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It was June 1999 and they were at a family inn in New Hampshire. It was not the romantic weekend spot Lynn had imagined when Cal invited her for a quick getaway between sessions of summer school. Being together and time away, he had said, that’s what we need, right? Lynn nodded even though she was not feeling the togetherness at the moment, just the away, out in the middle of the woods in an old farmhouse with a prefab wing of rooms, like a rundown motel. The walls were covered in dark paneling and there was a faded floral bedspread, shades too small for the windows, and a forty-watt bulb in the one lamp on the dresser. The food in the dining room was family-style with very little choice, the room filled with trinkets and little wooden signs everywhere: If it ain’t broke don’t fix it, Bless this mess, and in the bathroom, We aim to please, you aim, too, please. There were tattered pinwheels in Pepsi bottles on the tables, a kewpie doll by the cash register, and things she had not seen in years, like pastel-colored rocks growing in a fish bowl, a dried-up sea monkey container, and a Cabbage Patch doll dressed up like a sailor. There were more toothpick holders than she had ever seen gathered in one place, and something about it all, the Early American décor—eagle decals everywhere—and empty bird feeders, all the stuff, left her feeling like life had slowed, clicking like a dying engine, and then stopped.


Needless to say they were not partying and celebrating the end of the century as Prince had promised they would be doing back in the eighties when they were kids growing up hundreds of miles apart—him in a cushioned suburban well-educated life in the Northeast where things like the right schools were always at the forefront; and her, maneuvering the backside of the Bible belt with all the baggage and guilt often inherent in that, no expectations of anything beyond high school graduation until the guidance counselor, barely out of college herself, insisted Lynn try. You have choices, the young woman kept saying. You can go anywhere.


Lynn had met Cal out in front of her dorm the day she moved in. That was over a year ago and he would be graduating soon. Although on break, both had brought a stack of books along for the weekend—he was studying to take the LSAT and she still wasn’t sure what she wanted to do in life but knew he would be more impressed if she also had a stack of books. She was barely twenty and thought it was mean that her college advisor was saying she had to declare a major, something that he also said would affect the rest of her life. The high school guidance counselor had made it all sound so simple and it was anything but. Still, she had taken a lot of courses she found interesting, even when her grades didn’t reflect it. She had taken one in forensic archaeology and another in ethics and the two together had left her thinking of all the many mysteries that remain unsolved and perhaps always will, not to even mention all that remains unknown and buried under ice and volcanic rock, in peat bogs and the greatest depths of the ocean.


On a whim she had taken a creative writing class even though her advisor kept saying that her chosen courses were not leading toward anything and that if she didn’t buckle down, she would not be able to graduate in four years and her financial aid would likely not be extended. His voice sometimes sounded like a lawn mower in her head, muffling anything from past or present that sounded like a reprimand or a judgment. She had had enough reprimands and judgments to last a lifetime. Besides, she was the first in her family to even go to college, so whatever happened, she had at least done something. She had made that choice. That was what she told herself at the end of each day.


She made a B in the class—some good ideas but nothing thought through, the professor said—but she had continued to think about one of the exercises that was assigned at the end of the term. Pick an object. Pick a place where that object exists. Imagine a person in that place with the object. Then they were supposed to imagine a different person in that place with the object, and then another and another. How many variations—different characters, different situations, different stories—might evolve. It was amazing how something so simple could quickly become complicated.


She chose a belt because in her archaeology class she’d already been assigned to track something through the ages that people take for granted. At first she had wanted to do hats, because she loved hats of all kinds even though too self-conscious to wear them, and was inspired by that one famous bog body on the cover of one of her assigned books—the Tollund Man, ancient and frozen, and wearing a little pointed cap, a detail so simple and personal that it filled her with sadness—but when she began researching it all in the library, the history of the hat quickly became a lot more complicated, way more work than she wanted to do, though she never would have told Cal that. But the Tollund Man was also wearing a belt and it seemed clear that was the easier pursuit, not to mention it offered far more action than the hats would have, the word alone suggesting action. A belt could be a song or a drink or a slap. The belt: looping and connecting since 3300 BCE. Leather, suede, satin and silk, rope, brass, cord. Notched, cinched, buckled. It was a fashion statement, a utilitarian transport for tools and treasures, an object grown-ups could use to threaten children. It was a murder weapon, binding hands and feet or wrapped around the throat. A belt. A room. Inside a room, behind a door, a man takes off his belt. That was her sentence.


Who is the man? What is the situation? Is anyone else in the room?


Cal had already unbuckled his belt and stretched out on the bed in their tiny, dim room. We have a commitment to be together for right now, he had said any time there was discussion of the future. Isn’t that enough? But she wasn’t sure. She had set the clock in her head, something she did often when making a decision, giving herself time but knowing when the alarm sounded, she had to act: make a decision, leap. The clock was always ticking.


All choices have consequences, her guidance counselor had said. It’s not about right or wrong, but what’s right for you. She told herself that when the alarm sounded, she would decide. Was she just another notch in his belt? Or would they live ever after either happily or not? Would she be able to not get hurt? Not do something she would regret? Not be judged?


Before the conversation about their relationship, the drive had been pleasant enough, with many sights to see all along the way. They ate lunch while watching a trained bear show, which he said was unfortunate but she kind of liked but didn’t say so—bears on bikes? It was impressive—and then they had spent the early afternoon hiking through a gorge formed 200 million years ago. They saw the Old Man in the Mountain, a famous rock formation like a giant man’s profile—godlike—watching over the land. His profile had been on license plates for the state and storefront signs, and famous people had traveled far to stare up at or write about him.


And then they had arrived at the Tyner Family Inn and there was a waterfront as the ad had said, but it was a very long hike through the woods to get there. And then there was no beach or place to sit and it was muddy, bugs on the filmy surface, a martin house listing to one side, and a rickety dock, and they didn’t see any other people at the pond or in the woods. Much of the forest had been clear-cut, stubs and stumps everywhere, and there were dangerous-looking spikes with yellow plastic ties, like an old crime scene. Yes, exactly like a crime scene and she said so, only to have him shake his head and sigh. “Why do you always see the worst possibility?” he said and she wanted to ask how he could not see those possibilities. How did he not see, but she felt vulnerable in the inquiry and remained silent.


Oh, the aching gills to live in such a pond, a slow evaporation with no rivulet leading to a better place. It reminded her of all the bog people in her book, in particular the Yde Girl, murdered and tossed away in the Netherlands in 54 BCE—her blonde hair stained red by the tannic acid. The facts: A sixteen-year-old girl—four and a half feet tall, with scoliosis—murdered and thrown in the bog. She was not far from the village. The woven sprang she had likely been wearing on her hair was wrapped tight around her neck; there were no signs of struggle, which meant the stab in her shoulder happened after she was strangled. And then she just stayed there, preserved by the bog, until May of 1897 when some men at work found her and freaked out.


So much unknown. Was she sacrificed to some god? We’re praying for a good crop so here’s a dead girl. Banished and executed because she had scoliosis? She’s not like the rest of us. Or was it just that bad things had always happened to young women walking through the woods: These big teeth? The better to eat you with my dear. Dead already? So, here’s an extra stab. If I had a gun, I’d shoot you, too. What Lynn had learned is that evil and violent things had been happening since the beginning of time. There had always been people who wished others harm. There had always been innocent people sacrificed.




“Who knew this place would be so run down?” Cal had said, but he didn’t offer that they should consider an alternative and he didn’t apologize for his choice, even after she flushed several dead roaches down the sluggish toilet; the only hand soap was a thin wafer wrapped in plastic that smelled of disinfectant. Now his pants and belt were draped over a chair and he patted the place beside him. She pulled her hair up in a high ponytail and stretched out, causing both of them to roll to the center of that way too soft mattress. It was hot. The wind had died and the oscillating fan provided little relief. The touch of his skin to hers was unbearable in the moment, just too hot in a room that already smelled soured and old. “Of course,” he reminded her, “this is luxurious compared to where Pete and Roy are.” His roommate, Pete, was in Ghana and Roy was working in a camp for delinquent kids in rural Tennessee. She knew she should admire that and she did, she really did, but she also knew so many people probably like those at the delinquent camp that she couldn’t imagine choosing to be there. And was it so bad to long for things like a nice hotel with a clean pool? To dream of a candlelit, mahogany-paneled cocktail lounge with a piano player? Plump stuffed chairs and heavy cut-glass vases and fragile champagne flutes like in the movies. Or what about a balcony looking out at the sea—any sea. She worried that she was not as socially aware and involved as everyone else Cal valued in life, but she had seen so much firsthand and didn’t want to look back. Had he figured this out or did he just hear in her silence an echo of his own voice?


And then out of nowhere a child appeared at the door, her yellow T-shirt smeared with dirt and what looked like catsup. Her hair was a tangled mess. She announced that this was her birthday—June 6th—and she was six years old. Six on six six, mama says, sign of the Debble. She asked where they were from and how long they were staying. Were they married? Did they have a baby? Did they think they’d be eating the candy bar her mama left there by the bed? Lynn handed her the Milky Way that looked like it had been parked bedside for years, tattered wrapper and rock hard. The child ripped the paper away, one eye closed, as she bit into it and then chewed with her mouth open, a dribble of chocolate on her plump cheek. She stood admiring Lynn’s red suitcase and clearly wanted a closer inspection, chocolate and dirt-stained little hands reaching all around. She said her name was Jane and her mama owned the place. “I’m Jane Doe,” she said in a gruff voice and laughed; she had a wide space between her front teeth and dark brown eyes. “Like ‘doe, a deer.’”


She pointed at a picture hanging on the wall beside a fly swatter and said the hunting dog in the bottom right corner was named BoBo and had eyes just like her daddy. “My daddy is nice like BoBo,” she said. “He licks my hand like this,” she licked the back of her own hand, leaving a chocolate stripe there. Lynn wanted to ask did she mean her dad or BoBo licked her but the child had moved on and again was touching everything. She lifted the lid of the suitcase and peered in. Cal asked didn’t she need to be going somewhere but she just shrugged and shook her head and it seemed she was getting ready to get up on the bed when they heard a man’s voice calling her name.


“Come here right now,” he said. “We’ve told you not to bother people.”


She put the half-eaten candy bar down on the bed and gave an exaggerated sigh, crossed eyes and tongue extended, then stomped away, letting the screen slam behind her.


“Finally,” Cal said, his arms around Lynn’s waist and attempting to pull her toward that marshmallow bed, but she stayed by the window and watched, the girl taking her time to get to the man standing there, hands on his hips and cap pulled low on his forehead. “Get in that house,” he said and yanked her by the arm. “We’re tired of you bothering people and if it happens again, you’re gonna get it.”


He pushed her toward the main house and then turned away, missing the way she stuck out her tongue, wagged her little hips, and then shook her middle finger at his back. Surely, he wasn’t the dad with eyes like Bobo.


In a room, behind a door, a man takes off his belt. The child is waiting there in the corner as she was told to do, eyes fearful as he steps closer. I warned you, he says, it’s your own fault.


No sooner had Cal dozed off, the thin sheet barely covering them, when the door creaked open and the girl popped her head in.


“Are you sleepin’ in the daytime?” the girl said. “Mama says lazy asses do that. And you got no clothes on.”


“Could you wait outside?” Lynn said. “I’ll be there in a minute.”


The girl crossed her arms over her chest and turned to face the wall. “Do you have underwear?”


“Please,” Lynn said. “I’ll be right out.” She waited until the girl left, and then got up to dress. Cal made a noise and turned to the wall; he had a book under his arm, which must have been there while they were having sex—multitasking.


“Do you want to read to me?” the girl asked when Lynn came out and sat beside her on the stoop. She had a ragged copy of Hansel and Gretel and waved it back and forth and then forced it into Lynn’s hand. It had a yard sale tag on it for five cents and was once owned by someone named Jeremy who had scrawled his name on the front cover in green crayon. “This is a scary one,” the girl said—hair, teeth, nothing had been brushed, and she had scratched a mosquito bite to blood. “The mama and daddy loses them in the woods and they go eat candy at the bad witch’s.”


It was a cheap little version and Lynn changed some of the words around to sound more like the Brothers Grimm; she said they dwelt near the woods, and had the wife call the children’s father simpleton instead of stupid. Lynn said how the witch, who first appeared as a kindly old woman, beckoned them closer with the promise of nourishing food and a place to rest, and the child stared up at her in wonder. “Their mama is mean and so is the witch,” the girl said and looped her arm through Lynn’s, then leaned her head on her shoulder; she squeezed Lynn’s arm hard every time the witch spoke and then laughed at the end when they got away and their tired old father was happy to see them. The girl said she didn’t know the witch just looked like an old woman and begged for Lynn to read it again and show her where it said that.


Lynn turned the flimsy pages, narrating along the way. She herself had never gotten over the cheap imitations of her own life, the cassette by “the Original Artists” she saved money for weeks to buy when she was eleven only to discover the terrible trick—the band was named The Original Artists—and their versions of all the popular songs everyone at school was talking about sounded nothing like what she was hearing; it left her feeling stupid and ashamed and angry that she had been misled. Or what about the dolls pretending to be Barbie—all the simplified, cheapened, dumbed-down versions of all the real things. The jeans, the sneakers, the backpack. She suddenly had the awful thought that some people might see her that way—some cheapened, dumbed-down version of something much better. It was times like that when she wanted to buoy herself and imagine the best, how she didn’t need anyone else in her life, how she could live anywhere, someplace where no one remembered her as that girl; she could even live alone and be just fine. She could take the right courses and become something as the advisor had said—just choose something, make a choice—then she could get a job and go anywhere. Find an apartment. Live in a city.


Later, when Lynn was seated outside at one of the small oilcloth-covered tables, waiting for Cal to shower and join her, she told the woman what Jane had said about the photo of BoBo. The woman laughed and shook her head. “There’s no BoBo. I buy those pictures to make it all look homey,” she said. “I don’t know those dogs and people from Adam.” She laughed again and then lowered her voice. “And that girl hasn’t got a daddy,” the woman finally said. “Not that she knows of, that is, and truth is she hasn’t got a mama either. She calls me Mama but I’m not her mama—just a temporary foster. And she keeps trying to call Hank her daddy and he doesn’t want anything to do with her, you know?” The woman paused, twisted and reclipped her hair on top of her head. “And hell, I don’t blame him. Him and me have only been going out since New Year’s and if he leaves, it’ll be that little devil’s fault.”


It was hard to tell how old she was. Fifty? Sixty? She was bone thin and her hair only had the slightest streaks of gray but her face and neck were wrinkled like someone who had baked in the sun. “I was told she was found on the floor of the Friendly’s bathroom right down the road,” the woman lowered her voice. “She was four by the time I got her, a head full of lice and still in diapers.” Outside the window, the girl was standing in the spray of a rickety old sprinkler Lynn had listened to all afternoon, the words she had read in her book in rhythm with the sound. “I sure can’t do it forever,” the woman said. “Not for that little bit of money they send.”


By then, Cal was at the table and they were given their choices of meatloaf or baked chicken. Green beans. Macaroni and cheese. There was only one other couple in there and from the looks they were passing between them, it was unlikely they would stay the night. Lynn heard the woman say their door wouldn’t lock and when they arrived there was a child stretched out on the bed with her dirty feet on the bedspread.


“Still better than the dining hall,” Cal said when the woman went back into the kitchen, and then their conversation was interrupted by that man, Hank, the boyfriend who wanted nothing to do with the child. He was once again yanking the girl’s arm and pushing her toward the house.


“I told you,” he said. “Didn’t I tell you?”


“No.”


“Don’t you say ‘no’ to me.”


“No.”


“What?”


“No! No! No!” and off she went running across the yard and toward the woods and that scum-covered pond. He stopped at the edge to watch her go and then turned back and went into the room at the far end of the building. In a room, behind a door, a man takes off his belt. But this was a man she didn’t want to imagine, the whole exercise turned dark and ominous, and even when she tried to create positive images—a happy, healthy man on his honeymoon or a tired, hard-working man craving a good night’s sleep, maybe a man who loves to shed his work clothes and watch sitcoms and eat ice cream—the other thoughts crowded them out. Belt buckles as weapons, narrow belts looped over rafters, belts wrapping and binding wrists and ankles—hog-tied and thrown away.


Over dinner, Cal talked about studying for the LSAT and his upcoming trip out west with his family. He recalled the many family vacations from his childhood in this very area, nice inns and remote cabins on a lake. “Very different from this,” he whispered. “My mom would die if she saw this place.” He said that in a way that sounded proud—perhaps proud that he was doing something his mother would hate or maybe proud that he knew much better things and it left her trying to imagine his mother there in a world so foreign from the one Lynn knew. She started to tell what she had been reading about other than Hansel and Gretel, those bog bodies where the nipples had been cut off, which sounded like some gruesome serial killer, except that these were ancient, failed, or dethroned kings, the lost nipples signs that they had been stripped of their power. And who knew there was a time when servants had shown submission by sucking a king’s nipples—You’ll be amazed at all there is to learn, the high school guidance counselor had said. But really, was that any different from kissing a ring or kissing an ass? Going along with someone or something that doesn’t feel right. If these nippleless guys hadn’t been preserved all those years, would people even know they had done that? She felt some twinge of satisfaction with the thought that some day, even thousands of years after the fact, a new truth might be revealed.


“What are you so deep in thought about?” Cal asked and she said that the macaroni and cheese was a lot better than she had thought it would be, given how it looked, and then she told him about reading Hansel and Gretel. She was about to tell him what she had learned about the girl, but something made her stop. She didn’t want to hear what he thought of the girl or her situation. She felt protective of everyone involved, especially the nameless woman who had somehow found her way in and out of Friendly’s that day. Maybe she got on the highway and never looked back. Or maybe she went back to where she had always been—a choiceless place of judgment—unless some attentive guidance counselor saw something in her. Maybe she also was in a room behind a door, the clock in her head ticking.


Those were the images that stayed with Lynn. A cramped bathroom under fluorescent lighting and yellow tape wrapping cut and broken trees. A little girl licking chocolate from her dirty hand. Rooms and doors and belts. It was hard for her to remember Cal’s face or hear his voice; she recalled he was tall and lean with sandy-colored hair and she knew he did get into law school but had no idea where. It was strange that she had once thought he was the person for her, and now he was lost in her memory, yet, the face of the Yde Girl was so clear, as was the Tolland Man and the threatening thoughts of her own imagination—in a room, behind a door, a man takes off his belt.


She thought of it all in 2003 when the Man in the Mountain fell 1200 feet from his perch, and then again on June 6, 2006 when that girl, Jane, would have turned thirteen. By then the world had seen Y2K come and go and the country had weathered the devastation of 9/11. She herself had managed to graduate in four years and had taught high school history for nearly a decade. She was married with two children, and then divorced and starting all over in a new place. Years behind her, yet she still thought of the girl, Jane, and of the faceless, ageless woman who had wandered in and out of that Friendly’s bathroom; she wondered where they were. Or if they were.
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I am a lineman for the county.


It’s true and there was a time when Pam laughed when I said that but now she just smirks and turns away; now she monitors the time I spend with Amanda and counts the days until the divorce comes through. Whenever I pick Amanda up for dinner, a wave of teenage cologne and strange hair colors, there’s yet another pasteboard box or torn grocery bag Pam has left on the steps with some of my belongings—old shaving cream, single socks, junk mail. She says she can’t bear to see me. We once had an old retriever mix named Teeny, who when caught spread-eagle on the living room sofa, stared into the far corner as if we couldn’t see her plump body because she couldn’t see us. We laughed at it then. Even Pam, who was not a dog person and got angry about her shedding in the living room, had laughed and marveled at Teeny’s sweet passive attempt to make us disappear.


“Pulling a Teeny,” I almost said the other day when I arrived early and caught her off-guard, my mother’s old jewelry box and a T-shirt I hadn’t worn in over a decade in her hand. The last time I tried to make light of her ignoring my presence, she said I repulsed her. Somehow she has managed to take her affair and turn herself into the victim. It’s not easy to cross those lines up but she has become a pro. I almost said that but then thought better because Amanda was standing right there—fourteen and so easy for me to lose right about now. Her hair had a bright blue streak that day, like in the comic books, and her boots looked like the ones I wear on the job.


The lines are still important, I had told Pam when it was clear she’d lost interest in everything about me. The lines aren’t what’s eating everybody up with cancer.


I love that song “Wichita Lineman” and have since the first time I heard Glen Campbell singing it in 1968 when I was only twelve years old. I read in an interview where the guy who wrote the song saw somebody out in Oklahoma way up a pole working all by himself and said it was “the picture of loneliness.” That phrase “picture of loneliness” has stuck with me all these years, coming to mind when I see a certain look cross a person’s face, the look my mama often had when she thought no one was watching her. I loved the song “Galveston,” too, and always pictured my sister—or who I thought was my sister—there on some deserted beach waiting for her sweetheart to return. And now look at Glen, would you. Glen and my mama are riding on the same old dementia bus—destination unknown.


My parents were really my grandparents but I didn’t know that until around that same time I heard “Wichita Lineman” for the first time. Kids had teased me about how old they were, especially at school events when my mama showed up and everybody assumed she was my grandma. My mother—my real mother—was my long-lost “sister” they rarely talked about. I only have brief, blurred memories of her—long, dark hair that hung to her waist, fringe jacket and purse. She had a chain she had made of chewing gum wrappers—Teaberry, Clove—and it trailed around the mirror over her dresser.


I learned the truth the same day my old man said he’d washed his hands of her. He wasn’t the easiest person to live with before this, but afterward he was no more than a ghost. My first wife, Linda, who was my childhood sweetheart and best friend, was there to witness this. She was the only person I talked about it with, and I talked about it for the next twelve years in fact, right up to that moment I fucked everything up. My biggest failure will always be the way I so irresponsibly lost her. It’s hard even now to understand, like watching a nightmare or Hitchcock. Oh no, don’t go there. But I did.


One of the boxes Pam left on the steps had our first car phone. It was the size of a large shoebox and plugged into the cigarette lighter. She surprised me with it one Christmas, thinking I’d be impressed. She had just started her graduate work in a program called Communications and she laughed to say that this is what we had in common. We both worked in communications. We’d made jokes imitating Alexander Graham Bell: Pam, come here, I need you, I’d sometimes call from the bedroom.


Alexander Graham Bell didn’t need Mr. Watson, he wanted him. “There’s a total difference,” Pam always said, hands on her hips. “Need is so desperate,” she had said on more than one occasion, and I always responded by singing a line from Glen: “but I need you more than want you,” and then explained to her how the line didn’t work without that second part, “and I want you for all time,” and that I was a man who was all about getting the lines right. I told her how my ideal position was strapped to a pole with my dangling cable in full view. How could she not laugh at that?


But by then, she didn’t and of course that’s when I knew the lines of communication weren’t just experiencing a little overload or a break to be spliced. There was clearly someone else. I thought of poor Elisha Gray in that moment—competitor and first runner-up to Alexander Graham Bell, lost by a nose, otherwise we’d all be saying Ma Gray. All those years of hard work invested and then some other guy sweeps in and gets the prize.


And talk about miscommunication: Bell and Watson couldn’t even agree on what was said and they were both right there. Bell reported: “Mr. Watson, come here, I want to see you.” But what Watson heard was “Mr. Watson, come here, I want you.”




When I was a child there was silence. It rang in my ears. My mama had a freestanding kerosene heater with a little round window like a porthole where I could look in and see the flame, and it was like looking into another world.


My daddy was eaten up with the blues—that’s how she talked about it and she forgave him everything the blues had done. They shocked him back into life—just like Frankenstein she said—but he never stayed long. “At least he tried to get help,” she said. “Some people’s wiring is all messed up and they just let themselves go.” I never stopped thinking about all that, the current, the wires, the way it was clear she was talking about her own daughter. I suspect that very conversation might’ve led me to where I am because I do know wires. I’ve got all the tools.


Pam’s university guy—wasn’t hard to figure out that connection—wears a little tweed fedora that I think looks too small for his head but for all I know that might be the style. Anywhere else somebody might beat his ass for wearing such a hat but not if that’s what’s been communicated is the thing to do there in the Digital Communications Department. When I saw who she was meeting up with, I remembered him well. I remembered him standing there at a party in his little tiny hat talking about this paper somebody was writing about, stuff that made no sense to me, whole lot of chatter.


My old man never hit me—would’ve been easier if he had. He just made me feel sorry for him, sorry that he wasn’t getting his fair shake out there. Pity is the worst, right? Hate is so much easier. At the end Pam looked at me with both. You are pitiful, she said as she was leaving. Her carburetor was way off—I listened until she was three blocks away. Just you wait, I said to myself, when the blackout comes you’ll be wishing for somebody who actually read the manual. I said, you’ll be looking for somebody that knows how to do something.


Did I say how there used to be silence?


And now I’m wondering what people are going to do when the big blow comes, when all the lines are knocked out and the generators fail and we’re turned back to a day guided by nothing but the sun and the moon. Do you know how to read a clock face? Have you memorized addresses and phone numbers? Do you know how to read a map? I ask Amanda, who sometimes listens but most times doesn’t. I say how it used to be a person actually had to get up and walk to one place in the house to answer the phone, that it was tethered there to the wall with cords and a plug that slid neatly into a jack that people like me came and installed. You had to get up off your ass to change the channel, too; sometimes you had to put tin foil on rabbit ears and twist your body this way and that to pick up one of the three channels available in our area.


The phone was a separate entity itself. A station. A fixture. Not an appendage to interrupt you ten million times a day. My old mama had a chair built into a little table that was just for the telephone.


You had a dictionary on the shelf to look up something you didn’t know. People had things like World Book—my old mama didn’t have anything but Funk & Wagnalls and I was jealous of the World Book crowd. First thing I did as a married man with a baby coming was to go out and buy a set, and Pam who had just started taking classes at the university looked at me like I was a fool. “Of course you got a good buy!” she yelled, Amanda, who we just called the baby at the time, filling her abdomen. “It’s like buying dinosaur food. Where have you been, Ricky?”—that was when she still called me Ricky which I’d been called my whole life; it was right before she got it in her head that I might fit in better if we called me Rick or even Rich or Richard. But my name isn’t Richard, I told her. It’s Ricky. On my birth certificate it says Ricky and don’t ask me why my mama chose to just go with Ricky, for all I know it was because of Ricky Damn Ricardo, but that’s just the way it is. Maybe somewhere out there is a guy named Ricky who fathered me but that’s something I’ll probably never hear about.


Where have you been, Rick? She said I had taken a wrong turn and missed the information highway altogether. And that has been her line for me ever since, especially once she went from adjunct to professor and really found her place there with the digital crowd and their little Friday afternoon gatherings at an outdoor café where they say things nobody else on the planet can possibly understand—it’s the buzz in the wires and the wind up in the trees and yes, I am left behind in an expansive desert without even the poles and lines to mark the miles. And yes, that is lonely. You have missed the information highway altogether, Rick.


Not altogether, I told her about the same time everything blew up. I know things. In fact, I had begun following her by then and I did know things. Now I tell Amanda that she needs to learn how to wait and be patient. Be still and know. Somebody famous said that and if I still had my World Books I might be able to say who. Be still and know. Or maybe it’s from the Bible—pretty sure it’s either Walt Whitman, Confucius, or God. I don’t google so you’ll just have to take my word for it.


There was a time we had a turntable with speakers the size of small coffins. We had one phone in the kitchen and an extension in the bedroom and only had to dial five digits. I grew up with five digits and we didn’t go to seven until I was in high school. The rotary made a nice sound and allowed time to concentrate between numbers, like the sound at the end of an album before the needle is lifted.


There was a time when we had silence.


It was so quiet you could hear what someone said.


“You know what we will all look like one day, right?” I asked Amanda when we were parked at Sonic waiting for our food. It was clear that she was hoping no friends saw her, the visor pushed to the passenger window, dark blue streaked hair hanging forward like a curtain. The days of her begging me to take her to Plaster Funtime or Chuck E. Cheese were way back in the rearview.


“Eventually,” I said, waiting for her to look at me, her eyes the same shade of blue as my mother’s, “we’ll just have one long finger to push buttons and our arms and legs will start to disappear because we don’t use them and the brain will dry up until it’s about the size of a chicken brain with the attention span of one minute—little one-track—little tweet tweet.” She rolled her eyes at me, phone there on her leg where she’d doodled all over her blue jeans in ink: a star, a flower, somebody’s initials. Her phone lit up and made sounds every few minutes, until she finally sighed and said excuse her for one sec while she let her friends know why she wasn’t answering. I didn’t want to imagine what she was writing back to them, so I just continued my own thought of what the future might hold: single-lane highways with no place for detours or a U-turn. No place to safely break down. No way to prepare for the big blackout.


Pam communicates. She spends hours on Facebook flipping screen after screen of who’s doing what to read this and that. I see her leaning in the doorway and grinning up at the phone in her hand to take a picture and change her profile. This is something she changes as often as her underwear. So and so has menstrual cramps and a migraine and fifty-three people like it. So and so wants you to know she’s the best, a winner, a loser, pariah, a boozer. She likes all of that too. Hours of liking.


I screwed up in my first marriage, but when Amanda asked me about it I said I regretted doing the wrong thing and hurting a nice person, but that what I will never regret is having her and if I hadn’t screwed up in my first marriage with Linda, I wouldn’t have ever met Amanda’s mother and she wouldn’t be here. “See what people who are afraid of mistakes are missing?” I asked. “Great things like you and penicillin.”


I could hear Pam in the next room, slamming cabinets and packing up my things. Amanda kept looking toward the noise.


Who knows if a kid takes being compared to penicillin as a compliment or not. Certainly I meant it as one. Pam’s interests and obsessions have never lasted long. She’s always moved around: libertarian, pescaterian, vegetarian, gluten-free. She is a lactose intolerant vegan agnostic.


I once heard my parents slamming around. I was in my sister’s empty room, taking in how the wood of her mirror still smelled like those gum wrappers that disappeared one day when I was at school. Linda knew all about those gum wrappers and the fantasy I had that my sister would show up at the door one day. We sat in her daddy’s Plymouth there in the high school parking lot and she pulled my head to her shoulder and whispered that she understood. She wore one of those furry hamster-looking coats and smelled like lemons.


Life is a test and I want Amanda to be ready. I say we need to be getting ready. And I’m not saying a thing that hasn’t already been said. It’s said, it’s out there, and then all of a sudden some doctor who ain’t a doctor says it and everybody nods like this is news. A stampede to hop on that wagon. Sheep led to slaughter. I pull for that wild one that breaks away, gets loose and goes out kicking like that dog who survived euthanasia, like the guy whose rope broke while being hanged. I have a fantasy where all of death row rises and busts loose. Why not do that instead of zombies? We know the names of serial killers and ridiculous cartoon politicians, terrorists and decadent starlets who have never done anything, but not the heroes—not the man from flight 90 on the Potomac passing that rope, not the man on flight 93 to Pennsylvania who said Let’s roll, and not the woman who lovingly raises a kid practically all by herself because her worthless piece of shit daughter left him behind.


I want Amanda to be the kind of girl people respect. I know what I DO want for her and I know what I DON’T want for her. Like there’s a woman at work we call the littlest hooker—she’s not really a midget but people act like she is, their hands dropping to hip height to show how big. She wears sandals like Caesar or Ben Hur and has a tramp stamp like a bar code, like you might scan that piece of meat and pay for what you get, dark eyes drawn out like a mean-ass Siamese cat. It would take a long time to get those lines straight and you can tell when she’s been drinking because the lines waver and she misses and has a mark way too high like an accent mark like what we learned in school a hundred years ago. Her cheap outfits look like she shopped at the Dollar General and probably did, everything smelling like stale popcorn and floor wax.


I was bad for talking about her, as bad as anybody, until that one day she overheard me being told that I couldn’t just pop in any time I wanted to pick up Amanda. “I got a boy,” she said when I hung up and she was standing there holding a torn-edged little picture of a baby she had pulled from her ratty billfold. “I’m saving to get him back.” She whispered, clearly not wanting all the boys to hear her. Maybe she was ashamed he’d been taken away from her, or maybe she thought they wouldn’t keep meeting up with her after work if they knew there was a child somewhere. And in that minute my sister there on the beach in Galveston waiting on her boy from the service was gone and forever replaced by a hard kernel of a soul, paper-thin tracked-up skin, working a menial job and trying to stay sober.
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