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    A note from the author




    When I first published The Kind I’m Likely to Get, in 1999, it was after years of rejections. During that time, I’d met with agents, including one who was puzzled by the idea that the stories should be read in order. I hadn’t thought it was so revolutionary, or that agents didn’t read things in order. Why couldn’t it be a novel, others asked. But it wasn’t a novel, and it didn’t aspire to be one. Eventually, after firing my agent, it was published as a paperback original by William Morrow. Even then, part of the reason it was picked up was that they were introducing a line of paperback original fiction and had a slot to fill. This is how publishing works.




    It was a relief when it began to get positive reviews from places like The New York Times. Maybe I would have the chance to publish again! But just as quickly, Morrow was sold to HarperCollins and when the second printing of The Kind I’m Likely to Get ran down, it was never reprinted. But, technically, it was available as a print-on-demand title, so they could retain the rights. So, readers could order the title, but bookstores couldn’t return unsold copies for credit, which meant they were unlikely to keep any copies on the shelf.




    But in 1999, when I was negotiating my contract, I managed to strike electronic rights without anyone batting an eye. We still weren’t sure what electronic rights actually were, and I was a completely unknown writer, so no one really cared one way or another.




    More than a decade later, after writing a series of books about life with dogs, reissuing my stories seemed like a good idea. And as I prepared the files, I realized that it would also be easy to add some extras—including commentary on each story, which you, the reader, can choose to read or ignore.




    I’ve also added four newer stories, Stories About Animals. While there are virtually no animals in The Kind I’m Likely to Get, they are unavoidable in my more recent work. And, to me, the stories with animals are warmer, richer and more emotional than the shell-shocked characters of my original collection. But I’ll let you be the final judge.
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    Keep It From the Flame




    My mother is lighting another cigarette from the stove. She holds her hair back with one hand, to keep it from the flame. There are no lights on in the kitchen, so all I can see is her face and the sides of her head glowing as she bends over the flame. I’m sitting on the couch in the next room, watching through the open door. My little sister is asleep next to me. It’s past her bedtime, but my mother hasn’t bothered to put her to bed. Mom’s just been sitting in the dark at the kitchen table, smoking. She hasn’t said a word since I told her, just after dinner, “There’s fleas in the carpet again.”




    “Shit,” was all she said.




    She finishes the pack and just sits in the dark for a few minutes.




    “Wake your sister up,” she says. “Put your coats and boots on. We’re going for a ride.”




    “It’s late,” I say.




    “That’s okay,” she says. “Go on.”




    So I help Jennifer on with her coat and boots. Her boots are secondhand and a little too big, and the rubber heel of one of them is hanging loose and hard to walk on.




    “I’m tired,” Jennifer says. “Can’t I stay here?”




    “It won’t be long,” I tell her. “We’re just going to get cigarettes.”




    In the car, none of us says much. It’s like we’re all there just to get the job done. It’s no family outing. I can see my mother’s face glowing green from the dashboard light and our headlights shining on the empty road in front of us. “You don’t know, do you?” my mother says. “You don’t know what it’s like.”




    I’m not sure what she’s talking about, so I don’t say anything. Jennifer’s laying on the seat next to me, with her head on my lap. My fingers are playing with the fur inside the hood of her coat. The fur is soft but lumpy, from too many washes. In the distance I can see the mountains lying like sleeping bodies draped over with blankets and the lights of a service station we approach and pass.




    The lights that run along the highway are far apart but close enough together to imagine they’re a string of lights, like Christmastime, like the lanterns that line the way to church on Christmas Eve, made of brown paper bags with candles and dirt in the bottom to keep them in place. Sometimes people forget to put them out in their yards and there’s suddenly a dark patch unexpectedly, but never enough that you can’t see where the lights pick up again. And it’s like the candles in the church when we stayed with Grandpa and he’d let Jennifer and me down to the basement after, to drink die little glasses of leftover grape juice and eat the little squares of bread cut like dice. Some days we’d walk the railroad tracks collecting things: spikes, arrowheads from the woods, and from the telephone poles green glass insulators like Coke bottles. Insulators were the best.




    “Aren’t we going for cigarettes?” I ask.




    My mother doesn’t answer. She just keeps driving, past the railroad tracks of the train we always hear in the distance.




    “We going for a train ride?” I ask. I know it can’t be true, but she’s always promising one day we will.




    At nights sometimes in my mother’s house, after everyone’s asleep, I go into the kitchen, to the drawer next to the fridge, and reach into where she keeps the birthday candles. She pulls them off the cake as soon as we blow them out. She saves them for the next time. Six for Jennifer’s birthday and then six and six again for me. “I’m too old for candles,” she says. At night sometimes I stand in the light from the fridge, and I hold the candles in my hand. I run my fingers along the edges, along the smooth trails of melted wax. I hold them in my hand. They mean something good will happen.




    Then, once we’ve passed what used to be the horizon and passed it another time again, my mother pulls the car over to the side of the road and gets out. There are trees thick on either side and curving in front and behind so it’s hard to have any idea where we are. We might as well be in any dark room right now. The coatroom at school, with the doors closed.




    “I hope you were paying attention,” Mom says through the open door. She nods her head and says, “You gotta learn you can’t depend on me to always take care of things.” Her right arm is stiff at an angle from her body, and she’s breathing slow and easy. It’s like she’s smoking, but without the cigarette. “Come on now. Get out of the car.”




    I nudge Jennifer and help her out of the car. She’s uneasy on her feet from being so tired and not knowing where she is and the broken heel and all. I follow her out and take her hand and lead her to the gravel next to the road.




    “I’m gonna head home now,” Mom says. “And I want you two to follow me on foot. And I want you to think about things, you two.”




    My mother gets back in the car and turns it around, catching us for a second in the headlights, then heads off, beyond the curve. Out of sight. The wind blows past us and follows her car down the road.




    It takes a minute for my eyes to adjust. I look up past the trees to the narrow strip of light. The midnight sky looks light next to the darkness. Jennifer’s holding on to my leg. I can feel her body against me, but I can’t tell if it’s ‘cause she’s cold or she’s crying. I lift her up, and she rests her head against my shoulder. I don’t know what to tell her. I just walk back the way my mother left.




    We keep stopping so I can put Jennifer down, and we rest. Sometimes I can get her to walk a ways, but the heel on her boot keeps making her trip and I’m afraid she’ll twist her ankle. Jennifer’s nose is running, but we don’t have any Kleenexes so I tell her it’s okay to use her sleeve. When one gets too dirty, she switches to the other.




    We don’t talk much. I wonder if this is what my mother had in mind.




    Jennifer bends over and picks up a pinecone, and then another.




    “What are you collecting pinecones for?” I ask.




    “I don’t know,” Jennifer says.




    I pick Jennifer up again, and we walk past another bend in the road. The fur of her hood rubs against my cheek, and I pull her close to get warm. We’re heading for a little bridge that crosses a stream up ahead. I don’t remember passing it on the way out, but then I wasn’t paying attention.




    When we get up to the bridge, we each take a pinecone and throw it over the side, then we run to the opposite side to see whose will come out first. The ripples of the water are just different shades of dark, and the deep blue of the sky and a little ripple of white from the moon. Our pinecones come out, sort of circling each other in the current. We watch them until they pass through the moon.




    “When are we going to be done?” Jennifer asks.




    “It just takes a lot longer when you walk,” I tell her. I don’t recognize anything at all. We stop and sit down as long as we can, so I can try to figure out what to do. I look up at the sky. Once, my mother showed me the Big Dipper and the Little Dipper and some people up in the sky if you connect the dots, but I don’t remember. I guess you can make anything out of the stars if you know where to draw the lines.




    There are lights coming down the road, so I grab Jennifer and run into the woods. Mom always says that’s what to do when a car comes, even in daylight. They’ll drag you right in. I turn around as the car stops by the side of the road. Jennifer’s got her head over my shoulder, facing back into the woods, so she doesn’t see that it’s our mother’s car. And I don’t tell her. I just sit quiet and watch my mother get out of the car. She stands looking out over the hood, the car light shining up at her, making shadows on her face. She has a flashlight in one hand and a lit cigarette in the other. The orange tip of the cigarette moves from her side to her mouth while she shines the flashlight into the woods. Short clouds of smoke rise from her mouth and disappear just above her head, like smoke signals from Indians. She raises the hand with the cigarette and wipes the corner of her eye with the tips of her fingers. I think I see the orange tip of her cigarette begin to burn the ends of her hair. The flashlight light bounces between the trees but never makes it past them. The light doesn’t hit Jennifer and me. My mother gets back in the car and drives away slow.




    “Are they after us?” Jennifer asks.




    “Yeah,” I say. Then I lie to her. I tell her, “But we’re okay.”




    We can hear the sound of water dripping, of a deer running home between the trees late at night, and if we are very quiet, when Jennifer is sleeping, sometimes I think I hear the sound of tires on the road, of our mother returning again, or driving away in the distance.




    Indelible




    The only other person in the Laundromat, a blond woman in her twenties, stood at the folding table across from John. He tried not to notice her. He sat resting his right foot on his left knee, his chin propped up by both hands. The buckles of his black leather jacket dangled over the edge of the bench, the lace of one Doc Marten untied. He was clearly succeeding in his attempt to look forlorn, but the woman didn’t seem to care.




    John noticed that the woman’s underwear alternated in colors as she folded it and popped it into her black gym bag. Pink, light blue, yellow, light green. Easter colors, he thought. He considered telling her this, but lately, whenever he met a woman he wanted to talk to, his mind flashed forward to the inevitable moment when they would no longer be speaking to each other. So instead of speaking to her, he stared into the washing machine in front of him and watched as the suds turned from white to gray to charcoal black. He thought he might begin to cry.




    He’d been testing the colorfastness of a new design he’d silkscreened onto a T-shirt. The ink he’d used had been labeled “indelible” on the front of the tube, but “water soluble” in smaller letters on the back. He wondered how anything could be both simultaneously. But first he wanted to perfect his original, most personal design: a simple doodle of a locomotive with cockroach legs. He had been leaving it as a tag since college. He tagged everything with it: buildings, street signs, bathroom walls, cocktail napkins, the ankles of women while they slept.




    John thought maybe he could make some money with it, because people were always asking him what it meant. On good days it was a cockroach turning into a locomotive, on bad days it was a locomotive turning into a cockroach, but most days it was just a locomotive with cockroach legs and when people asked what it meant, John just rolled his eyes in a way that made them feel stupid for asking.




    As he watched his latest failure pass into the final rinse, he considered his options. It was nearly summer, and outside the open door of the Laundromat, people were walking by in shorts and T-shirts and less. It seemed the entire neighborhood was becoming a clothing-optional society. The Laundromat was set down from the sidewalk by a short flight of stairs and lit by only a few bare bulbs, so the outside world seemed unnaturally bright. He watched the disembodied legs as they marched by the window—women in shorts, miniskirts, some in thigh-high boots. Perhaps it was time for a change. Perhaps he should retire the black leather jacket, or at least stop wearing it to the beach. Maybe it was time to stop dying his hair. It was possible he’d feel better if he went home and shaved his head. But what he really wanted to do was talk to Mary.




    John glanced back at the woman with the Easter-colored underwear.




    Mary had left behind a small drawer full of black underwear when she packed up her car and took off across the country, promising to send postcards from the road. She and John had been friends for a long time, meaning that they hung out in the same crowd but rarely spoke to each other. They ended up getting together unexpectedly at a New Year’s party a year and a half ago. It was a small party, and at one point everyone was gathered around exchanging stories about the fucked-up couples they knew. Mary said, “What I don’t understand is why any of you are surprised. I mean, how many couples do you know who aren’t fucked up in some way?” John turned to her and said, “We’re not fucked up.” He meant it as a joke, but when he said it, he saw something soften behind her eyes and he thought it was possible he really did like her.




    After the party he walked her back to her apartment, and she invited him in to hear stories about the strange people she met while temping. He ended up staying the night, not because he had been invited, but because he hadn’t been asked yet to leave.




    Later, after Mary packed her car and left town, John realized he was the kind of man who would sit up all night if there wasn’t someone there to turn out the light and tell him it was time to sleep.




    Now, when he sees people they both knew—people who were probably there at that New Year’s party—he tells them, “Mary’s doing really well,” even though he hasn’t heard a word from her in the months since she left. He imagines her living in New Mexico, in a little mud house she’s built with her own hands. He sees her melting snow for water, living off sprouts and doing laundry by hand. Never mind the fact that when she lived in the city she filtered the water twice, sent out for pizza, and sent everything to the cleaner’s, including her underwear. He always thought Mary had the capacity for unrecognizable change, and he’s sure she’s happy now. If she ever decided it was time to move on, she could just hose down her little mud house till there was nothing left and no one would ever know she had been there.




    He remembered sitting in a cafe with Mary and speculating on the status of the other couples in the room. They had watched, at the next table, a boy and girl hold hands and exchange information on their ethnicities. “Does your mother speak any English?” the boy had asked. And just beyond them, a woman in an Anne Klein suit approached an apparently estranged friend who had been trying to ignore her. John and Mary watched as the women squealed and embraced. A few tables away, another couple sat in silence, the woman staring away from the man’s gaze; he reached across the table and grabbed her jaw to pull her attention to him.




    “I’m a cynic,” Mary said then. “Lately I look back on all my relationships and it seems that they were all either extremely temporary or inextricably permanent.”




    John asked, “Which one am I?”




    Mary thought for just a moment. “You,” she said, “seem to fall somewhere in between.




    It was on this very same date—an early one—that John told Mary the story of “Monkeys! Clowns! Circus!” He’d been trying to impress her by saying something clever and ironic, but nothing he came up with seemed to do the trick.




    “You’re not the first man to tell me that,” Mary said to his final attempt.




    “No,” John said. “But I am the first man to ever say, ‘Monkeys! Clowns! Circus!’ “His eyes widened with each word, as if he was casting a maniacal spell.




    “What?”




    “Monkeys! Clowns! Circus!”




    Mary shook her head. “I don’t understand.”




    “Only my sister and I know what it really means,” he said.




    Mary looked down at her menu. “So what does it mean?”




    John told her the story of how—maybe twenty years earlier—he and his older sister, Ginger, were playing one afternoon at the foot of her closet. While John pulled toys arbitrarily from the shelves, Ginger grabbed his hand and said, “Listen to me. I’m about to tell you something very important … because what I’m about to say is something we will remember for the rest of our lives.”




    John dropped Barbie and G.I. Joe to the floor, he was so struck by Ginger’s serious tone. It seemed she was about to say something she’d been thinking over for a very long time.




    “Monkeys, Clowns, Circus,” she said. “Only you and I will know what it means.”




    John nodded, pretending, as usual, that he understood.




    They kept the words to themselves, using them only on special occasions when nothing else would make sense. They would whisper the phrase in each other’s ears during their parents’ arguments or, when they were older, write the words on the bottom of a particularly melancholy letter. “It’s over between me and Lynn,” his sister once wrote. “Maybe I’m not a lesbian after all. Love, Ginger. Monkeys. Clowns. Circus.”




    John told Mary, “We should have something like that. Our own special code.”




    “Well,” Mary had said, “okay …” She looked over the menu for inspiration. “How about … White Cheddar Cheese Burger Pizza.”




    “Great,” John said, but he was disappointed. He’d been hoping for something a little more personal.




    A few nights later, after dinner and a movie and some drinks downtown, John said to her, “You know what I’m in the mood for?”




    “What?” Mary said, keeping her eyes on the DON’T WALK light blinking across the street. She was holding her latex jacket with one hand and smoking with the other. John loved watching her.




    “I’m in the mood for some White Cheddar Cheese Burger Pizza,” he said.




    “Really?” Mary said. “This late? Aren’t you still full from dinner?”




    She hadn’t even remembered.




    John watched the girl in the Laundromat fold her shirts and place them carefully in the black bag. She ran her hands over her jeans and tossed them back in the dryer for another quarter’s worth of heat. He turned back to his washer and his newest mistake entering the spin. He remembered the first time he had introduced Mary to Ginger. They met for drinks, and- after two rounds Mary decided to go home early. “You guys can stay and do your brother-sister thing,” she said. He worried mat he hadn’t paid enough attention to her.




    Ginger said, “I just don’t think she’s a very nice person.”




    A small black bag sat abandoned beneath Mary’s chair—one of those nylon, all-terrain, floppy briefcases. “Are you sure it’s hers?” Ginger asked when John grabbed it. “I mean, it looks like something a businessman would take with him into the jungle.”




    “No,” John said. “It’s hers. I’ll give it to her when I meet her for breakfast in the morning.




    As he carried the bag home, he grew curious about what might be inside. It seemed both heavy and empty, like there was a small weight hidden at the bottom. When he got back to his studio apartment, he carried the bag straight to the bathroom. He closed the bathroom door, as if for privacy, sat on the toilet, and carefully undid the zipper to the bag. He looked inside. There was a gun resting in its holster. A .357 Magnum. He saw the make indelibly engraved into the metal as he considered checking to see if the gun was loaded. But he got nervous and put it back in the bag instead, left die bathroom, and shut the door behind him, as if for protection. He called Ginger to ask what he should do.




    Ginger said, “I don’t like that woman.”




    “But what if she was planning to kill herself? What if I give it back to her and she shoots herself? But if I tell her I’m not giving it back, she’ll know I looked inside.”




    “Maybe she’s shooting heroin,” Ginger said cheerfully. “Maybe she just carries it for protection when she goes to score her supply.”




    “No,” John said. “If she was carrying it for protection, she’d keep it more available. She was planning on doing something with it. She had some kind of plan.” He was always certain that Mary, unlike him, had some kind of plan.




    When he met Mary in the morning, he held the bag up and oversmiled. “I have your bag,” he said.




    “What are you talking about?” Mary said. “That’s not my bag.”




    Sitting in the Laundromat, watching the washing machine go through its final spin, John wondered if maybe that had been the attraction to Mary. That he thought she could carry a gun. That with her anything seemed possible, even if it wasn’t.




    The woman in the Laundromat was folding the last of her laundry and putting it away. John was sure he had never seen her before and wondered if their meeting might, therefore, be fate. Then he thought perhaps he had seen her before, in some type of commercial, but he couldn’t remember which one. She looked up and caught John looking at her. He allowed himself the fantasy of her spread out across the folding table, modeling underwear for him. But in his fantasy, he imagined the underwear was black and the bra, like Mary’s, unsnapped in the front. He looked back at his reflection in the glass window of the washing machine.




    He thought back on his and Mary’s decision to move in together, and how they had probably arrived at it more out of boredom than out of any sincere desire. In fact, he was certain now that it was out of desperation that Mary had moved in. She had been arguing with her roommates, he remembered, and had been spending more and more time at his place until finally it seemed to make more sense for her to bring all of her things over. Mary moved in on a Saturday in October, the first cold snap of the season. She emerged from a taxi wearing a strange oversized pea coat and carrying a suitcase in each hand. John grabbed the few boxes out of the trunk, and Mary pulled out three odd black tubes and carried them under her arms. He felt let down; he’d been expecting a truckload of curious objects, each with a mysterious history she might share. Instead, all she seemed to have were a few boxes of used books.




    Later she showed him how the black tubes, when placed properly together, formed the frame for a small dining room table.




    “It’s held together by tension,” she said. “Like everything else.”




    John was alarmed by how much time Mary spent at home. She stopped taking temp assignments, saying she was looking for something more permanent, but the Sunday Times was stacked unopened in the recyclables each week. John found himself getting less of his own work done. Every time he started drawing anything—a doodle of the locomotive with cockroach legs, a preliminary sketch for a mural with a circus theme—he found Mary looking over his shoulder, asking, “But what does it mean?”




    Meanwhile, Ginger seemed to be enjoying her single life, telling him at every opportunity, “I don’t know why that woman is still in your apartment.” To which John replied with a shrug, “Monkeys, Clowns, Circus.”




    In the end, in the final weeks, they were staying together because they thought briefly that she might be pregnant, neither of them wanting to confirm the situation because neither of them wanted to suggest what the other was already thinking: that this had all been an incredible mistake, that before it was too late, they would have to take steps to erase it. When she told him it wasn’t true—that it had been a mistake, everything was fine— the first thing he said was “I guess we don’t have to stay together anymore.” He said it out loud, because he thought it was probably what she was thinking, too.




    For several days they didn’t speak to each other at all. He sat alone, wondering how anything so permanent could have been so temporary, and he found he liked the idea still of the two of them somehow being bound together. When he came home and found Mary packing, he almost said, “I’ll go with you,” before he realized she was leaving to get away from him.




    If he knew where she was now, he might call information to get her number. He wouldn’t talk to her, though. He just wanted to see if she would pick up, to know she was there.




    John opened the washing machine and pulled out the wrinkled shirt. He stretched it across his lap. The locomotive with cockroach legs had turned into a gray cloud in the middle of the shirt. A man with homemade tattoos on his arms mopped up and down the aisles, pausing to remove sheets of lint from the dryers. John remembered someone—was it Mary or Ginger?— telling him that dust and lint are made mostly of human skin. He watched the man’s tattooed arms—the ink blurred into his flesh—as he gathered the sheets of lint into a large ball and tossed it away.




    The woman brushed by John with her small black gym bag. She paused for a moment and looked down at his lap.




    She said, “You need to let it set first, before you can wash it.”




    John watched as she walked out into the street. His eyes followed her legs as they passed the window and disappeared. He looked back at the gray cloud resting in his lap and thought of a new design: a shirt that read WATER SOLUBLE in large letters as they walked toward you and INDELIBLE in smaller letters from the back, when they left you behind.


  




  

    Red Dresses




    The men were all worried about their hemlines. They stood in groups discussing the merits of length, while the women stood in line for the phone, waiting to call out, or sat in groups around the men, occasionally giving advice, like how to walk in a narrow cut or how to avoid a run in sheer stockings.




    But everything was fine at the Red Dress party. It was only later that things began to unravel.




    I hadn’t planned to attend. I’ve never enjoyed parties much and didn’t have the right clothes, didn’t like the idea of having to buy a dress for the sake of a party, a red dress being mandatory attire for things like this. Besides, I’d always felt men didn’t look good in dresses, and I hadn’t been out of the house in a while, except to work. I’d been busy with a little crying jag for the past couple of weeks, but I wasn’t too worried, because it felt kind of good.
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