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Chapter One



ON AN UNSEASONABLY WARM AFTERNOON IN LATE SEPTEMBER, Del did something that she could not explain to herself and would not explain to others. In the months to come, when she considered the moment that changed everything, she would reach no conclusion as to why she did what she did. In the short term, it was stupid; but in the long term, it was nothing less than catastrophic.


The cleaning of South Elm started as it normally did. Del picked up the keys from the agency and checked the paperwork to see if there were any add-ons. Sometimes the owner wanted the fridge cleaned or the oven scoured. Other cleaners wouldn’t do that sort of filthy work and tried to trade jobs, but Del didn’t mind. She got paid fifteen dollars out of the agency’s fifty-dollar fee for extras. On this occasion, a note indicated that she needed to change the sheets in the top-floor guest suite.


South Elm was fairly straightforward. She had cleaned it twice a week for more than a year without ever meeting the occupants, but she knew them from her intimate involvement with their stuff. The owner was a single mother with twin boys and, judging from her Japanese knife collection and elaborate home cinema, a serious amount of cash. They lived in a five-bedroom brick town house overlooking a small gated park.


As Del let herself into the house and went to the cleaning cabinet in the kitchen, she thought that the owner’s man must be coming. She wasn’t sure who he was, or the nature of his relationship to the homeowner or her sons, but she had picked up enough details to piece together the scenario. He visited every other month or so. Del was always asked to set up the guest bedroom for him, perhaps for propriety’s sake, but at some point, he ended up in the owner’s bed. His sheets were mussed but didn’t have the stink of having been slept in overnight, and Del had found his plaid boxers bunched at the foot of the owner’s bed.


Del took the bucket and cloths out of the cabinet and then removed the cleaning solutions and spray bottles from the drawer beneath the kitchen sink.


She started with a spritz around the living/dining area, which opened to a huge bay window that overlooked the park. Walking around in her socks on the wide-planked walnut floor, she wiped down Lucite chairs, straightened the photos on the mantel, and made sure that a pebbled glass whiskey decanter was centered on its platter. Then she started to clean the floor. Plunge, wring, mop, repeat. She liked this type of work because it allowed her mind to drift. Del thought about Night Must Fall, which she had watched on TV last night with her roommate, and wondered if they would get pizza for dinner. She moved to the kitchen to get to the good stuff, like the greasy stove hood filter. Putting on gloves, she filled the sink with Palmolive and hot water.


Later, with an hour left of the clean, Del leaned the mop against the wall on the third floor, across from the children’s skylighted playroom, and felt a drop of perspiration roll from her throat down to her bra. Her chapped hands burned from being soaked in cleaning fluids. It was late afternoon, and the sun shot like a dart through the blinds at the end of the hallway and went directly into her skull. The turbo vacuum cleaner still roared in her ears though she had unplugged it at least twenty minutes earlier. And that was when Del did something she had never done before: she went through the house room by room, touching the owner’s belongings as if they were hers. The silky pearl nightgowns that Del herself had tucked into the marble-handled chest of drawers, a toy aircraft carrier with guns that popped, a small gold compact that clicked open to reveal a cake of raspberry gloss. She touched her fingertip to the gloss, felt it melt to a semiliquid state, and pressed it to her lips. Then she turned on the tap, took off her clothes, and got in the tub.


Del wasn’t cleaning the tub; she had done that already. She was submerging herself, a boiled lobster color to her skin. Just as she reached for the cork-topped glass container of bath salts, a woman with straight black hair appeared in the bathroom door, a crumpled paper grocery bag under one arm. The green tops of carrots hung limply from the bag.


Del expected screaming. It was the owner of the house, and she had never seen her cleaner before. But she didn’t scream. She simply put down her bag, threw over a towel, and watched as Del put on her bleach-stained jeans and loose gray T-shirt. The woman was wearing a crisp white lab coat with her name stitched in blue above where her heart must be. Del had laundered that coat before. It had to be washed with like colors.


In silence they walked through the long white hallway and down the stairs, where Del slipped on her shoes and went to the door. She wanted to apologize, but the words didn’t come. Shame pulsed through her body. The woman in the lab coat stood at the top of the brownstone steps and watched as Del retreated to her bus stop.


By the time Del got to the agency to drop off the keys, there was already an envelope on the desk with her name on it. It was her final paycheck with a yellow Post-it Note stuck to it.


On the Post-it Note were two words handwritten in black ink.


Get lost.










Chapter Two



THERE WERE SEVERAL REASONS DEL DID NOT PLAN TO SHARE THE change in her employment status with her roommate, Tym. She needed to think through how she’d cover up her mistake.


Del and Tym had made a deal that her dirt-cheap rent was contingent on maintaining steady employment. There was no way she could afford to live anywhere else. Also, she was certain that she could find another job before he even noticed that she was around the apartment at unusual hours, such as all day long every day of the week.


Four years ago, on her twentieth birthday, Tym had brought a box of supermarket cupcakes to the apartment Del had shared with her father. Her father, Stan, had died several weeks earlier, and she had not been able to keep up with the rent. She had no experience with eviction and wasn’t sure how quickly it would happen, so she had simply stayed inside the apartment, eating through her father’s collection of spicy ramen, waiting for an authority figure to show up and kick her out.


By the time Tym arrived to check in on her, the utilities had shut off one by one. She was living in the dark, ignoring the huge pile of mail by the door.


Among her father’s friends, she was well known for skipping out on jobs. It had become a joke. Since she moved in with her dad at age seventeen, she had worked at a restaurant, a café, a video rental place, and several temp agencies. Her longest stint had been a six-month placement at a dentist’s office. She had liked that job: the dentist gave her a year’s supply of toothpaste, and she always got to leave at exactly 4:30 p.m. But she got bored and irritated with the regularity of it, and one day she had simply stopped going in.


Tym had known the whole story, and so when he told her in her father’s dark apartment that she could come and live in the spare room of his place, he stressed that she would need to get a job and keep it. He wasn’t a charity worker, and she wasn’t a strong candidate for late adoption. She would need to behave like an adult. She agreed and went on various long-term placements for a temp agency before being hired as a cleaner.


Being a cleaner didn’t appeal to a deeper calling, but what did? Not the dentist’s office. Not the video rental place, either. She had worked steadily since she was thirteen, when she earned a paycheck at a jewelry store where she used a bent paper clip to dip necklaces into an electrified vat of blue ooze until they shone. Work existed to provide her with food and rent money, that was it. Keeping her expectations low was the key to a minimal level of life satisfaction. And for a while, she had been satisfied. Her father had become a friend, despite everything that had come before, and she became friends with his friends, too. It was a new period in their lives, and every-thing that had happened previously was safe so long as they never talked about it.


Now that she had been fired, she felt sure that she could find something else pretty quickly. Cleaning for a different agency. Maybe back to temping. Perhaps something steady, like managing a coffee shop. She would go out the next morning and begin filling out applications.


After leaving the cleaning agency with her check, she took a subway home. The car slipped underground into a dark tunnel. When it arrived at her station, a billboard advertising vacations in Mauritius distracted her. Where was Mauritius? How long did it take to fly there? What language did they speak? The cost of the flight was double what she had in her savings account. When she came out of the station, the sun was shining, and she forgot all about it.


“Home early,” Tym said as she walked into the kitchen. Tym had buzzed gray hair and ropy calf muscles from riding a bike six days a week to his job at the drugstore. Del had never seen him wear pants; he said that he didn’t feel the cold and that shorts were therefore the only appropriate year-round wardrobe item.


He had been one of Del’s father’s closest friends, along with Dave and Bruce the Moose. Her father and Bruce were dead now, and Dave had moved out west, so it was just the two of them, Del and Tym, holding down the fort.


It was sauce day. Tomato dotted the kitchen wall as well as the apron he was wearing, which had a life-size image of Michelangelo’s David, with a neck that ended at the top of the apron.


“I guess,” she said, with, she hoped, an air of nonchalance. “Everyone’s going on vacation next week and not getting their houses cleaned. I’ve only got a couple of my usuals.”


“Weird timing, September. I would have thought people would take vacation in August, before school starts.”


Del sat at the table, on a retro red chair that Tym had picked up off the sidewalk. “If you’re really, really rich, those kinds of rules don’t apply to you. Some of those kids probably don’t even go to school. They probably have governesses, or whatever.”


Tym dipped a wooden spoon into a pot of bubbling sauce on the range and tasted it. “Makes sense, I suppose.”


He made a huge pot of pasta once a week and packed it into individual Tupperware containers to bring to his job where he worked as a photo processor. He didn’t use a recipe and the ingredients never changed, yet he was always convinced that the previous week’s sauce was better than the current version.


He offered the spoon to Del. “Taste this. Too much salt?”


She fanned the spoon, but even so the boiling sauce singed her tongue. “No.”


“Too much meat?”


“Never. It’s great.”


“There’s something,” he said, turning worriedly back to the stove. “Something not quite exactly one hundred percent right.”


He hummed as he stirred more oil into the pot. “Too much onion, maybe?” he mumbled to himself.


The phone on the wall rang. It was never for Del, so she didn’t bother.


“Yellow?” Tym said into the mouthpiece.


He listened to the caller on the other end explain something. Maybe it was a sales call.


“She sure is.” Tym held out the phone.


Was it the cleaning agency? The woman who owned the house? Feeling her color rise, Del took the phone. How was she going to cover this?


“Hi?” she said tentatively.


“Adela? Is that you?”


She didn’t go by that name anymore. The voice was a man’s and had the forceful positivity of a sales pitch.


“Who’s this?”


“I thought it was you. Funny. You sound just like yourself. It’s Greg. Cousin Greg. You’d never believe how long it took to find your number. If you were trying to hide, you couldn’t have done it better.” He chuckled as if he had said something particularly funny.


Greg was the youngest of the Murrow brothers. She hadn’t seen him since her mother’s funeral seven years earlier, when she was a senior in high school. Greg’s father, Chuck, was her mother’s brother. Del hated Chuck. She hated Greg a little bit less.


She didn’t say anything, so Greg continued, like idiots always do. “Well, it’s good to talk to you. It’s been such a long time! I was just saying—seeing as I’m coming into the city—that it would be good to meet up. You know, catch up. I can’t wait to hear what you’re doing. Big-city stuff. I’ve got some business on Friday; d’you think we could meet then?”


“Friday,” Del repeated slowly, as if thinking. “Friday I’m busy.”


Friday she needed to steal a car and drive it into the ocean. Friday she needed to bring a match and a can of gasoline to the office of the White Pages so that no one could look up anyone’s number ever again. Friday she needed to hijack a radio station and play Electric Light Orchestra on repeat for fifty hours until the feds broke in and shot her to death.


“That’s alright,” he offered genially. “I can do Saturday, too.”


“Hm. Might be going out of town.”


Tym was staring her down.


“Who is it?” he mouthed. He gestured wildly with the spoon, which flung tomato flecks on the wall.


“My mom was really excited to get back in touch. She said to tell you Auntie Jeanne says hi. We never get to hear anything about you. Adela! It’s so funny to hear your voice again. Blast from the past.”


Greg’s mom, Jeanne, was alright. She always kept butterscotch candy in her purse. Jeanne had come over to visit Del’s mother, Louise, even after things got bad and everyone else had left them to rot. Hearing Jeanne’s name, Del felt a strange ache from somewhere below her rib. Tym was going into meltdown.


“Fine. I can do Friday. I’ll move the thing I was supposed to do.”


They agreed to meet at four forty-five. Greg needed somewhere with parking. She told him the name of a chain diner just off the highway.


“What the fuck was that?” Tym asked when she had returned the phone to its cradle. “You haven’t had a phone call since you finally paid off that damned credit card. Was that a date? Boyfriend?”


“It was my cousin.”


Tym smirked. “Knowing the backwater you come from, I’ll ask again. Was that a date?”


“All of my clothes smell like garlic. Can we get a fan in here?”


Del didn’t want to be hounded. How had Greg found her number? Why was he calling her out of nowhere?


Tym shoved open the narrow window by the sink that faced into a brick wall. “There, fixed. I’m leaving in ten minutes to buy drugs from a nice young man called Duncan. I’m not going to be late, so if you have something to say, go ahead and say it. The invitation has been officially extended.”


“My cousin wants to meet up. I don’t know why. I haven’t heard from him in years.”


“Which one? Claudio? Gilberto? Roberto?”


“No, those are my dad’s cousins. This is one of my mom’s relatives from back home.”


He turned the burner off. “Sounds juicy. Meet me at the gates by the park in an hour.”


After Tym walked out the door, she did a quick wipe of the kitchen. Neither one of them liked to clean up the apartment, but they both preferred the place to be clean and complained that the other one was the source of the constant mess. Tym had told Del she should take a professional interest in cleanliness; she told him that she was off the clock, unless he planned to start developing her photos in the bathroom.


Tym had lived in this third-floor walk-up for thirty years, renting from ancient Italian landlords who never visited, never fixed anything, and rarely adjusted the rent. They were called the Verdiccis, and she and Tym paid the rent every month by dropping off a check at the corner store where someone knew someone who knew someone who knew the Verdiccis.


If Tym found out that she had lost her job for such a stupid reason and he kicked her out, where would she go? She couldn’t afford to live anywhere on her own. Roommates seemed unlikely. Most of the people her own age were in college or had recently graduated, whereas Del had a GED and no ability to talk about her recent backpacking trip to Thailand or her job in advertising. For the first two years living at Tym’s, she had trod carefully: making her bed every day and restricting her belongings to a small closet as if he might forget she was there and never remember to kick her out.


She checked her watch. Twenty-six minutes until she had to leave to meet Tym. She flicked on the TV, adjusted the rabbit ears, and punched the remote through the seven channels that usually had decent reception. At the White House, Bill Clinton was giving a speech about Saddam Hussein. Politics had nothing to do with her. She flicked the news off. Stepping over piles of clothes on her bedroom floor, she flopped onto her comforter.


Her furniture was the same as it had been when she moved in. A chest of drawers that had been her father’s. A single bed that her dad had bought for her when she moved into his place weeks after her mother died. Four crystal rabbits that her mother had collected, one with a chipped ear. Next to her bed was a wooden whiskey crate that she had had since she was a little girl. The inner lid was lined with ripped blue fabric.


When she was a little girl, she used to play a game with the box. Del would set an egg timer to one minute. When the timer started, she’d yell, “Fire!” and race around the house, picking up her belongings and packing them into the box. Anything left outside the box after a minute would have been destroyed in the imaginary inferno. At the end of the minute, she’d write an inventory of what she had packed and comment on what she should have done differently. Her collection of clay animals that came free with her mother’s boxes of tea was an often-pondered choice. Clay became hard in a fire. Could she leave them out and yet count on seeing her leopard and gorilla again?


On one occasion, her parents had observed her playing this game, and her father had remarked that Del needed a sibling. Her mother had laughed so hard the ice cubes in her glass laughed along with her.


Now she used the box as a bedside table. On it sat a white lamp with a blue shade, a red glass bowl where she put her cheap silver rings at night, and two library books, both romances, that her mom had had on loan when she died in the wreck. Over Del’s bed was a map of the world that her father had given her for her eighteenth birthday. She had been out of the country one time, on a trip to Canada to see a choir with her middle school. She had marked Quebec City on the map with a small red dot.


When she had started working at the dentist’s office, she opened a savings account for travel. She saved $473.12 and intended to go to Germany because a patient had told her that visiting Germany was like looking at the future and the past at the same time. She couldn’t imagine what that was like, so she wanted to go and see it for herself. She thought it might involve mountains or a water feature.


Lying on her bed, Del breathed deeply, the scent of Tym’s cheap sandalwood incense stinging her nostrils.


She wanted to find the person who had given Greg her number and send him shit through the mail. Who would have her number? The cleaning agency? Was this their revenge? Her high school friends had all lost touch when she left town. Probably they went off to college and majored in subjects like art history or sociology, whatever that was. After her mom died, Del showed up at her dad’s apartment and never went back to her hometown. She got her GED by mail. Her dad had no desire to return, either—he was happy in the city with Dave and Bruce and Tym, with the five-dollar night at the repertory cinema with crushed popcorn on the floor. He wanted to be away from those people just as much as she did. They never discussed going back even though the house was theirs.


But it wasn’t just her arrival at her dad’s apartment that closed down any sentimental feelings about the place where she had grown up or about her family there. It was before that. It was a million things. It was when she was eleven, at the annual Easter party at Greg’s parents’ house. Pink and yellow eggs dotted the hill over the field that they used as a pumpkin patch in the fall. Greg and his brothers tugged at the ties their mother made them wear. As everyone lined up for the buffet, Del’s mother dropped a vodka and cranberry over the newly laid floor. The finest oak, Greg’s father, Chuck, had told them earlier. You couldn’t even imagine the cost. Obscene. The looks on the faces of her aunt and uncle and cousins as her mother knelt down to wipe up the spill, the cranberry soaking into the white chiffon dress she had bought at the Goodwill as a special treat. She looked like Elizabeth Taylor in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. No one helped. They never did. Del and her mom knew they were embarrassing, sliding down the ranks of social acceptability when everything for Uncle Chuck and his family was looking up, up, and up.


Just after six p.m., the air was thick with pollen. The summer had been unusually hot. People were dying in the Midwest. Crops withered. In the park, blades of grass had gone crisp as if the whole thing had been microwaved.


Tym inhaled deeply from a one-hitter painted to look like a cigarette. “Gregory.” He drew out the syllables as if it were the name of a weird fruit.


Del felt dizzy and slightly manic. Her fingers itched as she and Tym walked along the concrete path that made a figure eight through the park. They passed a storage shed where the park warden kept his tools, the green of the door charged and electric. Nearby, men on folding chairs clicked dominoes into white chains. She and Tym took a seat on a bench near a small fishpond.


Del took the lighter. “Greg is an asshole and a loser, and he’s probably married to someone named Gwyneth but fucking someone called Kimberly. You wouldn’t even believe these people if you met them.”


“Dire,” Tym pronounced.


“Dire,” Del agreed.


Greg was a couple of years older than Del. He had two older brothers, Mitch and Kevin. Their father, Chuck, owned a construction firm in her hometown and had created a development company from the farmland that Del’s grandparents left to their son. The land amounted to about twenty percent of the town. To Del’s mother, her parents left nothing but the house where she had been raised. A simple old farmhouse, a shack, really: two bedrooms under a leaky roof, with a coal stove Del’s father had installed for warmth when they couldn’t afford oil heating during the energy crisis.


Del once overheard Uncle Chuck saying it was Del’s father’s job to provide for his wife and that’s why the parents left everything of value to their sons. Del’s mother had been a pretty girl once; she could have married lots of guys, guys who would have provided. Instead she had married Stan. Who should be blamed but herself?


“Fuck him. Don’t meet him. Never call him back. Ignore him. What the fuck’s he gonna do? We’ll change the number.”


Tym didn’t put up with bullshit. It was one of the things Del admired about him. When something or someone irritated him, he walked away immediately. Tym had few friends, no savings, and changed jobs every year or so. He very rarely dated someone for more than a couple of months. Over the summer, he had taken up with Marcus, a trainer and former Marine he had met at the gym. Marcus hadn’t irritated him yet, but Del knew his time would come.


“Greg’s mom is nice. She did crafts.”


Nice moms made things with hay and ribbons. Nice moms baked cakes for fundraisers, put money in the church collection, chaperoned school trips.


“Nice is boring. You don’t want to be nice. Do you know what I saw today?”


“What?” she asked.


Tym described a strip of photos of an ordinary-looking suburban couple and their kids followed by frames of a party where the couple were having sex with other people while in costume as pieces of fruit.


He was required to flip through the photos that he printed to see if there was any child pornography. Twice he had had to call the police, and an officer had come in to collect the negatives and the order form.


Now he opened his satchel to show Del a print. A white woman with big kneecaps was dressed as an apple. She wasn’t wearing tights, and the snaps at the bottom of the apple were open, revealing a thick patch of hair. Behind her on the couch, a banana was kissing some grapes.


“Let’s never live in the suburbs,” Del said.


“Never ever ever. Living death. Everyone who seems nice has corpses piled under their front porch.”


“How’s Marcus?”


“He’s good. I made him put on his old uniform the other day. Set off all my Captain von Trapp fantasies.”


“Edelweiss . . .” she sang.


Tym laughed. “Something like that. But much, much filthier.”


It was dark and quiet by the time they decided to go home. In their neighborhood, narrow brick buildings leaned into each other, and plastic supermarket bags of trash were piled in the street. Potbellied Antonio from the corner shop waved as they walked past. Del watched as Tym packed up his cold spaghetti and stacked it in the fridge. After he went to see Marcus, she sat on the couch watching The Trouble with Angels until she fell asleep.










Chapter Three



SHE WAS TWENTY MINUTES LATE FOR MEETING GREG. SHE HAD taken a streetcar from a café where she had put in a job application, but a broken train at the next stop had held it up. On the opposite track, a silver streetcar rattled past. The reflected sunlight flickered intermittently like a filmstrip.


Greg was sitting in a corner booth by himself. The diner was empty except for a college-aged waitress with half a cigarette tucked behind her ear. The place had a truck-stop theme, but it was in an upscale neighborhood, the sort of restaurant that families went to for lunch after church on Sunday.


“I’m sorry I’m late,” she said to him.


She was wearing a pair of black capri pants that had been washed too many times, black Doc Martens with low socks, and a white blouse printed with bluebirds. She thought she should have worn something nicer. Maybe he would have thought she was successful and reported it back to the family.


Greg had already ordered a cup of coffee. He was wearing a green fleece vest, and his sandy hair flopped over his eyes. His knuckles were thick and brown around the white ceramic mug. Farmer hands, her mother would have said.


“No problem at all. Good to see you.” He stood up as if to hug her, but she took a seat on the bench opposite him instead. “Traffic wasn’t too bad. I was surprised. Took just about three hours to get here.”


“Huh.” Del waved to the waitress.


“But I stopped for gas. Think I could have done it in under three. Just about.”


The waitress appeared at the end of the booth. Her hair was short with frosted green tips, and she had perspiration stains under her arms.


“Just a cup of coffee,” Del said.


Maybe she’d get fries when Greg left. She was hungry but not desperate enough to extend her conversation with him.


“How long has it been, do you think?” Greg had a dopey, friendly smile. He was the least smart of the three brothers, and the worst at sports. All three of them had played football and baseball. Greg was junior varsity every year. He had some kind of learning difficulty related to reading, and Del had sometimes seen him at the study lab at school, pecking out words with his pointer fingers. She liked him best of his brothers because he seemed the least malicious, but still she didn’t like him very much.


“My mom’s funeral,” she told him. Greg had come with his brothers and his mom. Uncle Chuck arrived last, sat in the back row, and left before the service concluded.


“Oh yeah. Yeah. Sorry. That must have been it.” He was silent for a moment, then spooned more sugar into his coffee.


“Why are you—why are you here?”


“So—it’s a funny story. You haven’t been home in a while, so you haven’t seen it. The town, it’s really building up. You remember that development my dad did in the field on the east side of town, where the old horse stable was? Well, that sold right up. So then he did a second one, and it happened the same. Eighteen houses, two cul-de-sacs, sold in a month. Now me and Mitch and Kevin are all part of the family business along with Dad. There’s a new insurance company up Route 9. So there’s all these families moving in. It’s nice. A couple restaurants opened by the river. A pizza place, too. It’s fancy: you can get a pizza with potatoes and rosemary on it. You’d like it.”


Del didn’t respond. It was unclear how she came across as a person who liked “fancy” pizza. Greg glanced at her, then raised his now-empty mug to the waitress. When it was refilled, he pumped it full of cream and sugar and stirred until Del was ready to pull the spoon away from his fat brown hands.


“So why I’m here to talk to you—it’s about the house.”


“What house?”


“Your house.”


She had locked the front door after her mother’s funeral, gotten a ride from her mother’s friend Eleanor to the local bus station, and bought a ticket to the city where her father lived. Occasionally she remembered that she owned a house, and she was surprised by the fact.


“What about the house?” she asked.


“That side of the pond is best for development. The land is pretty flat and dry, and it’s near the highway. And we own all the land around it, so we could develop the whole area. But the old house, it’s a problem. No one wants to live next to an abandoned house. The lot, too—it’s not how they build houses now. There’s too much land; you could fit three houses on it. Efficiency’s the thing. Space efficiency. And if you ever wanted to move back, you could get a brand-new house. We’d even give you a discount.”


He paused, waiting for Del’s reaction. She offered none, so he continued.


“That old place, you were never planning on going back there, right? Did it even have plumbing? You just had that coal stove in there. Coal!” He chuckled at the idea. “It’s basically a campsite. We just need you to sign the paperwork and we can get started. You’d get a fair deal. Family and all.”


Del’s coffee had gone cold. Her stomach was making little noises that she was sure Greg could hear. A man as thin as a grasshopper had come into the diner and sat at the counter alone, eating a hamburger. After him a family arrived. The youngest child was holding an orange plastic toy truck and crying. It must be near dinnertime, Del thought. Her mouth felt dusty. She wanted Greg to leave immediately so that she could order some fries with a side of gravy without having to look at his stupid pink face ever again.


She tried to imagine another family living in her house. No, she couldn’t—no one would want it. Maybe a single person. A weirdo like her. They’d fix the roof. Rewire the whole thing. Paint and such. They’d make it livable. Nice, even.


“You can think on it,” Greg said. “We submitted the plans to the town. It’s pretty straightforward, so we think it’d get approved fast. We would start building in spring when the ground thaws.”


He opened his backpack and brought out a manila envelope, which he slid across the table. She opened it and glanced at the cover sheet. The offer amounted to about four times what she made in a year.


“When you sign, mail it back to the head office. We’re on Elm Street now, the old Blake Building, if you remember it. You have to get it notarized, too. You can drop it off at our office if you want. We got our own notary.”


He checked his watch and gazed out the window at the backup of traffic on the road outside.


She had twenty-seven dollars in her checking account, but she bought their coffees rather than let him think she needed anything from him.


Greg stood to leave. “Goodbye, then. It was nice seeing you.”


Del didn’t bother getting up. “Bon voyage.”


Greg jingled his keys in the pocket of his fleece and then made for the door. The air in the diner was thick with the smell of fried eggs.


When she was seven, Greg’s parents had invited everyone out on their new boat. As Uncle Chuck lifted her in, she saw a metal trap with four doors that flopped open when the rope was let loose. Inside dangled a hunk of rotten chicken meat. They took the boat into shallow water and dropped the trap. A few green lobsters scuttled in, and the boys fought to be the one to snap the doors closed.


It wasn’t lobster season, and anyway the lobsters were too small to eat. Instead Uncle Chuck let them bring one small lobster back to the parking lot, where Greg’s eldest brother, Mitch, smashed it open with a rock. Mitch fitted a stick into the cracked-open tail meat and pushed as the lobster writhed.


She washed her hands in the diner’s bathroom and took the streetcar to the neighborhood where she had lived with her father. She hadn’t been there in years. She sat at the bus stop and watched the door for almost an hour until a young couple with a curly-haired dog walked out. Both the couple and the dog looked expensive. The rent must have gone up.


She walked to a nearby college bar where she wouldn’t know anyone. Gin and tonics were two for one.


“Can I get a sloe gin fizz?” she asked the bartender, who had a sprinkle of acne across his cheeks.


They didn’t have that. They didn’t have any of the other cocktails she asked about, either. Instead she ordered four gin and tonics and took a seat on a couch covered with a brown velour throw. Frasier was playing on the TV. It was a hot and drowsy night, and though she had tied her hair up in a knot, some strands clung to the sweat on the back of her neck and made her feel feverish and strange.


She drank the fourth cocktail, felt a wash of salt in the back of her throat, and rushed to the nearest bathroom. It was the men’s room. Thankfully, it was empty. She puked into a urinal and wiped her mouth with her sleeve.


A college boy in a school sweatshirt had taken a seat on the other end of her couch. As he leaned toward her, she caught the haze of cheap beer on his breath.


“Where you from?” he slurred in an accent she couldn’t place.


“Nowhere you’d know,” she told him.


She grabbed her bag, waved to the bartender, and started the long walk home.
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Chapter Four



SHE DIDN’T TELL TYM ABOUT THE OFFER ON THE HOUSE THE NEXT day, or the day after that, either. He was barely at the apartment, instead spending all his time with Marcus. It was weird for him to behave like that. Tym’s pattern over the years was clear: he met someone, spent a couple of weeks enthralled by them, spoke incessantly to Del about his boyfriend’s brilliance and huge cock, then gradually cooled on both subjects until the inevitable breakup weeks or days later. She always thought that Tym was comfortable being himself and that was the problem. Himself didn’t leave room for Patrick’s family Thanksgiving or DeVaughn’s church choir or Francesco’s love of galleries.


It was fine. They were happy being loners together. For Thanksgiving every year, they bought a pumpkin pie from the neighborhood bakery and split it in front of the TV while they watched The Women. For Christmas their friend Dave flew in, and they went to a dumpy old gay bar and ate chicken wings until their hands were orange.


During the day she went to cafés and restaurants, filling out applications until her hand ached. She called a few temp agencies. No one was calling her back, which worried her. Her savings were enough to pay rent for a couple of months, but Del was hoping that she didn’t need to dip that far. The holiday season was fantastic for temp work. People wanted to go away, fly to warmer places, attend long holiday lunch parties. Someone needed to man the phones. So why wasn’t anyone returning her call?


She tried Platinum Temps but found that the line was dead.


“Tym?” she called from the kitchen one afternoon just after Tym had gotten back from work. “Do you have a phone book? I need the Yellow Pages.”


Tym stepped out of his room, his eyes dull from a nap. It was the only day he’d been home overnight in the last week. He wore boxer briefs printed with a banana down the front along with an oversized T-shirt with Princess Diana’s face on it.


“Coffee?” he begged.


She reached for a mug.


He was strangely remote, Del thought. Maybe a late night out. Maybe coming down from something. He was always a little funny if he’d been to the club the night before. Ketamine, probably.


“So I was thinking,” he began.


She heard his words but didn’t react. The message was clear from the set of his face. Things were going well with Marcus, he told her. Really well. But Marcus was getting evicted from his place. Tym’s apartment was the obvious answer, but Marcus didn’t want a roommate. Fair enough, Tym had thought, the apartment was too small for three. It would be good for Del, anyhow. She had a steady job and money. She could move in with people closer to her own age. She might meet new friends—wasn’t that how young people on TV met their friends? Through shared housing in unbelievably large apartments with floor-to-ceiling windows? His words crowded into each other. To Del, he sounded hysterical. They had had a good run, he told her. She didn’t need to move immediately, anyhow. Maybe a month or two. Marcus could squat somewhere until she figured out where she was going.


“I can be out at the end of the week.”


The words surprised her as she said them. She didn’t have anywhere to go, a job, enough to pay the rent at a normal apartment. She didn’t have first, last, and security. She didn’t even have a fucking phone book.


Tym’s eyes narrowed. “You sure? It’s no biggie. A month is fine.”


“No.” She got up to pour herself a coffee with her back to him. “I’ve got something else lined up anyhow. I’ve been meaning to tell you.”


She told him about the house. She made it sound like a great opportunity. All she needed was to go home and sign the paperwork, collect her cash, and go. She’d been meaning to travel anyway. If not now, when? She wasn’t getting any younger, she said. She let the last statement hang in the air like a cloud of poison gas. Tym was very sensitive about his age.


Finally, she turned to him. “So that’s all fine. The end of the week is better for me, really. I’ve been hanging around here too long. My misspent youth has not been spent.”


. . .


The day before the move, Tym called in sick to work. They both woke up late and drifted to the living room in the early afternoon. For several hours they watched TV, until Del felt dopey and stunned. Somehow it was nine p.m. Tym brought out some hash and switched to the public access channel.


A woman with a blond afro was visiting a local pizzeria to find out why pizza existed. While the owner slung dough in the air, Tym speed-dialed Vito’s and ordered the regular. One medium, half mushroom, half sausage and onions. One regular Coke, one Cherry Coke, small mozzarella sticks. Extra marinara.


The buzzer buzzed what seemed like a minute later, and Del went downstairs with Tym’s money; he always paid instead of walking down and up the stairs. There were certain things they used to argue about but had long since resolved.


At the bottom of the stairs was Gary, the usual delivery guy. Gary was a damp man with damp hands. He was out of breath from the three-block walk from the restaurant.


“Hey, Del.”


She handed him a twenty. “Hey, Gar.”


“Halloween plans?”


“Nope.”


“’Kay. Well, you’ve got time to figure it out. Guess I’ll see you before then anyhow.”


Del looked up from the change he had handed her. The bills were moist. “Maybe,” she said curtly.


“What, you’re switching favorites? I thought we were going steady?”


It was cold outside, and Gary’s panting made clouds that evaporated in front of his pink face. Looking at him gave her a feeling of pity followed by resentment that reminded her of the books she had read in middle school where the plot centered on a pet dog that was inevitably killed in the second-to-last chapter.


She returned two ones to him, then added a five. “You’re right. I’ll see you soon, Gar.”


They ate on the couch with paper towels so there would be nothing to clean up. Tym had switched the channel. Bette Davis was on a boat, crying.


Tym stopped chewing and cleared his throat. “Are you angry?”


“Nope.”


“Do you think it’s going to be weird?”


She didn’t respond.


“Are you going to call me and tell me where you end up? How am I going to know if you’re waiting tables in Vegas? What if you collect your money and blow it all on blackjack the next day? I promised your dad—”


“Stop talking.” She closed the lid of the pizza box. Yet again, she had burned the roof of her mouth with cheese.


Hash always made Tym sentimental and weepy. He needed to find a new hobby, like alcohol or church, something that would make him keep his thoughts to himself like a normal person. Bette Davis brushed the lips of a married man with her fingertips. Tym started to cry. Del took the remote from him and switched to the Weather Channel. It would rain the next day and the day after that, too. Then they watched a show about tornadoes. Too many people lived in harm’s way. Those people were stupid, and took stupid risks. If they wanted to live down the road from their great-great-grandmaw just because, the least they could have done was build bunkers for themselves for when the storm inevitably hit.


In the middle of the night, Del woke on the couch. Tym’s mother’s homemade afghan covered her, and she was clutching a crust of pizza as if it were a baby doll. She got up and threw clothes into her father’s army duffel bag until it was stuffed but not too heavy to carry. The rest of her belongings she had already moved into the basement, where the landlords had locked storage areas that tenants weren’t allowed to use. Already Tym had requisitioned a couple of them for his record collection. Earlier in the week, he had snapped off a padlock and helped Del carry boxes down to a closet-sized space with the number 4 painted in white on the door.


With her clothes packed, she waited on the couch for Tym to wake up at nine, which he had said he would, and call a taxi, which he had also said he would, in order to take her to the station and say goodbye. The clock ticked five, ten, and quarter past nine. Finally she slung the bag over her shoulder, walked to his door, and considered knocking. She didn’t bother.


A local city bus took her to the long-distance bus depot. It was so close to the shore that even the ticket hall stank of dried seaweed. There were two choices of buses: one that took four and a half hours and a cheaper one that took seven. She paid eleven dollars for a one-way ticket on the longer route. Then she joined the line of people sitting on the pavement next to their bags alongside the parking bay where the bus would depart.


“Go this way often?” said a skinny guy in his twenties with greasy hair and a stained white undershirt.


“No,” she answered, then sat on her bag with her back to him.


She was alone in the world and she wanted to be miserable by herself, not stuck sitting next to some idiot who would tell her about drum kits for five hours until his stop was called.


The bathroom on the bus was broken. Someone near the back of the bus periodically spritzed cinnamon-scented air freshener, but it barely covered the smell of raw sewage. Outside, fast-food restaurants became gas stations became a narrow highway with leafless trees bent against the wind. They stopped briefly while the driver got out and pissed against a highway sign. After a couple of hours, a lady and her baby boarded at one of the suburban stops and took the seat next to Del. The daughter was in a pink fleece jumpsuit with a cartoon tiger on the belly.


“Hello, baby,” Del said to the baby.


Drool trailed down the baby’s chin as she smiled. The mother bounced the baby on her lap and said nothing.


The bus rumbled over asphalt cracked by the previous winter’s ice and salt. A rolled sweater cushioned the jolts as Del tried to sleep with her head against the window. The bus drew farther west, and the landscape switched between old mill towns, dead cornstalks, and withered shade tobacco. Alongside U-PICK-EM signs near the highway turnoffs, fat pumpkins shone like moons.


Her hometown didn’t have a bus station, so her ticket was to the next town over. It was a gray day, and the light was failing already. Her plan—to walk—seemed stupid. She should have asked someone to pick her up, but there was no one. She planned to meet her cousins in the morning, but nothing would compel her to contact them for help. She would sleep in a ditch if it came to that.


The bus arrived at her stop at half past five. The station was small, just two bays pointed east and west, with a coin-operated snack machine and a shuttered ticket window. When the bus pulled away, she found herself alone, the only deposit. The cold air was mulchy and sweet. Looking around at the squat brick buildings and empty street, she felt a strange sense of familiarity and ownership, as if the place itself had been packed away while she lived elsewhere and reassembled for her return.


She walked along the road for a couple of blocks, passing a sewing goods store, a Polish bakery, and a thrift store, all out of business. Finally she saw the lights of a convenience store. She needed Advil and a pay phone.


The bell jingled when she opened the door. Above a rack of magazines, a television played Wheel of Fortune at maximum volume. The man at the counter pushed a carton of cigarettes to a silver-haired woman wearing a floor-length mink coat.


“Eleanor?” Del asked.


The woman turned and removed the unlit cigarette from her lipsticked mouth.


Del dropped her bag to the ground and smiled.


Eleanor shook her head. “Adela? I’ll be damned.”


They walked out to Eleanor’s car, an old black Lincoln that she had left chugging puffs of exhaust into the cold air.


“I’d say this is like seeing a ghost, but ghosts are better dressed.” Eleanor lit her cigarette and pulled her coat tightly around her thin frame as she leaned against the car.


“It’s been a long time,” Del admitted.


“Why’re you back here? Did someone die? Hopefully one of those damned cousins of yours. They’re real captains of industry. Built all over the pasture next to the fire station. Wouldn’t be surprised if they opened a theme park next.” She exhaled and glanced at Del. “You put on weight.”


“I’m exactly the same.”


Del was used to Eleanor. Five times divorced and now permanently single, Eleanor used to take Del and her mother to the outlet mall once a year as a girls’ day out. They would try on shoes and clothes and then have lunch in the food court. Eleanor always had coffee and cigarettes. Suck in your gut and stick out your butt. She was obsessed with weight, her own and others’.


“Just think ‘salad.’ That’s what I do. A can of tuna fish for lunch, and a salad for dinner. Out of the bag, they sell them at the Stop and Go now. Throw out the packet of dressing. Couldn’t be easier.”


“Cut it out.”


Eleanor nodded approvingly. “Sparky. You need that. Now, where are you going? Tell me you’re not walking like you’re some kinda friendless indigent.”


. . .


The drive took only ten minutes along Route 2 before the exit into town. There was a sign announcing the town’s name and population, but Del didn’t get a close enough look to see it. When she had left as a teenager, the sign reported about five thousand residents. Had it doubled? Tripled? Del pretended to listen to Eleanor’s stories while she stared out the window. What had been a dairy farm on the edge of town was now a cul-de-sac of two-story houses with attached garages. A sign said murrow lane.
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