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To my sisters, Maggie Lewis Thomas and Susannah Lewis-O’Dea, and my brother, Evan Lewis, with love



one


I was in my sister Ellen’s bathroom, drilling through tile. The first try, a couple of days ago, resulted in a cracked tile, which of course I had to replace. I had never put a single tile in the middle of a wall of them, so I had to hunt down a knowledgeable Home Depot employee and listen carefully to his instructions. I had to buy grout, new tile, a special drill bit and so on. A small square of plain white tile is not as easy to find as you might think. There are all kinds of variations on white, white shadow, off-white. The possibilities are endless. And the size has to be the same. So start to finish, getting the new shower curtain rod put up, which was what my sister had asked me to do for her in the first place, ended up taking three days and costing more than expected. But as I put the final screw in the wall, my sister standing in the doorway with the shower curtain in her hands, I was almost sorry to see it end. After all that work, what she had in her bathroom was what she had before the little suction cups on the old rod gave up—a functional shower curtain. It didn’t seem like enough.

“Great, Tom!” She started to snap the plastic curtain hooks over the rod. “Thanks so much for doing this. Sorry it turned out to be such a hassle.”

I took the other end of the curtain and started hooking it from the opposite direction. “Is that all you want me to do?”

“That’s it.”

“Sure you don’t want, maybe, a shelf unit there above your hamper?”

“No, thanks,” she said.

“Or, maybe—I know! What about a mirror right here?”

“Really,” Ellen said. “I have enough in here. It’s the best-equipped bathroom I’ve ever seen!” She looked at herself in one of the mirrors, fluffing up the front of her hair. I didn’t want to tell her that this didn’t make the gray strands any less noticeable. My sister was only four years older than me, but she had all the gray hair.

I surveyed the room. There were hooks I’d put up for her towel and robe. Two mirrors, a shelf unit beside the medicine cabinet. “How about another towel bar right over here?”

“Well, see, I just don’t need to hang up any more towels. I’ve already got room for four. Two here, one there, and one over here. And since I live alone, I don’t really—”

“Yeah,” I said. “You’re right.” I walked into the bedroom. “Any other repairs? What about bookshelves? Want some more shelves somewhere?”

“Thanks, but I think you’ve built me more shelves than the public library down the street has.”

“Well,” I said, “it’s not a major branch.” I was still looking around the condo, checking for things that needed repairs, places where racks or shelves or hooks could be added.

“I have everything I need,” she said. “Let’s eat. I made that spaghetti sauce you like.”

“You did? All right!” I said. “I’ll wash the dishes.”

“Deal,” she said. “But, Tom, this time would you mind waiting until after we’ve finished eating the food that’s on them?”

“Ha, ha, ha,” I said.

Of course the sauce was excellent and so was the salad. While I was eating, I was looking around the place, hoping to find something broken or loose or worn that I could fix for her. Unfortunately, everything was in pretty good shape. I owe my sister a lot, and I am always on the lookout for ways to repay her.

“Hey!” I said, looking up from my spaghetti.

“What?”

“Maybe you need a spice rack!”

She pointed. Next to the stove there was a set of little wooden shelves, just right for a medium-sized spice collection.

“Oh,” I said, “Right, yeah. I guess I made you one already.”

“What about your place, Tom?”

“What about it?”

“Don’t you think you should put up some shelves there? Build yourself a spice rack?”

“No,” I said. “My place doesn’t matter. And what would I do with a spice rack? I don’t cook.”

“I’m just saying that you put so much time and energy into fixing up my place, but maybe you should focus some of that effort on your own.”

I looked at her. “What for? What would be the point of that?”



two


I was behind the bar in The Club, a music place where I had worked for a long, long time. I tried not to think about the exact number of years, but trust me, it was lots. The place was packed. All the seats were sold out as were all the standing-room tickets. People were six or seven deep at the bar, and the music was loud, so customers were screaming their drink orders into my face. An enormous biker yelled, “Whiskey sour!” and a drop of his spit landed on my upper lip.

“Did you forget my tequila sunrises?” another guy yelled. “I ordered three tequila sunrises half an hour ago!”

I nodded that I got that, and I wanted to say that it wasn’t half an hour ago; it was more like three minutes. But right then a girl squeezed her way through the crowd up to the bar. She had blond hair, and a lot of her chest was exposed in the low-cut shirt she was wearing. On the upper portion of her left breast, a tattoo of something with wings—a butterfly, an angel, the tooth fairy?—was peeking out over her shirt.

“Bartender!” she yelled in a piercing voice. She had a twenty-dollar bill in her hand, and she was waving it at me. “Margarita, extra salt!”

I had a lot of money in my left hand from other customers, and I had to put it away before I could do anything about these orders that kept coming at me. I punched the buttons on the register, but nothing happened; dead. I got down on the floor to check the plug, but it was fine. Time was passing, and the orders were piling up in my head. My right hand got wet down on the floor, and I would have to wash it before I made these drinks. I stood up. I was still holding the money, and the register wouldn’t open. Why was everybody ordering these fancy drinks tonight anyway? Didn’t anybody want a plain old beer? I was pushing buttons again, but the register must have been jammed or something.

“Bartender!” someone yelled. “I ordered two white-wine spritzers! Like, an hour ago!”

“I ordered before you!” someone said.

Just then, the biker, who was wearing a leather vest and no shirt said, “Where’s my whiskey sour?” And he lunged at me across the bar, grabbing my face with his enormous, scratchy hand. I heard something snap in my neck and everything was suddenly too bright.

“Oh, my God!” I yelled.

Then I was sitting up in bed in my own place, and my heart was pounding. The bartender dream. It was only the bartender dream, which I had at least a couple of times a month. I reached for my glasses and put them on. I looked around at my faded comforter, my yellowing lamp shade, my black-and-white TV with the coat hanger taped to where its rabbit ears should have been, a calendar on the wall from another year that had been over for a long time. “Phew. Everything’s fine,” I said out loud to no one. “Everything’s normal.”

In the bathroom, I turned on the water. While it was warming up, I took a look at my hair. A lot of guys my age had bald spots in back, like skin yamulkes. Or they had receding hairlines, ever narrowing peninsulas of hair in the middle of their oceanic foreheads. Not me. I had all my hair. It wasn’t even thinning, and it was still dark brown. If I wanted to, I could grow it to my shoulders and make a substantial ponytail out of it, and it would be as thick and dark as it had ever been and not a bit stringy. But I didn’t want long hair, I liked it medium, not too short and not too long, no sideburns, beard, or mustache.

My name is Tom Good, but since I was ten, which was also the year I started playing guitar, everyone, except my immediate family, has called me Good, I am forty-seven years old, but if you went to high school with me, even if you hadn’t seen or thought about me since 1972, you would recognize me right away. I hadn’t changed much. I still wore T-shirts and jeans, sneakers, and, when absolutely necessary, a denim jacket.

I took off my glasses and stepped over the side of the tub and into the stream of water. It was cold, causing me to shrivel and get goose bumps. Quickly, I soaped my pits and my crotch. I put a dab of shampoo in my hand, wiped it over my hair, lathered it up. I rinsed fast and turned off the water. I pulled back the shower curtain and grabbed for my towel.

I put on my glasses. It was as I was drying my leg, one foot up on the toilet seat, when I happened to glance down and see it: a gray pubic hair. I looked again. I pulled. It was attached. Clearly, it was an anomaly, I thought, a single albino among the dark masses. But I looked around and found two more. Three, I completed my tally at five. Had they been there a long time, and I hadn’t noticed them? Or had they just sprouted suddenly? Once I’d heard a discussion on a talk radio program of people who had gone gray in a matter of moments. A sudden death in the family or a serious scare, and in a moment, their hair had all turned white. The hair on their heads, that was. But still. I guess it could be any hair. Same process, right? Maybe the dream about the biker, though not bad enough to make all the hair on my head turn white, had been just bad enough to zap the pigment from five pubic hairs. I looked again. Maybe I should see a doctor. Maybe I had a vitamin deficiency or too much stress.

I considered pulling the hairs out and tried one. The pain stopped me. And didn’t people say that if you pulled out a gray hair, two more would grow in its place? Then I’d have ten! In the end, I didn’t do anything about the hairs. Instead, I put on my clothes.

I was boiling water for coffee when there was a knock on my door.

After thinking about it a few seconds, I went to the door. I didn’t get many visitors. My place was at the back of an old stucco two-story house. The old lady who owned the house lives on the second floor; a family lived on the first in front. My apartment was just one room for living and sleeping, plus a bathroom and a kitchen. I didn’t get too many door-to-door salespeople, as they didn’t realize there was another unit back there.

I opened the door and there was Kevin, a friend I hadn’t seen in quite a while. We grew up on the same street. Later we worked together at The Club, where I was still a bartender.

“Oh!” I said, startled to see him. “Hey. What’s up?” I smiled and slugged him on the shoulder before backing up to let him in. Kevin was one of the guys I was thinking of earlier with the hair peninsulas. He was married and had two kids and another one on the way. He met his wife at one of those software mills in Sorrento Valley, where they both still worked, as far as I knew. She was a little younger than we were. He had a first marriage that didn’t work out. Whenever he wanted to remember what he had lost with the passing of his youth, he called me for comp tickets to a show. I hadn’t seen him in six months or so, since the last time Steve Poltz played at The Club.

“What are you doing here?” I said. “This is a surprise!” I didn’t think he’d ever been to my place before. But since I had been living in this house for as many years as I had worked at The Club, I was not hard to locate, if you were willing to put even a small amount of effort into it.

“I had to talk to you. Kind of important. Can I sit down? Do you have a minute?”

“Sure,” I said. “Help yourself. Do you want some coffee or something? I was just about to—”

“No, thanks,” he said. “I only drink it in the morning.”

It was 12:30. He must have been on his lunch break.

“Listen,” he said. And then he looked at me for a minute without saying anything. He exhaled and glanced at my row of guitars, my unmade bed. “Do you remember Diana?”

“Diana? Hmm. Diana?” This was a bluff. Of course I remembered her. I used to be in love with her. We were together for a few months. One minute she was asking me if I was ever going to get rid of my motorcycle and get a car so other people could ride with me without freezing and wrecking their hair, and the next minute she was gone. Untraceable.

“From The Club. You worked with her,” Kevin explained. “Waitress?” he said.

“How long ago?”

“Come on, Good. I know you remember her. About ten, eleven years ago. Blond hair. Beautiful. Smart. She was in graduate school. Education.” He clicked his fingers. “Snap out of it! You guys were together for two months! Maybe three.”

“OK, anyway, what about her?” I was bracing myself. I could almost feel that something bad was coming. She was dead, and it was my fault. Or he and Diana wanted to use my place. No one knew him in this neighborhood, and he would promise it wouldn’t be often—poor Cathy! Quickly, I made my decision: I would do the Nancy Reagan thing and Just say no, I would say. “Kevin, it’s none of my business, but why don’t you and Cathy get some counseling? You’ve got a couple of great kids, another on the way—”

“Listen, we ran into her,” Kevin said. “We saw Diana. Geneva started kindergarten this year, and Diana works at her school, Corona Vista Elementary. She’s a speech therapist there. She and Cathy started talking, and it turns out Diana’s a single mom who lives not too far from us. So anyway, Cathy invited her over for dinner.”

“Yeah?” I said, trying to urge him to get to the point.

“So she shows up with her kid. Her son.”

“OK,” I said. Single mom. I didn’t like the direction this conversation was going. I had an almost irrepressible urge to throw him out before he continued his story, to open my front door and point outside. This was a man I liked, a man I’d hung out with, a man whose wedding I’d ushered. I almost said, “Get out of here and don’t come back!” But then I sort of watched myself not do this. In a way, I waited to see what was going to happen next.

“Good, listen to me.” His voice got softer until he almost whispered. “The kid looks exactly like you.”

All the blood evacuated from my head, and my armpits started to drip. “What?” I said.

“Yeah,” Kevin went on. “Same dark hair with that cowlick right over here, same mouth. Good, he’s even got glasses.”

“What?” I said. Eloquent, I know.

“He looks exactly like you in the fifth grade! He’s in fifth grade. Same school where she works, Corona Vista. So is this just some huge, weird coincidence? Should I back off and just never mention it again? Could it be a fluke to find a kid who looks just like you in the fifth grade and happens to be the child of one of your old girlfriends—”

“Diane, you said?”

“Diana,” he said, shaking his head.

“Blond hair?” I said. I scratched my head. “Brown eyes. She wore a silver necklace with a tiny star on it?”

“I don’t remember that. Maybe I wasn’t—”

“She was trying to finish graduate school without borrowing any more money, so she had to live with her parents. It drove her nuts the way her mother would always ask her what time she was coming home and what she wanted for dinner. And her father was—”

“But you said you didn’t—”

“But I do,” I said. “I do.” I lowered my head and looked longingly at the floor. I am not proud to say that there was nothing I wanted more than to crawl under my bed.

We sat there for a long time not saying anything. I swallowed and looked out the window. Kevin looked at his hands and then at his feet. Finally, after a long time, he said, “So what are you going to do?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I seriously have no idea,” I was thinking, Do I have to do something? I looked at my row of guitars. I wanted to pick one up so badly, just to play a few notes, a familiar chord or two. But this was exactly the kind of moment when it would seem heartless and unfeeling to pick up a guitar. Too bad that this was also the exact kind of moment when I needed one most.

“I know what I’d do,” Kevin said. “I’d call her. I’d want to meet the kid. I’d definitely make contact. Right away. Immediately.”

I didn’t respond, I didn’t say, “Easy for you to say, Mr. Suburbia!” I just sat there willing him to leave. I liked Kevin; I really did, but he really had no idea what my life was like. Right now I just wanted him to get the hell out of my house.

“I guess I’ll go,” he said. “I should get back to work.” He stood up and moved to the door.

For once, my wish had come true. “Yeah,” I said. “OK.” I didn’t even get up as he walked out. I just sat there.
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After you find out for the first time that you have a kid, it is hard to know what to do with the rest of your day. First, I called a somewhat new bartender, who I knew was saving for a better car, and I asked him to work for me that night.

“Sure,” he said easily, without even thinking about it.

“’Predate it,” I said.

I hung up. Now I had given myself this whole load of free time, but I knew how to fill it up. I chose a guitar and went into my music room to play it.

When I first moved here, I built a miniature music studio in my place. It was off the main room in what used to be a closet. It was a walk-in closet, almost a small room. I saw the potential the first time I looked at the apartment. It may have been the reason I decided to move here. So I soundproofed it with some dense foam. I rigged it so that there were plenty of electrical outlets in there. The cracks in the door were covered with extra strips of foam. I had never had a complaint about the noise, and I played in there every day. I didn’t think Jeanette, the old lady upstairs who owned the house, even knew I played guitar. I had all my recording equipment on shelves along one closet wall. It was old stuff that I got a long time ago, but it still worked. On a shelf above that were all the tapes I’d made.

I must have stayed in there for over two hours because when I came out, I could hear that the kids from next door were home from school.

I got my keys and went outside. The oldest of the neighbor kids, a skinny girl with hair the color of wet straw, was nine. I knew this because she had recently had a very noisy Saturday morning birthday party that woke me up at ten o’clock, hours before I was ready. Her name was Elise, pronounced “A Lease.” Mike was a few years younger than Elise and stockier, with their fathers brown hair and eyes. Then came Maddy, a girl who had curly brown hair, followed by Ray, who looked like Elise, long and thin with light hair. He was still in diapers. No, wait, checking him out now, as he scooped a shovelful of dirt into his empty shoe, I saw that he wasn’t wearing a diaper. Maybe he hadn’t been for a while. Their mother, Robin, must be inside, watching from a window. Their father used to live here, too, but he’d moved out some time ago.

Elise was loading Maddy and Mike into an orange plastic wagon, while Ray added more dirt into his shoe. The two passengers jerked backward and then forward as Elise took off too fast. There was a slight slope to the sidewalk and she started to trot down it, with the two of them screaming with joy. They were getting awfully close to the end of the sidewalk, I noticed, craning my neck and taking a deep breath. But just before she reached the stop sign and the traffic, Elise turned the wagon sharply to the left. Maddy and Mike tumbled out onto the sidewalk and started to cry.

Elise said, “You guys didn’t hold on! I told you to hold on tight!” She dropped the wagon handle, crossed her arms, and started to walk back to the house. “Babies!” she snarled over her shoulder. Then she lifted her eyes and saw me.

Elise went back to Maddy. “Are you OK, honey?” she squeaked in the voice of a girl playing mother to her dolls. She patted Maddy s back. “I’ll get you guys some juice.” She hugged Mike hard, glancing over her shoulder to make sure that I was getting this.

I looked at the mailbox, walked to it, opened its door, and removed a pile of crap addressed to me, “I’m not the kind of adult who will get you in trouble,” I wanted to tell Elise. “You’re thinking of real grown-ups—parents and teachers, not me.” I looked through the mail, put it back in my box, and closed the little door.

I put on my helmet, got on my motorcycle, and took off as though I had a destination.

I ended up at a shopping mall in a part of town that I hardly ever visited. Everywhere I looked today, there seemed to be children. Since the last time I came here, they’d put in a fountain, a thing that shot water up out of the pavement in unpredictable squirts that seemed to invite kids to get their clothes wet. And there were all these stores that specialized in cartoon characters and tiny clothes and toys.

I walked into the Discovery Channel Store and wandered around, picking things up and putting them down. There was music on, of course, the way there was music everywhere these days. I had a problem with this. The song playing in the store was Sinéad O’Connors “Nothing Compares 2 U.” And right there, in the middle of the store, I had what I called a music-induced flashback. It happened all the time. I had strong associations to most pop songs going all the way back to the sixties, I heard a song and everything that was going on at the time came pouring into my head.

Diana happened to love this song. She had blond hair that she washed every morning. Her conditioner smelled really excellent. Her parents lived in Encinitas. She didn’t like mushrooms or any kind of nuts. She was extremely ticklish. Right before she left, we had a horrible fight. She cried. I remember what she said. I remember all of it, and now with this song playing, there wasn’t any way in the world I was going to be able to get her words out of my brain. She said, “Are you ever going to buy a car? No, you are not. I don’t believe you will ever, ever buy a car. Your whole life. You should get a better place to live and some different clothes. Why on earth do you have to buy your T-shirts, socks, underwear, jeans in quantity once a year at Kmart? Couldn’t you just go shopping at a different store every now and then? A normal store? Does every single shirt have to be a pocket T from Kmart? And why would a talented person like you waste his life being a bartender? I really want to know. Really.”

Here she waited for me to say something. She was crying. I didn’t say anything, so she went on.

“Why can’t you just be normal?” I think she asked me that. But maybe I just remember it from knowing what she meant. I didn’t have any satisfactory answers to any of her questions. She left. I thought she was coming back. I really did, and I planned to explain myself to her. I was going to sit her down for a long talk. I would start from the beginning and not stop until I got up to the present day. I thought she would be gone a few hours at most. She left a turquoise sweatshirt that said GAP on it; a book she was reading, opened to page 261, her toothpaste, shampoo, and some of that conditioner I liked.

She didn’t come back. I was wrong about that. I still had her stuff in a bag from Trader Joe’s in an upper kitchen cupboard. The conditioner had probably completely solidified by now.

As I was looking at a small fountain suitable for use on a coffee table or desktop, “I’m a Believer” came on. With a song like that, I had a double-decker dose of memories. First came a flash of the Monkees’ version and the pin-striped bell-bottoms I had in seventh grade. Then came this new Smash Mouth version that I heard for the first time over at my sisters place. She was depressed about her job; we were eating minestrone. It’s not necessarily a pleasant experience to continually rewind your own life and the history of rock and roll and watch it again and again in unrelated sections as you walk through grocery store aisles or wait in line at the bank or fill your tank with gas or watch a car commercial on television. I took earplugs with me wherever I went, and I wished they worked better. I wished they were 100 percent effective, because to be honest, there wasn’t much about my life that I want to relive.

Just then in the store, I saw something that seemed to be exactly what I had been looking for. I picked it up. It was a lightning maker. Inside a glass bulb, flashes of purple lightning were happening over and over again. How did they do that? I wanted it. I put the sample back on the shelf, picked up one of the boxes, and walked to the counter with it. I pulled a wad of one-dollar bills out of my pocket—tips—and counted out the right number.

“Would you like to join our Discover Club?” the boy behind the register asked me.

“What? Oh. No,” I said.

“It’s a really good deal,” he told me. “See every time you—”

“No,” I said. “Really, no, thank you.” I didn’t plan to make a habit of this. Besides, I wanted to get out of the store before another song came on.

I walked out with my lightning ball. I was going to put it on a shelf next to my bed and watch it at night when I couldn’t sleep. I was looking forward to not being able to sleep.
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By the time I got home, it was dark. I’d used a bungee cord to strap the lightning maker to the back of the seat for the ride home. Bags are a problem on a motorcycle. The trick is not to buy much. These days, I had a car too, but it was parked on the street. I didn’t use it very often. It had surprisingly few miles on it for an old car. I parked my bike on one side of the garage next to Robin’s car.

I was going to go inside, but at the last second, I decided not to. Instead, I walked down to the 7-Eleven to get some ice cream. There was music on, of course. This one had strong enough associations to require earplugs, but I decided to Just grab something quick and hurry home as fast as possible. The song was “We Can Work It Out” by the Beatles. As ever, it brought an instant lump to my throat. First, there was the song itself, a guy trying to convince his girlfriend to stay, because life is short. Then there was the image of my brother and a new guitar that he had saved up for. He could play very well for a ninth-grader. There was no doubt in anybody’s mind that he would one day be every bit as good on that guitar as George Harrison, his favorite Beatle. I defy you to get through even one day of normal life without hearing some version somewhere of some Beatle song. If you think you’ve done it, you probably were not paying attention. Whether you acknowledge it or not, those songs are in you, and even on the rare day when you don’t hear one on a radio or a PA, you hear it in your head, your heart, your soul.

Now I had a pint of Heath Bar Crunch in one hand and a pint of Mud Pie Madness in the other, and I was telling myself, “Decide!” when a bright orange shape caught my eye. It was Jeanette, my elderly upstairs neighbor. Tonight she was wearing a ski parka, even though it was only slightly cool. The jacket was a castoff from some kid, judging from the look and size of it. She was leaning on her aluminum walker and staring intently at a can of nuts, concentrating so hard that she didn’t notice me. I backed up and went around the magazines to the cashier so I wouldn’t have to talk to Jeanette and could get away fast from the song.

I was just getting my change when her sharp voice zinged right through my eardrums. “Well, don’t say hi or anything!” I nearly jumped out of my skin. Jeanette’s voice was another reason for earplugs, which were lying unused in my pocket. I think the last time I heard that phrase was junior high.

I turned around and acted surprised. “Oh, hello, Jeanette! What are you doing here at this hour?”

She held up the can. “Have to have my peanuts! I was all out! Midnight snack! Had to make sure they’re not low-salt! They’re not!” She said everything loudly, as if every sentence were a surprising announcement, like “I won!” or “It’s twins!” She hurt my ears. She smelled like a combination of fabric softener and green Life Savers. It wasn’t a bad smell, just distinctive.

“Uh-huh,” I said. “Well, good night!” You had to be abrupt with Jeanette or before you knew it, you were in the middle of a long, long story about something that had happened in the 1930s on the way to her piano lesson or about the trash the gardener found in the bushes this morning. Jeanette had a lot of material to draw on. I picked up my bag and started quickly for the door. I still had the lightning maker with me, and I was eager to get home and plug it in.

“Wait a second!” said the girl at the register. I turned around, expecting to find that I’d left my wallet on the counter. But there was nothing, Just the cashier glaring at me.

“What?” I said. “Me?”

“You have to walk her home! God! It’s dark. Don’t you guys live, like, right by each other? Walk her home!”

“Thank you,” Jeanette said, smiling at me, as if I’d offered.

I glared at the girl. She busied herself straightening the packages of beef jerky standing up in a jar and didn’t look at me. Next time I was in here, I would make sure to tell that girl that Jeanette was more than capable of walking home or any number of other places with no help from anybody. And furthermore, the girl had no business inflicting neighbors on one another. She had no idea, none whatsoever, how many long, pointless, boring stories Jeanette had up her baggy old sleeve. In seventeen years, probably more years than the girl had spent on this planet, I had listened to way more than my share of them.

I waited for Jeanette at the door. I held it open for her with one foot. The Beatles were finishing up, reminding me again about life being short, but they obviously had never met Jeanette. As she was shuffling through the door with her walker, I glared back at the girl behind the counter, one more try at punishing her. She was busy looking through a magazine about hairstyles and refused to look up and take the wrath of my burning stare, even though she knew she had it coming. All the way home, Jeanette told me about the school she had worked in for thirty years. She had walked this very same way every morning and evening on her way to and from work. “This was before the fitness craze! We only had one car! My husband took it to work! Every day, rain or shine, I’d walk! I didn’t mind it one bit! Some of those kids, even the itty-bitty ones, are grandparents now! Can you believe that? And here I am walking down the very same street. I’m lucky, that’s what! Lucky to be healthy and living on my own all this time!”

Whenever she’d pause, I’d think I was supposed to say something. I’d say, “You sure are” or “That’s right.” And then she would go on. One time I didn’t say anything, just to see if it had any effect on the conversation. It didn’t. After about the same amount of pause time, she went on with her story anyway. So I didn’t bother anymore with the filler comments. Jeanette didn’t need me at all. If I had managed to escape from the store, she might have told these exact same stories without me. When I first moved in, I thought of Jeanette as an old, old lady. She would be outside in a giant straw hat, squatting in the dirt, planting flowers in front of the house. Back then, I used to think that she would die any minute because she looked so ancient. She was in her early seventies when I first moved in. Now she rarely came downstairs, let alone planted anything. Her children were in their sixties. As the kids in the neighborhood grew bigger, Jeanette seemed to shrink. Her dresses were baggy, loose things now that she had to fold and cinch with a belt. She didn’t even have a cane when I first moved in, and now she had a walker.

She used to be the secretary of the public elementary school down the street. I think that was how she got so good, at watching and listening to everything that was going on, staying informed without being told anything. If you bought anything new, Jeanette would call down from her door, “How much did you pay for that?” as you carried it in from the car. After you told her, she would let you know where you could have gotten it cheaper, if only you’d come to her first. If you brought anybody home, Jeanette would provide an uninvited assessment: “The prettiest ones don’t stay, you know” or “She’s going to starve to death if she doesn’t eat something. And I mean today!” Often, she had instructed me, “Just pick one and marry her. One of these days, if you’re lucky, you’re going to be as old as I am. And believe me, you won’t always have so many to choose from.”

Finally, we reached the house. It seemed like hours since we’d left the store. “You’ve been awfully quiet,” she said. “The strong silent type! Now, run up there with my walker, would you? Thank you, dear.”

I did. I didn’t actually run. I took the steps two at a time, though, as I wanted this to be over with as soon as possible, and it had been annoying to walk so slowly.

When I got back downstairs, Jeanette was only on the second step, grasping the banister with both hands.

“See you, Jeanette,” I called without waiting to hear her answer.

By the time I got into my apartment, my ice cream was squishy.

Without turning on another light, I plugged in my lightning maker. I stood watching it, eating my ice cream out of the container.



five


I was having dinner with my sister, Ellen, again, I had brought frosted brownies from the Vons bakery, which she wouldn’t eat. She always asks me to bring dessert and then she tries not to eat it because of the calories.

“So how’s work?” I asked her, dipping a fork into the brownie pan. My sister was a lawyer.

“Are you going to eat that whole thing?” Ellen asked me. “Don’t you want to put it on a plate?”

“I might eat the whole thing. I’ve done it before, and nothing bad happened,” I said.

“I hate to think how much fat is in that.”

I got a knife out of a drawer and cut a corner piece. “So how’s work?” I asked again. My sister hated her job, and usually we avoided this topic.

“Work is the same as ever, busy and complicated. Why?”

“I was just wondering what kind of stuff you’re working on. What kind of cases do you have right now?”

“The usual stuff. You know, a little carpal tunnel, some back injuries. A neck thing. Why? Did you get injured at work? Do you need representation?”

“No, not that. I was just wondering if you ever had any of those cases where, like, a mother of a kid sues the father, even though they were never married and maybe he didn’t even know about the kid.”

My sister froze and looked at me. “Uh…,” she said. “You know I don’t do that kind of thing.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I guess I did know that.”

“So… are you trying to tell me something? Is someone—did something happen?”

I didn’t say anything. I swallowed because my throat suddenly felt thick and tight.

“Tom?” she said. “What’s going on?”

I looked up at her and still didn’t say anything.

“Is somebody suing you?” Her eyes narrowed. She was willing to go to battle for me; I knew that.

I shook my head. “No.” The word came out as if someone had both hands around my throat.

She waited, just sitting there, not saying anything, just like a therapist would. There were all these dishes piled up all over the table, and I looked at them, as if I were taking inventory.

“I think I have a kid,” I said. “Kevin told me. There was this girl. Woman. I was seeing her for a while. A long time ago. She left. She moved. Now she’s, you know, back. In San Diego. And I think she had, you know, I think we—”

“OK, OK,” Ellen said. “So she hasn’t contacted you directly. It’s just that Kevin said—what did Kevin say?”

“He said she had a ten-year-old boy who looks exactly the way I looked in fifth grade.”

“Oh,” she said, thinking. “OK. Well.”

“Well, it’s good that she hasn’t asked me for anything,” I said. “Don’t you think that’s a good sign?”

“I guess it is.” She nodded slowly. “I guess it could be. Wait. What do you mean? A good sign of what?”

“I meant that if she hasn’t contacted me, he’s probably not my kid?” I was asking her, not telling her.

She sat there for a minute or two. “I guess it might mean that.”

We both waited for one of us to talk again. I decided it wouldn’t be me.

Ellen didn’t speak for a long time. Then she took the knife from my side of the table and cut the opposite brownie corner from the one I had cut. She got up and got a plate and a fork. She sat down and started on her brownie. “Do you want to get in touch with her?” Ellen said.

“Me? What? Why would I… Not if, no—I—I honestly don’t know what to do.”

“Sounds like you have time to think it over, if she hasn’t come to you to ask for anything.”

I waited until Ellen put down her brownie fork before I stood up. I started clearing the dishes, my job. Ellen was taking stuff off the table, putting it into the fridge. I rinsed the dishes, put them into the dishwasher.

“What was she like?” Ellen wanted to know.

“Who?” I could be really annoying. Ellen must have wanted to slug me sometimes, but she never did. I knew I was being annoying, and I did nothing to stop myself.

“The woman,” Ellen said. “You dated.”

I let a glass fill up with water.

My sister let out a gust of frustration. Then she said, “The woman who might’ve had your child! Who do you think I’m talking about?”

“Diana. That’s her name. She was, she was blond and small. She had freckles and—”

“Cut it out. Personality. What was her personality like?”

“Nice,” I said. “She was nice.”

She mimed tugging a rope out of my stomach, like it was a huge effort to haul any information out of me.

“Kind of, you know, independent. Smart. Stubborn. She liked to do things her way.”
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