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The Smoke of Idle Days

[image: ]




The birches went silver when the wind pushed through, and the woodpile looked like the ribcage of something that used to walk. Late October kept its promise. Frost on the pump handle. Breath smoking out of him like the stove in the kitchen. Val Buchanan set the log on the round and brought the axe down. The split ran clean, a dry crack with a hint of resin. He stacked the halves and reached for another.

He had been retired eleven years by his count. Some seasons went down easy. Some stuck. This one clung. The papers talked about markets the way preachers talked about sin. Every morning the Milwaukee Sentinel made a fist and knocked on the door. Stocks fell like knifed hogs. Men leaned out of tall windows and reconsidered. That was how one headline put it. He did not care for the euphemism.

Evelyn, his dear wife, kept the stove going and set a pot to simmer. The house had two rooms and a lean-to they called a pantry. A fence stitched the back lot. Beyond that, the marsh came up in brown grasses and a creek worked its way around a copse of ash trees. They had chosen the place because no one else wanted it. That had felt like a good omen at the time.

He split another log, swung again, and squared the pile. His hands had gone ropey from quiet living. Quiet did not mean soft. It meant he had more time to think.

He carried an armload in and nudged the door with his hip. Warmth met him. Coffee had made its case in the room and he agreed with it.

“You’re early,” Evelyn said.

“Cold snapped,” Buchanan said.

“The ground told me,” Evelyn said. “It made a sound when I stepped on it.”

He put the wood in the box by the stove and took the kettle off the hob. He poured two cups. They sat at the table they had sanded and oiled themselves. Not new, not old. Honest.

She opened the paper and smoothed it with a palm. “Do you want the financial ruin or the crime first?” Evelyn asked.

“Whichever has fewer adjectives,” Buchanan said.

She smiled and read anyway. “Exchange halts trading to calm fears,” Evelyn said. “Men on curbs. Speculators in hats that cost more than the houses they mortgaged. Here—armed robbery a bank in Madison. Thompson guns. That’s the quote.”

“Describe the street,” Buchanan said.

Evelyn scanned. “Financial district,” Evelyn said.

Buchanan took a sip and set the cup down. “That’s the modern part,” Buchanan said. “Not the guns. The wedge.”

“You’re not working,” Evelyn said.

“I am not,” Buchanan said.

She folded the paper and looked at him. “You go out to the woodpile when you have too much in your head,” Evelyn said. “I could hear it in the swing.”

“It’s October,” Buchanan said. “October asks for wood.”

She slid a sheet of onion-skin paper across the table. The top line read Dear Ruth, and then there were six neat paragraphs. She had her sister’s gift for steady sentences. The letter said they were well and the country was not. It said Buchanan had become handy with small repairs. It said the nights were beautiful and a little hard.

“I was going to mail this after lunch,” Evelyn said. “Do you want to add a note. About the pumpkins.”

“I will tell her that the raccoons prefer the small ones,” Buchanan said.

“Tell her something else,” Evelyn said.

He nodded and took the page and the fountain pen that always left a faint blue star at the corner of his thumb. He wrote Love from both of us and his name, and handed it back.

“You’re restless,” Evelyn said.

“Cost of being alive,” Buchanan said.

“You are not a bank guard,” Evelyn said.

“I am not,” Buchanan said.

She looked at the window. “The smoke this morning,” Evelyn said. “It went straight up and then slid sideways. Like a signal. Then there was nobody on the ridge to see it.”

“That happens,” Buchanan said.

“Don’t make it poetry,” Evelyn said. “You get that faraway thing and I don’t like it.”

He stared at the stovetop where the iron rose carried a ghost of flame. The habit was old: take a fact and walk it once around the yard. See if it still held when you came back.

After breakfast he fetched the mail from the box by the road. The road went nowhere important. Two envelopes waited, and one yellow slip with the corners blunted from the cold. The slip had Western Union stamped in red across the top. He felt the old current go through him—the one that ran from his palm to the back of his neck when a wire came from Chicago.

He brought it in and set it on the table. He took his time removing his gloves. Evelyn watched his hands.

“From who?” Evelyn asked.

“We will find out,” Buchanan said.

He tore the top and slid the sheet free. The message was trimmed to fit the line charge.
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