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PART I











A House on Hot Springs Drive



The house didn’t ask for what happened, for what it had to hold, for the echoes it muffled, the wetness it dried. It was just a house, a collection of rooms. A divided space.


One of them hadn’t pushed the couch all the way into the corner, so it was a spot used for the little one to hide things or hide herself or cry when she got a little older and the house wasn’t so big anymore. There was a coin there still, dusty and forgotten, but at one time it had been her special thing, her beloved. The house knew how some things could feel gifted, how they suddenly appeared or were suddenly seen, how it could stop one of them in their tracks with wonder. A beam of sunlight angled through the sliding glass doors over and over and over and over and over and over, day after day after day after day after day after day, and the child played in it, the big ones stood in it with their hands on their hips, looking around, or they rushed through it, exploding the dust motes into chaos until they settled, calmed, into the beam, twirling and falling, and sometimes there was no one at all in the room, just the house and the light, and then one day the girl noticed it, saw the sunbeam, how it looked triangular, or like a blade, how it sliced into the room and was yellow but even more colors once she looked closer, and the house could do nothing but offer it. The house had no hands to wring, no shoulders to straighten, no eyes to see, no lips to lick. The house was just a house, imbued with its people and their strangeness, the loneliness they only showed to the house, the way the mother stared at herself in the mirror and pulled at her face or stood to the side and tried to make herself into a new thing, something taller and less slouched, something that smiled, something that could look at itself without trying to make itself into a new thing. Something that could endure the mirror, and the mirror in the next room, and the one in the bathroom, and the one by the door, and the one in the visor in the car, and the one in the reflection of a window, and the one inside her that showed something ruined, misshapen, discarded. The house wanted her to see the sunlight sword her daughter stood in daily now as though it filled her with something. The mother watched the daughter sometimes and in those moments the mother was beautiful, calmed, intact. The house saw how you could thrash alone to the loud music absorbed in the walls and you could throw all the pillows from your bed and you could throw something special into the trash and take it to the curb, where it was no longer of the house, and how there was power in that. In a banishment. The mother stood. Every day she stood, the way a house does, and she made her own light, the way a house does, and the house was just a house for a time. A loveliness, when a thing can just be a thing.


Does a house feel itself being noticed? Does it know its yellow windows, glimpsed from the outside, are irresistible? Is it the house’s fault for offering itself up so easily, so helplessly? Anyone can open a door; that’s not up to a house. Anyone can peer in, snoop around. Anyone can lie in wait. The child in her corner, the boy in the garage, always the house’s shame. Its smell, its stains, its darkness. The boy, when did he get in? Had he always been there? Was he like the furnace kicking on, day after day, over and over, a rheumy inhale and then an endless, roaring exhale? Was he the mice scurrying inside the walls; was he the blown fuse, easily thrown; was he the stuck window, the loose floorboard? Was he part of the house? Did the house do that to the mother? Did the house make a mess it couldn’t clean up? The house doesn’t know. The house can only offer what it has: screams, and stains, and blood, and the mother, slowly sinking toward the floor. She had a name. The house used to know it.










Theresa



In the Lindens’ garage there were plastic bins containing Christmas decorations, stockings and garland and the delicate papier-mâché angels and bells Cece Linden made in school that Theresa Linden wrapped in newspaper and sealed in bags, only to see that they’d flattened and crumpled as she unwrapped them every December. There were lawn tools, bicycles, old paint cans. High on the three inner walls were bare planks bracketed eighteen inches apart, shelves Adam Linden made himself shortly after the family moved in. They were too high up and the upper shelf remained empty. Lined up on the lower shelf were large plastic soda cups Adam used to store nails in every size, screws, washers, and bolts—things he’d bought in bulk over the years so he’d have something to put on the shelves. When the winter sun began to set, light streamed in through the wide, squat windows at the side of the garage that faced the Stinsons’ and showed spiderwebs as thick in the corners as the whorls of hair Theresa pulled from her daughter’s brush. Cece had never liked the garage. Later it would seem like a sign, something she should have paid attention to.


In the summer the air inside the garage turned thick, scented heavily with the smell of the Lindens’ cars and the wood walls and dust and faintly with the evergreen-scented candles Theresa used in her Christmas Eve centerpiece. On the bare concrete floor there was an oil stain in the shape of a hand, its fingers splayed wide. It was a late summer morning the day Theresa Linden’s body was found there, her face in the hand, her body curled as if it were in sleep, her hair blooming petals of blood and bone.


Theresa is seven years old, watching her sister use a rope to swing way out over the lake. Carissa lets go, falls, the water exploding around her, but it’s Theresa who gasps just before Carissa goes in. Like she can hold Carissa’s breath for her. Carissa surfaces, coughing, raking her hand down her face and over her hair. “Come on,” she calls to Theresa. But the rope is too far away to reach, dangling into the mucky water. “I think the hot dogs are ready,” she yells back. It seems like a sure way to distract her sister, but Carissa doesn’t go for it. “Oh my God, Rese,” she laughs. “You’re just afraid you’ll break your vagina.” This is how Theresa comes to be seen, in the way that family lore clings to stories that are illustrative but unfair, as someone who is afraid to take risks. “Forget it,” her sister will say any time she refuses to try a cartwheel, or a cigarette is offered, or someone holds a car door open, offering to whisk her away from school. “She’s afraid she’ll break her vag.”


Theresa is eighteen, and Carissa is twenty and pregnant, and the sisters are walking through Sears pointing at clothes and toys and soft, fluffy blankets the baby will need. They’ve named him Roy, a joke name Theresa came up with to cheer Carissa up, but now the name has stuck, the baby is Roy. Roy will have ears that stick out and scrawny legs like Carissa. “Thank God I don’t have to buy any of this crap,” Carissa says, looking away. Theresa knows she’s trying not to cry. Roy is being adopted by a couple they’re not allowed to meet. The day he’s born, Theresa’s mother has to ask the doctor to sedate Carissa so they can take the baby from her. “Don’t let them take him,” she says to Theresa. Her hair is sweaty on her forehead, her face pale. She’s whispering, but everyone can hear her. They all nod, of course, of course, no one will take him. Finally, she falls asleep, and Theresa watches Roy as they change his diaper, swaddle him in a new blanket, and wheel him out of the room in his bassinet. When Carissa wakes, it’s only Theresa in the room. Carissa sits up, looks around, knows. “I knew you’d be useless,” she says, and puts her hands over her face. They watch Ricki Lake on mute. At the commercial breaks, Theresa hands Carissa a new Kleenex.


Theresa is twenty-two, lying on the futon in her apartment, its broken spring knuckling her shoulder. She’s just had an abortion. She holds the remote but the TV is dark. She turns and vomits into the trash can she’d placed there just in case. She traded shifts so she could have this and the next day off. Her boyfriend thinks she’s cramming for a final. She’s told no one, only written a few lines of it in her diary. She longs to call Carissa, but imagining what her sister will say is enough to stop her. Carissa has two children now, goes to church every Sunday, works as the supervisor at a landscaping company, celebrates Roy’s birthday every year. Ungrateful is maybe something she would say to Theresa. Evil. Careless. None of it is louder than the relief Theresa feels.


Theresa is twenty-six, working in customer relations at the corporate offices of a national bank. She hasn’t had sex in three years. She has a brief, intense friendship with Samantha, a coworker. They take long walks at lunch and feed each other from paper sacks and spend every evening at Theresa’s, legs over each other’s laps, watching talk shows. Samantha is gone one day, fired, and it turns out she’s been forging Theresa’s signature on withdrawal papers.


Theresa is twenty-nine on a date with a man who says he plays semi-professional rugby. One of his eyes is swollen shut and he angles that side of his face away from her. Out of tenderness for his injury, she goes to bed with him but they can’t kiss because her brow might bump into his wound. He has stiff sheets and a lamp on the floor and a bare window she looks out of after they’re finished. “It’s hard to tell how high up we are,” she says. “The window is just a square of sky.” He pats her shoulder. After some silence, he says, “I actually have a girlfriend.” When Theresa gets home, she sees there is some blood on the shoulder of her favorite blouse, and she drops it into the trash can. “It’s time to grow up,” Carissa tells her. Carissa is pregnant again, and has to go, bath time is the worst. “Just pick someone and stick with them.” She hasn’t said the thing about Theresa’s vag in years, but it’s there in the subtext. Stop being so choosy, so scared. Start your life already.


Theresa is thirty-one when she meets Adam. She’s at a bar with her manager, a new low, and he’s just excused himself to go to the bathroom. All night, he’s found ways to rub himself against her, standing at the bar waiting for drinks or holding her chair out for her, and it’s clear he’d like her to come to the bathroom with him. But she’s already seen Adam. He’s with someone, a very pretty woman with a girlish headband in her hair. It’s that headband that clears the way for Theresa, that lets her walk up to the bar and pretend to ask for a drink, elbowing Adam as she does. Up close, he’s familiar. He has kind brown eyes, broad shoulders that curve slightly inward. He smiles at her; she sees that one of his front teeth crowds the other. “I think I know you,” she says. “Don’t I?” His date looks back and forth between them, the straw from her drink clamped tight in her mouth. “Remind me,” he says. She wants to collapse into his arms. Finally, she thinks. Carissa was right.


Theresa is thirty-two at the wedding. She wears an off-the-rack dress that is two hundred dollars more than she wants to spend and too tight across the chest. Carissa, her matron of honor, weeps loudly through the ceremony. “My sister always seemed like the lonely type,” she’ll say in her speech later that evening, using the back of her wrist to dab at her eyes. She’ll raise her glass and Theresa will see how happy Carissa is for her. She’ll hug Carissa, thank her for seeing what Theresa couldn’t see, but Theresa is uncomfortable that her family sees her that way, a lonely woman, nearly a lost cause. She’s lonely then and there, with everyone toasting her and Adam, with him bending to kiss her neck and whisper that her boobs in her dress are making him hard.


Theresa gets pregnant. It’s exactly like in the commercials, with the test that shows two pink lines and the husband who comes home and sees it and doesn’t know what it means, then grabs her and hugs her tight. The calls to family, Carissa shrieking and dropping the phone, the standing in what will be the baby’s room and imagining the stuffed giraffe, the comfy rocker, the diapers stored neatly on shelves. “This baby is so lucky,” Adam will say, resting his hand on her still-flat stomach. “You are going to be an amazing mom.” She drives by the abortion clinic only once. That she doesn’t get out of the car, doesn’t want to get out of the car, is enough for Theresa. Soon enough, the baby kicks, turns its whole body. “Do you ever think about Roy?” she asks Carissa on the phone. It’s been years since they’ve said his name, Carissa the mom of four now. All those years ago, just twenty years old, Carissa had felt those same jabs, flops, kicks. “Roy?” Carissa says. “Oh, Roy.” They are silent, listening to each other breathe, and then Theresa changes the subject to diaper pails.


Theresa is thirty-three when she gives birth to Cece. She won’t let them take her, won’t let them wheel the baby out to be weighed or bathed. The baby stays with her, in that room. “You’re being silly,” Carissa says. “The baby still has afterbirth in her hair. Let them take the poor thing.” Theresa struggles out of bed, wets a soft blue washcloth, and washes Cece’s head as best she can. Her scalp feels like velvet and Theresa is positive she sees the baby smile.


And here, the day Theresa meets Jackie Stinson, is where the story—the one neighbors and acquaintances and reporters and true crime enthusiasts love to tell and retell—here is where that story begins.


There’s something familiar in Jackie, too. She’s brash like Carissa, and funny like her too. But unlike Carissa, Jackie seems to find something she needs in Theresa. A stasis, a peace, some quiet. It’s easy to look back, after everything that will happen, and assume that there was some deeper meaning behind their friendship. More likely, it was a simple transaction—each woman needed a friend. New moms struggle to make friends, everyone knows that. Best to find someone equally in the thrall of infanthood, equally unable to talk about anything outside of diaper rash and feeding schedules and exhaustion, someone who can laugh about the disgusting state of their nipples and sit patiently during a bout of weeping.


The story ends this way: Several years from that day in the maternity ward, Theresa will find out Adam and Jackie are fucking. She’ll walk in on her husband with his head between Jackie’s legs, crouching the same way he does when they’ve lost something under the couch, his legs tucked under his ass and his weight in his hands, fingers splayed. He’ll be moving his head rapidly and Theresa will want to laugh. He never was good at finding anything.


The next day, Theresa will be murdered in her own garage. They’ll find her murderer with blood in his hair, on his face, in his nail beds, even some inside his socks. He’ll still be holding the crowbar. “I wasn’t sure where to put it,” he’ll tell the officer.










Jackie



There are some things, looking back, that I now believe I deserved.


I met her the day Jayson was born. Nick and I arrived at the new hospital built on the red clay of the old fairgrounds, Douglas riding Nick’s shoulders and amniotic fluid trickling into my socks. They said I nearly had Jayson in the hallway outside the delivery room. “Shh now,” the nurse kept saying, pushing my hair back on my head with the hot, wet palm of her hand. The rubber soles of her shoes shrieked on the brand-new floor. “You shush,” I finally said. I couldn’t see Nick or Douglas but I heard Nick tell the room I was a firecracker. I knew Douglas shouldn’t be in there, that he could probably see all my bells and whistles and that he felt afraid. I leaned up to tell Nick to take Douglas out, go get him some crackers from the vending machine, and out the baby slid. “Jesus,” the doctor yelled. The baby was scrawny and red, and didn’t want to eat, even when the nurses dripped sugar water on my nipple. He bopped his face against my breast and gave up, opening his mouth as if to bellow, though all that came out were angry little squeaks. “Aw,” one of the nurses said. “It’s like he can’t find you.” They took him to the nursery for bottles and he thrived. Away from me, he thrived.


Having a baby at the new hospital was something we’d looked forward to. Douglas was born in a squat concrete building that had three beds to a recovery room and dusty Christmas holly in the corners, though it was midsummer. The new hospital had generous windows along the back of the building facing the clay and the patches of wild switchgrass and, beyond that, a new subdivision of identical brick duplexes going up. The front of the hospital faced a sprawling parking lot and a four-lane road, and I guess there were fewer windows because of it. My room was at the front of the building, no window. “It’s a nice television,” Nick said, aiming the remote, Jayson over his shoulder like a dish towel and a spray of spit-up trickling down his back. “You can tell they splurged.”


“Mommy wants a window,” Douglas said, tucked in next to me, his head lolling on my aching breast. I couldn’t remember saying so out loud, but he looked at me the way he did a lot back then, proud to know something about me his daddy didn’t.


“That’s true, chubs,” I said, combing my fingers through his hair.


“They have ESPN!” Nick said.


Walking to visit Jayson in the nursery, I’d pass her room. Theresa’s. Her bed was by the window, which framed a piece of landscape that looked like a poster you might buy at Walmart for your guest bedroom. Sky, waving grasses, red clay. The TV off. Sun on her face. The baby in a pink swaddle always in her arms. Once, her husband brought balloons; another day, a box of chocolates. I watched him kiss her forehead, hold the baby like a bouquet, hand it back. Warmth spread through me and down my legs. I remembered when Nick didn’t know how to hold a baby.


Finally, one day, I went in, drawn to the light in the window and the quiet woman before it.


“You seem a lot better at this than I am,” I said. I was supposed to show up at the nursery at feeding times, and I did, but a few nurses had commented that most mothers showed up more. “Don’t you want to hold your baby?” they asked. Theresa, she wanted to hold her baby.


“Better at what?” she said. Her voice was deeper than I thought it would be. “Having hemorrhoids? Ignoring my stringy hair?”


I moved closer and I could see now that her face was oily and her gown was stained and her ankles were swollen, massive.


She had a window, and I didn’t, and it bothered me, but it drew me to her as well. Motherhood is an eternity of noticing, a prison of noticing. And once you notice, you have to decide whether or not you’re going to do something about it. We’re out of milk. The toilet won’t stop running. Your husband comes home late and then even later. You got a crappy room in the maternity ward. Does it matter whose fault it is? What are you going to do about it?


I don’t know if she’d agree with me. I never asked her. She was a good mother, and I was a bad one. Am.


All those years ago, I sat at the foot of her bed. “I’m Jackie,” I said.


“Theresa,” she said, and told me her baby was Cecilia, Cece for short. A banner plane flew low, crossing left to right in the frame of the window, the switchgrass bending with it. SHOP CHEAP AT SACKS, it read. Why do I remember that? Sometimes I think I keep these things for Cece. Maybe I’ll see Cece one day, and maybe she’ll ask me about her mom, and I’ll have something to give her. If only, I find myself thinking, she’d want something from me.


“Remember when this was the fairgrounds?” Theresa asked.


I nodded. We looked out her window, trying to place what ride was where. “I let the boy who ran the funhouse follow me in once,” I said. “I let him touch me under my shirt.” I’d never told anyone, not even Nick. While it was happening it had seemed exciting, the boy following me closely, his breath warming my neck, his fingers cold and bony. But there was a bright bulb over the exit door, and in the light I could see he wasn’t a boy but a man, perhaps nearly as old as my father, his mouth open and panting slightly, and I’d felt a rush of power and shame that made the whole thing feel unspeakable. Theresa laughed a little because I’d told it laughingly. She looked down at her baby nursing. “Honestly, I hope no one ever touches my boobs again.” I loved her immediately. Isn’t that how all the great hatreds begin?


I ended up having four babies, but she only ever had the one. I think about that a lot. Why give a mother like me all those kids, and a mother like her just one? It feels like I won something, some prize I don’t even want.


It turns out that feeling never goes away. The wondering why. There once was a woman named Jackie, and sometimes she let life happen to her, and sometimes she didn’t. At the end she stood around and thought, What have I done? What have I done? What have I done?










The Realtor



The house next to the Lindens belonged to an older couple who had moved south and put it up for sale. Theresa told Jackie all about it, even offered to call the realtor for her. “It’s . . . brown,” she told Jackie, so she wouldn’t say, It’s ugly. “But you’ll have so much more space!”


It was brown—light-brown stucco, dark brown on the trim and nicked front door, the color scheme of owners who were playing it safe, perhaps relying on landscaping to add some color. There were boxwoods and zinnias and a jacaranda the realtor said was guaranteed to offer pink blossoms the whole month of April. There were enough bedrooms and bathrooms for everyone—the boys would pair off two to a room—and a backyard with a tree perfect for a tire swing and a kitchen in which more than one person could stand. Still, Nick Stinson was a car salesman with a nose so fine-tuned to bullshit that now he smelled it everywhere.


“You know, I once heard of this drug ring that buys houses where they can cook their filthy substances or store kidnap victims or”—he leaned in to inspect a smudge on the wall—“you know, murder someone in this bedroom, count their money in that bedroom . . .” He looked to the realtor, a woman with the determination of someone on her third career—intense eye contact, smile as rigid and welcoming as a brick wall, moist eyes—waiting for her to confirm or deny.


“Is that so?” she asked. “I hadn’t heard.” She looked at the mother, at the two little ones hugging her calves. She felt for the woman. She herself was just out of her second marriage, and it was occurring to her more and more that she just didn’t like the sound of a man’s voice. Did they have to comment on everything? Her ex, Dan, used to stand outside the bathroom door and ask her when she’d be done. Like she was on the clock, slacking off on her job. And it was a kind of labor. Marriage was, she’d finally decided, just another shitty job.


“Seems to me it’s your job to be up on those kinds of stories,” Mr. Stinson said. And that was the other thing. Men liked to smell blood in the water. They liked to circle in, readying for the kill. Not kill you, but everything was win-lose and losing to them meant they’d killed you. She could put on a slideshow of the times they—her exes—had held something up in triumph. Mark with a cereal box, proving the one she’d bought wasn’t the same as the one he liked. Dan with her new bra, shouting about the price. Mark with a sex magazine, to prove what he wanted wasn’t so offensive. Did men just walk around all day wondering why everyone was in their way?


“You’ll have to send me the article,” the realtor said, knowing there wasn’t any such thing. She knelt down, her skirt pulling taut across her ass and making a worrisome stretching sound. She smiled harder and pointed. “I bet you boys can’t wait to play out in that yard.” They turned to look out the sliding glass doors, still clutching their mother in their fists, at the small patio beyond, the green patchy grass. In the far corner was a blue ball.


“The people who lived here before had a whole mess of grandkids,” the realtor said. She didn’t actually know that to be true. In all likelihood it’d been kicked over the fence long ago, the kicker now in high school. But she knew folks liked to hear how a home was a happy place, how the people who lived there hated to leave it. She thought of how she’d burned a mandarin-scented candle until just before the Stinsons showed up, to cover a smell not unlike the one in her own elderly parents’ home. Band-Aids and ointment and rubber-soled shoes, oatmeal and the clicker and a single fried egg, a single browned toast point. Sore joints and blurry vision and difficult shits.


“I bet that’s their ball, left here special, just for you.” She stood up. “Why don’t I take the children outside, so you two can talk?” She looked at Mrs. Stinson when she said this. The woman was there but she wasn’t. The same had happened to the realtor’s sister, after having kids. The realtor wanted Mrs. Stinson to make this decision. It was the right one. She needed a yard she could see from a variety of angles, out the kitchen window and out the family room window, so she could have some peace and quiet without losing sight of the kids. She imagined Mr. Stinson lifting weights in the garage, striding down his driveway to get the newspaper, hosting barbecues on that tidy patio. Children took so much from you. They took and took. They’d been in a two-bedroom across town; they’d said as much when they’d met. Mrs. Stinson had called one of the boys by the wrong name. “I’m Jayson,” the boy had said. “Not Nathan.” They needed more space. Mrs. Stinson walked as though she were wearing someone else’s body. Mrs. Stinson needed to unpack, to fill the rooms, to feather her nest. Why did the realtor have these kinds of thoughts? What the hell did she know? She knew enough. She knew the house needed a family. Needed a fresh coat of paint on the walls, needed rugs and bright curtains and little objects that caught Mrs. Stinson’s eye for some reason or another. There was a little girl who lived next door. The realtor wondered if she’d be outside, singing to herself, as she had been another time when the realtor showed the house. The girl’s mother hummed along from the covered back patio. Mrs. Stinson needed that. Whatever that was, that easiness, that casual love. Mrs. Stinson needed to witness it.


The little girl wasn’t out back; the windows next door seemed dark, no sign of anyone moving behind them. The boys fought over the ball, kicking each other in the shins to try to gain control. The realtor’s feet hurt, as did the space in between her shoulder blades. One of the boys began to cry, though he clearly didn’t want to. “I’m not crying!” he insisted. “I’m not!” The realtor didn’t intervene; it wasn’t her place. Instead, she watched the Stinsons through the glass doors, Mr. Stinson pacing in a slow circle and Mrs. Stinson half turned toward the yard, the picture of a worried mother. Suddenly, she turned to her husband and made a sharp motion with her hand. The realtor recognized the way he gave in, throwing up his hands, trudging toward the door.


“Now, see?” the realtor trilled. “When was the last time you were able to have a conversation without one of the kids breaking in?” She gestured at the yard. “That’s worth its weight in gold, am I right?” Nick Stinson bent to run his hand over the grass. The boys ran to their mother, shoving to be the one who got to her first.


“You’re smart to get in right now,” the realtor added, looking at Mr. Stinson.


He stood. “I want the mower I saw in the garage added in,” he said.


She nodded. “I think that can be arranged.” The mower was hers, but no bother. He could have it. She watched Mrs. Stinson’s shoulders settle, some color coming into her face. The boys saw it too and began tumbling over each other, pulling each other into the grass and laughing. Well worth it, in the realtor’s expert opinion, to go along pretending some things were the husband’s idea.










The Boys



Out back they’d begun to dig a hole. Nathan and Sammy were barely any help, just jabbing the rusty trowels they’d found in the garage at the dirt and flinging it backward, but Jayson and Douglas were making real progress. It felt good to ram the shovel through thick roots, to watch the pile of dirt get bigger as the hole got deeper.


In the apartment, the Christmas tree had looked enormous, crowding the front window and requiring their parents to move the dining set further into the TV room, which was really all one big room. Their parents talked a lot about being cramped, too cramped, they didn’t like being cramped. Now, in the new house, the tree seemed scrawny and short, and their father promised to bring a new one home from the tree lot next to the dealership. The hole was a grave for the old tree. Douglas’s idea.


“People cry at funerals,” Nathan said.


“So?” Douglas said.


“I don’t feel like crying,” Nathan said.


Inside, their mother was making dinner. Something with onions and ground beef. A good smell, though Sammy would throw a fit about it, and refuse to eat it unless it was doused in ketchup. The boys hoped there was ketchup.


“I think it’s deep enough,” Jayson said. He raised his shovel eye level with Douglas. “Now it’s just this gross wet stuff.”


“It’s called clay,” Douglas said. The new house was still a mystery, not yet home. There was red clay all over town, and people still took dirt roads as a back way in, but Jayson had yet to see clay as sticky and wet as this.


“Think we can make something with it?” he asked. He was thinking of a Christmas present, a smooth bowl he’d make with his hands, something his mother could put her earrings in.


“Obviously,” Douglas said. Sometimes their parents talked to each other this way. Sharp, disgusted, hasty. Only Douglas tried it on, used that tone on his brothers. In front of their mother he was always the one who ran to her, threw his arms around her, kept close. Jayson saw that Douglas didn’t know how he sounded, didn’t even know what the word obviously meant, but Nathan and Sammy treated Douglas like a general. Someone to obey, to approach with caution.


“Hey,” Cece called. She peered over the fence at them from the top of her slide, pushing her hair out of her face. She’d gotten the metal playset the previous Christmas, and each boy burned with envy, even now. Her hair fell back in her face. “Your dad isn’t going to yell at you about tearing up his yard?”


“We’re going to put it all back the way it was,” Douglas said, going back to the shoveling.


“Yeah,” Jayson said. But in truth it depended on what kind of mood his dad was in when he came home. If it was dark enough, maybe he wouldn’t even notice. Sometimes he worked late, coming home after the boys were asleep. “Mom just had to have a house,” he said, goosing their mother on her rear, “so Dad’s got to work some overtime.”


Jayson looked at the mound of dirt, the clumps of grass. There was no way they’d be putting it all back the way it was. He stopped digging, gathered clay into his hands. It was slimy but firm and quickly coated his palms. He fashioned a small bowl, its sides quickly folding in on themselves. If he had money, he could just buy his mother something pretty, but he didn’t. He knelt to gather more clay.


“Sammy shit his pants,” Nathan said, also trying on something he’d heard their father say. “Sammy, did you shit your pants?”


At nearly four, Sammy was still in diapers. They’d heard their mother say Sammy was stubborn, that he wanted to cling to his babyhood, but they knew she was worn out, that her attempts to potty train him were half-hearted and rapidly abandoned, and they’d taken it upon themselves to bully Sammy into underwear. “I pooped,” Sammy said.


“That’s gross, Sammy,” Jayson said. “You know it’s gross, right?”


“You shouldn’t say shit,” Cece said. “You’re just teaching him to say it.”


Nathan pretended to pick at the rust on his trowel. Sammy stuck two dirty fingers into his mouth. One of them would have to bring him inside, tell their mother he needed changing, and she hated being interrupted while she cooked.


The clay wanted to stay in a lump. Jayson wondered if he could make something useful but lump-shaped for his mother. It’s art, he could tell her. I made you some art.


“You think Dad’s going to remember to bring home a new tree?” Douglas asked.


“Yeah,” Jayson said. “He will. He loves Christmas.” But it wasn’t the answer Douglas wanted.


“Still,” he said. “We shouldn’t bury the old one. Just in case.”


“You were going to bury a Christmas tree?” Cece said. She was on her knees now, leaning farther over. “That’s a grave?” Jayson knew she was hoping to be asked to come over and help dig. She’s an only child, their mother often said, pity in her voice. Cece didn’t seem lonely, just bored. Jayson was never lonely and always bored. He liked when Cece came over. She was always up for the games Douglas no longer wanted to play: hide-and-seek, tag, would-you-rather. Would you rather kiss me or Douglas? he imagined asking her.


“Now it’s just a hole,” Douglas said. He dropped his shovel and went inside.


“Maybe he’s telling Mom about Sammy,” Nathan said. Briefly, Jayson considered stripping Sammy naked and cleaning him with the hose their father kept coiled on the side of the house.


Their mother knocked on the kitchen window. Ask Cece if she wants to eat with us, she mouthed.


“What’s your mother saying?” Cece asked.


“Nothing,” Jayson said. “She’s telling us to clean up our mess.”










Nick



Fridays at the dealership, there were donuts and pastries and the “good” coffee, all set up by Monica on the table by the offices. The thought was that Friday brought serious buyers, usually men on their lunch breaks, and they’d be drawn to the goodies right where Nick Stinson and the other salesmen could see them, fish in a barrel. Salespersons, what with Belinda. All of this was Jerome, the sales manager’s idea, Jerome who shrouded his hopefulness in abject fear and, sometimes, rage. They could hear him in there sometimes, clacking away at his laptop in the darkest, farthest office. Aw, fuck! Oh, Jesus! Trudging out for the morning huddle wiping his mouth like he’d been told there was a war and it had been lost. But then he’d come up with the donut thing, or the raffle last month, or the summer cookout the year prior. He never gave up, and somehow they eked out their numbers, all of them getting grayer and fatter.


See anything you like?


What are you gonna drive off the lot this fine morning?


Don’t let my boss see me telling you this . . .


My brother, I’m sorry, but your wife is just too fine to drive off in a car like this. What you need is . . .


Great for the kiddos, too!


You got three kids? I don’t believe it. I was going to ask you what you were majoring in!


Hello, Miss! Is this your sister? Your mother? Hang on, you’re pulling my leg . . .


They all had their schtick. They divided their customers before heading for the floor. Belinda liked the geezers. Aaron went for the students coming in with their parents. Nick liked the moms. Jerome, it went without saying, got the big spenders, identified immediately by the watches they wore. Nothing else mattered—not shoes, clothes, the cars they drove in with. Only the watch was the true tell. Nick liked to saunter up, appear by the side of a mother, identified by the size of her purse, which was usually a diaper bag, or diaper bag–sized, and crack wise.


This morning the sales floor was quiet. It was still early, hours from the lunch rush. The enormous windows that framed the floor had just been washed and the light felt focused, calm. Nick loved mornings like that, mornings when he could ease in. Leaving the house sometimes felt like he’d survived something, escaped, the boys hollering and Jackie yelling back and the TV so loud he felt flayed by it.


Belinda cackled, leaning in close to Aaron over by the coffee. Nick watched a woman with a messy ponytail and a backpack answer three calls in quick succession, staring at her own reflection in the driver’s-side window of a minivan the color of mucus—eggshell, the sticker said. She said neither hello nor goodbye, just answered questions with increasing frustration, then hung up when she was finished.


“It’s right there on the counter,” she hissed as Nick walked up. “I left it in the most obvious spot I could think of.” He knew she was busting her husband’s balls, knew they had to take turns coming in to look at the car because the babysitter canceled or there wasn’t any family nearby or whatever. He knew they both hated each other for it, these small difficulties that added up to a shitty day, day after day, knew they just wanted someone to come in and handle it for them, knew they had to realize over and over that that person was them, there was no one else. He knew when they imagined the end of this sort of stress, she probably pictured herself holding a large drink, a margarita maybe, and he pictured himself getting head from an anonymous brunette in a corner office. Nick knew people. It was his job to know people.


He also knew if he could get the wife all in on this van, which had been sitting on the floor for too long—no one likes eggshell in a minivan, turns out—and was thus now the source of an informal competition to see who could move it off first, then the husband would come in and sign whatever, pay whatever. Happy wife, happy life.


“Husbands,” he said when he was right next to her. “Can’t kill ’em, am I right?” He elbowed her playfully. He saw that she’d be pretty without the glasses, if she did something with her hair and the bags under her eyes. She kind of looked like that actress, the one in the movie about that heist. Girl-next-door kind of thing. She looked at him with the leftover rage at her husband and a burgeoning embarrassment at being overheard. Nick stuck out his hand and she shifted her coat so she could take it. Her hand was warm and soft and it collapsed in his meaty paw.


“I’m here to help,” he said. He pointed at his name tag. “We’ll get you in exactly what you need, on my father’s grave.” His father, a ladies’ man who treated Nick like a cousin he once knew, died years ago. He was feeling her out, seeing which version of Nick she’d prefer. On my father’s grave was boyish Nick, wise guy Nick.


“Claire,” she said, glancing at her phone, then shifting it to the other hand. “I’m just looking. We don’t know exactly what we want yet.”


Ah, yes, she’d already deployed the we. A husband she could hold up like a wedge, even a blockade if she needed a way of explaining why she was leaving without signing anything. Child’s play. Masterfully, Nick changed his posture from easy, casual (hands in pockets, belly out) to more formal, professorial (buttoning his blazer, folding his hands in front of his dick).


“No problem,” he said. “First things first: we got a coat room in the back by the offices. It’s very secure. Let me take your stuff back there, free up your arms a bit.” She looked at him, over his shoulder toward the offices, probably picturing her purse held ransom until she agreed to buy that jizz-colored minivan. “I know my wife,” he said, talking quickly, “she’s always got her arms full. Breaks her back bringing in the groceries, the dry cleaning, some toy she tripped over . . .” He was getting through, but he knew what he had to add. “Plus all her work.” That did the trick. Claire nodded and laughed a little. She was a working mom, he could see that now, probably had to fit meetings in between story time and bike rides and tantrums. He put the side of his hand up to his mouth, like he was about to share something just between them. “Feels damn good to just have your arms free once in a while, am I right?”


She laughed, handed over her coat and purse. Nick took them and tried not to show how heavy the purse felt. She carried that around day in and day out? No wonder she hated her husband. “I’ll be right back,” he said. “And I’ll meet you over by the coffee.”


He winked at Jerome in his office as he passed, knowing he’d been watching. Nick had to get Claire feeling loose, open, and getting the coat and bag was just one part of that. The coffee came next. He lingered by the “coat room,” actually just the supply closet, where he could set her stuff on a box of paper and close the door, so she could make her coffee just the way she liked it, another luxury probably denied her every day. It was Nick who’d lobbied for the taller cups, the lids, the little refrigerator with its variety of milks and creamers, so customers could feel like they were getting coffee from one of those fancy places with the dumb drink names. He thought of Jackie—not a working mom, far from it—and how she complained of her coffee getting cold, of having to reheat it a dozen times a morning, how she worried over what she called my creamer, did they have enough, did they need more, if she didn’t have her creamer what was the point of life?


Jackie’s purse felt like she hauled bowling balls. And now she had a backup purse, a little thing she slung on her shoulder, the bigger one hanging across her body. Nick had the urge to open Claire’s, see what was so damn heavy in there. Men just carried keys, phone, wallet, change. What the hell else was there to carry? It occurred to him he could just go through Jackie’s purse later. Purses. If he was so curious. But he wasn’t.


He took lunch at one of the picnic tables out back with Manuel, the service manager. He had half his hoagie from the day before, plus a cookie the size of a small plate he filched from the goodies table. He washed it down with a beer Manuel handed him, so cold it hurt to hold.


“The hell is that?” He nodded at Manuel’s lunch, an enormous jar filled with what looked like lawn clippings.


“Esme,” Manuel said, shrugging. “She calls it salad in a jar. Says if she’s the one making my lunch, she’s going to make what she’d eat, not what I’d eat.”


“Oh yeah? What would you eat?”


Manuel pointed over Nick’s shoulder. Across the street there was a Wendy’s, a sandwich place, a Tex-Mex restaurant with a bustling outdoor patio. “Take your pick.”


“Well, the ironic thing is,” Nick said, “you’re just as likely to get the runs from those places as you are from that produce aisle you’re about to choke down.” They laughed and Manuel shook the jar so vigorously the top of his hair wobbled.


“You sell anything yet today?” Manuel asked.


“I did, in fact,” Nick said, thinking of Claire, how he’d been right, once her arms were free and she was cuddling that coffee in her hands, she became a totally different person. Decisive, even funny. She’d made fun of his socks, a zany pair one of the boys got him for Christmas, patterned with shrimp. She said the minivan was the color of breastmilk, which he took in stride, he was proud to say, even as he wanted to cough into his fist and shake it off, but she went for it, deciding on it within an hour.


“It’s all over but the crying,” Nick said to Manuel. “Husband’s coming in tomorrow morning to seal the deal.”


“Good for you,” he said. “I’ll make sure it’s vacuumed and polished up.”


The tables were positioned just beyond the garage doors to the service floor. The sun felt like a hot iron pressed to the back of his neck. He held the beer there for a moment, relishing the cold. The guys on the service floor moved languidly, lifting drills, bending over hoods, wiping their hands on a dirty cloth, almost like a dance he was watching. Every once in a while there was a burst of laughter. Someone turned up the music, a song with horns and guitar and what sounded like a whole chorus of men singing. He had the next half of his day to get through, and then the hot drive home. He didn’t want to go there. Or, he did want to go home. But lately that house—his boys either too loud or too sullen, his wife who had become unrecognizable in every way—that wasn’t his home. Home was something you looked forward to, not something you had to endure.


Manuel was a friend, someone he’d had over for barbecues, and they’d even hugged once or twice, slapping each other’s backs after some amazing football play they’d witnessed. Esme, his wife, seemed like a sweet woman, always going off with Jackie and Theresa to help, but he’d find them laughing with their hands to their mouths, like they wanted it to be quiet, like they were hiding whatever it was they were laughing about. Like they were laughing about him, maybe.


“You like going home, Manuel?” Nick asked. Manuel knuckled dressing from the corner of his mouth, squinted at him.


“Yeah, of course,” he said, though he didn’t sound all that thrilled. “Just got a brand-new flat-screen, my daughter is a sweetheart, me and Esme still laugh, life is good, you know . . .”


“Totally, totally,” Nick said, busying himself with tidying his wadded napkin, the bits of lettuce he’d dropped.


“Why, man? You don’t like going home?”


Nick laughed. The song switched to something mournful and one of the guys quickly changed it. “I don’t know. You know how it is sometimes.”


“Totally, totally,” Manuel said. He picked a carrot out of the jar and flicked it at the garbage can. “Jackie seems good, right?”


“Yeah,” Nick said. He searched Manuel’s face for pity, for something showing that he saw how big Jackie was. His own pants strained; he felt like his belt was trying to squeeze the life out of him. He knew the trend was to love your wife at any size, love yourself, but he just felt grief. She’d been so young when they married, just twenty. Hell, he’d only been twenty-three. Back then, she looked at him like she was in awe. “You’re so smart,” she was always saying. “How’d you get so smart?” Her shoulders were so delicate he worried if he gripped her too hard she’d break in two. He saw her at a dance in college, one of those mixers where he’d show up with the best of intentions, wearing his best sweater and sipping his drink painfully slowly, and then he’d wake up the next morning asleep on the floor, his vomit-stained sweater rolled into a pillow.


He’d been talking to a girl from his psych elective, a bossy type who kept reminding him to make eye contact with her when they were speaking. Finally, she folded her arms and stared at him. “I have better things to do, you know,” she’d said. Elissa, that was her name. He’d had plans to get at least one hand under her shirt, but that all faded away. They annoyed each other, so why bother? “All right, see you around,” he’d said. Later, outside, he saw her rolling around by the hedges with a TA. But at that point he’d found Jackie.
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