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For Frank



The dark threw its patches down upon me also . . .

—WALT WHITMAN, “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry”



A ha-ha is a boundary wall concealed in a ditch so that it does not intrude upon the view. Much employed by the great nineteenth-century English landscape gardener “Capability” Brown, its original purpose was to make possible uninterrupted views from the lawns and other more neatly cared-for areas surrounding the mansion, of more distant trees, copses, lakes and meadows grazed by cattle and sheep. . . . The name ha-ha derives from the exclamation that a stranger might make upon coming upon such a ditch unexpectedly from the top of the wall. An experience of this kind could, of course, be highly dangerous to the unwary.

—THOMAS H. EVERETT, 
The New York Botanical Garden
 Illustrated Encyclopedia of Horticulture
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WHY AM I HERE? Is it only that Sylvia telephoned so desperately after midnight, and I stood listening by the answering machine as she asked me to take Ryan? Or something bigger? Because before the sun has burned the dew from the grass, here I am. I pull into the driveway and turn off the engine, and Sylvia, who’s been standing on the stoop waiting, steps toward the truck. Her sandals slap the flagstones as she approaches.

I should have realized only a truly serious binge could force Sylvia into rehab, but still, I’m shocked by her appearance. Her blonde hair is slicked back so tight that the waves seem painted on her skull, and her face is puffy, especially in the soft patches under her eyes. She has lines where I don’t remember seeing lines before and a sore budding on her lower lip. Nevertheless, she’s made an effort to clean up. Her white shirt’s freshly ironed, and as she leans in the window of the truck, I can smell mouthwash.

“It won’t be that long,” she says flatly, and licks her cracked lips. Beneath the pale skin of her face, the muscles look clenched, and I wonder how long it’s been since she slept. “Just a tune-up, get me on track. I doubt I’d even do this except my harridan of a sister is making it so—and I’m sort of at my wits’ . . .” She shakes her head sourly. “And if it is for the better—who the hell knows? Because for a week I haven’t left the house for fear of being away from my—not to take a walk or get him to a movie, let alone work. I couldn’t bear to crash. But I mean it absolutely: a tune-up. I’m not looking for a makeover, and I really don’t plan to impose him for long. I don’t—I don’t think I’m a hard case.” At this, her eyes well, and I take her hand. She sighs irritably. “After all, Howie, isn’t it your problem, too, in a way? Who knows if I’d even be in this spot, but for you?”

I drop Sylvia’s hand. I’d love to tell her her pressed shirt has done nothing for her disposition, but instead I just glower at the shut garage door. And Sylvia knows, even through her come-down haze, that she’s blundered. She stares glassily at the asphalt driveway until at last I shrug curtly and bark out, “Sh-cke!” It’s the best I can do.

“Okay, fine,” she says. She knows the score. “Well, I appreciate your coming on such short notice. And we’re almost ready. Hang on, we’ll get this show on the . . .” To head off another silence, she goes back in the house.

I get out and wait on the fender. It’s neither true nor fair to say I’m to blame for her predicament, but I have a long history of letting Sylvia call the shots. And it’s not an unappealing notion, her falling apart over me, though in truth, I don’t think her situation is so bad. Sylvia’s one of those small-time users who does a fair job of managing her cocaine and keeping her kid fed and clothed, and even if she has missed a day or two of work, I think she might be satisfied with the life she’s got. I suspect that for a lot of people coke is like a chronic disease or a handicap or injury from which they don’t fully recover; if they’re smart, they patch around it and keep on going. So my bet is Sylvia will be home the day after tomorrow. She’ll realize it’s her lot to love getting high, but there are worse afflictions, and the minute she realizes this she’ll call me to bring Ryan over. By the time we get there, she’ll already be buzzed, and maybe I’ll stay awhile. Maybe she’ll be grateful or affectionate or dismissive, but nothing will change. Her life—and mine, to the extent it revolves around hers—will start up again at virtually this same point.

I watch a delivery truck pull in next door, and a couple of dogs bark. Over the years I’ve done my own share of recreationals, primarily hallucinogens, but I never liked snorting for the way it made me aware of my head. Finally I abandoned the drug realm altogether. I don’t think Sylvia’s forgiven me for not developing a habit myself, but she wouldn’t change places with me.

There’s an eruption of shouting from behind the screen door, then silence. The houses in this development are pastel-colored boxes, and I remember a remark of Sylvia’s the day I helped her move in. She said she never thought she’d be living in a Silly Putty-colored house, and I wondered if she remembered how the corn used to cover this area when we were kids, and how we once drove out this way for a picnic. Now there’s a red Chrysler parked in the street by her mailbox, with a jumble of ratty suitcases and shopping bags alongside, and as I look at the car and the bags, I wonder why Sylvia even bothers keeping track of her expectations. The world takes a shit in your mouth, I could tell her, and you swallow it whole. If you’re waiting for compensation or payback, forget it—or else I’ve got a lot due for what happened to me. I think again of her saying I’m part of her problem, and I glare at the screen door. Hell, I’m not even to blame for Ryan, but here I am.

Sylvia reappears, accompanied by a gray cat and a well-groomed social services type. They don’t look up when I stroll over, so I touch Sylvia’s shoulder, and she darts me an anxious glance. “You two know each other,” she says. “My sister Caroline, my interventioneer.”

I put out my hand. It’s perhaps fifteen years since I saw Sylvia’s little sister, and in those days she looked like an overgrown cheerleader. Now she’s a dressy woman in stockings and a silk scarf tied in a Windsor knot. She takes my hand and drops it, then gives me a smile that’s no smile at all. “Could I speak to you?” she says to Sylvia, and the two of them step away. I stare at Caroline, refusing as much as possible to grant her her privacy, and after a minute she turns her back on me. She keeps her voice low, but any idiot could guess what she’s saying.

Actually, I’m not a bad choice when it comes to child care, even if no one’s asked me before. There’s nothing wrong with my intellect or judgment, and my steady gig, maintenance at the convent, makes for a flexible schedule. Living on disability, I’m home a lot, and I run a stable household and keep my nose clean. So I’m a poster boy: a drug-free, contributing member with no record of violent episodes. I’m practically a hero. If I don’t utterly love life, so what? I don’t know anyone who does. Of course, with my scar, I’m not most kids’ preferred associate. I decided years ago I had nothing to hide and threw all my caps away, and as my hair’s thinned, the dent in my skull has grown more noticeable. Then there’s the language thing, but people learn to deal with that. Anyway, it’s my impression that kids like talking but care less about being talked to.

These are my thoughts when the front door opens and Ryan steps onto the stoop: a brown-skinned, lanky guy of about nine, with wide-set hazel eyes, tightly curled hair, and a few dark freckles across his nose. He’s wearing a clean white T-shirt with long basketball shorts and big white basketball shoes. I’ve never known who his father was, but it’s not me: his dad wasn’t Caucasian. And of course, my time with Sylvia was long, long ago, whereas Ryan was the surprise of Sylvia’s mid thirties. I watch him bend to scoop up the gray cat, and I notice that his hair, which was a fluffy halo last I saw him, is cut now in a sharp fade. He’s more a black kid than a white. I walk over to pat his head, but he flinches when I raise my hand, so I stroke the cat’s chin instead. He doesn’t greet me.

Sylvia steps toward us. “Caroline doesn’t think I should leave him with you,” she says unnecessarily. “Like I have so much choice.” She eyes us as though we’ll disagree, but it’s true. Sylvia’s circle is barely larger than mine.

Ryan says, “Why can’t I go with Aunt Caroline?”

Sylvia snorts derisively, and for a moment this seems to be her total response. Then she snaps, “Don’t bust Mama’s chops right now, you mind?” and in the silence that follows, I’m embarrassed for both of them. “I’m the one who’s out of control,” she mutters. Caroline touches her elbow, and Sylvia says, “All right, all right,” and places her hands on Ryan’s shoulders. “Don’t you want to stay in school here with your friends? Rather than having to make up a lot of work? Hmm? Isn’t that a good idea?” Kneeling before him, she puts on a smile. “Howie has a great big Victorian house and a nice spare bedroom you’ll have all to yourself. And there’s lots of interesting people living there. So let Mama get her act together, then we’ll have such a reunion, ’kay?”

Ryan frowns. He looks down, mumbling something no one can hear. Sylvia says, “Hm?” then “Speak!” and for a moment he looks defiant. He kicks at a leaf that’s fluttered to the flagstones, then carefully flattens it with the toe of a sneaker. In his arms, the cat twitches her tail. At last, he leans against Sylvia and whispers.

Sylvia sighs. “Please don’t do this. Howie’s known you all your life. He loves you a lot.” She speaks so Caroline and I can hear, and I smile at Ryan, but I’m relieved when he keeps his face to her shoulder. It’s true, of course, that when he was born I went to the hospital, and I even wept as I held him in my arms. But Sylvia knows I wasn’t weeping for joy, and she can’t think he and I have much of a bond. I see Ryan when his mother calls me—she wants a couch moved, some wood chopped, the cat brought off the roof—and with a task involved, she makes an effort to be cheerful. As for Ryan, he’s polite but aloof with me, and I’m carefully polite and amiable toward him. But love? We don’t go beyond neutral.

Sylvia says, “You and Howie will do all sorts of guy things. Whatever guys do.” She’s being comical, but when he remains impassive her voice hardens. “Anyway, buster, it’s what’s happening, and it’s not open to discussion. So let Caroline take Bindi back to Chicago. That’s the most she can handle with her great big job.” Caroline steps forward, and Ryan shrinks back, hugging the cat. Sylvia says, “Sweetie, there’s dogs at Howie’s—”

“Not!” I say. This is one word I can dependably force out. The only dog at our place is Laurel’s French bull, who’s too chubby and placid ever to mix it up with Bindi, so I nod and reach for the cat myself. But Caroline only hands me an envelope she’s fished from her bag. I think I recognize “Sylvia Mohr” written on the outside, but I don’t take time to puzzle out all the letters: the address and phone number of the facility, I suppose. Inside the envelope, a business card is folded between three hundred-dollar bills. I wonder how they came up with the figure.

I offer the money back to Caroline. I can cover the kid’s meals, and I won’t have it thought that my friendship’s for hire. But Caroline tucks Bindi under an arm and waves the bills away, flapping her hand as if I might not understand. Ryan and Sylvia observe this spectacle, then Sylvia snorts again. “Caro,” she says. “Howie’s not deaf. If you spoke, I bet he’d hear you.”

Caroline reddens. “In case of emergency,” she says, but now I’m mad. I fling the money at her, and the bills and business card flutter to the ground. The cat yowls, and Caroline winces. As she plucks up the money, a red scratch appears on her forearm. “You can call me anytime,” she says grimly, handing back the business card. I’d like to tell her I don’t make phone calls.

Sylvia runs her hands down Ryan’s brown arms. “You do everything you’re told, now. I called the school, left Ms. Monetti a message.” Ryan scowls at the road. Sylvia wraps her arms around him, holding him tight for several minutes, and at last he softens and murmurs into her neck. Sylvia sighs, glaring at Caroline. “Satisfied?” she says. “It must feel damn good, storming in here, uprooting our lives. Because you sure don’t give one shit about the cost to me. Or my child.”

At this, Ryan pulls away. “Nn-nnng!” he says, and stomps the two steps to the door. He slips into the darkness without a look. As if a gust of wind has blown it, the door slams, rattling the knocker.

“Ryan!” Sylvia wipes her cheek as she stands. She flexes her fingers, then suddenly embraces me, too. “You’re always there for me, Howie,” she mumbles, and as I touch her waist I feel how thin she’s gotten. I doubt she’s been this thin since high school, and I remember the bus station when she saw me off. I tried not to cry because she was already sobbing harder than I’d seen anyone cry in my whole life, and I wanted her to remember me strong, in case she never saw me again. But that was all teen swagger; I never really imagined what could happen. The last thing I said was “I’ll come back soon,” and who knew it wasn’t a quick return I should have wished for, but a slow one? A full year’s tour of duty, unscathed.

I can’t be mad at Sylvia. Touching a hand to her hair, I offer a quick peck to say we’ll be waiting, but she’s already stepped away. Caroline stands beside the red Chrysler, and with expert gestures she folds Bindi into a cat carrier and places the carrier on the back seat. Sylvia piles the crumpled bags in the trunk and slams the lid, then looks at the house, her hands on her hips. “Ryan!” The door does not open. I scan the three larger windows, plus the small, pebbled window of the bath, and I can see various decorative objects—a dried flower arrangement, a souvenir doll from Central America—but no movement within. Sylvia calls out again and takes a step toward the house.

Caroline says, “Maybe I should get him.” She looks at her watch.

“No, let’s go.” Sylvia’s mouth twitches, and dark blotches color her cheeks. She looks truly haggard. “Before I change my—Let’s just go, goddamn it. If he can’t—” She blinks as Caroline starts the ignition, then she slips in on the passenger’s side. For a moment, once her door’s closed, it looks as if she might call out again. She opens her mouth and leans from the window, then turns abruptly, chin up, and scowls straight ahead. The Chrysler inches forward, and I give a wave nobody sees. Then she’s gone.

I turn toward the house, wondering if the boy has locked himself in his room, and what Sylvia expects me to do if he has. But the front door opens, and out he comes, lugging a suitcase with a panel of embroidered flowers on one side. He’s put on a dark blue Indians cap, and the visor makes a tight curve across his brow. I take the suitcase from him, checking as I do to see if he’s crying, but his face is a single, concentrated frown. He runs back to lock the front door, slides the key under a flowerpot, and climbs silently into the cab. I pull out of Sylvia’s road, and when I turn right, toward home, Ryan points to the left. “My school’s thataway,” he says.

“Not,” I tell him. The day his mom enters rehab is one day a kid should be permitted to play hooky. “Na,” I say, without meaning to speak at all.

Ryan gazes noncommittally from across the seat. “Are you a retard?” he says.
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MY MAIN INJURY is to the left temporal lobe, which is where I landed when I came down in the forest, and where my hematoma was situated. Most of the doctors who’ve examined me—army doctors and battalions of others since—classify my condition as a form of anomia, the inability to recall the names of objects, but that’s not how it feels in my head. From my standpoint, it’s not the recalling that’s the problem, so much as the physical manufacture of words, any words, with my lips and tongue. I can recall Laurel’s name at any instant I need to, but with all its crazy L’s and R’s I will never, ever succeed in spitting that word out. Most of my speech is unintelligible, anyway: prolonged drawls that do indeed make me sound deficient, plus shorter pops of expelled effort.

Also, anomia is generally accompanied by alexia, the inability to read or write, but I’m not sold on that, either. Sure, there are many times when reading mysteriously deserts me, but on occasion, rarely, it flashes in very clear. And these are joyful, if short-lived, moments of revival, because through my teen years I read avidly. The fact is, my condition waxes and wanes, leading one doctor to suggest it might even be psychogenic, another notion I discount. But my capabilities do deteriorate under stress or prolonged recreational drug use, which is why I quit that nearly ten years ago. (More than the drugs, though, it’s the companionship I miss. Acidheads don’t care if a person can’t speak; they figure he’s as wrecked as they are. The same with shouting out some kind of wrong word or off sound—if you’re high enough, it’s just part of the trip.) Though quitting pot and acid didn’t, to my disappointment, do much for my speech, it did lead me to take on faith the one statement every doctor, VA and otherwise, eventually came around to making: there’s a lot about the brain we just don’t know.

There are other factors, too. Some memories came back slowly, and I don’t always act on what I know. An early struggle with adynamia hindered my speech therapy, and I still process slowly when under duress. Also random numbness, phantom sensations. Often my feet will tingle for days at a time, and sometimes I feel hot coffee being splashed down my arm and over my fingers, but I’m so used now to my nervous system’s glitches that they pass like traffic, with barely a notice. And most guys—most people—in my condition are emotionally volatile, but I’m the king of control, so at merely moody I’m a success story. No doubt about it.

I’m carrying Ryan’s bag upstairs when I hear Laurel explaining my condition to him. He’s asked again about me, though I’m sure Sylvia’s provided explanations over the years. I wait on the steps while Laurel describes the difference between retarded and impaired, then I go up and put his stuff in the room next to mine. And maybe Ryan’s just making conversation, because when I come down he’s asking if I’m Laurel’s husband.

Laurel Cao is about ten years younger than I am. She’s rented a room in my house for seven years, and rather than cash rent she helps me with paperwork. Depending on her as I do, I sometimes forget how odd it once seemed to be sharing my home with someone from Vietnam; but after my mom died, all sorts of basic tasks became much more difficult, and responsible people were not clamoring to join my clubhouse. So I took what came. Laurel has a company called Soupe Toujours, which supplies gourmet soups to a dozen little places all over town. She needed a place to cook, and this house has a nice stove and a big refrigerator from its days as a union hall. I turned over my parents’ big front bedroom, too, since I sleep in the room I had as a child. And Laurel grew up in Austin, Texas, and has a southern accent, so it’s easy to forget she’s Vietnamese; and I saw very few Vietnamese anyway, and all at a distance.

But there’s nothing between us. I had a period, when I first came home injured, of picking up hookers, but in my reformed years I keep love and sex in a tightly closed box. I’m better off without them. And who would have me? If I still care for Sylvia more than her behavior warrants, it’s because she was my life’s romance. She’s who I have left and the only one who remembers me as I was. So I do her bidding when she calls, then I go to work for the nuns. Whatever desires I brought to our lovely early days have gone so long untapped that they must have dried up, and one torch is more than enough to carry. I’m fond of Laurel, and there’s no doubt she’s attractive: long legs, long hair, and a long, slim waist. She’s tall for an Asian woman, and in her cowboy boots she can seem more Texan than anything else. Her face is a long oval, too, so that her mouth, which is full and broad and a surprising flower-colored pink, is a small contradiction to all her slim angularity. But I keep it light. I’ll eat Laurel’s soup if I’m around at lunchtime, but I don’t need complications.

Now Ryan’s at the kitchen table, dragging a spoon through a bowl of spinach Florentine. Ruby, the little bulldog, is on her stomach making snorting noises, and when I cock my eyebrows Ryan says, “Yeah, we met,” in precisely Sylvia’s flat, flat tone. At least he’s cottoned on to how I communicate.

Laurel pours something into the Cuisinart. “Howard, your nun called. She wants her grass cut,” she tells me, then steps to the table and gives the visor of Ryan’s Indians cap a tug. “Gonna be nice for us, having a kid around the place.” Ryan doesn’t move. After a moment Laurel returns to pulsing the Cuisinart, and I help myself to a bowl of the soup. Spinach Florentine is one of Laurel’s ten-strikes, but I’m not sure it’s child food. I’m wondering what else to feed him when he suddenly digs in.

There’s a small dining room opposite the kitchen, and as I eat my soup I hear our other housemates calling out names, a few I’ve heard of, others I presume are celebrities. This is the type of thing they’re always doing that gets on my nerves. I sigh pointedly, and Laurel shrugs. “Some game. People they’d like to have at dinner, I think.” Stepping to the doorway, she says, “Boys, come in here a minute,” and their chairs scrape as they stand up. In this house I may be nominally the C.O., but Laurel’s sergeant at arms.

The boys come and slouch in the doorway. There’s a bigger one and a littler one, but to me they’re identical, hovering around thirty, with goatees and visored caps and insolently easy physiques. One or both of them has a tattoo. They paint houses for a living, but the littler one’s trying to be a screenwriter and the bigger one a music promoter; I pretend not to remember which does which. I also pretend not to know their names. In my head, I call them Nit and Nat, but the fact is it doesn’t matter what I call them since I’m incapable of calling them anything at all. Like Laurel, they went to the university and then stayed on, and they’re here because I depend on the rent. Laurel knows I don’t like them, but she doesn’t care—and to tell the truth, I don’t care much myself. When I was their age I’d had a decade of war and hospitals. My hair had gone gray, and my skin was slack and puffy from painkillers and other stuff. I didn’t do college. But the world is filled with people I resent because their burdens are lighter than mine, and if I drew the line at living among them, I’d be all alone.

Laurel says, “Guys, this is Ryan.” In her Texas accent the name sounds like Ran. “Who’s here for a while as a guest of Howard’s. Ryan, meet Steve and Harrison.” Nit and Nat lurch forward and slap Ryan’s palm, wrapping their fingers around his small thumb in some kind of trendy handclasp. Then, for some reason, they do the same with me. They’re not bad people, just stupid and untested and younger than they deserve, and that’s sufficient to curry my disfavor. They linger in the doorway, gawping at Ryan until I glare at them; then they slink back to their game.

The day turns sultry in the afternoon. After finishing his soup, Ryan shifts to the back yard, and when I peek out, he’s twisting a stick in his shoelaces. An hour later he’s barely budged, and his inactivity unnerves me. What the hell can I do with him? At last, I beckon him to the truck and drive to the zoo, and as we shuffle from enclosure to enclosure, Ryan seems to forget he can talk. He spends a minute or so with each somnolent creature, a small frown creasing his brow, then we move on without comment. Around six, we go to the snack bar for supper, and I point with my fingers for a burger and fries. He does the same.

It’s still light when we come home, and the others are away from the house. Ruby waddles up, wheezing over a rubber ball, and Ryan scoops her up, just as he did earlier with Bindi the cat. She grunts and settles against his chest. I realize he hasn’t yet been upstairs, so I lead a tour of this house, which has been my home since I was younger than he is now and where my family was a happy threesome until I came home injured. Wordlessly I open doors and indicate each self-evident room, starting on the fourth floor, the empty cupola. Then the third—the boys’ two sloppy bedrooms and inexcusable bath—and the second, Laurel’s closed door in the front. Two back bedrooms, my own and the guest room where I’ve set Ryan’s bag, and the big tiled bathroom we three will share. Downstairs, the parlor and dining room, seldom used; the couch, the TV, the broad dining table still littered with lists of Nit and Nat’s fantasy dinner guests; and finally, the cellar. I wave at the furnace and the washer and dryer, at Laurel’s pyramids of five-gallon containers, and at Nit and Nat’s ladders and drop cloths and their five-gallon drums of paint. Half a dozen suitcases in a corner, beside an old wooden medicine cabinet and a stack of red flowerpots; glue traps around the edges of the room. And under the stairs the most interesting item: a huge, tripartite Gothic window frame the nuns let me cart off when the convent was being renovated. I brush cobwebs from the air and move one wooden sash, just to show him how it’s hinged, and Ryan nods silently, still stroking Ruby’s belly.

So that’s the place, typical of older homes of the Midwest, I guess. Perhaps other places, too, though I can’t say I’ve traveled much. There’s the old backyard stable yet to see, with a tack room at one end and even a privy, and I’m thinking here’s proof you didn’t expect. Yes, I’ve known tragedy, but I live in my own house. I work and sleep and carry on, and my tragedy doesn’t govern me, no matter what you may have imagined. But these are things I can’t put into words, and Ryan says he’s tired, so we go upstairs.

At the door to his room he carefully sets the dog on her feet, and I wonder if I’m supposed to kiss him. He and I don’t have a kissy relationship, and I’m not wishing to start one. But I believe I’ll do whatever’s right. The first few hours have gone well enough, I suppose, so I point at the futon on the floor of the spare room. Mi casa es su casa, I’d like to say. If I could talk, I’d tag along into the room, remind him to brush his teeth, and ask if he’s brought his pj’s. We’d drift into empty conversation, and I’d admire his Indians cap and ask about favorite players. By the time we finished chatting, he’d be in bed. I could leave with a brisk wave or read him a story while he drifted off. But instead, here we are, in the square landing between the bedrooms, searching for some way to say good night. And even if the day has passed well, I’m tired, and I don’t have much in reserve for the morning. The truth is this boy is a little stranger, despite my history with his mom, and perhaps the best option is for Sylvia to take him away. Perhaps the house tour’s depressed me, too: all this looking into corners. So I stare at the floor, asking myself what on earth I was thinking, and at last, the stranger puts out his hand. I look at it a moment and give it a small shake, and he gazes at me squarely and manages a flat smile. Then he goes into his room and shuts the door.



3

I’M JUST CURIOUS WHERE this is heading, Howard.” Laurel’s leaning against the kitchen counter, and I’m at the table, fooling with a vegetable peeler with a red plastic handle. All the rest of the house is dark, and the room floats, lit and solitary, under the overhead lamp. “For example, he’s got school, right? You can’t just let him take early summer vacation.” I clank the vegetable peeler on the tabletop, and she adds, “Well, he didn’t go to school today. And a full-time child is not something I can take on.”

I clear my throat. One, today was unusual for Ryan, and two, no one’s asked her to take on any child. And I’m not in the mood to be scolded right now. But Laurel only reaches for a small pad she keeps on the counter. “Just try,” she says, and sets the pad and a Bic pen on the table. “I don’t give a hoot how good you do. Shorthand, code . . .” She looks at me another minute, then says, “I’m gonna go fill the feeders,” and steps out the back door.

I know she means to give me some privacy, but the little pad sits before me like a test. And I was given batteries of tests during my recovery. Reflex, cognition, reading speed, reading comp, reading retention, short-term memory, long-term memory, large- and small-motor function, on and on. I think of the testers—meticulous explainers, never certain how much I understood, white-clad or blue-clad or dressed in carefully selected civvies, excusing themselves discreetly or sticking by me while I struggled—and I know I won’t pass this. The instant I touch pen to paper I’ll be lost in a quagmire of visualizing and correcting and juggling the letter shapes with the patterns of sentences. I’ll be wondering which way to turn a C at the same time I’m trying to navigate between two thoughts, and I’ll end up tearing the pad in two and thrusting the vegetable peeler into my palm. The truth is that though I occasionally read adequately, I can’t write at all; that’s one of the mysteries. And because I had a few small breakthroughs at the start, some doctors have said that with steady practice I might manage some improvement; but I can’t. I just can’t. I won’t work harder than I do already.

I hear a rattle outside as Laurel pours birdseed into the clear plastic tube of a feeder. It’s a sound almost like rain. There’s a pause, then the softer whish of the thistle seed for the finches. I wonder if she can see me through the window, so I pose as though lost in thought; then I hear her dragging a step stool toward the catalpa at the back of the yard, where a third feeder hangs from a branch. I get up and open two bottles of beer.

Laurel comes back, and we clink bottles and each take a sip. She picks up the untouched pad and pen and puts them away without comment, and for this small consideration I’m immeasurably grateful. She says, “Okay. Let’s start with how long he might be here. A couple weeks?” In the hubbub this morning, neither Caroline nor Sylvia mentioned a time frame, but if Sylvia lasts a week in that place, I’ll eat my hat. And she said just a tune-up, so I waggle a finger. Laurel says, “Oh no, Howard. This stuff takes time. Didn’t his mom tell you? So like how long you think? Maybe six weeks . . . five weeks . . . ?” I pick a number, and when she reaches my number, I tap her arm. “Two, then? Two weeks? I don’t know—let’s say two to four. ’Bout a month, I guess, give or take.” It’s a huge overestimate, but Laurel doesn’t know Sylvia.

Laurel takes a long swig from her beer. “You know, I don’t know shit about babies,” she says. “And I’ve got all the work I can handle as it is. I mean, I don’t know how to say it without being the big bitch.” I think I know what’s coming, and I give her a smile, but she’s squinting into the neck of her bottle. She looks ashamed. “Just that I’ll pitch in all I can, but I’m not one of those gals with untapped maternal instincts. You probably know as much about this as I do, even if you know nothing at all.” A strand of dark hair falls over her face, and she twists it between two fingers. “Which is not to say he doesn’t seem like a perfectly nice, good, well-behaved little—”

I step in front of her and slap my chest. I’m rarely in the position to reassure anyone, and I want to say hey: me. This is my thing, and I’ve started. With Ryan tucked in his room, my spirits have lifted, and I was cheered by that handshake in the upstairs hallway. I can tend to this kid, despite Sylvia and Caroline and even Laurel, and I slap my chest again and spread my hands. Laurel smiles, peering bemusedly down her flattish nose. She looks especially Asian tonight, I think.

And suddenly I’d like to make her laugh. How hard can it be to keep food on the table? Get a nine-year-old to school? Even having him around for a day or two: hell, one thing I do is endure, and compared to other shit I’ve been through . . . So I do a little frug or twist and shake my ass, and the corners of Laurel’s mouth turn up. Sylvia used to love it when I clowned around, but Laurel knows me  as the somber landlord. I slap my gut, doing a broad double take at the hollow, popping sound it makes.

“Howard!” She gives my shoulder a shove. “Seriously, now. Here’s a kid who’s only ever had a mom, and now his mom’s gone off. He comes into a house where there’s all these men and one woman, who you think he’s gonna gravitate toward? Just as like a surro—” She rolls her eyes.

I haven’t quit my clowning: I’m bobbing my head and making air noises with my cheeks. I clomp around the kitchen like a playful gorilla, scratching my underarms, and besides creating a distraction I don’t know what I’m getting at. If anyone else ever compared me to an ape I’d go wild—but I’m out of control now, I’m letting off steam. And at last Laurel starts to giggle; she gives an inadvertent little snort and covers her face. “Howard!” she says gaily. “Stop it! Shape up now, really! You’re gonna need to be this child’s mom!”
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SYLVIA’S NO EARLY RISER, so it’s a safe bet Ryan can fend for himself, breakfastwise. I don’t mind mornings, but for years I’ve left the early hours to Laurel and the soup trade, and I usually stay in bed until she leaves for the day. But when this morning comes I’m awake at the crack. I’ve slept lightly, listening for wails or quiet sobbing from Ryan, and I lie in bed wondering if we have Cocoa Puffs or Froot Loops or even cornflakes in the house. I figure today I’ll help him get started, and tomorrow, if he’s still here, he can rustle up anything he likes.

Downstairs, soup is in high gear. Pots are steaming, and the smells of beef and miso and tomato stocks take a little getting used to. Laurel, in flowered pants and black high-top sneakers, is draining beans in the colander. She gives me a distracted glance, and as I watch her move from sink to chopping board to flame, I realize Ryan and I will be in the way. But Laurel says, “Oh, need a burner, Howard?” and in an instant the pots are shifted on the stove. There are eggs in the refrigerator and bagels in the freezer.

Ryan slips in while our backs are turned, and when Laurel and I notice him we stare as if we’ve forgotten why he’s come. Then Laurel grins. “Well, hello, hon. You sleep okay?” He nods minutely. The Indians cap sits low on his brow, but he hasn’t yet learned to peer out under the bill, so when he looks up we see his entire face, expressionless and a bit ashen. Laurel says, “Pillow, blanket? Everything comfortable? I want to know if there’s anything you need, awright?” To each question, the slightest nod. “Did Howard give you a towel and washcloth?” Nod.

I make a teeth-brushing gesture. He says, “Yeah, I did that.” I scrub my face with my hands, and he says, “Uh-huh.” At last, I pantomime soaping up all over, washing under my arms and behind my ears and scrubbing my back with a long-handled brush, and he smirks briefly, showing his big, square, nine-year-old’s teeth. But after this I have nothing to say. Laurel’s back at her stockpots, and Ryan watches me another minute, then frowns at the tabletop; and though I’m willing to move the conversation beyond hygiene, my mind’s a blank. When he doesn’t generate any remarks of his own, I begin scrambling eggs.

I make breakfast for three and place the plates on the table. Laurel says, “Oh, Howard, mmm. Isn’t this a surprise,” but she takes hers to the counter so she can eat while working, and Ryan and I are left facing each other. The morning paper, which either Nit or Nat subscribes to, lies between us, but we don’t touch it, and as silence falls I’m reminded that in other homes people are discussing the day. When my mom was alive, she had a gift for keeping mealtime conversation flowing. She’d ask leading questions to which I’d respond with nods and gestures, and in this way we managed some subtle exchanges. Of course, a child can’t be expected to emcee in the same way, and as Ryan and I dig into our eggs, I suppose he’s discovering the burden of my dullness, and food alone isn’t enough to create cheer. This is why generally I eat by myself. I wonder what I’d say if I could speak with Ryan, but I can think of nothing, and as the passing moments get under my skin, I guess he wonders what his mother ever saw in me. With this, the quiet grows thunderous. Even the birds cease their outside twittering, the pots quit bubbling on the stove, and I begin to suspect I can’t do this for long. Laurel runs the tap briefly, and when the water stops I try not to listen to the scraping of forks.

At last Ryan whispers, “This is good.” Maybe he means it, though for my own part I can’t agree. One thing I liked about the army was how everyone pitched in, and in boot camp I was considered a pretty good cook. But today, when I should be irreproachable, I’ve made the eggs too soft, and if I were alone I’d chuck it all in the garbage. I nod, though, at the show of politeness, and then we endure some more minutes of unease. Pushing my eggs around, I wonder if this would be easier with a chatty kid, and I try to remember if there are children in the nearby houses. But it’s been years since I paid any attention to the neighbors, and in my current mood I can’t think how I’d approach them. I watch Ryan wipe his mouth on the neck of his T-shirt, then he frowns, perhaps unconsciously. Well, I think, it’s no picnic for either of us.

Laurel must sense the discomfort, because she turns now with exaggerated brightness. “Oh, I know, Ryan. What do y’all do for lunch?”

He looks shiftily at her. “Nothing.”

“I mean, does the school have like a hot plate you can buy, or does your mom make you something to take in a brown bag?”

He weighs his response as Laurel and I stare at him. He looks invaded. “Usually I make like a sandwich. Or Mom does. Like peanut butter and jelly or . . . anything.” He shrugs fiercely. “Whatever.”

“That your favorite, PB&J? Because I’ve got some nice ham and a little Havarti, or I could make up a batch of tuna. How’s any of that sound?” I shoot her a look, wondering what the hell happened to her reluctance to play mom, and she snaps back, “Well, I can make a sandwich, Howard,” then bends to rummage in a cupboard. “Drat! If I had a small thermos, I’d give you some soup. How ’bout cold soup? Do you like vichyssoise?”

Ryan says yes to tuna, no to Laurel’s vichyssoise. “Want me to do the dishes?” he asks. I shake my head and hand him the funnies, just so I don’t have to wonder what he’s thinking, and when the plates are draining I lean over his shoulder in search of a strip that’s all pictures, no words. But the one I find isn’t very funny, and I don’t have the patience to work out the other captions.

The staircase creaks, then Nit’s standing in the doorway. He’s barefoot, and his open bathrobe shows his bare chest and cotton briefs, which are ragged at the waist and look none too clean. He stares at Ryan a moment, then murmurs, “Fuck, man. Forgot you were here,” and turns on his heel. But a moment later he’s back. “Hey, anybody make coffee?” I step over and jerk his lapels closed. He barely notices, though he does fumble for the belt of his robe.

Ryan watches Nit pour a mug of coffee and methodically dose it with five big spoonfuls of sugar; then he frowns primly at the tabletop. “Um, Howie,” he asks, “did Aunt Caroline give you money? Because—” He stops, and I suppose he remembers how I threw back those C-notes. “’Cause if I wanna get milk it costs sixty cents.”

In an instant, Laurel’s reaching for her purse, and I’m digging for pocket change. But it’s Nit, the jerk, who beats us to the punch. With a flourish, he drops a crumpled bill to the tabletop, just like a magician producing a dove from thin air. “Keep the change, yo,” he says, then he yawns and slurps at the rim of his mug. I could strangle him, but he’s already shuffling toward his own dank lair. And what kind of knucklehead keeps money in a bathrobe?

Ryan slings on a backpack, and I take him to school. Halfway across the city I turn the radio on, and he taps his feet and looks marginally less glum. We pull up to a one-story building with long classroom wings and a blacktopped playground, and as I put the truck in park he says, “Where should I, um . . .” He trails off, then says, “Oh,” and stares up past the curved bill of that cap. I raise my eyebrows. In a small voice he asks, “How do I get home?”

I’ll pick him up, of course. Could he imagine otherwise? I pat my chest, then tap the steering wheel, and to be extra clear I wave a finger at the ground. Ryan nods doubtfully. I snap my fingers, and when his head jerks up, I point to my wrist. Though it takes a minute, he says, “Well, the bell’s at two-fifty . . .” Gazing bleakly at the glove box, he adds, “Because I don’t think I can take the bus.”

I pat the steering wheel again: I’ll be here. But Ryan’s staring at the glove box; he doesn’t realize he has to look at me when we talk. “I mean—” he murmurs, and he’s forlorn in his uncertainty, “I don’t think these buses go over where you live.” I remember an old joke about people who live out where the buses don’t run, and I don’t know if those stranded souls are me or him or both of us together, but of course all jokes are beyond my command. So I tap his visor to get his attention, then point again to my chest.

At last, he shuts the door slowly, without saying goodbye. A girl and two boys have stopped to peer at us, and the girl stares through the windshield at my scar. Ryan walks toward them and slaps palms with the boys, and a moment later they all take off running. I watch him barrel toward a tetherball game at the corner of the playground, raising his arms as he approaches the blacktop. He drops his backpack at the edge of the turf, then leaps right up and into the game, swatting the ball from the players. His T-shirt flies up, revealing a long, brown belly. As he returns to earth, a kid shoves him, and to my astonishment Ryan laughs, his mouth hugely wide. Then the game resumes, with Ryan at the back of the line.

I head off to my job, not sure how to take this, but for the moment I’m relieved to be free of him, too.



5

THE CONVENT WHERE I WORK lies on a beautiful stretch just east of the interstate. There’s a stone wall with iron gates bordering a residential area, then a curving drive and a large structure that looks like a VA hospital done up in Gothic garb. The nuns have made a conference center within the big building, but no school or hospital, no vegetable garden or bread bakery or any other amenities of a self-sufficient community. But self-sufficiency may not be these nuns’ thing; besides me, they have a gardener to take care of the Contemplation Garden and the flower beds and a bus driver named Alain to shuttle them downtown on a regular schedule.

Alain is just pulling out when I arrive, and Sister Amity is watching Robin, the gardener, poke pine bark under some rhododendrons. I’m earlier than usual—Ryan’s school starts at eight-ten—but even so, Sister Amity gives me the hawk eye. “I expected you yesterday, Howard. The grass in the Long Field is quite overgrown.” She’s a short, square-faced woman of about forty and far more vigorous than her life requires. Tapping her fingers on the hood of my truck, she sings, “Lots to do, now that spring’s here.”

I don’t bother telling her something came up. I gave up explaining years ago. But the Long Field looks fine to me, and in confirmation, Robin rolls her eyes. “I know it’s easy for you to lose track of things, but we mustn’t let nature get too firm a hold,” Sister Amity says with a grin, and I clench my fists under my overall bib. “After the mowing, I want you to come around the side, please, and have another look at the novices’ shower drains. Though I’m sure it’s just hair.” She grins again and strides off, pumping her arms, and I go the other way to get out the John Deere.

Whatever the nuns’ place in the world at large, their little spot of terra firma is extraordinarily pretty. The south acreage, especially, is a delicate arrangement of trees and hedges placed just as you’d arrange them if you were laying out a model train set. A slate walk leads from the main building to an enclosure of cedars, and inside the enclosure six iron benches stand surrounded by ferns, hostas, and clumps of aromatic herbs. This is the Contemplation Garden, which is open to the public and locally celebrated; it’s a place all of us were taken as schoolkids. I rarely go there—I already have all the contemplation I need—but when I do, I’m amazed by how lovely it is and by how much Robin accomplishes with a small range of plain green plants. Beyond the Contemplation Garden, the property rolls on for eight or ten acres, all filled with surprises. There’s a small chapel in a stand of willows; three isolation cabins used only in the summer months; and at the foot of the Long Field a bit of stream that runs prettily through a woods, then disappears under an arch in the stone wall. But my favorite area is on the north side, behind the main building. Tucked in a crux between two ivy-covered walls is a sitting area where small white stones surround an oblong reflecting pool filled with carp. This is the nuns’ private refuge, only steps from their living quarters, and often, as I’m heading to the garden shed, I see the cook, Sister Margaret, leafing through recipe books or her missal as she catches the sun. I could imagine bringing a book here myself if reading weren’t so difficult for me. It’s a spot that seems always to be sheltered from the breeze, and in winter it’s where the snow melts first, with a bundled-up Sister Margaret the first sign of spring. Beyond this lies the garden shed and an open lawn, then a row of pines and a stone wall, with the subdivision beyond.

Only one thing belies the sense of a landscaped Arden, and that’s the interstate, which curves quite close to the big main building. On days when the wind is right, you can hear the highway from the little sitting area, and the whoosh of cars makes a sound like the roar of surf, though the coast is a thousand miles away. But the wave sound is the sole hint of traffic; where it passes the convent, the road cuts a trough through the grassland, and in the days before I was on the scene, the nuns had a steep, grassy berm built at the edge of the trough. It’s a clever device which creates an optical illusion: from the main convent building, the land seems to roll on without interruption, and if you don’t go right up to it, you can’t tell there’s a roadway there. Sister Amity pointed this out to me the first time I came to mow; she called it a “ha-ha,” and I didn’t have a clue what it was she meant. “Mind the ha-ha, Howard,” she said. “It’s too steep for the riding mower. You’ll want the push one.” And only when I was actually crossing the berm and felt the uneasy grip of the wheels on the incline did I climb down and see the railroad ties and steel reinforcement that had been used to create a retaining wall. I looked down at the curve of little whizzing cars, as dizzying and seductive as a cartoon of vertigo, and only then did I realize that this—this small trick of landscape—was what she called a ha-ha.

The most ethereal moments of my life were the seconds before I crashed down on my head. I’d been overseas exactly sixteen days, and we were climbing through a rocky, forested area, the little lieutenant on point, me and Rimet following too close behind because the three of us were chatting and we were all a little stoned. And the lieutenant stepped on a mine and blew us all sky-high. The lieutenant died instantly, whether from burns or shrapnel or surprise I’ll never know. Rimet got burns and a broken shoulder, but escaped serious injury by landing on me; I managed not to die. And though I still have trouble with just what I was telling the LT that was so damned important, and though there are weeks after my fall of which I have no solid memories, only pain, I remember the floating feeling as the ground fell away. The orange dust grew warm around me and filled recognizably with bits of life: the lieutenant’s netted helmet, a few leaves clinging to its brim; a spray of pebbles, like an asteroid belt. Rimet, a shadow through the golden haze, waved loosely like a beauty queen as he tumbled toward me, head over heels, and above us I could see the forest canopy and blue tropical sky, untouched by all the bright, warm dust that was raising me up. Then one more moment of astronautical weightlessness, like a scrap of dream in the instant before waking, and the brightness flared out. I remember turning, lithe as a gymnast, and snapping a palm frond with my face, and as the sky clouded over, I suddenly touched down.

I think of this each time I take the mower up the ha-ha; it’s the sudden infirmity as the big John Deere loses its purchase, the heedless ribbon of traffic below. Mowing the slope sends a clear wind blowing around in my skull, and as I hover at the edge of imbalance there are moments when my old eighteen-year-old self is still practically within reach—as though all the years since were no more than a blink. And it matters nothing the risk to me or the John Deere; we might both tumble to oblivion for all I care. But that high, weightless moment! That long shiver of sensation! This is my break in the succession of unvaried days, and I save it for last as a kind of treat. And often, as I edge further up the incline than is technically safe, Sister Amity will come out the back door of the convent and begin yelling.

I look up. I can read her lips mouthing my name, and I wave back cheerfully, just to get her goat. Then the blade strikes a rock, and the whole apparatus quivers on three wheels for an instant, and the instant stretches out forever. For a moment, I’m just a fresh-faced, unshaven American kid taking a hike on foreign soil with two guys I barely know. We’re chatting, which is something I’ll never do again, and I’ve got Sylvia’s school photo in a plastic sleeve in my breast pocket. The LT’s interested in botany; he’s been making little drawings of the flowers we pass, and I’m still too green to resent his lack of vigilance. I’m thinking we have a year together and might become friends. I could use a buddy. And in spite of the gun and ammo belt and heavy boots, I feel weightless and even happy, and if it weren’t against regulations, I might start singing. Then the air turns bright.

I bring my hands back to the wheel and turn downhill. I’m nonchalant about the danger, but I can’t help flinching, and Sister Amity begins to run. She crosses the lawn with her skirt held high, like the granny in some old-time tale. I stop the motor and climb down, and Sister Amity scolds, “You can’t take the ha-ha like that, Howard! I’ve told you before! Now come inside and wipe that smirk off your face. No more mowing for you today. I don’t know what you think is so funny!”

I go inside, and Sister Margaret gives me lunch, as she does whenever I work past noon. Sister Amity takes me to the drains that are running slow, and I unscrew the grates and dig out several handfuls of hair and a tampon, and as I’m wrapping the mess in newspaper, Sister Amity pretends I don’t know what the tampon is. Then she accompanies me outside.

There’s more mowing yet, plus Weedwacking and trimming, but I leave them for tomorrow, just to occupy another day. Usually, this would be the end of my shift and I’d head home, but now I have Ryan to think about, and I’m closer to Sylvia’s neighborhood than my own. So I help Robin with the pine bark for an hour or so, and at two-thirty I zip down the interstate to Ryan’s school. For a few hours, I’ve succeeded in forgetting he exists at all.
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IN MY DARKEST DAYS, after I quit speech therapy, the two poles of my life were wasted and hung over. It wasn’t always possible to score hallucinogens or other exotics, but hash and Jack Daniel’s I could easily acquire, and under the influence of those anesthetics I learned that the whole world was as damaged as I was, and I began cruising streetwalkers. There were times I was so wrecked I could barely get hard, but you don’t have to be a hundred percent erect for a blow job—or even alert. Occasionally, when my dick finally spasmed into whatever mouth I’d purchased for the night, I couldn’t be certain if I was coming or pissing.

If I could, though, I preferred to fuck them, either in the back of my dad’s car or in some apartment or motel room they took me to. But the working girls saw me as a dubious character, so it was largely open-air action. I remember once fucking a blonde girl in a parking lot behind a 7-Eleven, and I had to stop in the middle to throw up. The girl was leaning on a pipe railing at the side of a loading dock, and I was behind her with my hand tight across her mouth, pumping away, and I pulled out abruptly and heaved on the asphalt. She jumped aside with a squeal, and I stumbled forward, clutching my gut, the clump of my pants as constraining as shackles. I even dragged my trousers in the puke. On the street beyond the store a car sped past, playing “Compared to What” very loud on its radio, and I plunked my bare ass on the concrete steps of the loading dock, spread my thighs as wide as my dropped trousers would allow, and waved my dick at the girl, just to see if she’d carry on. And she must have been terribly hard up that night, or she’d have told me to go to hell. But she knelt down and finished me off. When I was ready to come, I touched her spiky shag with my fingers, and with all the tenderness I had left I wished this was my blonde, the long tresses of her girlhood cropped cute and close while I was a fighting man overseas. The girl I dreamed of was the girl who responded—not to my cock, but to me—and who above all stayed loyal, no matter what I’d become. With this, I came hard and bucking, then fell back across the concrete and passed out cold. When I awoke, I couldn’t tell how much time had elapsed. My pants were still around my ankles, and my wallet was several feet away, emptied of money. I stood up and covered myself, then picked up the wallet and drove until dawn, searching for the restitution not of my cash but of my chances. But that was long ago, and I remember it with grief. Now, of course, my best friend is my right hand, and my sex life occurs in the five minutes before rising. At the first hint of consciousness I roll over and get started; then I remember Ryan, and I can’t continue.

In the shower, I wonder about Sylvia, who still hasn’t bailed on rehab. Last night, while we were out having pizza, she left a message on the answering machine, her voice so jovial that I was certain she was home and high. But after a burst of introduction—“Hi, boys, inmate seven here”—there came the long drawing of a breath, and like a kid calling home from camp, she launched into a description of some people she’s met there. She didn’t mention the grim scene of her departure. As the message rambled, I saw Ryan’s face darken, and I wondered how long before she asked about us; then she said, “Anyway, I sure do miss you, my big darling boy. A line of X’s and O’s to you from Mama, and a nice hug to Howie, too,” and clicked off. Is she supposed to enjoy it?

I’m still not betting on Sylvia’s completing her treatment, and it would be easiest, certainly, to send Ryan home. I’d like to see Sylvia myself. But last night, in the pizzeria, a broadcast basketball game forestalled any talk, and I think he enjoys the rides in the truck. Perhaps Sylvia’s sticking to her project even goads me a little, because I consider what kind of parent she’s been and wonder what kind I’d be. I don’t want it said I do a bad job. So I hustle into the kitchen with shaving cream in my ears, and this time there’s a burner waiting. Ryan wanders in just as breakfast is ready—he’s got excellent timing—and he seems to take this as our customary morning scene. I wouldn’t mind his being a little impressed; I don’t picture Sylvia bothering with French toast.

I make Laurel’s breakfast, too, but she eats at the counter, just as yesterday. It’s Ryan and me at the table again, and when the silence descends, my exasperation is like hives. Ryan digs in, clumsily shoveling with his left hand, getting stuff on his shirt, and today he forgets to compliment the food. We’re almost finished before he looks up. “Hey, is that guy—um, is Steve gonna come in again and get coffee?”

I shrug. Nit’s not a topic I find worthy of discussion. I hand Ryan the dollar for his milk, and with a wave I say keep the change, yo. He falls quiet again. Ruby settles herself by his chair, looking up with cereal-bowl eyes, and glancing around sneakily, Ryan feeds her a bit of bacon behind Laurel’s back. The poor dog will fart all day, but Laurel’s decent enough not to scold us when she turns suddenly and asks about the phone.

In this house, Nit and Nat have cells and private landlines, and Laurel uses her cell phone primarily. I don’t make phone calls, though I do have the answering machine; but only two people phone me, or maybe just one. Once in a while, Sister Amity will telephone from the convent, but Sylvia calls any time she’s got a problem, and if it weren’t for her, I’d have disconnected the service. And this is how she got me to take Ryan, of course. She called after midnight, sounding very strung out, and I came downstairs in my boxers and stood listening to her voice. Sylvia said her sister was bullying her into rehab: “She actually put me in a cold shower. Was anything ever so trite? And I really can’t take it when she lights into me like that, Howie. It’s not so easy to just go away when one has a child; you have to—But I was thinking, possibly, if you came over in the morning, we could, I don’t know, my mind just swings. But could you stop by anyway, maybe even just for moral support? Because she’s wearing down my resistance here—and oh, Christ, if I did go someplace I might just manage—” She sniffed loudly. “Though maybe it would do Ry-Ry some good to spend some time with a man. He sees an awful lot of me, and God knows I could use a break from him. And you’re so . . .” And in the morning, there I was, as she knew I would be. She was waiting on the stoop.

Now, though, Laurel says, “Ryan, you know you can use the phone whenever you want. Did Howard tell you?”

Of course I did. Last evening, after we listened to Sylvia’s odd, cheery message, I tapped the old yellow rotary phone with my finger. I took the envelope with her phone number from my wallet, but when I handed it to him he flung it toward the living room, where it slid under the couch. I suppose I looked thunderstruck, because he suddenly barked, “What?” and when I picked up the receiver he stomped upstairs. I found him curled up on the futon, and I squatted down, making the phone-receiver gesture. He gazed up with broad indifference. “What?” he repeated, a little less truculently, and when I stood to leave him he mumbled, “No, thank you.” This is exactly what he says now to Laurel.

She comes over and leans on the table. “Because I was thinking your mom’d be pretty glad to hear from you. And I bet early in the morning’s a good time to reach her. Before they all get started with their day?”

Ryan says nothing, and Laurel and I stare at him. I suppose he thinks we do nothing but stare. I think of his running inside at Sylvia’s departure, and I wonder how thoroughly he was briefed; it’s one of Syl’s tactics to leave things unstated. Ryan picks up his fork and scrapes the tines down the wooden tabletop, making four parallel grooves in the surface. “No, thank you,” he says aggressively.

Laurel runs her fingers over the damage. The table has plenty of scratches already, so I can give this a pass; but when she clears her throat, Ryan jumps like he’s been shot. “Ry,” she starts, and he juts out his chin. I take the fork from his hand.

Ruby grunts from under the table, then clacks to the screen door and whines at Puff, the ancient tomcat from next door. Laurel lets the dog out, and when she turns around I tap her arm and shrug. I don’t worship the telephone; in fact, I disdain it. Sylvia will survive without a call-back, I think; so I shrug again and gather our dishes.

Laurel follows me to the sink. “Howard,” she says. “I’m sure you mean well, but you know I was raised to honor my elders.” The hell! Does she think I didn’t honor my parents just as much? I turn the faucet on loud and wave her to her simmering pots, and she leans closer. “We’ve got some discussing to do.” But I’m just the guardian, not the pastor or social worker, and there were times I waited plenty for Sylvia to contact me. And Ryan’s temporary here, so why sweat it? I hunker over the frying pan and refuse to look up, and Laurel steps off a little sulkily.

When I was drafted, and then when I was sent overseas—and even when I first woke up wounded, so far from home and indescribably frightened and with the sense that my head had been caved in like a Ping-Pong ball—even then, the only philosophy I knew was to hope for the best. I believe I sustained that attitude my first years of being home, but as we head toward the school it seems a long time since I mustered much hopefulness. Then Ryan’s gone. He murmurs, “Bye, Howie,” and climbs from the truck to join the stream heading for the playground, and I notice several children wearing jackets and wonder if he’s dressed himself warmly enough.
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