence.

Craig, on the other hand, looked a little older than his fifteen years due to the muscle he’d built in the school gym and as a pitcher on the team. He wore his thick black hair longer than school regulation, less from rebelliousness than from poverty. His square jaw and brooding brown eyes contributed to a kind of sexiness, which drew the girls in his class to him, but of which he seemed unaware. Both wore tees and jeans, Craig’s tee a bright yellow with a green “Ducks” emblazoned on it. Nate hid his slim frame in a hoodie that was a size too big.

Craig examined the borders of the platform, ran his hands over the railings that enclosed it. “Man, this is neat!”

At the top of the sloping lawn was Nate’s home. It stood taller than the neighboring houses and flew the Stars and Stripes prominently front and back. To Craig, the house represented wealth, a comfortable lifestyle he had never known. But his tight friendship with Nate stemmed from a day in their freshman year when Craig fought off a senior who was bullying Nate. Social differences had never been an issue. The two always seemed to have some topic of mutual interest to discuss, to laugh at, and in their own ingenuous way, to philosophize about. They sat on the floor, backs against the dusty loveseat.

Nate pulled a book from under the sofa and laid it on the table. “I snuck this outta the house,” he said conspiratorially. It was a large, heavy, clearly expensive coffee table book. A spectacular graphic of the Milky Way adorned the dust cover, and the title The Case for Space offered tantalizing speculation as to what lay within.

Craig ran his hand slowly, reverently, over the cover. This was a book he could lose himself in, a book he’d never own. “Awesome,” he said in a whisper.

Nate smiled happily, pleased to have impressed Craig. “I knew you’d get a blast.”

Craig opened the book at random, at a chapter titled “The Solar System” and flicked a few of the pages over. He stopped at a full-page photograph of the surface of Mars. “I know this shot! It was taken by the first Viking lander. Nineteen seventy-six!”

They both examined the picture, marveled at the red, rocky terrain, the long shadows thrown by rocks in the foreground, the pink sky. Craig turned to another full-page illustration, a photo of a vast plateau rising above the curved surface of the planet, and topped by a long extinct volcano. “Olympus Mons…”

“The tallest mountain in the whole solar system,” Craig proclaimed. “It’s fifteen miles high.”

Nate turned the book to get a closer look at the phenomenon. “Wow.”

“Three times higher than Everest.”

“The view from the top must be awesome!”

“Nah, there’s no view from the top. See, Mars is only half the size of Earth, and Olympus Mons is so high, from the top, you wouldn’t even see the horizon of the planet.”

“No shit!

“Just the bottom of the mountain. The foothills.”

Nate tried to get his head around this and couldn’t. He turned to a page where an artist’s rendering depicted the mountain in profile, with scale comparisons to Everest and Mauna Kea, both puny against the staggering proportions of Olympus Mons. It rose from the red plains of the planet, over the gentle ridges of the foothills, the plateau, and up to the broken peak of a long dormant volcano. Above was the violet sky of Mars imagined at dusk.

“Twilight lasts longer on Mars. Up to two hours,” Craig said.

Nate turned to watch his friend’s face—Craig’s handsome, strong face, his eyes fixed on the illustrated page, his concentration channeled exclusively on the subject of Mars. Nate admired, even envied Craig’s passion for astronomy, the sciences, for anything that rose above the mundanity of their plodding day-to-day existence.

Craig pointed to the violet sky in the illustration which gradated into a deep purple against which were flecked myriad stars. “See, the atmosphere is dusty and has small particles of ice, so the regular pink daytime sky turns blue at twilight, or if there’s been a dust storm, a kind of violet.”

The two sat and absorbed the wonder of the illustration. Nate still struggled to embrace the impossible reality of the mountain. “So. No view.”

“Not if you looked down.” Craig sighed, then smiled at Nate. “But if you look up…” Nate turned to him. “Stars,” Craig said dreamily. He settled back against the sofa. “The atmosphere is so thin, you’d see the whole fuckin’ universe.”

Nate adopted Craig’s dreamy smile and settled back close to him. “So. We keep looking up!”

“Always.”

“Maybe that's what life’s about. You think? Looking forward, never back.”

“Yeah. Looking up, never down.”

They fell into a silence, the kind that always followed an injection of depth into their conversation.

“You think we’ll go to Mars? Like, in our lifetime?”

“You bet!” Craig asserted. “I want to be on the first expedition!”

“Take me with you! I don’t want to be left alone!” There was desperation in Nate’s tone. Craig turned to him with a concerned frown. Aware of Craig’s scrutiny, he smiled to downplay his outburst. “Not in this shitty town.”

Craig held up a hand. “We’ll go together.”

Nate high-fived, then glanced down at the book and ran his hand over the illustration stopping at the peak of Olympus Mons. “Great spot for a tree house.”

“No trees on Olympus Mons.”

Nate sighed. “No house.”

“No view.”

“Unless you look up.”

“Unless you look up.”

They chuckled and rested their heads back on the sofa.

“Nathan!” The strident call cut through their daydreams. Nate’s mother emerged from the back door of the house. “Nathan! Answer me!”

Nathan closed the book and took it under his arm as he stood up. “We’re up here.”

“Is that boy with you?”

Nate and Craig exchanged a glance and Craig stood. “Hi Mrs. Broderson!” he called politely.

She ignored him. “What have you got there?”

Nate slipped the massive book behind his back, but not fast enough.

“That book!”

“It’s Dad’s. He never looks at it.”

“Put it back in the library where it belongs! You’ve got homework!”

“We’ll be down in a sec.”

“Now! And wash up before dinner!” She turned back to the house.

“Can Craig stay for—” But the slam of the back door cut him short.

Craig started for the ladder. “’S okay. I gotta go get something to eat for my mom.”

“Is she okay?”

Craig shrugged. “I dunno. Sometimes.” He slid to the ground and held out his hands for the book, which Nate dropped to him as he climbed down. Craig ran his hand over the expensive smoothness of the cover once more before relinquishing it. “Catch you at school.” He turned toward the woods.

“Craig!” Nate leaned the book against the broad trunk of the tree and fumbled around in the pocket of his hoodie. “I was gonna wait for your birthday. But—well, you’re the baseball freak, so I thought, before the season ends…” He took a grimy baseball from his pocket and held it out to Craig.

Craig took it and turned a querying glance to Nate.

“Take a closer look, dumbass!”

Craig did. The ball was signed Mickey Mantle ’52. He looked up at Nate with shock. “This must be worth a fortune!”

Nate shrugged. “It was in the bottom drawer of my father’s desk. He’ll never miss it.”

“What if he thinks I stole it or something?”

“I left a note—which he won’t find any time this century. I said I sent it to the Baseball Hall of Fame. He’s got drawers full of shit like this—autographs, photos. He never looks at them, just likes to have things.”

Craig turned the ball in his hand as if it were a sacred relic. “Y’know? I don’t think I can take it. It’s—”

Nate wrapped both his hands around Craig’s, locking the ball into Craig’s grasp. “For luck, buddy.”

Craig gazed into Nate’s earnest green eyes which begged him to accept. “I’ll always keep this. Always. Thanks, Nate.”

Nate’s wide, happy smile sealed the deal.

Nate’s mother appeared at the back door. “Nathan!”

The smile vanished. “Shit!” He released Craig’s hand. “Gotta go.” He grabbed the book and took off. Craig watched until he’d gone inside, then headed into the woods.

It was getting dark as he wended his way between the pines, trudging over the thick blanket of needles that dulled all sound, except the twilight birdsong. This was public land and the trees would never be felled—at least, that’s as Craig hoped. This small, comforting forest of pines was his own private backyard where the walk between Nate’s house and his gave him time to think, to be calm, to breathe clean air, to feel free.

The chill air warned of an early fall, but Craig’s jubilation at his gift, and his friendship with Nate warmed him. He tossed the ball in the air a few times and caught it, each time squinting in the fading daylight to examine the autograph, then chuckling in happy disbelief.

The pale October light had almost gone when he emerged from the woods onto a paved roadway badly in need of repair. Potholes pocked the surface which he crossed gingerly. When he was nine, running across this road had resulted in a sprained ankle, an inconvenience he didn’t want again.

The dismal mobile homes which lined the opposite side of the street were as they had been all his life. He was used to the sight of damaged screen doors and peeling paint and felt nothing when he approached the most dilapidated in the row. It was home. It always had been. The front door was, as always, unlocked. He pulled open the squeaking screen door and went into the dark, cramped living room.

“Mom?” He turned on a light and continued through to the bedroom where his mother, painfully thin, lay on top of an unmade bed watching a game show on TV. She wore a threadbare bathrobe and her hands smoothed its folds in repetitive slow motion.

Not a good sign.

“You okay?”

“Sure, honey.” She managed a faint smile. He turned on a lamp by the bed and his mother squinted. This close, he could tell she hadn’t bathed today, or maybe yesterday either. Craig had inherited her thick, black hair, but hers was lank, unwashed, streaked with white. This woman who’d looked like some glamorous, exotic gypsy when Craig was a kid now looked much, much older than her thirty-three years.

“Y’know, you should open the window once in a while, let some air in.” He straightened the ugly crucifix which hung crooked above the bed, then sat on the edge of the bed and held out the baseball. “Look at this. Nate gave it to me.”

His mother barely seemed to register. “Nice,” she managed before turning her attention back to the TV.

“It’s signed by Mickey Mantle.”

“Mickey Mantle,” she said, her attention lazily fixed on the game show.

“The Mickey Mantle!” Craig specified.

“Gee, honey. That’s something.”

Craig tossed the ball a few feet into the air and caught it with a flourish, but his mother was oblivious to any attempt to entertain her. He sauntered into his bedroom and placed the ball on the nightstand. He turned the lamp on and regarded his prize for a moment, repositioned it, stood back, regarded it critically, turned it again so the autograph was uppermost and looked at it some more. He smiled. Then he felt a minor qualm. Would Nate’s father notice its absence? Would he take it out on Nate? Did fathers like Nate’s beat their kids? Craig had no experience of fathers, his own having split before he was born. Maybe he’d have to return the gift—and he wouldn’t hesitate to do so if it meant saving Nate from repercussion. But for now, it was his.

He showered and found a clean tee to wear to work: a night shift at the twenty-four-hour store in a local gas station. This helped his high school expenses and was a supplement to the meager government assistance on which he and his mother relied.

He put his head round his mother’s door. She hadn’t moved and was still staring vacantly at the TV where game contestants were wallowing in wins of thousands of dollars. “Get you something to eat?”

His mother’s eyelids flickered. “I’m not really hungry.”

“You gotta eat. They said at the center…”

His mother swiveled her head to Craig. She leaned forward. Suddenly there was urgency in her previously unfocussed gaze. “You couldn’t let me have a little—” She wet her lips as if searching for a word. “I need some money Craigie. Just a little extra.”

There was ice in the pit of his stomach. He knew the signs: the nervous hands, the faint tic. “The bank account’s DOA. You know that.”

“My medication’s kinda low.”

“No, I checked. You’re okay,” he said lightly.

Jesus, don’t let her lapse.

“I just need…”

“Mom, we’re scraping by as it is,” he said gently as he plumped her pillow. She slumped back and resumed her inspection of the game show, but her anguished expression remained. He tried for reassurance. “I’ll call disability Monday, see if we can squeeze a bit more outta them. Okay?” His mother resumed stroking the folds of her robe. Craig watched her for a moment, then hurried out.

 

AT 11:00 P.M., THE gas station was the only brightly lit spot on the highway. A moderately pretty girl of fifteen stood at the counter facing Craig. She wore a light sweater over fashionably ripped jeans.
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Keep looking:up—that's whatlife's about.

BARRY CREYTON
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