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Mary Goes Dark

High schools smell like a basement. It doesn’t matter how old they are. And it doesn’t matter how long you’ve been in them. They say you start to go nose blind to certain smells after about five minutes. This is how people live next to slaughterhouses and sewage treatment plants without killing themselves. But for high schools, they always smell like a basement. Even after teaching for 36 years.

A dull thwap woke up the quiet room. Normally, the kids sit without more than a whisper until everyone’s done writing their essays (“Symbolism of 1984, Book 2 Chapter 1”) but William Grey decided he was bored. A new pile of books lay on the floor next to him. Mary Weber had seen boys like him over the years. She wasn’t impressed.

“William,” she said in her loudest whisper. “What have I told you about that?”

The boy showed her his palms. “Oh you’ve told me?” he said full volume. “And what exactly did you tell me?”

He laughed. So did a few of the other students. Mary paused. She couldn’t fathom why that was funny.

“Get up,” she said.

“Oh come on.”

“Let’s go.”

The rest of the students made their usual happy groans whenever she took someone out of class. Everyone likes a distraction.

William stood up loudly. Even after 36 years, Mary never really understood how they did that. He grabbed his backpack with a dramatic flourish and followed her into the hallway. She might as well have been in 1992 with Billy Prospect. Or 1998 with Craig Hilton. Or any of the other boys that acted out just enough to warrant the extra effort.

The teachers who taught the teachers said you should treat every student the same. That each student’s education was as valuable as the next. Mary disagreed. Some kids gravitated toward schoolwork. They seemed to inhale assignments and exhale good grades. But then there were the others that either didn’t care, didn’t have the time to care, or didn’t want anyone to know they cared. These students needed extra attention. And much like the attempt to fix a leaky pipe on your own without calling a plumber, Mary felt compelled to at least try to help them.

“The binding wasn’t even broken, Mrs. Weber,” said William. They walked along the empty hallway, pea-colored lockers lining the walls.

“What have I told you about picking on Bryce?”

William paused and looked out of the corners of his eyes. “Is that a real question?”

“You’re not the only person in that classroom. I have twenty other students to think about. You think it’s fair for me to be out here talking to you like a child instead of finishing the class with the rest?”

“I gotta pee.”

“You what?” She noticed he wasn’t next to her and turned around.

“I gotta pee.” He nodded toward the bathroom door to his right. “Cool?”

“Yeah William. Cool.”

He stepped into the zig-zagged doorway of the boys’ bathroom. The hallways of the high school were always a little amazing to her. They explode with locker doors slamming shut, laughter, and moving feet between classes. But once everyone gets settled in, they become meditative zones of silence. Whispers echo. Footsteps reverberate. A hallway to her right led to the gymnasium. A lobby area with doors to the parking lot filled in the space between.

36 years. And just about an equal amount of Williams. The clothes change but the kids—

And then the hallway started to dim. At first she thought maybe a couple light bulbs went out, but it was more than that. She looked at the fluorescent lights above and saw they were still lit, just dimming. Her footsteps echoed in the empty hallway as she glanced around the corner. It looked like someone was rolling a massive dimmer switch counterclockwise. She moved toward the gym. She expected shadows to stretch down the hallway from the doors leading outside. But when she got to the lobby she only saw the vague movement of autumn leaves blowing through the rows of cars.

She wiped her eyes but that didn’t stop the dimming. Was there a solar eclipse? But how could that affect the lights in the school? Was she going blind? Did that happen all at once? She pushed through the doors to the outside and the brisk air ran through her shirtsleeves. It felt like daytime. It looked like daytime, except for the fact that no matter how much she searched the sky, she couldn’t find the sun.

Darkness engulfed the school by the time she walked back inside. This didn’t really matter since the parking lot was just as black. She stuck her hands in front of her like a mummy and eventually found the wall. How has nobody else come out of their room? she wondered.

The musty basement smell of the high school remained, but every image of the last 36 years was gone. The trophy cases that hadn’t seen an addition since the 2002 men’s basketball championship. The concession stand outside the gym that only opened during basketball games on Friday nights. The rows of tables where students ate their lunches. It was all gone. The images in her mind weren’t strong enough to bring them back. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine the posters on the walls around her. And when she opened them back up, she saw a faint glimmer of light from the end of the hallway. 

A second sun was rising, but this one didn’t seem to have a point of origin. The lights slowly resumed their pale, white glow. Sunshine through the mostly-glass doors picked up right where it left off.

She felt rejuvenated—like she had taken a nap. Mary yawned even though she wasn’t tired.

It was a short walk back to class. And when she got inside it didn’t seem like anybody noticed every light in the entire world going out for at least five full minutes. Or at least they didn’t say they did. She looked at the papers in front of the students and figured they had to be done with whatever they were doing so she asked them to pass them forward. 

And that’s when the sound of shattered glass exploded through the soft bubble of the afternoon.

Students sprang from their seats.

“Stay,” said Mary.

She walked toward the noise, even though something that loud could only have come from the parking lot. People don’t have the capacity for that level of destruction without some mechanical assistance. Other teachers and students filtered into the hallway with her, and they all moved past the bathrooms, through the lobby and mostly-glass doors, and into the parking lot.

The horizontal rows of cars ended in a vertical passageway that could’ve been called a path if viewed from directly above. But from the point-of-view of a person standing outside the doors, it looked like the cars were directing your vision to the driveway leading to Eastland Avenue. It wasn’t a busy street unless school was either getting started or getting out. But at this moment, there was an obstruction in the driveway. The crowd advanced toward the smoking mess.

The door of the smashed car flung open and William fell from the driver’s seat. He cursed as he hit the ground.

“Oh my God!” yelled somebody.

“Call 911!” yelled another. 

Mary walked to the end of the parking lot as people began swarming the demolished car. Some students called out for help. People called for others to back up. More people called the police but an ambulance can only drive so fast.

Mary stared at William. A cut over his eyebrows bled down the side of his face. He looked around as if just waking up. She stood still as the crowd swirled around her. Was everything in slow motion? Or did her quickening breaths simply make it seem that way? She lost feeling in her hands and feet so maybe it was lucky that she couldn’t move.

People went to check on the driver of the red pickup truck with the smashed headlights and grill. Mary simply wiped the sweat from her forehead that had grown cool from the persistent wind.

“What was he even doing here?” she heard someone ask.

Two ambulances, a fire truck, and a couple police cars would decorate the afternoon parking lot with their lights. But Mary only saw their reflection in the mostly-glass doors as she walked back inside.

The lights going out.

The bathroom.

William knocking Bryce’s books to the ground.

It finally came back.

Mary sat in the principal’s office. She kept her hands in her lap and her legs crossed at the ankles. William should’ve been in here. Not her. The fire trucks and the ambulances had left, but not the police cars.

George Caldwell sat behind his desk but didn’t say anything. He got the job after Howard West retired ten years earlier. She had liked Caldwell immediately. Anybody would’ve been better than Howard West.

“Is he going to be okay?” asked Mary. She sat in the blue chairs that had been in front of this desk since sometime around the Vietnam War.

“Why wasn’t he in your class?” asked George Caldwell. Students were terrified of him. At 6’3”, that was understandable. His east coast accent made him an anomaly in the middle of Wisconsin.

Mary shrugged. “He was picking on Bryce Ballard again.”

“Your students said you left the room with him.”

She nodded.

“So how did you come back to the room without him making it here?”

She opened her mouth to tell him about the darkness. About how the lights sucked everything out of her. How was anybody expected to keep track of their day when something like that happened? But instead, as she had recently found herself doing more and more, she shrugged.

Caldwell stood up. It seemed to take a full minute for him to unfurl himself from the chair and fully extend every piece of his massive vertebrae. He walked around the desk and sat in the identical armchair with faded blue upholstery to Mary’s left. He scooted it little by little until he faced Mary.

“I can’t sweep this under the rug,” he said.

She nodded.

“That boy is hurt and his parents are going to want answers.”

She nodded.

“And when they find out this isn’t the first lapse of yours, they’re going to demand accountability.”

She nodded.

“I’m sorry, Mary.”

She looked up to the massive head floating above her and was surprised to see moisture in his eyes.

36 years.
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Two Years Later

Greg Finds the House

“It feels a little weird at first. Like you’re on ice or something.” Greg Weber stood at the top of the ramp in the second warehouse near the loading docks. Some new kid, Nick or Neil or something, sat behind the wheel of the paper mill’s worst tow motor. An absolute piece of shit. There was only a little bit of the original yellow paint left toward the back. The rest was a Pollock-like smattering of paint streaks from walls, barriers, and other abutments that proved too difficult for a new tractor driver to avoid.

“But I still like, turn right to go right and stuff, don’t I?” Nick or Neil would touch the wheel but held his wrists aloft like he thought it might fall off if too much weight rested on top. The lack of pressure allowed the nervous shakes to show more than Greg liked.

“Yeah. Turn like normal. But it’s the back wheels that steer, not the front.”

Neil or Nick looked behind him like he had never seen rear wheels. He was a legacy hire—his dad worked in the machine shop for the last two hundred years or so which meant anybody that shared a chromosome got a job as long as they passed the drug test. Greg thought at one point he would inspire a legacy hire of his own. He was wrong.

“Alright. Fire it up.” Greg crossed his arms and thought about the birds that kicked their babies out of the nest after a couple days. Fly or die.

Nick or Neil turned the key and let it rumble for a second. He looked at Greg.

“Push the pedal. Don’t hit anything.”

The tow motor crept forward. They usually gunned it right from the start, adding a new Pollock streak to the front end. But this kid acted like the world was about to come crashing down on top of him. Greg didn’t have to break a casual stride to catch up.

“For Christ’s sake kid put some weight on it, will ya?”

He nodded and sped up. A little.

“How long do you think I should wait?” A man walked up to Greg as Nick or Neil drove along the rows of gigantic paper rolls. But to anybody else, they would’ve looked like cylindrical columns wrapped in paper. Maybe pipes? Industrial insulation? The paper mill was itself a relic. Formerly the driving economic force that put the whole area on the map. In reality, it was a lucky intersection of access to highways, railways, and a river. And even though the majority of the industry in the region had cannibalized itself, the doors had yet to be padlocked. Greg liked to tell people he had spent more than half his life underneath this roof. He got the job before video games made their first appearance on kids’ Christmas lists. He worked about every job there was to work before making the jump to management. But really, the only difference was that his paychecks were a little bigger than before. He still had to eat shit from his boss like everybody else. However, his boss wouldn’t have nodded to Jim Rusch to go right ahead and shatter an OSHA regulation within the first twenty minutes of this poor kid’s first day.

“You got it boss.” Jim had become an expert at the delicate balance one needs with a water balloon. Throwing it too hard will rupture it before it ever leaves your hand. But you have to have at least a little force if it’s going to catch up with the twenty-year-old dork that’s never going to see it coming.

And just as it had every time for the last ten years or so, Jim’s expertly crafted water balloon sailed down the path of Warehouse Two right around bays 15 or 16 where it caught up with the clumsily ambling tow motor driven by Nick or Neil or something.

“Goddamnit I’m good at this,” said Jim.

The kid let out a quick scream when the water crashed through the slotted metal roof of the tow motor. He craned his head backwards to look at them.

Greg drew a circle in the air with his finger. “Doing great,” he yelled. “Keep going.”

The tow motor slipped a little on the wet floor but continued slithering along the aisles.

“Training’s pretty tough, eh?” asked Jim.

Greg shrugged. “It’s part of the job description.”

Jim pulled a cigarette from a soft pack in the breast pocket of his green t-shirt and lit it. Smoking had been outlawed in the warehouse decades earlier. Anybody under 40 would be written up for it immediately. But after a few decades, you get some special privileges. He offered one to Greg, but he shook his head.

“The wife’ll flip.” This was most of the truth. The rest of it was that his breaths didn’t seem to be going quite as deep lately. In fact, it had seemed this way for a little while now.

Jim nodded and took a drag. Greg always loved the smell of cigarettes.

“How’s all that going?” asked Jim.

Greg just looked at him.

“The wife.”

“Oh. Well, you know. She’s got a lot of time to kill these days.”

“Retiring will do that.”

Greg shot out a quick breath. “You could call it that.”  They didn’t say the word. Not much, at least. Alzheimer’s. Dementia. Speaking its name brought it to life. Like Bloody Mary. It was safest to keep the words in your head.

His pocket jumped. He pulled out his phone. “Speak of the devil,” he said to Jim as he put it to his ear.

“I’m not an idiot,” she said.

“What?” Greg nodded to Jim who returned it before turning around. A trail of smoke followed him like a steam engine disappearing into the sunset.

“And it’s not like I just moved here.”

“What are you talking about?”

“But I turn and I turn and it’s just not there.” She sounded hoarse. The kid came around the corner and Greg waved him into Warehouse One. He turned around before he could see exactly how terrified the kid was.

“Mary. Stop. What’s going on?”

Deep breaths pulsated through the phone. A dull static blanketed the background.

“Are you in the car?”

“I just needed two quick things from the store.”

Greg pushed his forefinger and thumb into his eyes. Not hard, but not softly either. She wasn’t supposed to be in the car. Not by herself. Not behind the wheel. First it was the highway that made her nervous. Everything moved too fast. Everything was too loud. There was too much going on. But it wasn’t until the red light looked like, well only God knows how a red light can look like anything but a red light. But whatever the case was, she saw the red light but didn’t stop. A carload of teenagers swerved up onto the sidewalk, but the only thing hurt was the front alignment of their Chevrolet Sonic. The cop didn’t take that into account when he gave her the ticket. And as much as it made Greg feel like a dictator, he couldn’t let her drive anymore. Realistically, it was a relief for Mary. But what it really meant was that she was trapped in that house unless someone came to get her. Greg felt the dull ache of guilt in his stomach every time he laughed when he was away. 

“Where are you?” he asked. He released the pressure from his eyes, and it took a moment for his vision to clear. He looked up. Did a light go out?

“I—I don’t know.”

They bought their house when Ashley, their oldest, was still wetting the bed.

“Well, what do you see?”

A few breaths and another blanket of engine noise streamed through the phone.

“I think that’s a school.”

“Is it red? A white line around the middle like a belt?”

“Yeah.”

Jefferson Elementary. The kids walked there even when it was snowing.

“Okay. Pull over. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

He hung up and swung his head around, looking for smoke. Was it darker? He looked up and saw another light out.

“Jim!” he yelled.

The tow motor bounced up the concrete ramp between the two warehouses.

“Mr. Weber?”

“Not you. Keep driving.” Nick or Neil exhaled half his body mass and turned right.

Another light went out and a small red dot could be seen by the garage doors of the loading dock. Greg started to jog but ran out of breath before he could set a steady rhythm. Shit, he needed some exercise.

“Jim, hey I gotta go.”

“What’s up?”

“It’s Mary. She just—I just gotta go. Watch the kid. Keep him driving until he stops hitting stuff.”

Jim’s cigarette nodded.

Each step to the parking lot covered half the ground it should’ve. He burst through the access door and the explosion of natural light stung his eyes. He found his blue 2012 Chevy Silverado and tore out of the parking lot, squealing his tires as they made the jump from blacktop to asphalt.

Red lights took hours.

Every car was being pushed instead of driven.

All roads doubled in length.

It seemed to take a week and a half, but Greg finally turned the corner onto Greenview Drive and saw the red monolith with a white belt. He slowed the truck to a light jog until he saw their equally blue Chevy Malibu. He pulled alongside the curb behind it.

She was out of the car before he put his first leg out. 

“Where is everything? It’s not like I don’t know where I am. I’ve been driving these roads for years. For years! So where did it go? Where—”

Greg jumped out and met her at the hood of the Silverado. Her arms shot pointed fingers in every direction. He wrapped his around her shoulders. She continued pointing at things that should’ve been there. 

“I don’t know where I am and I am where I always have been but it’s different now and I can’t figure out—” 

Greg could feel the rapid rise and fall of her breaths through his arms curled around her back. Short. Choppy. Forced. Her entire body had become an earthquake. The air had a chill, but it was erased by the afternoon sunlight and a lack of wind. It was the shaking that would stick in Greg’s mind as he tried to fall asleep that night.

“It’s okay,” he whispered into her ear on a loop. She hadn’t stopped yelling since she got out of the car. He imagined her waiting for him. Every car was a threat and a possibility. Every movement was foreign. Stuck in a strange land that bears a slight resemblance to the world she at one point ran, Mary revolted. The tears spilling down her cheeks were as much from anger as they were frustration and fear. Greg held her tighter but the earthquake continued. She raged at the road signs. The new construction. She cursed the angle of the sunlight and every repaved driveway. It was all different and nobody sought her approval. Who made these changes? What right did they have?

Her words became slower and less forceful after three minutes that felt like twenty. Her arms went slack under Greg’s. He rubbed her back and told her it would be okay. That it was time to go. And that he would come back for the car later.

He helped her into the truck and drove the two blocks that had previously been obfuscated by new houses and roads that were built decades earlier. The Silverado’s tires crunched up their driveway in less than a minute.

“I drove down this road,” she said as they climbed from the truck. She looked left and right. “I drove right past our house. Multiple times.”

Greg followed her glance and tried to imagine seeing their house without recognizing it.

They walked in the front door where a tricolor beagle announced their return with a trumpeted howl.

“Hey hey, Al, that’s enough,” said Greg as he led Mary into the living room. She sat on the front of the couch cushions with her hands in her lap. Greg filled a glass of water from the tap in the kitchen and set it on the table next to her.

“That was terrible,” said Mary, her voice soft and full of waves. She wiped her eyes with the back of her right hand and stared at a nothing spot in the middle of the floor.

Greg sat in the chair to her left and watched his wife of 39 years process the afternoon. He tried to find the words that could calm her down, but he wasn’t sure if she’d be able to hear them if he did.
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Ashley and the Streetlights

The house was old. Built somewhere near the turn of the last century. Back when most of this town was still farmland. Around the time the entire world started fighting with each other for the first time. Darren Wolff had told her that it would be fine. He could fix the place up. And he could take care of any pop-up problems, too. Old houses seemed more dangerous to her. And with the prospect of a child in the near future, dangers were at the top of her hit list. And now all these years later, those repairs seem more impossible than ever.

“Why didn’t Dad just follow us home?” asked Noah. He still wore the shiny green soccer jersey. His shin pads were probably lying on the floor by the back door.

She knew it confused him. But Darren, being that role model that he was, didn’t want to miss his son’s game. For some reason, he felt these games were more important than anything else. He coached the team the previous year, even after the separation.

“What do you think he’s going to say when we get home?” she asked him a year earlier. The night all the promises of marriage came unraveled.

“What do you think he’s going to say when he doesn’t see me there?” It had to be around midnight. The kids went to bed hours before. Ashley made the mistake of mentioning something that had been on her mind for months. Years? Maybe.

Ashley sighed and put her forehead into her hands. Her alarm would ring in about six hours. That didn’t matter. She didn’t expect much sleep anyway.

Darren stood up and walked around the counter that separated the kitchen from the dining room. He rested against the countertop next to the sink and used his hands as a cushion behind his back. 

“Are you sure this is what you want?” he asked her. So understanding. So goddamn rational.

Did she want him to get mad? To cry? To punch a hole in the wall and wake up the kids? She’d at least have something she could point to. A reason. A justification for shredding those vows she worked so hard on seven years earlier—for him, sure, but also for herself.

Do people really just fall out of love?

One day, maybe two years before, she chopped all her hair off. It hung past her shoulders when she left in the morning for work but would barely cover your fingers if you ran your hand across her scalp by the time she got home. Darren just stared at her as she took her shoes off by the back door.

“Here’s where you say, Looks good honey.”

But he didn’t. Instead, he asked her why.

She opened her mouth to respond, but the most honest thing she could do was shrug. The idea came to her two months before. She immediately dismissed it as crazy. But when she woke up, the thought was there. It followed her throughout her days. For two months. So when she saw the salon on her way home from work she didn’t even really think about it more than, “Alright fine.”

There had to be a reason she couldn’t shake the thought. There had to be a reason it followed her everywhere. And then one day, after her hair had again reached her shoulders, she had another thought.

Do people really just fall out of love?

And now it had been a full year and she still wasn’t sure. New questions took its place. Most of them came from the mouths of Noah and Sadie.

“Why didn’t Dad just follow us home?” repeated Noah. Sunlight strained by the late afternoon shined off his green jersey.

She sighed. “Come on we went over this already.” She’d gotten pretty good at making it through the day without sleep when Sadie was still in diapers. She didn’t need more than a couple hours and a pot of coffee. People underestimated the power of momentum.

“He had to go back to his apartment.” Ashley grabbed a green alligator from the floor. It squeaked. Darren was the one who realized their daughter liked to play with dog toys. It seemed like a great money saver at the time. But now it was just plain weird.

Noah turned away from her and said, “That sucks.”

She knew she should’ve yelled at him. That’s no language for a first grader to use. But what did she expect? Darren was great with the kids. Always had been. And Noah was right. It sucked.

She couldn’t get used to the way his half of the bed looked when the sun finally rose in the morning. Cold. Empty. Is this what you wanted? it asked. Do people really just fall out of love?

She needed to get to the stack of papers sitting on the kitchen table. It was still close to the start of the school year, but if she expected the essays to be in on time, she should get them back on time.

She sighed and sat on the floor to grab the squeak toy from Sadie.

“Mommy no,” she said. 

The phone rang. Ashley let the alligator fall to the floor.

“I’ll get it,” she said to no one. She grabbed her cell phone from the short table next to the couch.

“Hey Dad,” she said as she sat on the arm of the couch. The dull thud of music started in Noah’s room. He was supposed to be getting into the shower.

“Hey Ash. How’s it going?” He sounded tired. Like he had just run up a hill.

“It’s okay. Noah won his soccer game.”

“Oh right, the soccer game. Any goals?”

“Him? No.” Ashley tried to remember if he’d scored any goals at all. Ever.

Ashley looked up to the stack of papers on the table just as Sadie tried to stand but screwed it up somehow. Ashley didn’t see how it happened, but she heard the result.

The cry started as a slow putter but built itself to a wail.

“I, uh—” said Greg.

Ashley scooped the screaming child in her arm as she held the phone in the other hand. She was trying to be more patient these days, particularly with her father. His calls had been getting longer, like he didn’t want to get off the phone despite having nothing interesting to say.

“I had to leave work early today,” he finally said.

“Oh yeah?” Ashley noticed a car slowly driving past the front of her house. “You feeling okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah no it wasn’t that,” he said. A pause. “I got a call from your mother.”

Ashley stopped the light wobble she hoped would calm Sadie.

“Is she feeling okay?”

“Well,” an inauthentic chuckle, “that’s all relative, I guess.”

Two more cars drove past her house. There’s nowhere to go down there but a dead end of more houses just like this one.

“She got lost,” he said.

“Mom did?” More cars.

“She took the car to the store—”

“Oh jeez.”

“—and couldn’t find her way back. She’s lived in the same house since 1985.”

The alarm in Sadie’s throat finally stopped so Ashley set her back down. 

A few strands of a higher register bled through the leather of his voice. The same strands that infected her voice when she felt tears bubbling from their hiding places in her eyelids. A soft sound. Unsteady. Unsure. And coming from her Dad, it was one of the most upsetting sounds she could hear.

“She drove right past our house how many times,” he continued.

She could feel her face contorting to the way her Dad’s voice sounded. The bubbles in her eyelids moved to the center. She walked to the window to distract herself and saw even more cars in front of her house. What was going on?

“Is she okay now?”

“Yeah. Yeah she’s lying down.”

“Where did you find her?”

“By the school.”

“Jefferson?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Jesus Christ.” Mom couldn’t find her way home from the school that both her and her brother went to for seven years.

“Ash, she was losing it when I showed up. She was shaking so much I thought her hair would fall out. It took almost two hours to get her to settle down.”

“I’m sorry, Dad.”

Noah’s music continued and Sadie decided she wasn’t hurt after all and went back to playing with her dog toy. Ashley glanced outside and almost forgot about her Dad on the other end of the phone.

Cars filled the road. Both directions. The sun was almost to the horizon now and the brake lights lit up the front bumpers of the cars behind them. A traffic jam? Here? Why would anybody come down this road? There weren’t even many trees to look at. At most, she had seen two cars at the same time as neighbors went to meet each other for a beer to get away from their kids or spouses, or both. But there had to be at least thirty cars. What the hell?

“No, you know what, I’m sorry. I don’t even know why I called to tell you this. You’ve got enough going on.”

“Dad, don’t worry about it.”

He let out a deep breath. “Alright I’ll let you go.”

They hung up and Ashley scooped up Sadie.

“Put me down,” she said. Sadie didn’t speak much. She chose her words carefully.

“Nope. Come on.” She walked to Noah’s room just past the living room and kicked the door. The dull throb of music turned down.

“I thought you were getting in the shower?”

The door cracked open.

“Going.”

As a high school teacher, she was better informed than most as to how unruly teenagers could be. She wasn’t looking forward to the monster Noah would be in another ten years.

She walked outside, still holding Sadie. The early October air had more of a chill than it had any right to have, but they wouldn’t be out there long. 

The two-story house, white, a decorative fence that didn’t guard anything from anything around a corner of the bushes by the front of the house—so many years and so many memories in that house and Mom drove past it like she was visiting the neighborhood for the first time. She’d heard people say stress or anxiety or whatever felt like a weight on your chest. But to her, walking out the back door and through the yard thinking of her Mom unable to recognize her own house, her chest just felt dead. A leaden mass of congealed blackness threatening to topple her over.

Good thing there was a traffic jam in front of the house to distract her.

But when she finally cleared the length of the house and walked down the driveway, all she saw was the same empty road she always saw.

“What the hell?” She carried Sadie to the end of the driveway and looked up and down the street. One by one, she watched as the streetlights kicked on until the wave of new light passed over their heads and continued down the street. Is that how they always turned on?

“Mommy I’m cold,” said Sadie.

Ashley kissed her on the cheek.

“Me too, sweetie.”

She stood in her driveway for another minute, just holding her daughter and staring at her house in the glow of the streetlights.  
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Sam Finds a Dog

He liked scrubs. It felt like wearing pajamas to work. Granted, people don’t consistently get blood on their pajamas, but Sam Weber prided himself on looking on the bright side of life. Or, at least, he tried to. Even now, walking out of the Emory University Midtown Hospital after twelve hours of pure shit, he was looking on the bright side.

“Oh great, it’s raining again,” he said to himself.

“Good thing you brought that umbrella there, big guy.” Steve Campbell stood next to him. Twelve hours is a long time for strict focus.

Sam looked down. An umbrella hung lazily from his half-closed hand.

“Look at that,” he said. Summer rains came with a thick blanket of humidity. But now that the heat had finally cooled to a point where bursting into flames in the middle of the afternoon seemed less likely, the air was approaching cold. Especially after sundown. “To tell you the truth, I don’t want to go out there.”

“Can’t blame you,” said Steve. “You worked all day to get those blood stains just right.”

“I know it looks like a lot of work, but really, it was just that cyclist. He bled enough for everybody.”

Steve drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “What a hero.”

“Hero indeed.”

“You know we have a locker room where you can clean yourself up, right?”

Sam shrugged.

And then they heard a light pattering of feet that sounded like raindrops hitting the pavement. The bright white streetlights reflected off the rain-soaked blacktop. Lines delineating parking stalls disappeared. In fact, the suggestion of a solid surface disappeared, leaving what looked to be a frozen lake. Cars driving through the pooled water created slight waves and the slurpy suction of tires on the moist asphalt below. Sam tried to ignore the mirage to see what had just run past.

“Right there,” he said as if Steve had asked him what it was.

“Huh?”

“A dog. Over there.” A black and white dog that might look like a border collie when it wasn’t soaking wet had run past the entrance to the hospital. It paused near the handicap parking spots and did a great job of blending into the wet parking lot. 

Steve shrugged. Sam stepped into the rain and opened the umbrella with a fwoomp in front of him.

“It goes over your head,” yelled Steve. But Sam didn’t pay attention as he carried the umbrella at his side.

“Hey buddy,” said Sam. He shuffled forward and held one hand toward the dog while the other held the umbrella. Rain fully soaked his hair and dripped down his forehead. A slight chill ran through him. The dog had to be freezing. The temperature was around twice the actual point of turning water into ice. People back home in Wisconsin would laugh at what was considered cold, but numbers worked differently in the South. 

People adjust. They adapt to their surroundings and reset their baselines. Sam spent the first few winters laughing at everyone around him. Two flakes of snow sent the whole city into a frenzy. Milk, bread, and eggs sold out at the grocery store as if the hinges on their doors would lock them inside until the spring thaw. He’d go out in a hooded sweatshirt while others wrapped themselves in thick coats, scarves, and gloves. He didn’t consider himself a southerner and figured he never would, but things change. 

People adjust.

He moved to the city in the middle of the summer after transferring his nursing license to Georgia. That was three years ago. Greg told him it was a mistake to move to a new city without securing a job first, but there were plenty of hospitals. What were the chances none of them needed an extra nurse?

Turns out, the chances were pretty good.

He walked out of hospital after hospital with the same words in his head—

“We’ll keep your information on file.”

The long list continually got shorter and he started to worry that the year-long lease he had just signed might condemn him to working fast food just to avoid eviction.

He allowed himself a night out. It felt deserved despite not having anything to show. He walked to a bar a few blocks from his house and felt his shirt stick to his back after maybe seven steps. He wondered why the hell he decided to move here anyway.

There hadn’t been a lot of deliberation. He hadn’t investigated the local economy or job market or potential recreational activities. His rubric for a new city was concise—no snow, and far from Wisconsin.

Won’t you miss your family? people loved to ask.

No. No he wouldn’t. Well, maybe the dog.

And when he finally sat down at the bar, he realized he had no one to talk to. Not having any friends will do that. So he sat back and watched the Braves game on the TV above the bar while he sipped on a beer he couldn’t pronounce. A voice came floating over his shoulder.

“This sport sucks.”

He turned around to see a woman trying to get the bartender’s attention by waving a dollar bill back and forth. Her curly hair stuck out from her head in round balls. No makeup. Circles under her eyes. She wore purple scrubs which made her look like a character from a children’s TV show compared to the rest of the garbage people in this garbage bar.

Sam scooted to his left to give her a lane to the bar. She stayed right where she was.

“It’s all marketing, you know,” she said. “That’s why everyone thinks they have to like this game.”

Sam shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think it’s bad.”

“America’s pastime? You know why they call it that?”

Sam shrugged again.

“Because it’s boring. Basketball and football, the real football, were invented by Americans, too you know. And right around the same time. But the baseball people had the great idea to label it America’s pastime because Americans love it when you say America.”

Sam spun a bit on his bar stool. “So what are you, like, on a mission to ruin baseball for everybody?”

A beer appeared on the bar and the woman tossed a collection of bills next to it.

“Listen, it sucks. I don’t need an argument. It’s inherent. Now if you’ll excuse me—” She reached forward and grabbed her beer.

“Which hospital do you work at?"

“What makes you think I work at a hospital?” She continued standing right behind him and took a drink of the beer.

“Well I saw the scrubs and—”

“Oh so just because I dress this way means I’ll clean out your bedpan? Dress your wounds?”

“No no no, I—”

“Relax. I’m fucking with you.”

Sam turned back to the game. He liked this boring sport.

“Emory University Midtown Hospital,” she said. “Just finished a twelve and boy are my wings tired.”

“Huh,” he said. “I haven’t tried that one yet.”

“It’s not a restaurant, you know.”

He shook his head. “No, no. I’m applying. Been trying to find a nursing job for a couple weeks now.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing.”

“Janet Jackson,” she said and stuck her hand out.

“Wait what?”

“Head of nursing at Emory University Midtown Hospital.”

The bar stool squeaked as he put his feet on the ground. He accepted the shake and said—

“Sam Weber.”

“You got a license?”

He nodded.

“You ever been sued?”

He shook his head.

“Stop in tomorrow.” She looked at her watch. “Around noon.”

He nodded. “Thank you. Thank you, Ms. Jackson.”

“You know, I almost said no.”

“To what?”

“My husband. It’s Mrs. Jackson, by the way.”

“So you married into being Janet Jackson?”

She nodded, sighed, and walked away.

And without Janet Jackson he wouldn’t be standing in a shiny parking lot, soaked through his chest hair, with his hand out to a dog.

“Hey buddy,” he said for the tenth time. And then a big white van drove past which sent the dog running. “Hey!”

Sam ran after the dog into the slight alley between the parking garage and the hospital. A dumpster stuck out from the hospital wall and the dog seemed to find a great scent just in front of it. It walked in a tight circle. He remembered the umbrella hanging from his hand and finally put it over his head. The soft thump of raindrops lazily hitting the nylon reminded Sam of camping.

The dog continued to circle, hunch its back, and circle more. This cycle happened three or four times before Sam realized what was happening.

“I gotcha buddy I gotcha.” 

He slowly stepped forward. The dog ignored Sam as he approached and shielded him from the rain with the umbrella.

A light jingle filled the air and he realized his phone was ringing. The dog didn’t seem to mind.

“Hello?”

“It’s Ashley.”

“Hey sis. Nice greeting.”

“Yeah well. Listen, I just thought you should know that Mom got lost today.”

“She what?” His phone was getting wet. Weren’t they protected against that now?

Ashley sighed. “She couldn’t find her way home. Dad had to get her.”

She always did this. It was going to ruin his whole night. He’s however-many miles away. What the hell could he do?

“Shit,” he said. He felt himself going up the emotional roller coaster. Muscles tightening. Heart pounding. Except he knew there would be no release.

“Yeah, shit,” she said.

As if on command, the dog finally let loose. It was disgusting, but twelve hours in the ER easily eclipsed the horror show coming out of the stray dog.

“I really don’t know why you call me with this,” he said.

“You know what? Neither do I. Sorry I thought you gave a shit about our Mom.”

“Of course I give a shit! But what am I—” He realized he was talking to a dead phone. She hung up.

Goddamnit, he thought.

“I don’t see a bag.”

Sam turned around, still holding the umbrella over the dog.

“What?”

Some dickhead with a long coat, umbrella, and gloves watched from the parking lot.

“The, uh—” He motioned toward the dog. “The business there. You gonna pick that up?”

Sam couldn’t believe the dog was still underneath the umbrella, but everybody likes a break from the rain once in a while. A chill ran through his body. Is this how people catch colds? Shouldn’t a nurse know the answer to that?

“It’s not my dog. I was just helping him poop.”

The dickhead laughed. “That doesn’t happen.”

A quick, but bright flash of lightning illuminated the parking lot. The thunder that followed felt like a gunshot going off directly next to Sam’s head. The dog ran out from underneath the umbrella. The dickhead covered his head like a bomb had gone off. Two car alarms erupted. And Sam, sick of the conversation and unsure how it would play out, ran into the parking lot. 

It wasn’t until he finally climbed into the seat of his own car that he noticed the steady tone of his ears ringing. 
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Mary and the Disappearing Salt

It’s quiet.

It’s always quiet.

The house had been quiet all day.

Mary didn’t like to play music. She found it distracting.

She didn’t like to watch TV anymore. They seemed to introduce new characters after every commercial break.

So she walked.

Not outside, unless the dog needed to go out. She stayed within the four exterior walls of their home of however many years. She never thought a trip to the grocery store would feel like a tropical vacation. But here she was, fantasizing about how the avocados looked in the produce section.

She’d been to that store about a million times. She used to go all the time back when she would cook dinners for her family on the weekends. Weekdays were too busy, of course, unless school was out. She was always so busy and now look at her: walking through an empty house in socks so she can’t even hear her own footsteps.

I used to have a life.

People relied on me.

The most excitement she felt all afternoon was the comparatively loud sound of her sigh as she looked out the window to the backyard. The orange tint of autumn was starting to creep into the leaves of the cottonwood tree along the property line. It was getting tall. Too tall. It had been maybe a decade since she first saw it over the top of the house from the street out front, but now the height felt like a threat. One good soaking rain to loosen up the soil, a big gust of wind, and boom there goes the neighborhood.

Sam had thrown a rope over one of the branches to try to tie up a tire swing when he was eight or nine. Or was that Ashley? 

Mary walked away from the window and tried to call up the image—Sam and his friend, what’s-his-name from down the road, the kid that always peed the bed when he slept over. But she couldn’t find the pictures anywhere in her brain. She tried again but put Ashley and the blonde girl from next door in the boys’ place. Samantha. That was her name. Because it was so close to Sam.

Is it possible to be exhausted from doing nothing? She was wiped. Taking a nap felt like a sin.

I used to have a life.

People relied on me.

Back when she was a teacher. She loved holding the attention of the class. And not because of the power or anything weird like that. No, it was just exciting. There was immediate gratification in explaining things. Understanding nods from the class might as well have been a standing ovation. She loved it. So she pushed even further into it. Anybody can teach the kids that want to be taught, she used to say. But she liked a challenge. So every little asshole that crossed her path, every little prick that other teachers would complain about in the teacher’s lounge, those kids became her focus. She chaperoned detention before and after school. And when one of these little pricks didn’t have anybody to go home to, she’d stay with them. She never really had any of those movie moments where the school bully would break down and swear to change their ways. A couple of them cooled it on the classroom disruptions, but that was about it.
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