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FIREWORKS


When my grandfather died, I told everyone he’d been killed by aborigines while he was berry-picking in Africa. I told them that I had been there, too. I told this to my friends, and to their parents. I told this to the lifeguard at our neighborhood pool. I told this to the gas station attendants and motel clerks my father and I met on our drive down to Florida for the funeral. I wrote about it in a letter to my mother, who had left us that spring to live in a commune upstate. I was picturing dry, open fields, the occasional crooked tree under which a lion might have lounged or beside which a giraffe might have stood with his neck stretched to reach the topmost leaves. I was picturing jeepfuls of tribal rivals speeding around with shotguns, like what I’d seen in The Gods Must Be Crazy, my poor grandfather in the line of fire, myself lying flat in hiding behind a log.


This was during my safari phase. My wife found a picture of me from around this time up in the attic just the other day. She brought it downstairs to show it to me. I was sitting on the porch with a Jack Daniel’s, enjoying the sunset. “You were adorable,” she said. In the picture, I’m wearing khaki trousers that unzip into shorts around the thigh. I’ve got a khaki vest on, and a safari hat. There’s a stuffed monkey pinned to the back of my pants, and a plastic snake hung around my neck. I’m carrying a small pair of binoculars, and there’s chocolate on my face. I got a little chill when my wife showed me the picture, even though it was June. “Mmm,” I said. “I’m not so cute.”


My name is Hollis. I’m a writer, and I live with my wife in a midsize, coastal New England town. My wife is a teacher. We have no children. We did, but our son, Simon, was killed nearly two years ago by a bunch of kids in a speeding car.


I’ve been cheating on my wife. My girlfriend, Marissa, is twenty-four, almost fifteen years younger than I am. I met her ten months ago at a bus stop when I was on my way to a meeting with my editor. It was raining, neither of us had an umbrella, and the buses were running late, so instead of waiting we shared a cab, which we quickly redirected from our respective destinations to her apartment. We’ve spent hours there together every afternoon since then. Some might consider me lucky. But oftentimes, as I’m drifting in and out of sleep in the late afternoon light, I feel lonely. I feel like I’m being rolled around in a huge wave of loneliness. When Marissa asks me what’s wrong, I don’t say anything about it, because who am I to be lonely? I have Marissa, I have my wife, and I know they both love me. I am never alone.


I went through phases as a kid. I was a fireman for a while. My uncle really was a fireman, so I had the real stuff from him: helmet, gloves, charred bricks from burned-down buildings. I was Robin Hood. I wore the tights only on Halloween, but I carried a bow and arrows around for months. For a while I was a break-dancer. I wore a bandanna and a single black leather glove with the fingers cut off.


“A safari phase,” my wife said when she showed me the picture. “I don’t think I knew about that one.”


“It was brief.” I shifted in my chair so I could better see the sunset. I sipped my Jack Daniel’s.


My wife stood behind me and ran her fingers through my hair.


Marissa is standing in my wife’s kitchen. That’s how I think of it when I see Marissa bending to open the cabinets that my wife bends to open, or leaning against the countertops my wife leans against. I watch her in my wife’s apron, using my wife’s utensils to make us dinner before the fireworks start downtown. She looks up and sees me staring.


“What?” she says.


I shake my head. My wife has gone to spend the Fourth of July with her old college roommate, and so the house is mine alone. This is only the second time Marissa has been here. She seems unbothered by it.


“Is this you?” she asks. My wife has hung the photograph of me in my safari gear on the refrigerator. I nod.


“On my way to Florida, for my grandfather’s funeral,” I say. “Do you believe I wore that to the actual funeral?”


Marissa smiles and shakes her head. She takes the photograph from the refrigerator door and holds it between the tips of her fingers, just like my wife did.


When my grandfather died, he died suddenly, of a massive stroke. My father decided to drive down to Florida for the funeral, and since he had no one to leave me with, he brought me with him, even though I’d never even met my grandparents.


What I remember most about the drive are the bugs. The farther south we drove, the thicker the clouds of them became, these humming throngs of insects that hovered over the highway and smacked against the windshield as our car plowed through them. And I remember once waking up at a gas station to a sound I couldn’t immediately identify. I was in the front seat of the car, alone. Out the side window I could see gas pumps, air pumps, diesel tanks, oil cans. I’d unzipped my safari pants into shorts, and my skin was stuck to the leather of the seat. Ridges of upholstery had set patterns into the backs of my thighs.


The windshield was near opaque with the blood and smear of bugs, and I soon realized that the scratching sound was the sound of a knife against the windshield’s glass. As the glass cleared, I could watch my father as he scratched at the glass. His forearms were ridged with muscle, and hairy, and in his hand the knife he used to clear the windshield looked small. I shifted my weight from one side to the other, peeling my skin from where it seemed to have melted into the seat.


“Stroke,” I say when Marissa asks me how my grandfather died. “I didn’t know him.” I shrug. “His wake was the first time I’d ever seen him,” I say.


It was the first time I’d met my grandmother, too. When my father and I pulled in to her driveway, it was dusk. We went through the kitchen door and found her sitting at the kitchen table with a rocks glass filled with vodka and milk on ice. There was a slant of evening light coming through the small window above the sink and falling on her hands. I remember staring at the way the light made the webs of skin between her knuckles glow translucent, and I remember the way it glinted in her rings. She wore four rings on one finger, a column of ruby, diamond, emerald, sapphire.


She looked up as we walked through the door. “Mom,” my father said.


She lifted her glass to her lips and took a sip. “Who are you?” she said.


I watch Marissa, on tiptoe reaching for a bottle of wine from the rack above the fridge. She is small. Her fingers just reach the nose of a bottle when she really stretches, and she’s trying to coax it out one reach at a time so that maybe she can get a good grip on it. I go up behind her and take the bottle down, and she turns so that we are facing each other, very close, her face against my chest. I pause, not because I don’t like the feel of Marissa against me, but because this posture was not what I intended. I helped her with the wine so that the bottle wouldn’t fall and break, not so that we could be close. Her breath is hot against my chest and she runs her hands down my sides.


It is moments like these that make me feel lonely.


She looks up at me. “What?” she says.


I shake my head and bend to kiss her hair. “Nothing,” I say.


“Where would I find a wine opener?” she says.


“Drawer to the left of the sink,” I say. She plants a kiss on my chest and steps out from between me and the refrigerator, leaving me face-to-face with myself, safari style.


We were in Florida for ten days. The heat was unlike anything I’d experienced before. My cousins hung off the dock at the lake below my grandparents’ house, but I’d seen snakes in that water, so I opted not to join them. I told anyone who asked that I simply was not hot. It would have been a betrayal of my safari persona to admit that snakes could scare me.


I also stayed away from the house, where my aunts helped my grandmother rummage through my grandfather’s old things, and where uncles muttered around the kitchen table about what should become of the house, of the property, of my grandmother. My cousin Toby, who was four or five years older than I was and who lived with his mother, my father’s only sister, across the street from my grandparents, told me that they wanted to lock my grandmother up, her three sons. He said they thought she was crazy and a drunk. “She’s not,” he said, slapping a mosquito from his leg with a towel. “I think I would know better than them. I live here, unlike you dumb Yankees.” He flung his towel around his neck and ran down to the lake, and I watched him as he cannonballed himself into the water, snakes and all.


I spent a good amount of time in the old storage shed, spinning the wheel of an overturned bicycle and listening to the hum of the spokes when it got going fast.


I spent a good amount of time at work on the tree behind the shed, peeling away the bark and carving words and pictures in the smooth wood beneath.


Then there was my grandmother’s car. It was an old car with fins, and it was shiny blue. The seats were green leather and so wide that I could stretch myself out fully on them. My grandmother was in the habit of taking a drive early each morning, maybe because it was the only time she was sober enough to do so, and I guess so she wouldn’t lose them she always left the keys in the car. I’d turn them in the ignition partway and listen to the radio for hours at a time. Sometimes, I would lie down and stare at the material drooping from the ceiling as I listened, or up through the window at the sky and trees, all upside down from my angle. Other times, I sat in the backseat and pretended I had a chauffeur. Best, though, was taking the wheel myself and driving through the African brush, dodging killer rhinos and tigers. Best was speeding across the desert plains, kicking up plumes of dust that would hover, then settle and cover my tracks so that the aborigines hunting me down wouldn’t know which way I’d gone. Best was hunting for lion and zebra with my loyal dog eagerly peering over my shoulder and sniffing the air as we drove.


My loyal dog was Max, my grandmother’s bloodhound. Max was a big, silly dog. His skin had settled in loose rings around his neck, and his jowls drooped an inch below his mouth. His lips slung spit when he turned his head. His ears were like velvet. I liked Max okay. Whenever I drank from my bottle of water, I poured some into my hands for him to drink, too, despite his refusal to play the role of safari hunting dog. He didn’t sniff the air or peer over my shoulder when I piled him into the car; he lay drooling in the backseat, his paws hanging over the seat’s edge and his eyebrows twitching with dreams. Sometimes I forgot he was even there.


“Such an odd child,” my wife said as she stood behind me, stroking my hair. “Although you haven’t changed that much with age.” She said it fondly, and then she came around and sat on the arm of my chair. “I wonder if your phases ever stopped.” The sun was getting red. “Am I just a phase, too, then?” she said, after a minute.


“Don’t say that,” I said, and I put my arm around her waist.


“No,” she said. “No, I don’t really mean it.”


Marissa and I are buzzed with wine when we finally sit down to dinner.


“We have to eat kind of fast,” she says. “The fireworks are in an hour.”


I nod and carry our plates outside. She’s set the table on the porch so we can watch the sunset as we eat. She brings another bottle of wine out with her.


“Do you know I killed my grandmother’s dog?” I say.


Marissa looks up at me. She doesn’t look surprised or horrified; just curious. This is one of the reasons I like her. “On purpose?” she says.


“No,” I say. “No, I liked Max. That was his name. Max.”


“What happened?” she says.


“Locked him in the car,” I say. “He was sleeping back there, and I forgot about him. He boiled to death,” I say.


“You mean he overheated,” Marissa says. She takes a bite of her food.


I shrug. “He overheated.” I pour us both more wine. “God, it was pretty awful,” I say.


“I can imagine,” Marissa says, but she can’t. She can’t possibly imagine me and my father, early risers, up at the breakfast table the morning we were meant to leave. She can’t imagine the look on my grandmother’s face as she walked through the kitchen door, terrified, defeated.


“What, forget your keys?” my father said.


She sat down at the table and stared at her hands. They were shaking. “I think I’ve done something terrible. Oh God!” she moaned, and shut her eyes.


“What is it?” my father said, putting down his fork.


“The car,” she said, not opening her eyes.


I followed my father outside to my grandmother’s car. She had left the front door open, and I could smell the smell of Max before I could actually see him. He was in the backseat, where I’d left him. His legs were crumpled beneath him, his front paws pointed on their toes. His head was bent back weirdly, so that the whole of his neck was pressed against the material beneath the window, his nose just inches from the nose-smeared glass.


“Shit,” my father shook his head. I stared.


“Hey,” Marissa says.


I look up at her.


“You okay?”


I nod.


“I ran over a cat once. It was horrible. And the owner saw it happen. She was signaling to me to get me to stop, but I didn’t get it, and I kept going. You could hear the crunch of the bones.” She shudders and sips her wine. “Let’s talk about something else before we lose our appetites. I worked too hard on this goddamn fish not to eat it.”


I nod, and I pick up my fork, but I’m not hungry at all. I wasn’t really hungry to begin with. I stare at the sun and think about Max dead in the car, the smell of him, the way he must have been pressing his nose against that glass for air until the minute that he died. Losing air must be a painful process until all of it is gone; what air you have left reminds you of the air you don’t, of the air you used to have. Maybe losing your mind is like that, too.


My father and I left later than we’d planned that day. I carved my name over and over again into the tree behind the shed while my father buried Max and talked to my uncles about what had happened, and around dinnertime, we left to go.


They sold my grandparents’ house soon after that, and my grandmother moved into a home.


“That’s cruel,” I said. “Toby said she’s not nuts, and he would know.”


“No,” my father said. “This is the best thing for her.”


“I don’t think she’s nuts either,” I said. “Anyone would have forgotten about Max, that dumb dog.”


My father looked at me strangely. “It wasn’t just about what happened to Max,” he said. These words were like a life raft. They were like light. They were like air when you’ve been suffocating. I clung to them.


It’s packed down at the fireworks. People are pressed together, arm to arm to back to chest. You can feel the roar of voices. Marissa holds on to my arm. We are drunk.


As soon as the fireworks begin, I know something is wrong. The noise of takeoff is followed not by a brilliant umbrella of color exploding above our heads, but by shrieks and sudden light among us. The fireworks are hitting the pier’s huge dangling neon sign that reads “Happy Fourth” and ricocheting back into the crowd. People rush in every direction, grabbing their kids, pushing others out of their way. I grab Marissa and we stand behind a tree near the edge of the emptying square.


“Let’s just get out of here,” Marissa says.


“We’re fine here,” I say. “I want to watch.” I peer out into the square. There are two people being tended to by paramedics and a few stragglers crossing the square, but otherwise, most people have fled. The explosions are coming more rapidly, now; fuses are catching unleashed fire, and men silhouetted by sparks and smoke are rushing around the firing ground, trying to contain the uncontrolled display. But the fireworks keep coming, rebounding off the sign to dance in wild explosions against the concrete of the sidewalk, one brilliant ball of colored fire after the next. I step out from behind the tree.


“Are you crazy?” Marissa says, trying to pull me back.


I shrug her off. I stagger into the middle of the square and shut my eyes to the spinning world, to Marissa’s voice calling my name, to the wail of sirens.


What I want is to walk into the middle of the square and let the fireworks explode around me. I’m hoping for something, some sense of life, something, something. I want to be hit and so cleansed. I want to be spared and so blessed.


I stand with open arms and wait, but nothing happens. The fireworks, I realize, have stopped. It’s only me, now, standing opened-armed like Jesus, drunk in an empty square littered with confetti, whistles, soda cans, and candy wrappers. Someone should take a picture, I think, and I start to laugh, and laugh, and there’s nothing I can do to stop.
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FREQUENT FLIERS


Last night, after the fireworks, I called my wife at her college roommate’s house. “I need you to come home,” I said. I was drunk. “Can you come home?”


“What is it?” she said.


“I don’t know,” I said. I heard the toilet flush in the bathroom and I knew that soon Marissa would come out. “I should go,” I said, and I hung up the phone.


“You should go,” I said to Marissa. “I’m sorry. My wife is coming home.”


“Is everything okay?” Marissa said. She looked concerned. My wife was not due back for a few more days. “Is she unwell?”


“No,” I said. “No, no, everything is fine.” And everything was fine, in the way that it is on Christmas Eve when you’re a kid and the shapes of the packages under the tree are just right and you only have to wait till morning to open them, or when you’re starving in a restaurant and finally see the waiter coming toward your table, his tray stacked high with food. Everything was fine because my wife was coming home.


I met my wife eight years ago, on her doorstep at about three o’clock on a bitter January morning. She was wearing a pair of flannel pajama bottoms and a long-sleeved T-shirt with hey written in capital letters across the front. Her hair was alive with knots. Her breath streamed from her nostrils, white with cold and dragonlike.


“Yes?” she said.


“I—, I—” I began. “Is everything okay here? Is everything okay?”


I guess if you want to look at it in terms of phases, then this was during my paramedic phase. When I went through phases as a kid, I genuinely wanted to be the thing I was obsessed with: fireman, Robin Hood, break-dancer, safari man. At age thirty, I didn’t actually want to be a paramedic. I wanted to write about paramedics. I had just lost my job as columnist at the city paper; my opinions, the editor told me, were wrong. My novel about astronauts had been a flop. My editor had scrapped all but thirty pages of my fictional account of the life of J. Edgar Hoover. So I’d turned to paramedics. I thought I might well be able to write a TV show on paramedics. People like drama. They like tragedy. They like blood and death and pain, as long as it’s not their own. So I started watching first-aid videotapes. I took a CPR class. I sat in on a few pre-med classes at the local college. I rode for a night with my old friend Steve, a paramedic in a town near Bangor, Maine. This was the night I met my wife.


I have a habit of calling my wife the way a child will call his father in the middle of the night if he is scared or sick, as if by his very presence the father can make demons and headaches go away. After we’d first met and I’d gone back to Massachusetts, I’d call my wife nightly and keep her on the phone for hours. Or I’d call her multiple times in a single night, to keep her updated on my thoughts. I called and called until she finally moved to where I was so we could talk in person. I called her from my father’s funeral and asked her to please come and pick me up, because I didn’t think I’d make it if I had to drive myself. I called her at her sister’s house in Maryland when the dog I was sitting ate a candy bar. I called her from my editor’s office when he said he didn’t like a chapter that both she and I had considered brilliant. I call her at work all the time, whenever I’m stuck on a sentence, or when I can’t concentrate, or when I have a half hour to kill until I’m supposed to meet Marissa. My wife is good to me. When I call her, she answers.


Steve worked a twenty-four-hour shift, and he’d already been working twelve of those hours when he picked me up at the train station. I hadn’t seen him in five or six years. We acted glad to see each other, and maybe we were glad.


For a while, we cruised the neighborhood. Steve pointed out local landmarks: high school, library, shopping mall. He drove me by his home, where the windows were dark. He drove us over Suicide Bridge, where he said people jumped at least twice a year. “Usually in winter,” he said, shaking his head. “Take a look.” I did, but I couldn’t make out the features of the rocky gorge he said was two hundred feet below. All I could see was funneling blackness. “Jesus,” I said. I stepped away from the railing.


We got take-out burgers and fries and parked on a side street to eat them. As we ate, Steve told me about the first half of his shift.


“Well,” he said. “I had a chest pain around ten this morning. That’s the usual peak time for cardiacs. And I had a few transports, you know, nursing home to hospital, hospital to nursing home. And my frequent flier called.”


“Frequent flier?”


“Yeah. It’s funny, there’s this group of people scattered throughout the world who feel compelled to call for an ambulance daily, or almost daily. This is for months and years on end. Frequent fliers.”


“Hypochondriacs?”


“I don’t know if I’d call them that. I think they just might be lonely. After a while, though, you stop taking them seriously. That’s always the time when the shoulder pain really is a heart attack.”


As soon as Marissa left last night, I sat down at the kitchen table with a bottle of Jack Daniel’s and a glass full of ice. I thought about the fireworks, about the noise and the light and the way the sputtering balls of fire had danced across the concrete, chasing the crowd away. I thought about the way I had stepped into the middle of it, hoping either to be hit or not hit, as if stepping into that mess was stepping out of myself, and how it wasn’t at all. I thought about the cab ride home, how the whole way, even as I held Marissa’s frightened hand, I hoped without real hope that my wife would be at home, waiting for me there. I sat with my Jack Daniel’s and I waited for my wife.


We waited on that street for hours, Steve and I. The pavement was glossy with a thin layer of ice, and the street lamps cast tin-colored pools of light beneath them. I watched each infrequent person as he walked down the street, passing quietly in and out of the light of each lamp until he disappeared around the corner. In a house across the street, a man slept. I could see him through his window resting in a blue armchair, his head thrown back with sleep and a magazine tented across his chest.


Four-car pileup, Route 267, seven reported injuries, one presumed fatality, get there. Call from a residence, 49 Backwater, reported stabbing, get there. We have a chest pain, 2800 Cromwell, apartment 5H, get there. Each time a voice came crackling in over the radio, my throat would tighten. The action was what I was supposedly there for, but when I thought about it, I didn’t want any part of it. I didn’t want to see the gorge into which the desperate flung themselves, and I didn’t want to see the bloodstains at the intersection where a boy had been squashed by an eighteen-wheeler the day before. I didn’t want to see faces contorted by fear and pain. I didn’t want to see bodies slack of life. And so when the dispatcher made a call and Steve only shook his head and drummed the steering wheel with his thumbs, I felt relief. “Not my district,” he would explain. I stopped paying attention to the dispatcher’s voice on the radio after a while, and it was soon after that that Steve suddenly threw the ambulance into gear. “That’s us,” he said, “let’s go,” and he turned on the lights and siren and we went wailing across the empty town, warning no one to get out of our way.


The ride is mostly a blur in my memory. I remember fragments. I remember thinking that we must be going very fast, because things as we passed them seemed to leave trails. I remember desperately wanting to ask Steve what the emergency was, but being somehow unable to work my jaw, like in a bad dream when you want to run but you can’t. I remember thinking how sirens sound entirely different from inside an ambulance than they do from the street. I remember soothing myself in the way that I did as a scared kid on a roller coaster, or sick on the bathroom floor, promising myself that it would all be over soon.


We arrived at the house in minutes. Steve sent me up to ring the doorbell and get the door open so it would be ready for the stretcher and gear he was collecting from the back of the ambulance. “Go, go, go!” he ordered. My vision tunneled as I ran up the walkway to the front door of a single-story house. I held the finger of one hand on the doorbell and pounded the door itself with my other hand. I remember gasping and nearly choking on the bitter-cold air. Open, open, open! I was thinking to myself. Then my wife opened the door.


There was no emergency. Maybe someone made the call as a prank, or maybe the dispatcher somehow gave the wrong address. Regardless, “Everything’s fine,” my wife said. “Hey, everything’s fine here. Everything’s okay.” I stared. Steve stood behind me now, his arms full of the things that save lives. My wife’s face flashed red and then white as the light atop the ambulance silently spun. She smiled.


“Really?” I said, finally.


“Really,” she said. “But thank you.”


Her words, like arms, encircled me. I wanted to cry. I wanted to sleep. “Thank you,” I repeated.


“Sorry to bother you, ma’am,” Steve said, gathering himself and starting back down the walkway.


I stayed where I was. I didn’t want to return to the uncertainty of the ambulance, where at any moment I might be called upon to look at something I didn’t want to see. I didn’t want, quite yet, to leave this haven where I knew that things were okay. “You coming?” Steve called.


“Coming,” I said. I took a breath. I was going to say something to my wife, but I didn’t know what, really, to say.


I didn’t know what to say to my wife this morning, either, as she stood in the kitchen doorway. Outside, she had left the car engine idling, and from where I still sat at the kitchen table I had watched her hurry up the walkway and struggle for a minute with the door before swinging it open, to find herself face-to-face with me, blurred and bleary from a night of waiting.


“What is it?” she said. “What’s wrong? My God, you’ve had me worried!” She stood there in the doorway as if she were afraid to come close. “What?” she said. “What’s wrong?”


I stared at her. I didn’t know what to say. It was as if I had forgotten what was wrong, or maybe what was wrong was that she was asking me what was wrong, and what I wanted was for her to tell me everything was okay.


I try to explain this to my wife as we stand in the kitchen tonight. I have offered to cook dinner, as if to atone for needlessly summoning her home. The ends of her hair are wet from soaking neck-deep in the bath, like I know she always does. I try to tell her what she did for me that first night we met, and how I am addicted to that, that relief and comfort. It is all I have been able to come up with as an explanation for my actions.


“Do you remember?” I say. “Do you remember how panicked I was that night, standing there on your doorstep? I thought you were dead, or dying, or in trouble. I was terrified.”


“You didn’t even know me then,” she says.


“That’s not the point,” I say. “You soothed me. You did something. You do something. I love you. I have too much love for you.”


“I didn’t really do anything at all,” she says. “All I did was tell you nothing was wrong. And nothing was. But I don’t know if I can tell you that anymore.”


She leaves the kitchen and goes to stand on the porch. I watch her through the window as she tightens the bathrobe she is wearing around her and shakes the water out of her hair. She grabs her hair with her fist, and she shakes it, and something about the gesture, how familiar it is, my wife in her bathrobe shaking water out of her hair, pains me with a pain unlike any I’ve felt before. My impulse is to go to the door and call to her, to go outside and take her in my arms, but I stay where I am. I am almost afraid to call to her, because if I do, and she doesn’t answer, if she doesn’t turn around, then what will I do with all this love?
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TENDERS


I fill my time these days with yard work, stories, and the bar. I haven’t seen Marissa since the Fourth of July. I haven’t seen my wife since then, either—or since two days after. She’s gone to spend the rest of the summer with her sister in Maryland, about ten hours south of here. She says we need to be apart, for a while, if we’re going to be together. She says she needs to think. I am afraid to think.


I found my father’s old chainsaw in the garage a few weeks ago, and it works well to trim the hedge that edges the lawn. I found some old clippers, too, which work well for finishing touches. My wife and I had let the hedge grow tall for the summer so that we’d have more privacy when we sunbathed or grilled out on the lawn, but I figured it didn’t matter now if I cut it down a bit. It’s something to do. I trim it every three days, and I keep it perfectly square.


The hedge is about waist-high, now, so you can see right over it. I like it that way. I like watching people pass up and down the street in front of the house, and I like being able to look into our neighbors’ yard. Our new neighbors have four children, and their yard is better than a playground. They have a swing set, a sandbox, a tree house, a trampoline. I haven’t been on a trampoline in years, and oftentimes when I think no one is home I am tempted to go over there and jump awhile. They have go-carts, too. A track has been worn around the perimeter of the yard, which the kids circle endlessly, chasing one another around and around. They never catch up with one another, though, because the carts all travel at the same speed. Their shrieking delight in the pointless, impossible chase fascinates me. There is something about children that fascinates me altogether. When Simon was alive, I could watch him for hours, trying to figure it out. It is the something contained in the pause after a fall, when the child stops for a matter of a second to consider whether he will indulge himself in tears or carry on with whatever game he was playing. It is the thing like a blanket with which the child can shroud himself to find sleep wherever and whenever he needs it—at the dinner table, in the corner of the room at a Christmas party, in the middle of a noisy parade. It’s the invisible mask behind which children make their expressions. As I tend to the yard for hours these days, I watch our neighbors’ children play out of the corner of my eye and I try to figure out what it is they have that we as adults do not.


I was standing on the lawn yesterday with clippers in my hand, thinking about what had happened at the bar the night before, when I heard my friend Sal calling me from the street. I walked down to the bottom of the yard and faced Sal across the hedge.


“Lawn boy, what’s going on?” Sal said.


I shook my head.


“Why so pensive?” he said. “You look all dreamy and lost in thought standing up there with your clippers.”


Normally I wouldn’t come out and say what’s on my mind, but this time I did because Sal had asked what I was thinking about when I was actually thinking about something specific.


“I was thinking about last night,” I said. “Down at Pratty’s.” Pratty’s is the name of the bar I go to.


“Find a new woman?” he said.


I glanced at him. “She’s gone only till Labor Day,” I said. “She’s helping her sister with the baby.”


“I’m sorry,” Sal said. “Bad joke.”


There was a shriek from the neighbors’ yard. We both looked over there. The neighbors’ kids were spitting watermelon seeds and even whole mouthfuls of watermelon at one another.


“So what happened down there, anyway?” Sal said, after a minute.


“I don’t know,” I said. “It’s strange.”


“Spit it out,” Sal said.


“Well, Crosby was tending bar,” I said. “It was a pretty quiet night.”


“Yeah, I was going to go down, but Mona didn’t want to.”


“It was quiet for a while, anyway. Crosby had the hockey team coming in, but not until later, around ten, ten thirty. But it was around nine thirty or so when these two guys came in.”


“Guys from the team?”


“No, just two guys. Maybe in their twenties. I’d never seen them before.”


I wiped my nose with my sleeve, then took out a cigarette from the case my wife gave me one Christmas, during my smoking phase, which lasted only about a year. I quit when Simon was born. I never really liked smoking anyway, still don’t, but the other day at the store I thought I’d get a pack, just to have.


“Light?” Sal said, holding out a lighter toward me.


“Thanks. So first thing these guys do is make fun of Crosby’s shirt.” Crosby wears short-sleeved Hawaiian shirts every day of the year, even the coldest days. He’s a recovering alcoholic who’s been off the sauce for fourteen years, but he still works around booze. It’s my job, he always says. It’s just what I do. He takes it seriously. He has hundreds of drinks memorized. He knows what you want before you even say it. It’s just waiting there on the bar for you. He gets irritable, sometimes, but understandably. I mean, who wouldn’t if they were surrounded by stuff they wanted and couldn’t have? You have to tread lightly around Crosby.


“Uh-oh,” Sal said. “Bad move.”


I nodded. “Yeah,” I said. “Then these guys take forever deciding what kind of beer they want, and they don’t know Crosby, so they’re a little—offended, I guess—when Crosby tells them he doesn’t have all day. But he didn’t. He had the hockey team coming in, right? He had all these black and tans to pour.”


“Right.”


“So they finally decide what they want and everything’s fine. Crosby’s setting up the black and tans down at the end of the bar near the door, where the hockey team always sits, you know down there?”


Sal nodded.


“So then all the beers are ready and Crosby goes and gets a plate of nachos from the kitchen and puts it on the bar for the team. So these two guys say they want some nachos, too. And Crosby tells them no. He tells them the kitchen’s closed, which it was. See, it shuts at nine, but the cook left the nachos out for the team before he left. So these guys are like, Well, there’s a big plate of nachos fresh out of the oven right there, Adolf.”


Sal banged his forehead with the heel of his palm. “Bad move,” he said again.


“Yeah.” Crosby is famous not only for his Hawaiian shirts, but also for his mustache. “I guess Crosby hadn’t been all that polite in the way he told them the kitchen was closed, but it’s Crosby, you know? And they’d made fun of his shirt.”


“So what did he say?”


I tossed the butt of my cigarette over the hedge and onto the sidewalk. “Can you step on that for me?” I asked Sal. I don’t want butts on the lawn. “He just said, Trust me, the kitchen is closed.”


“What did the guys say?” Sal asked, scraping at the smoldering butt with his toe like an anxious horse, or maybe like a dog burying its shit.


“What could they say? Anyway, it gets to be around ten, and Crosby’s doing paperwork or something over near the cash register. I’d noticed one of the guys leave a little bit before, but I hadn’t really thought anything of it. Then I saw the other guy get up and get his coat from the rack. Then he looks out the window, then he looks up the bar, then he grabs the whole plate of nachos and runs out the door.”


“Did Crosby see him?”


“No. But I did. So I told Crosby what happened, and he goes running out the door, too.”


“Did he catch them?”


“No. The first guy who’d left had brought the car around. Like a getaway car. They drove away before Crosby was even outside.”


“So what happened? Did he call the cops?”


I shook my head. “So Crosby stands in the doorway for a while. His shirt was sort of flapping in the wind. It was pretty windy. Then after a while he comes back in and just stands there behind his bar, you know, with his hands on it and his head hanging down.” I switched the clippers to my other hand and looked from behind my hedge down the block. The clouds were low and dark-bottomed in a way that promised rain. It was still pretty windy. Dust and dry leaves scratched up the street.


Sal glanced up at the sky too, then back at me. “Then what?” he said.


I looked at him. “Nothing,” I said. “That’s it. I told you it was strange.”


“That’s your story?”


“I never said it was a story.”


“Oh,” he said. He seemed disappointed. “Well.” He looked at his watch, then up at the sky again. “I should get going,” he said. “Mona wants me home to watch some program.”


I nodded.


Sal left me how he had found me, standing on the lawn with clippers in my hand. The neighbors’ children had gone inside, and it was quiet. I stood there and pictured Crosby standing there like that, and either that or the wind made me shiver. Then I felt a fat drop of rain hit my cheek, and then another hit my hand. The rain was starting, so I dropped my clippers and went inside.
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FETCHING


I don’t often dream, but the dreams that I do have are of the recurring variety. I don’t have the same one, two, or three dreams over and over again for years on end, but often as I wander through a dream I am overwhelmed by a sense of familiarity that lets me know that I have been in this place before. It’s like watching a movie that you’ve forgotten you’ve already seen, or rereading a forgotten book. You sense that things will happen just before they do.


The other night I dreamed a dream I recognized as one I had when I was eight years old, which was the year my mother left us. In the dream, I’m with some friends—a set of twins—and their father. We’re in a pinball machine. There are games and pizza stands and ice-cream stands and rides and swarming children everywhere. Popcorn, candy wrappers, and sticky puddles of soda cover the floor. Getting taken to this pinball machine is supposed to be a treat, like getting taken to a carnival or fair, but the roar of voices and the clanging of pinballs and the ballooning faces and the bright pink and blue lights running through their neon tubes completely overwhelm me. Everyone is smiling and shouting and pointing and laughing, but I am drowning in all this fun.


At seven o’clock, the twins leave with their father, and I wait on the sidewalk for my mother to come pick me up. The air outside is just as stale and warm as it was inside the pinball machine, which looms behind me several stories in the air, casting the sidewalk pink with the light shining through its glass walls. I cannot make out anything in the darkness beyond the glow.


This dream has got me thinking about my mother, and it’s got me thinking that maybe I’d like to write something about her. It’s interesting, because I haven’t really thought about my mother for years, since I went to shrinks who’d circle me, eye me, consider me, peel back the layers of my memory, and prod around for an anger or resentment they could never seem to find. Your mother, they would say, yes, let’s talk about her. But I was eight years old when my mother left us and moved to the commune; I was too young to really understand what had happened and so too young to be angry. It’s hard to be angry even now, because the only memories I have of my mother are good memories; there are none on which I can dwell to rouse myself to rage. My mother wore a hairnet for a while, and once when she took me sailing it was so windy that her hairnet blew off and caught in the top of the mast and her hair blew wild and I remember thinking she was beautiful. My mother had an old Jeep, and some weekend afternoons she would drive me full speed down the abandoned runway near our house, pretending we were going to take off like a plane. My mother took me for ice cream at an all-night diner once at two o’clock in the morning.


I woke the other night before my mother had fetched me from the pinball machine, but in the dream I know I had no doubt that she was coming.


In the attic, there is a box of the things my mother left behind at the commune when she disappeared to wherever it was she disappeared to. I helped my father pack it up and fasten it shut thirty years ago, after he’d finally gotten tired of waiting for my mother to come home and we’d driven upstate to bring her home ourselves. The box hasn’t been opened since. At first, I knew what was in it, so I had no need to rummage through, and then I sort of forgot that it existed. Then, when my father died and the box moved with the rest of his stuff from his attic to mine, it simply didn’t occur to me to open it, even though I’d forgotten what it contained.


Several times this week, ever since the pinball dream, I’ve stood beneath the attic door and contemplated going up to find the box, but for some reason it’s taken until today for me to pull the trap door open and climb the ladder up.


It was the January after our trip to Florida when my father decided it was time to fetch my mother. I’d retired my safari gear shortly after our return north, but I was still wearing daily my Santa hat from Christmas. I remember sitting in the living room watching Saturday morning cartoons when my father appeared in the doorway with a backpack and a cooler. “Let’s go for a ride,” he said.


“Where?” I said.


“To get your mother,” he said. The commune was on the border between New York and Canada, some nine or ten hours away from where we lived just outside New York City. My father and I didn’t really discuss our mission as we drove. We listened to Billie Holiday and The Beatles. We ate carrot sticks with peanut butter and we drank the chocolate milk he’d packed in the cooler. We listened to an abridged version of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer on tape. My father, I remember, drove fast.


It was cold, and outside on the swollen hills the trees raised their brittle arms up to a blinding, cold white sky.


We arrived at the commune after dark. It was a huge clapboard house that looked more like two or three houses joined awkwardly together. It was in the middle of a flat stretch of land at the end of a rutted road we drove for miles, watching the lump of commune on the horizon slowly grow as we approached the hulking house that finally loomed before us. All the windows were lit, and there was smoke coming from all three chimneys. The porch was one of those that are nearly level with the ground, and as we stood at the door waiting for our knock to be answered I remember noticing a wide porch swing and wanting to sit down on it. I remember there was also a big dog sleeping out on the porch, and I remember how my fingers caught in his nappy fur as I stroked him while my father talked to the man at the door. I was tired.


“Come on,” my father said.


I looked up from the dog, then stood and followed my father and the man inside. The man led us down a narrow yellow hall to a small yellow room with a shelf and a sink and a bed.


“This was hers,” he said, and he left us there.


My father sat down on the bed, and I sat down next to him because I was tired and I didn’t feel like standing.


“Your mother’s not here,” he said.


“Oh,” I said. “Where is she?”


“I don’t know,” he said, and I remember just the way his back hunched as he held his hand over his eyes.


My wife has rearranged things in the attic. This was how she spent her first weeks of summer. This was what she was doing when she found the picture of me in my safari gear. Boxes are labeled and piled neatly against the walls. Old coats and clothes are hung on a makeshift rack. A table and chair have been set up by the scratched and moldy oval window. On the table, there is an opened can of Diet Coke. It’s strange to think that my wife was the last person up here, and that she placed each of these things where they are right now. It makes me not want to move or touch a thing. I can imagine her dragging boxes and stacking them, repackaging old things, breathing in the same thick cedar smell I’m breathing now. I can sense my wife’s presence up here. It hovers.


I walk over to the back wall of the attic and read the labels on the boxes stacked against it. OLD CHINA, one label reads. WINTER BLANKETS, reads another, and then the three beside that read INFANT CLOTHES, 1–2 YEARS, and 2–3 YEARS. I find my mother’s box beside Simon’s two- and three-year-old clothing. I bring it over to the table and set it next to my wife’s Diet Coke, where I can see it better by the light coming in through the window. I sit down in the chair and face the box, which is smaller than I remember it being when I packaged it so carefully thirty years ago. For a while as a kid, I took great pride in the organization of things like boxes and suitcases and closets and cabinets. When we went grocery shopping, for instance, our cereal boxes, juice cartons, meats, crackers, and cookies were stacked and ordered in our cart; I would have no random piling. Same thing went for my mother’s box, which we packed up after a cold night of sleep on my mother’s narrow commune cot.


I woke that morning jammed between my father and the wall. My father lay on his back with his eyes wide open, and when he sensed me stirring, he turned his head to look at me.


“Sleep okay?” he said.


I nodded.


He sat up and ran his fingers through his hair. “I’ll be right back,” he said, and he left the room.


The mattress was bare, blue-striped and stained. I sat at the window and watched a man outside pulling a tick or a burr from the coat of the dog I’d petted the night before. It was snowing.


My father reappeared with a cardboard box. “I guess we should pack up her things,” he said. “I waited for you to do it.”


I knelt on the floor beside the box and placed my mother’s things, one by one as my father handed them to me, neatly and geometrically inside, putting them together like a puzzle to make optimal use of space and to make sure that nothing would shift in transportation. I paid attention not to what went in the box, but to how it all went in there. I imagine none of it was too important: a few books, a few shirts, some jewelry or makeup, maybe a photograph or two of me and my father, although maybe she would have taken those with her.


I bring my wife’s Diet Coke can to my mouth and press my lips to where her lips have been. Her taste, if ever it was there, is gone now.


The attic is uncomfortably hot. It’s as if all summer’s heat is trapped up here. I get up from my chair at the table and open the little oval window as far as it goes, and suddenly the muted attic is filled with sounds from outside: passing cars, barking dogs, the kids playing in the yard next door. I sit down again and stare at my mother’s box, rolling my wife’s Diet Coke can back and forth in between my palms and listening to the children’s shrieks, yells, and laughter. I am jealous of them.


They can shriek, yell, and laugh aloud, shamelessly, boldly. They can fight and make up in a minute. Their grudges don’t hold. Their decisions are only as hard as choosing what game to play or what color Popsicle to eat. They consider only one day at a time, maybe even only an hour at a time. They can wear things like safari gear for months on end. Some might think of this as ignorance and pity children for it, but I think of it as freedom. I pity instead Crosby, his head hanging over the bar, wiping up the cheese left from the stolen nachos. I pity my father, hunched on my mother’s old commune bed, sleepless beside his sleeping child who’d heard only muttering, not words, from the mouth of the man at the commune door.


Maybe this is why I hesitate to open up the box. What will the man now see that as a boy packing the box he did not? Will the now-grown boy hunch like his father did in anger and pain, murmuring too late, too late, like a lullaby lulling his son into sleep? I do not want to let our old selves out of there and into this attic, where they all might change into something I can’t recognize; I do not want to unpackage what I packed so carefully away.
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HELLO, GOOD-BYE


I always let the phone ring at least three times before I answer it. I live for those seconds between the first ring and the moment I pick up the phone and say, “Hello?” I can imagine in those seconds that my agent is calling to tell me that a prestigious publisher would like to offer me a six-figure advance to write a novel about anything I want to. I can imagine that the CIA is calling to recruit me. I can imagine that someone is calling to say that my long lost mother has died, and in her will she’s left me millions. Or I can imagine that my wife is on the line, calling to tell me that she loves me, she’s coming home, she’s at the airport already and needs me to come pick her up.


Usually it’s just a telemarketer calling, and the other day it was Sal, wondering if he could borrow my clippers and my chainsaw. He has become quite jealous of my yard, I think. Sometimes when I pick up, I do or I don’t hear a breath, and the line goes dead. When that happens, I listen to the silence for a while. I listen to the blank sound of miles of wires, leading back from my ear through the dark, mazelike tunnels of communication to the ear of another person who realized when they heard my voice that I was actually not the one they wanted to talk to at all.
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