


[image: image]











DEDICATION






IN MEMORY OF MY STUDENT AND FRIEND


ARMANDO “MANDO” MONTAÑO,


WHOM WE LOST MUCH TOO SOON












PART I






There was another life that I might have had, but I am having this one.


—Kazuo Ishiguro, Never Let Me Go
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In the hay gold dusk of late spring, Don Lowry takes his usual walk through town and out to the fields beyond it. In the newly turned black earth, he smells energy and promise, which buoys him in a way he has not felt buoyed in some time, and he feels, along with the whole twitching prairie, as if he is on the verge of something either beautiful or terrible. It is always hard for him to know which. And this is why, while walking home, when he sees a woman, her body sprawled beneath a thick, scabbed-up sycamore at the darkening edge of Merrill Park, he believes that she’s fallen from a high bough.


Don stops at the edge of the park, reaching for his phone to call 911. But he does not bring his phone on these walks; his wife has urged him not to—he works too much, he has chest pains at night, and his face is often lit by a screen—and so he cannot call anyone. From this downhill angle, it’s unknowable: has the woman in fact fallen from the tree or has she been injured or beaten in some way? But as he approaches her, it seems as if she is simply sprawled there for the pleasure of it, for the soft grass and a few stars salting the darkening sky and the moon, an icy coin.


For a moment, he wants to lie down next to her and whisper her name.


It surprises him that he knows her name: Amelia Benitez-Coors, or ABC, as she’s called. He knows her name, and her nickname, in the strange, osmotic way people in a small town know things about perfect strangers; he knows some of her story: she had left the college a year before, and had gone off for a few months, and then, last fall when the leaves turned, she arrived in town again on a red bus from Omaha, to live with and care for the widow Ruth Manetti, whose lawn Don had cut as a teenager, twenty-five years before.


He looks at her form—peaceful, not bleeding or twisted in any way. She wears old jeans and a tight, gray WHERE THE HELL IS GRINNELL T-shirt, and she is barefoot, a hint of her midriff showing, her earth black hair thick and wavy and her skin an olive tone, deepened by sun.


Suddenly, she coughs, the wet hack of a summer cold, and opens her eyes.


Don steps back, as if she has caught fire.


“Were you watching me?” she asks.


“I was just making sure you were okay,” he says, but he’s been caught. He’s lingered too long on the midriff and the diamond stud in the navel, the bare feet with painted toes and a silver ring on the third right one.


She props up on her elbows and says, “Don Lowry!”


He steps back a foot or two.


“Are you okay?” Don asks.


“I am!”


“Do you need anything?” he says. “I’m sorry, I thought you were—”


“You’re Don Lowry!” she says.


This is something that happens. Don’s picture is on business cards and FOR SALE signs and flyers all over town. He’s recognized.


“It’s your business!” she says, this woman, ABC, and sits up now and reaches a hand up toward him. He takes it, helps her to her feet. He is taller than she is, but not by as much as he expects. She is uphill from him, on a small slope, which gives her an extra inch or two. It’s easy to look right into her eyes.


“It’s your business!” she says again, and her dark eyes lock on to his, which is exactly what he wants.


Don has a slogan: “It’s your home, but it’s my business!” Now he is embarrassed by it. Also embarrassing: the sweat stains on his light blue golf shirt, the ill-fitting Walmart khakis, his newly formed gut, his hairline, the pen in his pocket, the permanent name tag, his thirty-eight years on earth. He lets himself look at her again. He looks at her legs, then at the soft fullness of the flesh under her thin T-shirt and begins to feel the first sin of middle age, which is self-pity.


“Yes, that’s me,” he says.


“Get high with me, Don Lowry.”


“Pardon?”


A full-tailed orange cat struts his way across the park and the crows of some distant tree go crazy.


“I need someone to get high with me,” she says. “Someone I don’t know.”


“How so?”


“Do you know anything about me?” she says.


“You’re not special,” he says, without meaning to, but that’s the thrumming phrase in his inner ear and it comes out, the involuntary catharsis of a phrase he’s been thinking all week, all afternoon, his whole walk.


“Ha!” she blurts out.


“I mean, I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that. I meant me. I’m not special.”


“Perhaps you’ve been sent here for this very purpose?” she says.


“To get high?” Don asks.


“Isn’t this a magical night?” she says. “Is it too early for fireflies? Because I just saw some! I think.”


“Or did you mean,” Don says, “that my purpose here is to tell you that you’re not special?”


“I live over on Broad,” she says as if no questions have been presented, and begins to walk away from him. The back of her T-shirt reads: WHO THE HELL CARES?


“I know,” he says, catching up to her. “The Manetti place.”


“Will you be funny?” she says.


“I don’t know,” he says. “Why?”


“Just be funny when you’re stoned, Don Lowry,” she says. “Okay?”


Among his friends at the chamber of commerce, Don Lowry is known as a funny man, a teller of jokes. He always has three new jokes memorized—he does this every Sunday night. But now, those jokes leave him. It’s as if he’s never told a joke in his life. Jokeless, he walks alongside her anyway.


Later, after six or seven beers, and two joints, and a feeling as if he is being lifted out of his life into some other separate plane where nothing familiar exists, Don Lowry—that’s how she refers to him the whole night: first name, last name—is drifting off into sleep, slung into a hammock on the second-floor sleeping porch, and he hears a voice, her voice, of course it must be, but he is not sure if he is dreaming or not dreaming when he hears a whispered moan in his ear: Don Lowry, by the end of this summer, I’m going to be dead.
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Claire is not a regular runner, but she is an occasional one, and when she wakes up from a dream that same Friday night in late May, she feels like running, wants to run until she loses her breath and sweat slicks her limbs. Perhaps she too can blame the pulsing muscles and buzzing bones on the prairie spring, that sudden flux and flow of energy that comes when the body finally understands that winter is actually gone.


She is sleeping in her daughter’s bed. Wendy, who is ten and has already inherited her father’s insomnia and her mother’s capacity for worry, sleeps next to Claire. Wendy lies in bed each night and worries aloud—bedbugs, bullies, shark attacks in city pools— and Claire lies down and tries to remain calm beside her, listening to her daughter’s dark rambles, an emotional sponge. Sometimes, Claire sings to Wendy, the classic rock B sides that her half-drunk father used to sing to her three decades before. Eventually, Wendy falls asleep; often Claire does too. Wendy cannot fall asleep any other way. For over eight years, Claire has lain next to her daughter until sleep has come.


At Christmas last year, they bought Wendy a double bed because of this, and before that, a white noise machine since every noise beyond the bedroom caused Wendy to bolt upright and say, “What was that?” The double bed, the noise machine, lying beside her singing “Simple Man” and “Shelter from the Storm”—was all this indulgence or necessity? Claire didn’t know. It just was. Once your kids are older than five, you stop wondering, you stop reading the stack of contradictory parenting books, enjoy what you have as you have it, seeing the maw of the teenage years just a few steps away, realizing all of your new strategies and revised plans will simply evaporate with time anyway. A new obstacle will emerge and your routines will be useless.


On this night, the night in question, Claire has a dream that she is back in New York, seventeen again, smoking on the rooftop of a friend’s apartment; “The Love Cats” plays on a boom box. Her life is before her, still shapeable and unknown, and the thrill she has from looking out at the skyline is palpable even when she wakes up, as is the craving for a cigarette, though she has not smoked in three years.


The dream is not just a dream, really, but a dreaming of a memory, a flashback to something that happened in real life, as vivid and clear as reality. Her brain becomes a time machine. In this memory, it is cold, and Claire is wearing a massive parka, and she hears herself saying, “I will never leave this city,” before she takes a long drag on a cigarette and watches her friends raise their beer cans in agreement. “Never fucking ever,” they say. They drink. “Besides,” says Anna Holowka, who’d been, since birth, her best friend, “where the fuck would you go? Iowa?”


How do you ever know what you will do? How easy it seems, at seventeen, to shape a life with clarity, ridiculing all the possibilities that seem impossible.


Claire gets out of bed and a thought stays with her: I was a different person then.


And then: where did I go?


For mothers, there is a daily, or nightly, choice: sleep or solitude. You can rarely have both, and for most of her parental life, Claire has chosen solitude. She’s woken early to write, has done yoga while babies napped, has stayed up until three or four binge-watching a television series all her friends on Facebook have already seen. The dark circles under her eyes will confirm this, though she is still pretty enough, she knows, and for a woman almost forty, happily, she is still fit. Lately, she likes to have that confirmed. She dresses with less modesty than she did even in college (though in 1995, admittedly, billowing sacks of cloth were the rage); this summer’s swimsuit, just ordered online with the help of a virtual mannequin whose expandable curves fascinated Wendy to no end, will be a two-piece. Claire does not fear the gaze of men the way she did when she was younger. She does not welcome it, not exactly, but she also doesn’t mind the flirtation or the second looks she sometimes gets. It is, she knows, part maturity, part fearlessness, and part vanity—but how happy she is to lose the constant chatter of insecurity she heard her first two decades of adulthood.


This is the best part of middle age, she thinks. Or maybe she doesn’t think this. Maybe she has just read it in O magazine, while soaking in a bath a few nights ago. It is a bad habit of hers—possibly the curse of a blocked writer—to believe that she’s come up with ideas she’s read elsewhere only a few weeks before.


Claire goes to her bedroom and undresses, then slides on running shorts, a sports bra, and a white tank top. She finds her running shoes in the back of the chaotic closet. Stuffed inside them, a pair of athletic socks. Shod for a run, she checks in on Wendy, who is in deep sleep, and then listens at Bryan’s door; she hears a soft snore. Bryan is her oldest, now twelve, grown sullen and moody in the last six months. He sleeps with the bedroom door locked. He does everything behind a locked door. If he can look at a screen, he will. This makes her sad—all of the parenting books she’s read about raising free-range kids have been rendered impotent by the iPad his father bought him a year ago, on an unaffordable whim.


On the first floor, she shuts her laptop, closing first the eleven open tabs of distractive drivel that occupy her browser, then closing a document called NovelNewStartMay12_2012v39, and logging off to password-protect her computer. After this, in the kitchen, she looks down the basement stairs, sees the blue light of the TV and faintly hears the sound of a cable drama, the sound of televised gunfire. Her husband is watching his favorite show, a series about a sheriff in Kentucky; he has been trying to get her to watch it.


“I don’t like to watch miserable things,” she always reminds him, to which he always says, “But life is miserable.”


He means it as a joke; she does not like his jokes anymore.


She does not go down the stairs to check in with him, to let him know she is leaving. He will look at her, puzzled. He might take it personally, somehow, that she won’t slip in next to him, cuddle against him, graze his thigh with her hand. But the last thing she wants right now is to cuddle someone reassuringly. This, she has begun to believe, is the curse of her life: everyone around her demanding reassurance, as if there is a bottomless well of it, as if there is nothing that scares or overwhelms her, as if she is a source of endless cuddles, back rubs, and soothing tones.


She slips out the door.


She walks a block, then runs a block, then walks again toward campus, finally making a long diagonal dash across the abandoned lamp-lit green. The students are gone now, and most of the professors too. The campus feels abandoned, which is when she likes it best. She is almost never on campus in daylight.


Downtown, she jogs through the wide, empty streets. There is no traffic; the businesses—the café, the movie theater, the Mexican restaurant, and the sports bar—are all closed.


The only illuminated sign is ahead of her as she turns right on Fifth Street and sees a brilliant red, moth-flocked sign that reads KUM & GO. Years ago, when she came to Iowa from New York for school and saw this sign, she thought she was passing by a porn shop, one of those interstate smut dens for truck drivers and closeted suburban dads. But no, it was a convenience store, earnest and well lit (which, she thinks, describes most of the Midwest).


She had taken a picture of the sign back then, and had the picture made into postcards that she sent to her friends back in New York. Wish you were here, she hand-lettered across each one with a Sharpie. On the back, she wrote only: Where the @#$% am I again? XO Claire.


She stops running in the parking lot, puts her hand on her hips to catch her breath, almost tasting the cigarettes she’s about to buy, and from the sidewalk, she looks at the store and realizes that she has no cash or credit card with her.


This is why she begins kicking the ice machine.
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Charlie Gulliver has been driving through the verdant yet desolate fields of I-80, through deadbeat postindustrial corridors oxidizing in the hazy spring light.


In Casper, and again in Denver, and again in Omaha, he stops to call old college friends, offering surprise visits, a fine time, beers and burgers on an outdoor patio somewhere—the winter is over, he texts, and I’m passing through town—but he can reach no one. Calls go unanswered, texts unreturned. It is so easy to feel ignored when you are carrying a cell phone on a road trip, sending out missives to friends who are pretending not to receive them until you have rolled safely past.


But how can he take this personally? The world is busy, just as he used to be busy. Now Charlie seems to be the only person in America who has time to kill.


These meandering and endless thoughts suddenly redeem themselves with a wild, spilling sunset in his rearview mirror, a melting of the sun into the horizon, blasts of purple and orange that make him forget all of this and focus on a sun pillar pointing up to the heavens just over his left shoulder, and so when Charlie pulls into the Grinnell Kum & Go not long after witnessing this, he feels happy as he parks his old minivan, given to him ten years ago by his mother, by the ice coolers.


The Check Engine light had come on near Des Moines and he’s glad the vehicle has made it to Grinnell, glad too that his debit card still works, the modest balance of his account having been decimated by the high cost of gas on the three-day trip. He buys a twelve-pack of Moosehead. He buys bread. He buys bologna, sour cream and onion chips, and a small bottle of yellow mustard. Suddenly, feeling hunger swelling his tongue, he buys a box of day-old doughnuts and a can of coffee and some cream. He is back in the Midwest and he intends to eat like it, a thought he says aloud, as if he has an audience, and then he feels a soliloquy emerging, like he’s back onstage doing a show.


But he is done with shows.


In the coastal cities where he’s lived these past ten years, New York, L.A., Seattle, Portland, Boston, as he’s drifted from one sublet to another, every so often sleeping, for a few days, in his van or on a filthy couch, every fellow actor he’s met pretends to like junk food, claims at Monday rehearsals that they binged on pizza and cupcakes all weekend, but binges in the Midwest are not followed by three-hour workouts the way they are on the coasts. You can’t call something a binge if you try to undo its effects the next morning with a juice fast or herbal cleanse or three hours of hot yoga. Bingeing had to involve a deliberate decision to live with the consequences of the binge.


He takes his loot to the counter, tossing in some cheese dip and a bottle of Coke before he gets to the register, as if he means to cement shut the end of his acting career through the consumption of empty calories.


He recognizes Ashlyn Harms behind the counter. Ashy, whom he’s known since kindergarten, works the register as she did a decade ago, when Charlie was still in high school. She’s heavier now, her hair shorter, but her smile is the same.


He pretends not to recognize her, because he is a dick.


Still, she begins to scan the groceries and, without looking up, starts a conversation.


“How you doing, Charlie?”


“Good. You?”


“All right.”


“Rough week?”


“I guess.”


“You look rough.”


“Do I?”


“Mooseheads, are they dark?”


“No. They’re light. See, green glass?”


“Do you ever hang out? You go to Rabbit’s?”


“I’ve been away,” Charlie says.


“Oh yeah? How long?”


“Six years. No, even more.”


“We should hang out.”


“My dad’s in a nursing home. My folks got divorced last year and he got this thing right after that. So there’re some things I need to do.”


“I think I heard all that. He has Alzheimer’s?”


“It’s like that, but different. Lewy body dementia, it’s like, I don’t know. It’s unpredictable.”


“Weren’t you an actor or something? I remember hearing that. Were you in anything I’ve heard of?”


“Hamlet?” he says. “Seattle Shakespeare.”


“Didn’t see it,” she says.


“That’s okay.”


“Dude, it was a joke. What’s next for you?”


“I’m between things,” he says.


“Between what?”


Then her smile drops away and she looks beyond him to the windows and says, “Ugh, do you know this woman?”


Charlie shakes his head no as he takes in the vaguely familiar woman—short blond hair, lean, wearing running clothes and holding her hands on her head as if she’s sucking wind, short on breath.


“She’s a total bitch,” Ashy says. “I think she’s a professor.”


And, almost as if she hears Ashy say this, that running woman, who had been pacing outside, kicks the ice machine as hard as she can, and keeps on kicking it.


“Oh, FML,” Ashy says.


“I got this,” Charlie says, and he goes out after her.
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For ABC, the simple fact that Don Lowry actually follows her is somewhat thrilling, because though she talks to Philly every day, nothing worth telling Philly about has happened to her in months. ABC can sense Don Lowry behind her, so she pauses and waits for him to catch up. Standing still, without turning around, she waits for him and then when he doesn’t appear at her side, she turns and sees that he is almost a whole block behind her. He has also stopped.


Looking at the still-dimming sky, the draining of its last light, she says, “Philly, you’re so fucked up!”


She turns and waves him along. He looks up and down the block, then walks toward her. She’s surprised by the strength of his posture, the fine slope of his shoulders—handsome, and, like a lot of men his age, maybe even more handsome than he used to be, in that brief sweet spot in the ascent toward middle age when one can appear suddenly sexy with gravitas and some gray at the temples, a salt-and-pepper stubble. But despite his attractiveness, he seems less arrogant and sure than the man she’s seen on real estate signs all over town.


“You talk to yourself,” he says.


“You walk slowly,” she says, when he finally gets to her. “It’s hard not to walk fast in Iowa. It’s so flat. You have to decide to go slow.”


He laughs, a nervous breath forced out through his nose and teeth.


“I guess,” he says. Another of those hard breaths. “Does it bother you?”


“Does what?”


“The flatness?” he says.


She’s considered the virtues of flatness before; eventually, with nothing at all on the horizon but corn and clouds—no mountains, no sky, no smell of sea salt—you forget that there is any place left to go. Your desire to wander leaves you. You settle down and accept whatever there is to be accepted. You assume something will come to you instead. This is why ABC had returned to the prairie last fall. It was wide open and free of ambition. She’d come from Los Angeles and its sprawl of human struggle smack between the majesty of mountain and sea.


“I like this landscape, Don Lowry,” she says.


“You do?” he says.


“Yes. It doesn’t try to alleviate your pain with splendor, some constant reassurance that the world is bigger than your grief.”


“Are you grieving?” Don Lowry says.


“Don’t you love that word? Grief?” she says. “It almost stops too soon, fading out before its time, almost like it’s losing energy, that deflating after the long e—it feels like a sigh of defeat.”


He shrugs. “I . . . ,” he says, then nothing else.


“Fff,” she says, “eiffff.”


“Like the wind that comes off the prairie,” Don Lowry says.


“Yeah!” she says. “That constant wind. Does it ever stop? Come the fuck on, wind.”


She runs on ahead. What she’s just said is something Philly once said during a storm, in the middle of campus, drunk and stoned and beaming with something ABC knows exists nowhere else.


At the house, they walk into the foyer and she notices Don looks over his shoulder before shutting the front door.


“Are you worried people will see you?”


“I’ll just tell people Mrs. Manetti wanted an appraisal. If they see me.”


“I suppose if you’re a realtor, you can have an excuse to be in anyone’s house,” ABC says. “Not that you need an excuse.”


“I’m married.”


“No shit. I just want to get high. But if you want to leave . . .”


“No,” he says. “No.”


They walk by the den where Ruth is dozing in front of the television, an episode of Law & Order. As they walk up the stairs, ABC wonders what Philly would say right now. She’d be delighted and horrified. She’d say, “Oh my God! Don Lowry! The realtor? You smoked pot with Don Lowry? ‘It’s your home, but it’s my business!’ That guy?”


Sometimes ABC and Philly would joke about the parts of rural Iowa that they found funny—the way the clerks at the grocery store might say, “Well, that’s different,” when they came in with blue hair or a vintage disco dress to buy beer before a party; the way you could get stuck behind a tractor on Highway 6, ambling along at twenty-five miles per hour, and nobody would be in road-rage mode, laying on horns. Everyone would just be calm, as if it was perfectly okay to obstruct the productivity of the world in order to grow corn. And they laughed about the strangeness of the dive bars—meth heads and farmers and blown-apart high school football failures all drinking together, an invented family held together by bad decisions and muted rage and the occasionally intense night of karaoke with undergraduates.


And once, when they were lying in bed, after sex, stoned and sweaty, ABC had said (for no reason she could recall, maybe to get the morbid reassurance new lovers sometimes need), “What will I do if you die?”


Why had she thought to say this? What had she known? Had she felt it coming? No, of course she had not: it had only been that strange kind of postcoital conversation, those moments of intimate vulnerability unimaginable in the public light of day.


Tears down her face, a real crack in her voice. She had started shaking. Philly had wrapped her arms around ABC and had whispered: “If I die? Well, I’ll come back for you. I’ll come get you and take you to the spirit world.”


“How will I know? How will I find you?” ABC had said.


There was a long pause and Philly’s face grew grave and serious and all you could hear were the crows gathering in the locusts and a distant storm rolling up from Missouri, and Philly looked ABC dead in the eye.


“I’ll send Don Lowry,” she said.


“Who?” ABC asked.


“Don Lowry! ‘It’s your home, but it’s my business!’ I’ll send that guy.”


A fit of laughter came next, the kind of laughter they always shared when stoned and the kind of uncontrollable fits of it ABC so missed now. She had never had a friend so funny; she feels she never will again. Shaking with that laughter, they howled with pleasure until they cried and then smoked another joint and made love again then fell into the easy winds of sleep. Just before that sleep came, Philly had turned to ABC: “I just thought of something! Why, if I die now, you will have been the love of my life!”


But how had she said it? And had she really said it?


Was it possible that she was forgetting more than the exact words Philly had said? Was she forgetting Philly’s voice? Was she remembering the voice she heard in videos, in the desperately saved voice mails? What was her real voice like, the voice she used when her mouth was up close against ABC’s neck? That voice. Was she forgetting it?


What do you do with grief like that? When you can still hear her laughter, still taste her tongue? What do you do? Why do anything? Why work? Why read books? Why cough or refrain from coughing? Why fix a sandwich? When you have had and lost the love of your life before the age of twenty-five, well, fuck! Why wake up, ever, at all?


“Do you live upstairs?” Don whispers.


“Pretty much. Ruth moved to the first floor. Actually, she can still do the stairs. I guess we’re planning ahead.”


“Of course,” Don says.


“There’s a sleeping porch out back where we can smoke,” ABC says as she points Don through the master bedroom. “Give me a minute. I gotta pee.”


“I know the way. I’ve been here before.”


“Have you?” ABC says.


“I used to do odd jobs for the Manettis. I used to cut their grass, hang their storm windows, all of that stuff. In high school and even in college; I’ve done odd jobs around Grinnell most of my life. I think I was probably the last person to paint some of the walls of that sleeping porch.”


“You grew up in town?”


“I did.”


“And you went to college here?”


Don nodded. “They give two local kids scholarships every year. Those two kids, when I graduated from high school, went off to the Ivy Leagues, so I got lucky. I sailed in off the wait list.”


The long, rectangular sleeping porch is furnished with a freestanding hammock on a stand by the west windows. In the middle are two large armchairs; one of them looks as if it has been shredded by cats. Don sits in the sturdier of the two, a big maroon chair with a slanted back, though he still feels uncomfortably large. He pulls the fabric of his shirt, to lessen the obvious curve of his newly rounded gut.


ABC pulls a small baggie of weed and a metal pipe from a cigar box stashed in a hollowed-out flowerpot that holds an artificial plant.


“Pretty sneaky, sis,” Don says.


“What?”


“Nothing,” Don says. “Just a line from an old commercial. From when I was a kid. It wasn’t funny.”


“A commercial for what?”


“A game called Connect Four,” Don says. “Have you played it?”


ABC lights the pipe and smiles at him while taking a hit, sly and sideways, as if he has just asked the silliest question in the world. She hands him the pipe. They pass it back and forth a few times, in silence.


“Where do you get it?” he asks.


“The librarian in Newton. There are books you can request. Anything by Updike will get you weed. Nobody reads Updike anymore. She knows what you mean if you request him.”


“Nobody reads Updike anymore?” Don says. “That’s hard to believe.”


“Have you read Updike?”


“No,” Don says.


He giggles into his hand, softly and in a sort of hushed chuckle, and finally ABC says, “What’s Connect Four?”


“Pretty sneaky, sis,” Don says and they both snort with laughter.


“That’s really a game?”


Don stands and walks to the hammock. He slips off his shoes, sporty brown leather slip-ons that make his feet look too small, and he sets his shoes neatly against the wall, then flops in the hammock, rocking it turbulently until the whole works calm down, and ABC is watching this realtor she’s just met swinging slowly in the hammock, barely moving, reminding her of a tiny child who’s fallen asleep in a baby swing on the park set.


This is when ABC climbs in beside him, curling up in a kind of fetal position against him, which, from the way he stiffens his body, she can tell shocks him. He doesn’t expect it but there’s no protest. The hammock sways gently with the weight of them and outside the breeze of evening begins.


“When I saw you under the sycamore, you looked like you maybe were dead.”


“Did I?” ABC asks.


They lie there in the darkness, silent. For a long time, it seems there is the sound only of cicadas and breath and the distant roll of passing cars on Highway 6.


“Are you gonna be funny now?” ABC asks.


She hears his breathing, labored, slowing. She turns her face toward his, her mouth an inch or two from his cheek. His eyes are closed.


“You were supposed to be funny, Don Lowry,” she whispers. “What happened?”


Don Lowry doesn’t answer. Don Lowry is asleep. And soon ABC falls into sleep too, so deeply that she begins dreaming and in her dreams, there is Philly, who has not been in her dreams before, though she has longed to dream about Philly, has prayed to see Philly in a dream. But Philly is there now, standing at the edge of a rocky beach, white-foamed blue waves, chunked with white stones of ice, crashing behind her. She waves to ABC and in the dream ABC waves back, so happy.


“Philly!” she says, turning over, moaning near Don Lowry’s ear. “Philly! Is that you?”


But Philly is gone, and Don Lowry remains motionless, almost as if he is dead, as if he has died instead of her, and she knows now that she has dreamed of Philly because of this man, this Don Lowry, who had once been a joke to her, and to Philly, but was not a joke at all anymore.
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Her hair is back in a tiny tight ponytail and her blue eyes and cheekbones are even more pronounced because of it. Charlie always felt as if he had a murky face, shadowed and dull in most light, unreadable. The women he dated would always ask him, “What are you thinking?” as if his own countenance was one failure of expression after another. Perhaps this is why he always felt a bit inadequate as an actor. He was inscrutable. He squinted when smiling, grew puffy when tired. You could not read his eyes.


This woman has the clearest eyes he has ever seen.


He knows this because she is staring at him, as if trying to place him, and he knows too that he has seen her before. But he would probably have been in high school then, maybe twelve years ago, or more. He’s not been back here much.


At least she has stopped kicking the ice machine.


“You don’t by chance have a cigarette?” she asks. His hands are full. He has a twelve-pack of Moosehead in his hands; a plastic sack of groceries hangs from each hand as well.


“Sure,” he says. “Follow me. I’ll set this down.”


She scans him, looks to the minivan parked in a dark corner of the lot.


“I grew up here,” he says, when she seems to notice his Washington plates. “I just got in from a long, long drive.”


She follows him and he sets his groceries on the slanted hood of the van. He opens the box of Moosehead then, pulls out two bottles, cracks them open with his key ring, and offers her one. She steps into the shadows, out of the light, takes the beer, and drinks it.


“Are you twenty-one?” she says.


“Twenty-nine.”


“Just making sure. If the cops come, I’d like to keep this to a misdemeanor.”


“I don’t think Ashlyn will call the cops. What’s your brand?”


She looks at him, puzzled.


“Of cigarettes.”


“Right. Whatever you’ve got. Marlboro used to be my brand. Lights.”


He sets down his beer, goes into the convenience store, and faces the now-scowling Ashlyn.


“You know her?” she asks. “She your friend?”


“I don’t know yet, Ashy,” he says, smiling. “She might be. Marlboro Lights? In a box?”


“I almost called the fucking cops, Charlie! You tell her that.”


“She’s cool. I told you that I would take care of it.”


Ashy gets his cigarettes and offers a free book of Kum & Go matches; he thanks her again, apologizes for the ice-machine incident, and makes a vague comment about hanging out sometime.


“You know where to find me,” she says.


He takes the cigarettes out to the woman, who’s almost finished her beer.


“Well then,” she says, as he hands her the box and the matches. “You didn’t have to do that. I thought maybe you had a pack of your own.”


“My father told me to always carry cigarettes with me, and a lighter, so I’d have a reason to speak to beautiful women at parties and things like that,” Charlie says.


“Very smooth,” the woman says. “But you forgot his advice?”


“I didn’t expect to run into a beautiful woman,” he says.


“Well,” she says. “Ta-da!”


She flings the bottle over her shoulder into the alley of Dumpsters behind her, and they both hear its loud clink and shatter.


“Whoa,” he says. “I just told the cashier not to call the cops. Let’s keep it down out here.”


“Sorry,” she says, laughing. “I haven’t slept well in days.”


She lights a cigarette and he opens another beer for her.


“We’re not supposed to be drinking here, are we?”


“I doubt it,” Charlie says. “Is Kleinbourne still the night cop?”


“Who knows? I almost never leave my house anymore,” she says. “Don’t you want a cigarette?”


It is quite amazing to see her grinning.


Finishing his first beer, Charlie feels the tension of the long interstate haul releasing from his muscles, and he goes and stands beside her, closer. They both lean now, against the side of the minivan, hidden in the darkness at the far end of the parking lot. She exhales a silvery stream of smoke, blowing it away from him, but the breeze brings it back toward their faces.


“Sorry,” she says.


“Don’t be,” he says.


He tells her he doesn’t mind the smell of the smoke, not in spring, not late at night, not in this parking lot where he’d spent many nights sitting on the hoods of cars, smoking.


“I’ve wasted my life,” the woman says.


They look at each other for a moment and then she puts out her cigarette in the now-empty bottle. She burps into her fist and goes to toss the bottle in the trash can a few yards away. As she walks back, she shakes out her short ponytail and slides the rubber band onto her wrist. She shakes her head as if she is trying to wake from a dream.


“Thanks for the beer,” she says.


She walks toward the college, then breaks into a jog. Charlie watches her for a minute, downs the rest of his beer, and gets into his van.


He finds her soon enough, two blocks away, outside the college chapel. She is no longer running. She walks slowly, backward, looking up, it seems, at the illuminated stained-glass window depicting the agony in the garden, an anguished, pensive Jesus staring at the moon.


Charlie stops the car. He decides that if the woman takes off running, he will, of course, let her run away. But when he stops his car, she stops too. When he rolls down the passenger-side window, she comes over and rests her fingertips just above the door. He admires the muscles of her arm and he leans toward her.


“What do you think he’s thinking?” she asks.


“Who?”


“Jesus.”


“Well, he’s probably wondering how the fuck he got himself into such a mess.”


She doesn’t laugh at this joke, so he takes a moment to think of something else to say.


“You haven’t,” he says. “Wasted it. I don’t believe that.”


The woman takes her hand off the window then, as if it’s suddenly electrified.


“Get some sleep,” she says. “It’s good sleeping weather. Do you have a place to sleep?”


“My parents’ house, which will soon be their old house. It’s going up for sale.”


This seems to give her pause.


“Good,” she finally says.


“What if I had said no? Would you invite me home?”


“That’d be impossible.”


He sees in her eyes a noticeable weight that cannot be lifted. It is a look he has often strived after as an actor, playing Hamlet or Edmund or Astrov.


“Do something unpredictable,” he says in a low, flat voice.


Her eyes widen, but she doesn’t smile. She looks like she might faint.


“Pardon?” she says.


But she’s heard him, he can tell. And he waits.


She peels off her tank top, so she is wearing only her sports bra.


“Do you want to know my name?” he says.


“Nope,” she says.


She throws the tank top at him through the open window of his van and then goes off running, faster this time.
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She’s lived in Grinnell long enough to know that someone in town might have seen her with that guy, in the parking lot, smoking and drinking. Or even tossing her tank top at him in the dim lamplight of Park Street, in front of the college chapel. And if she tried to explain the night to her husband, or to whoever in town might have seen her and might someday soon confront her about it, she did not know how to explain herself: she’d woken up, wanting to run, wanting to smoke. The house she’d found herself in felt suffocating in its familiarity.


Back home now, Claire checks on her kids. Both fine, both asleep. A weight leaves her shoulders. Every time she does anything purely selfish, she worries she’ll come home to find one of the children sobbing or maimed. It is not that she doesn’t trust her husband to watch the kids—although lately he is often distracted by work, by money, by something, a dreaminess that is not content but disturbed—it is that she’s motivated by an unseen force many mothers believe in: guilt. Guilt as not only an internal emotion, but guilt so powerful that it is a force in the world, one that will, when given enough attention, rise up out of the ground and smother your children while you work late, or go for a massage, or spend a weekend in Chicago.


Her husband isn’t in the bedroom, though this is not strange. How often, now, especially with the weather getting warm, he sleeps in the basement, the TV blinking at him. In the morning, while making coffee, he often announces—why? for sympathy? as an explanation?—that he hasn’t slept at all, but of course he has. She’ll rub his back, say she’s sorry, and then resent him.


And he’ll say, “And I have a shitty day today too. So much to do.”


How much she’s grown to hate this song and dance.


She leaves the bathroom door unlocked in case her husband comes upstairs and wants to have sex with her. She’d go for such a thing right now, just as a distraction from whatever is keeping her from sleeping, but doesn’t have the energy to initiate it—to wake him from his sleep down in the basement, to straddle him with the TV’s blue light behind her bare shoulders. It’s rare that Claire ever takes a nighttime shower without him slipping in with her, bending her over, and fucking her against the tiled wall. They’d retained a primal attraction to each other over the years, and instead of the sex getting worse or worn or tired as they aged, it was getting better and more frequent. Everything else, well, that’s gotten worse. For a long time, a healthy sex life had been her proof that their marriage was stellar. When her friends complained about their husbands—slobs with waning sexual desires and emotional unavailability—Claire always felt smugly superior.


The master bathroom is a ridiculously palatial room with a double walk-in shower, a sunken Jacuzzi tub that fits their whole family, and two separate water closets. Her husband had picked most everything, all of it with a sort of subtext. He’d been born poor, raised poor, and spent much of his twenties poor. This house, as tacky and sprawling as it seems to Claire, and this bathroom in particular, an unnecessarily lavish place to piss, shit, and wash, means to her husband that he had escaped something most people could not escape. She understands. Sometimes she dreams of a farmhouse in Vermont, mice infested, a barn in decay, or a loft in Brooklyn, cramped by her family but in the heart of something bigger. Places to hide. She wonders what it would be like to live elsewhere, without her husband, even, but that night, exhausted, bewildered, sore, she loves the water pressure, a cascade of calming heat washing off the scent of sweat and cigarettes.


Usually, that is enough.


After her shower, overheated now from the long, luxurious length of it, Claire goes out to the back deck in her robe, first shutting off all the lights inside and outside the house. The breeze has picked up considerably—it is nearly three A.M. now—and the mosquitoes are not as abundant as they’d been on her run. Her skin still steaming from the extended shower, she opens her robe a little at first, and then fully, and then, safe behind a privacy fence and giant pines and maples that circle the edges of their half-acre lot, she drops the robe entirely and stands naked under the stars.


When was the last time she had stood naked like that, outside, in the dark? Fifteen years ago, the summer she was twenty-three; she’d been at an art center in Vermont and had gone skinny-dipping in a river with some other artists. Drunk, she had coupled off with a sculptor, a man ten years older, later, in the woods. She’d already been dating her husband—they’d been college sweethearts—though they’d had a huge fight a few nights before, over a shitty pay phone connection, and had agreed to take a break from each other.


Soon, when her residency was over, she came back to her husband; she never told him about it, the skinny-dipping, the sculptor whose hands she still remembered. He would have been jealous. He would have considered it something that was about him, not her. Was he better looking than me? What did he like about you? Did you fuck him?


But what she remembered more than the water, or the slickness of skin in the hot night, the leaves on her back later, was the possibility in the air. She had stopped the sculptor before he entered her—but they were there, naked, him on top of her, and it would have been so easy for her to let him. She wanted to, and when she said, No, I don’t think I can, he told her he wanted her for real, forever. She had laughed at him then, still holding him in her grip when he finished into a mess of leaves and then he quickly dressed and left her in the dark woods alone and she thought for a moment of staying in those woods forever.


Now, lying on this deck, thinking of what might have happened if she’d ended up with the sculptor, or even more tantalizing, maybe, all alone, she doesn’t think of the sex, though it would have been mind blowing of course—in one’s mind, the sex one didn’t have is always mind blowing—but what kind of trajectory her life might have had. Would she have ever returned to Iowa? Had children? Finished a second book?


Her thoughts return to the man who had given her a beer at the Kum & Go: she had known him before, years ago, as a teenager. He was heavier then, a cherubic face and a softer, pudgy build. But she had seen him in something—Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya, a disastrously ambitious production at the local high school, when they had just moved back to Grinnell. It would have been maybe thirteen years ago. He had played Astrov, and even at sixteen—so he was twenty-nine now—he had perfected the weary weight of middle-age ennui. She remembers him giving a speech in a tight tweed jacket and having been moved by it. So he’s back, she thinks, and she wonders why, why do people seem to come back here? And then she dozes out there on the deck, asleep in the nude, outside, almost hoping somebody finds her and is scandalized.


Among the things mothers don’t do: they don’t leave the house first in the morning, without explanation. Fathers can do this. They can blame work or a need to hit the gym or an early meeting or a doctor’s appointment and be gone before the family wakes up; but mothers need to be seen in the morning, present, directing the day’s traffic.


But when she wakes up on the back deck, still before dawn, Claire can think of no good reason to stay home. What kind of life is this? When you cannot leave the house if you want to leave the house. She’s awake again, alone in the early morning, four thirty, and the kids will sleep almost four more hours. Her husband’s still asleep too, it seems, in the basement, in front of the television.


She goes to the kitchen in her robe and flips on the coffeemaker. She hesitates to do this, because she worries the simple smell of coffee might wake her husband, and she wants solitude, but she wants coffee too. Isn’t that her life though, now, at thirty-eight? A storm of competing desires, one threatening to ruin the other?


She waits for the coffee to brew, just enough for one large mug of it, and she surveys the kitchen, a disaster. The dishes from last night’s supper stacked in the sink, the butter dish left out, rancid and liquid now on the kitchen island. Four empty beer bottles (Don’s) and a mostly empty bottle of Tempranillo (hers) near the sink. Fruit flies flit around the remnants of the wine. The trash can in the corner full, brimming over with a dozen gnawed-on ears of corn and bare bones.


She sets her coffee mug in the disgusting sink, goes into the downstairs bathroom, puts on a hint of makeup, brushes her teeth, drops her robe, and slides on a navy blue sundress, which she finds in a pile of clean laundry she dumped, two days ago, on the family room couch. She has no clean underwear. It is all upstairs in the three baskets of laundry she has yet to put away. If she goes upstairs, she might wake one of the kids, and then slipping out would be out of the question.


Fine, she thinks. It’s hot.


She walks out the front door and leaves.


Her husband will wake up later and find her gone. He’ll look around at the kitchen and then panic. The chaos of his life will seem insurmountable. How to give the children breakfast in such a filthy kitchen? And how will he get them all ready for the day, while he arranges showings of his newest listings? How will he shit, shave, and shower, his morning rituals, if he’s alone with the kids?


How many times, Claire thinks, in the past twelve years, has she forgone those three simple dignities of the mornings to care for the children, or how often has she done those things with a child in the bathroom watching her, crying, whining, or asking a million cheerful and relentless questions as she tried to take a shit.


She would come home and find him fuming, though he would say, “No, no, it’s okay.”


She goes to the house where she expects to see his van and she sees it. She sees the light on in an upstairs window, and she goes into the front yard and stands on the flagstone path, and then when she sees him, the man she had expected to see, the guy she’d talked to outside the Kum & Go, pass by the window in jeans and no shirt, holding a mug of coffee, she goes to the door and knocks.


Charlie Fucking Gulliver.


Behind her, she sees the glowing promise of a sunrise and the trees filling with it too, a spreading flame in the sky, and she remembers how much that once mattered to her, those brief moments of the new morning, when she had first moved back to the Midwest and was still in love with its light.
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When Don Lowry wakes, just before dawn, he is dry-mouthed and fully erect, and his head buzzes with the strangeness of half sleep, but he knows exactly where he is. He’s in a hammock on the Manettis’ sleeping porch, hungover, maybe still stoned, hungry, and next to him is ABC. Her hand is under his shirt and on his bare stomach somehow.


How does one exit a hammock without waking a second sleeper, also in the hammock?


This is a question he’s never considered before!


ABC shifts her hand as she stirs, moves it off his stomach, grazing it against the front of his pants, unintentionally, yes, but a pleasurable wince seems to rush up to Don’s forehead from the bottom of his spine. He rolls from the hammock and stands, straightening his clothes and watching ABC, still sleeping, as the hammock sways slowly back and forth.


She’s probably pretending to sleep. She just wants him gone.


He smooths his hands over his body, adjusting himself. Trying to make himself something like presentable in the waxing daylight. Her pants came off at some point in the night. Don Lowry, who considers himself a light sleeper, almost a nonsleeper, has slept the sleep of the dead.


He has to pee, finds the bathroom, and then, holding his shoes, walks down the steps. His mouth is so dry and his head thumps and he makes his way into the spacious kitchen and seeks a glass of water, two Advil if he is lucky. He looks at a gleaming fridge—it’s a new kitchen, a significantly sleek set of appliances, butcher-block countertops, and custom-made cabinets that he had not imagined such an old home having: it would push this home over the $300,000 mark. Inside the fridge, he finds a whole shelf of bottled water, juices, beers, and cans of seltzer. He grabs one of these cans, pops the top, and then smells, in the distance, burning leaves.


Shutting the fridge, turning around, he sees the white-haired Mrs. Manetti, Ruth, in her bathrobe, lighting up a joint.


“Don Lowry!” she says. “You wanna burn?”


“Um, sure,” Don says.


He sits down at the kitchen table across from her, his sparkling water in hand. She hands him the joint. He takes it, and holds in the smoke, less smooth than what he was smoking upstairs. He thinks he remembers a morning hit is good for a hangover and he is hungover and will be all day.


“Not easy to roll a joint with arthritis,” Ruth says.


“I guess, what, it’s supposed to help with that?” Don asks.


“At my age,” Ruth says, winking, “it helps with every goddamn thing. Do you have any big plans for the summer, Don?”


“Um,” Don says, stuttering a bit. He has known Ruth Manetti most of his life, but he’s not made small talk with her in years. She had faded into the scenery of the town for him, another old lady he knew and whose house he would someday sell in order to settle an estate. “I guess we’ll probably go up to Minnesota again. Lake Superior.”


“You still use the Merrick place every August?”


“Good memory!” Don says. He remembers, now that he sees her face light up, Ruth had grown up along the North Shore of Minnesota. “Have you been back there?”


“Almost a decade since I’ve seen that lake,” she says. “That’s a shame, isn’t it?”
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