

  

    

      

    

  




   




  

    Advance Praise for Ways of Leaving


  




   




  “A standout novel about going home, where old girlfriends, awkward funerals, deeply buried parental secrets and naked, drunken, nocturnal escapades irritate a man like scabs of his squandered youth and misspent adulthood. When Chase returns to his hometown in the Poconos, his father has just died, his wife has left him, he lost his job as a journalist, and his sister wastes away in a mental institution. He’s grappling with addictions to sex and alcohol as well as, closer to the surface, a problem with rage, most frequently expressed with dripping sarcasm. It’s that sarcasm that gives this bleak, sometimes violent book its surprising levity. Jarrett (More Towels, 2002) seamlessly combines dark comedy with real tragedy and pathos, a hat trick comparable to that of certain movies with similar themes—Zach Braff’s Garden State, for instance, or Diablo Cody’s Young Adult… . Ruthlessly brilliant writing brings grace to a story smoldering in pain.”




  —Kirkus Reviews




   




  “It’s official: Grant Jarrett has created the most entertaining, existential antihero since Tony Soprano. Whether you’re laughing out loud or wincing in recognition, Ways of Leaving will impress you with its raw honesty, keen writing, and ultimately, its big heart.”




  —Jess Riley, author of Mandatory Release and Driving Sideways, a Target bestseller.




   




  “Grant Jarrett's vividly drawn characters, dark humor, and empathetic voice build bridges that transport the reader through this intergenerational story of parents and siblings in which the desire for salvation is challenged by the equally powerful impulse for destruction. Ways of Leaving depicts a seemingly familiar world that becomes freshly discovered and understood in Jarrett's intricate telling.”




  —Jon Reiner, author of The Man Who Couldn't Eat, an L.A. Times “Top Pick”




   




  “Chase Stoller is a beautifully mangled all-American mess. Jarrett’s ability to paint a picture of the tedium of small-town America and then to drop a character into this who's right out of a Wyeth painting, well that sealed the deal for me. With pitch-perfect dialogue and writing that felt like a perfect Indian summer day, Ways of Leaving was that rare book that when I read the last word on the last page, I went back to page one and read it all over again.”




  —Paul Hoppe, author of The Curse of van Gogh
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    To what purpose is this waste?


  




   




  

    —Matthew 26:8


  




   




   




  

    And as she looked around, she saw how Death the consoler,


    Laying his hand upon many a heart, had healed it forever.


  




   




  

    —Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
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  Just a bit more pressure on the accelerator and a snap of his wrist, a minimal effort, and he'd careen across the median and into the gleaming chrome grille of a fully loaded Kenworth. Presto, dead guy! If he did it right now he could beat his father to the finish line. But no, somehow he'd screw it up. The car would stall out on the median and he'd have to sit there waiting for a tow truck while passing drivers snickered and gawked. Or worse, instead of crashing into a tractor-trailer, he'd be the lone survivor of a perfect head-on collision with a perfect family of five. His guilt, shame and incompetence would be plastered across the front pages of every newspaper in Pennsylvania:




   




  

    Loving Family Snuffed Out by Reckless Lunatic


  




  

    —


  




  

    Madman Sole Survivor in Deadly Crash


  




  

    —


  




  

    Psychopath Responsible for Killing


    Lovely Family of Five Survives:


    Satan Suspected


  




   




  Shortly after one o'clock on Saturday afternoon, according to State Police Sergeant Hugh G. Mandible, an expensive European vehicle traveling west at an estimated ninety miles an hour crossed the median onto the eastbound lanes of Rte. 80 between Exits 23 and 24 and collided with an inexpensive American vehicle operated by Reverend Al Goode, resulting in the horrific, bloody deaths of Reverend Goode, forty-three; Bea, his wife of twenty-two years, who was beheaded in the collision; and their three beloved children: Rose, nine years old; Timmy, twelve, an “A” student in spite of his disability; and M'gubu, their darling handicapped adopted eleven-month-old baby. Chase Stoller, the shady, unemployed thirty-four-year-old operator of the offending vehicle, suffered only minor injuries and was released on his own recognizance. Though Stoller apparently has no criminal record, the few people who would admit an acquaintanceship with him, including his poor dying father, agreed that he did not deserve to live.




   




  Oh well. It wouldn't really be fair to deprive his father of what might be his final opportunity to disseminate the potent brand of discouragement and disappointment that made him such a joy to be around. Most likely he wasn't even that sick.




  Five years ago, when his father had been dying the first time, it was Chase who'd had the honor of escorting him to the emergency room. After several years of stubborn resistance, Chase had finally yielded to his wife's increasingly frantic, almost obsessive desire to meet his family, something he'd successfully avoided with every woman he'd dated since his second year in college. Probably Jennifer had begun to recognize what a disaster her husband was becoming and was searching for some insight into the root of his problems. Or perhaps she was hoping the experience would transform her growing anger into something more akin to sympathy. When the doctor finally strolled into the emergency room that day and explained that the symptoms were nothing more menacing than indigestion, his father immediately became agitated and eager to leave. They were still waiting for the discharge nurse when a platoon of hospital staff propelled a stretcher past the doorway, a grim-faced civilian unit trailing closely behind. There was a rush of activity outside the room where Chase and his father were waiting, and then everyone seemed to disappear. About ten minutes of relative silence preceded a series of agonized howls. It was a horrible, nauseating sound, like someone being tortured or the detonation of some unspeakable grief. A few minutes later a nurse stepped into the room. Her face was the color of chalk and she was trembling. An accident victim had just died, his wife standing next to him, watching. It would be another few minutes. Chase's father sat down, shook his head, sighed and said, “Just my luck.”




  When Chase's brother Aaron called this time he sounded overwhelmed and agitated, as he did whenever someone was in-considerate enough to have a desire, a need or a minor request of which he was not the primary beneficiary.




  “Do you understand what I'm saying, Chase? Dad is on his deathbed.”




  Chase was unable to restrain himself. “If I were as old and sick as he thinks he is, I wouldn’t get anywhere near a deathbed.”




  When Chase called back it was Sarah who picked up. “I don't think Aaron wants to talk to you right now.”




  “Hey, how is that adorable sister of yours?”




  “Look, Chase, your father is dying and Aaron is having to handle everything by himself. I just don't think that's very fair.”




  “Okay… .”




  “And it's not very nice for you to joke about it. It's just not very nice.”




  “No, it's not.” His hauteur was deflating. “And I'm sorry.”




  She sighed.




  “Is he really that sick?”




  “Do you think Aaron would be this upset if he wasn't?”




  “ Well … I don't know. He does tend to overreact.”




  “Why don't you call and tell him that after the funeral? I'm sure he'll find that a great comfort in his time of need.”




  Unemployed and in the early stages of a divorce, Chase could neither unearth nor devise a defensible excuse not to go.




  Unfortunately, there was no bright side to this journey, no-thing to look forward to, no one he wanted to see—not since his sister's final headlong descent into madness, his frustration and discomfort with which were comprised of equal portions of grief and envy. She'd crossed a line—a line that had somehow eluded him in spite of his occasional gravitations toward its odd, elliptical orbit—and left him behind to make his way alone in the world. No fair.




  He'd just put behind him the strip mall-infested outskirts of Stroudsburg when he saw the sign approaching: Bartonsville Exit One Mile Ahead. He signaled and took his foot off the gas. “Goddamn it.” He turned off the signal and stomped on the accelerator.




  For years, Chase's relationship with his sister had been a refuge for him and, though he hadn't quite realized it until much later, for her. Their bond had enabled them to construct a safe haven from their father's bland indifference and the simmering rage their mother masked with a smile, a smile that in her angriest moments was accompanied by an all but imperceptible twitch of her left eye, or maybe it was the corner of her mouth; he never looked at her for too long. Perhaps the bond he and Hannah shared was simply a product of necessity, an integument that evolved as a natural response to the nameless dangers that seemed to engulf them. It could be argued that there was no danger, and in a way that was true—there were few spankings, none of them severe, and they'd never been locked in closets or forced to ingest cleaning solvents—but somehow the threat of terror was always present, an unrelenting brittle tension that might rupture any minute. It was like living under a massive sheet of plate glass, already stressed to the limit of its flexibility, susceptible to any misstep: an imprudent comment, a glance in the wrong direction or an incautious thought. What if they can read my mind? Beatings might have been easier to take; they certainly would have been less stressful. Neither of them felt safe without the other. They didn't have the power to change things, but together they could sometimes laugh about them.




  Often at the end of a particularly difficult evening they would get together in one of their rooms and perform a mutual debriefing.




  “How long do you think Dad's been dead?”




  “He's had a sort of sour odor for weeks, but I think I heard him exhale last Tuesday.”




  “Sometimes corpses fart.”




  “I guess he's got all the symptoms, but then so do you.”




  “Girls don't fart, Chase.” Eyelashes fluttering like a butterfly's wings.




  “Then I'm pretty sure you shit your pants.”




  “I have no idea what you're talking about.” Here she would roll her eyes. “Was there smoke coming out of Mom's head at dinner?”




  “It was coming from her left ear.”




  “One of her eyes almost popped out when Aaron dropped his fork.”




  “Her head was expanding, too.”




  “What do you think is in there?”




  “Nuclear winter?”




  “Knickknacks.”




  “Cutlery.”




  “Dry ice.”




  “Drano.”




  “Evil clowns.”




  Laughter.




  But it wasn't only humor that they shared. There was also deep affection. Although they tried at times to bring him into their world, Aaron wasn't interested in what apparently seemed childish to him, which was nearly everything his brother and sister said or did. It wasn't that Aaron had assessed his siblings' interests and activities and judged them unworthy based upon their merits or lack thereof; it was simply that they were not his, and were therefore trivial and irrelevant.




  Chase was nearly past the Bartonsville exit when he jerked his steering wheel to the right. A blaring horn, headlights. A fender inches away from the passenger window. He backed off, sighed and sat back. A burst of white, then red, red, red. “Shit.” At the end of the exit ramp he pulled over, extracted his wallet from his back pocket, and waited.




  “License and registration, please.”




  He slid the cards from his wallet and handed them out the window. Just say nothing. No stupid excuses. Let it play out. That's what Jennifer would say and, although he might not admit it in the heat of the moment, she would be absolutely right.




  “Just wait in your car, Mr. Stoller. I'll be back in a minute.”




  Already he could smell the toxic breath of the truck stop just north of the exit. “Officer?”




  “Sir?” Eyebrows up.




  “My father's sick.”




  “Excuse me, sir?”




  “I … my father is very, very sick and I'm coming, well—”




  “Sir?”




  “Could you maybe just not give me a ticket? I'm usually very careful.” I mean, you know, when my father's not dying.




  “Just wait in your car, sir.”




  “Fuck.”




  “Sir?”




  “Nothing.”




  Fuck.




  It probably wouldn't have been terribly difficult to dismiss the childhood wounds Aaron had inflicted and the festering resentments they'd engendered if the attitude and behavior hadn't remained, even intensified, through adulthood. Whenever they spoke on the phone, an increasingly rare event, Aaron dominated the dialogue. And he would never ask a question. If Chase inadvertently let slip some tidbit of news about his own life, he immediately sensed Aaron's distress, his urgent need to get back to what really mattered. “I think Jennifer is going to leave me.”




  “Yeah. Well anyway, I'm working on an invention that counteracts the effects of cell phone waves on your brain.”




  “I was fired last week and I guess that was pretty much the clincher for her.”




  “Uh-huh. So did I tell you that after not touching my bass for like five years I decided to put a band together?”




  “Blue flames are shooting from my ass.”




  “And Kirk's playing keyboards again.”




  “I just bent over and boiled the goldfish.”




  “We're doing a lot of the old originals and also writing some new stuff. Plus I'm really getting into the trampoline. I mean, I got it for the kids, but—”




  “Mr. Stoller?” The officer was holding Chase's license, registration and insurance card in his hand. “I'm going to let you off with a warning this time.”




  “Thanks. Thanks a lot.” Chase reached out for his papers. The officer gripped them. “Thank you, really.” Still the officer wouldn't let go. “I appreciate it.”




  “But I am going to ask you to watch your language.”




  “Excuse me?”




  “That kind of talk might impress folks where you come from, but we don't take kindly to it around here.”




  Chase stared up at the hulking officer. He had nothing against this man, and he wouldn't intentionally cause pain or injury to anyone. He really wouldn't. And yet the thought of striking repeated blows against the officer's ankles with a crowbar produced in Chase an undeniable feeling of jubilation.




  “You mean you don't cotton to it,” he mumbled, and grinned. Thwack.




  By this time Jennifer would be fuming, emitting huffs and puffs, squirming in the passenger seat, belching uncontrollably, waiting with giddy anticipation for the opportunity to excoriate her husband for his hostility and lack of control. And she'd be right, of course. What she had never learned, or perhaps never cared about, was that with high-octane adrenaline flooding his system, Chase wasn't going to be particularly receptive to her criticism. Or perhaps she simply had as little control as he did. She, too, had to attack—never strangers, of course; just her husband.




  The officer pursed his lips and squinted. He probably practiced that expression in front of a mirror every morning, just after kissing his Bible. “Have a real nice day, sir.”




  Thwack. Splat. He grunts, crumbles, begs forgiveness, offers his badge and a fistful of cash. “You can pee on me if you want.” This with a childlike pout.




  Aaron was just a little more than a year older than Chase, and yet he'd never, even in childhood, seemed quite comfortable with himself. Unlike his siblings, he was always a little chubby, his hands were big and fleshy and too often his new toys would break before he'd had an opportunity to enjoy them. More disturbing was the fact that he couldn't seem to get his mother's attention. She seemed deaf to his voice, blind to his presence and totally oblivious to his needs. Maybe that was why he'd chosen to become a high school teacher: he had a guaranteed audience. Still, a credible explanation for Aaron's self-involvement did not make the trait any easier to abide. Yes, Chase had sympathy for him, but that only made him more uncomfortable with his own anger. And whom else could he blame for his guilt for being angry with Aaron but Aaron? Perhaps not consciously, but certainly it played out that way at the time. Only later could Chase dissect his responses with a modicum of reluctant objectivity.




  When he'd put the truck stop and the shit-brown Days Inn behind him and was only about three miles from his brother's house, Chase decided again that he wasn't ready for the drama, for the picking of old wounds, tearing at scabs and abrading of raw emotion—all that he'd hoped to discard when he, faithfully following in the footsteps of his sister and their mother before her, abandoned the sunken ship that was their home. He checked his mirror before signaling and slowing to make a right turn into the parking lot of the Tannersville Inn.




  But for a recent coat of pale yellow paint, the exterior of the building was unchanged from his recollections. Inside it was like a recurring nightmare: the heavy wooden beams with diagonal braces supporting an unfinished ceiling; the rectangular bar, above which were suspended two shelves, the highest of which held a shoddy platoon of old mugs, trophies and kerosene lamps, an antique tricycle and a CD player that was coated with dust. On the lower shelf were the bar's glasses, glimmering and neatly arrayed. Hanging haphazardly from the wall to his left were beer posters, faded photographs of television actors and pop musicians and a few rust-encrusted farm implements. And suspended from the perforated far wall was a battle-scarred dartboard, probably the same one that had been there the last time he'd visited. The place was a graveyard for flea market rejects.




  Chase grabbed a stool and sat down.




  “Like to see a menu?” The bartender came from a kit: just under six feet, medium build, white shirt, black pants, black vest, dark hair with a few scattered streaks of premature gray, thirty-two hours' beard growth, dull eyes, practiced smile and his faithful companion, an invisible effluvium of stale cigarette smoke.




  “No thanks. Just a bottle of Beck's.”




  Two men stepped through the doorway. Dress slacks and button-down shirts, sport jackets draped neatly over their arms. “It's unchartered territory,” the taller of the two said. In unison they hung their jackets over the backs of two stools.




  “Uncharted, I think you mean.” They sat down.




  “Yeah, it's uncharted territory.”




  “But nobody goes out to dinner in downtown East Stroudsburg.”




  The bartender placed a glass in front of Chase and poured his beer. Chase nodded and took a sip.




  “That's what I'm saying,” the tall one continued. “There's really no competition.”




  “There's no competition because nobody goes there.”




  “Well who do you think lives in all those buildings?”




  “Sure, people live there, poor people, janitors and carwash attendants, but even they don't go out there, at least not if they're looking for good food, decent wine and a nice atmosphere.”




  “That's 'cause there's no place there to go.”




  “Do you ever go out to dinner in East Stroudsburg?”




  “No. Of course not. There's no place to go.”




  “That's because nobody goes there.”




  “No. It's because there isn't any good place to go.”




  “Well if you wouldn't even go there, what makes you think other people would?”




  “I would go there if there was a good place. I mean, I think I would.” He rubbed his forehead. “I'm sure I would.”




  “Where would you go?”




  “I'd go to a place like the one I want to open, like a nice wine bar with food and a good atmosphere.”




  “So you'd be, like, the only customer in your own fancy wine bar.”




  The tall one stared with his mouth hanging open. “No,” he said after a rapid series of frowns and scowls. “What I'm saying is if there was a place like that I think people would go there. Plus the rents are really low.”




  “Sure they are. Of course they are. The rents are low because there's no business, no commerce. Nobody goes there.”




  “But if someone opened up a place like I'm talking about, and really did it right, like I've been saying here, then people would come.”




  “If they did, the rents would just go up and you'd be in the exact same situation.”




  “The same as what?”




  “With the high rents and all.”




  “Maybe they would go up, but they wouldn't get as high as they are where there's more foot traffic.”




  “Well, that's because people don't go there to have dinner or drinks or just about anything else.”




  These pickled Poconos minds made it so easy to feel superior.




  The tall one sighed. “I'm saying they would, the place would bring them.”




  “Nope. Not in downtown East Stroudsburg. You don't go there, I don't go there. Nobody goes there.”




  “But they would.”




  “Well, if this is such a great idea, how come nobody's already done it?”




  “I guess nobody's thought of it.”




  “So, like, you're such a better businessman than anybody else in the Poconos, even though you never owned a restaurant or a business of any kind.”




  “I just think it could be a really good idea if you did it right.”




  The shorter one shook his head. “No. It's a bad area.”




  “How is it a bad area? There's the college and the hospital. How is it such a bad area?”




  “So, if you were lucky you'd maybe get a few poor college kids and the sick and injured on their way to or from the hospital.”




  Great to be home.




  “No, you idiot! What about the professors and the doctors?”




  “I'd bet anything they don't go out in East Stroudsburg.”




  “That is because there is no place to go.”




  “Right. You know why?”




  “Yeah. Cause you're a fucking idiot.”




  “Huh?”




  Too bad the cop wasn't here.




  The tall one stood up and grabbed his coat.




  “Where're you going?” the other one asked.




  “I'm going to get a drink somewhere where you aren't.” He turned and started toward the door.




  “Yeah, well I bet anything you're not going to East Stroudsburg.” He got up and followed his friend out.




  Chase laughed and the bartender approached him. “Everything okay?”




  “Is there an entertainment charge?”




  “Today?” He shook his head. “No. Only on Friday and Saturday nights when certain bands are here.”




  Try again. “Are those two married?”




  The bartender looked around the bar. “Those guys that just left?”




  “Never mind.”




  “I'm pretty sure they're straight,” the bartender said. “Sorry.” He pulled a rag from under the bar and began rubbing away imaginary spots.




  “Do you have a good single malt?”




  “Sure.” The bartender motioned to an array of bottles.




  “I'll take a Glenlivet, neat.”




  The bartender took a glass from above the bar and poured a double. “Don't let it get you down,” he said as he placed the glass on a napkin.




  “Excuse me?”




  “There's plenty of other guys.”




   




  Chase didn't realize until his collision with the afternoon heat that he'd left his land legs at the bar. The waves in the parking lot rolled gradually enough, but their rhythm was uneven and they came crashing from all sides. Advancing in a straight line required serious concentration. Halfway to his car he realized he'd adopted a sort of John Wayne stride and he laughed out loud. He looked around to see if anyone was near enough to notice. No, he was alone, although it didn't tax his imagination to envisage the born-again trooper crouching like a sniper behind a fence, peering at him through a high-power riflescope. Thwack, splatter.




  Open the car door. Good. Get in. Okay. Put the key into the ignition. Okay, one more try. Good. Turn. Only a couple miles. Take it easy and pay attention and nobody will get hurt. Really, this was the only sensible way to approach a family reunion, inoculated by a healthy dose of alcohol. Anyway, this was as ready as he was likely to get.




  Only as he approached Aaron's long gravel driveway did it occur to Chase that his brother might not appreciate his condition, mild and pleasant and downright comforting as it was from the inside. He might not appear grave enough under the circumstances. The trees spread to reveal the house. He feigned a grave expression and snorted. Then he noticed all the cars and something tightened in his abdomen. He parked behind the last car in the driveway, stepped out of his car and sprinted toward the house. The front door swung open as he approached it. Bradley, who'd become a little person since he'd last seen him, was gazing up at him.




  “Grampa's dead.”




  Chase felt his face flush. “I'm sorry sweetheart.” He knelt down and patted Bradley's head.




  “Daddy says you don't care.”




  Chase took his nephew in his arms and held him close. Suddenly the child began to sob as though his own father had just died. Chase held him tighter, rocked him. He could feel the dampness of Bradley's tears on his own face.




  The boy pulled back. “Don't cry, Uncle Chase,” he said. “Daddy says you don't care.” His clear young eyes were sympathetic and perfectly dry.




  2




  Alone in the foyer, Chase listened to the drone of somber voices emanating from the living room. He slipped quietly past the doorway and stepped into the kitchen. Aaron was leaning against the refrigerator with his hands in his pockets. His eyes were shut, his head leaning to one side.




  “Aaron?”




  He opened his eyes and folded his arms over his chest. “Thanks again for making sure I get stuck with all the shit.”




  “I'm sorry.” Chase took a seat at the table.




  “I'm sure you have a very good reason for missing Dad's death.” He rubbed his eyes.




  “Please sit down,” Chase said.




  Aaron eased himself into a chair across from his brother. He was pale, puffy, and, Chase realized, entirely justified in his anger.




  “I'm really sorry. I just didn't think it would happen so … so fast.”




  “You mean you didn't believe me. Or you didn't give a shit. Either way, I'm always the one who has to deal with this stuff.”




  “A cop stopped me—”




  “A cop stopped you.”




  “Yeah.”




  “Really? How long were you in jail?”




  “And then I stopped at a bar.”




  “There you go.”




  “I'm sorry, Aaron. I just lost track of time. I had no idea—”




  “So you're getting drunk while I'm watching Dad die. Does that seem fair to you?” He squinted at his younger brother. “Does it?”




  “Fair?” All Aaron could see, even in his father's death, was how it affected him. The death itself was little more than an inconvenience. What was upsetting him was that he'd had to deal with it, whatever that meant.




  “Yeah, I know your routine,” Aaron said. “Nothing's fair. But if it isn't too inconvenient for everyone else, I would really like fair just once, just to see how it feels.”




  “What can I do, Aaron? What do you want me to do?”




  “Nothing.” Aaron looked down at his hands. “No, there is something.” He stood up. “Be somebody else,” he said, and stepped out of the room.




  Now what? He wasn't wanted here, and he understood that, and yet he couldn't very well leave. Or could he? No. That would cause a permanent scar. It would take some time, but Aaron would eventually warm up to him. Even if he didn't forgive him, he'd realize he needed him, though what they provided one another wasn't clear. Perhaps it was something as elemental, and as nebulous, as their genetic link. That, at least, they had. And they shared a history, however dissimilar their versions of it might have been. On the other hand, it didn't matter what it was that they provided one another, or why. Physical presence was the least either of them could offer. It also seemed to be the most they could give.




  And yet there was a sensitive side to Aaron. The old movies they'd watched as children still touched him. By his own account, he'd wept one recent Christmas while watching It’s a Wonderful Life on television with his kids. Yes, he was capable of genuine sadness, but it was somehow tainted. His sorrow wasn't really for the characters in the film; he'd only responded to their sadness with thoughts of his own. In fact, if asked he most likely wouldn't have been able to tell you what their troubles had been: Uh, something about Christmas, I think. Instead, he had seen their pain, and in seeing it had been reminded of what really mattered: his own eternal free-floating grief, grief that he would never acknowledge because to do so might cast aspersions on his parents and make him appear weak. Or perhaps he'd simply found a way to distance himself from emotion in all but the safest circumstances. With all of that, he saw himself as happy and well-adjusted. And in times of doubt, he always had the comforting illusion of God.




  But in spite of what he knew, what he'd learned repeatedly, so powerful was Chase's eagerness for some meaningful connection that when he detected a hint of sensitivity in his brother, he was affected, deluded anew. He loves me. It wouldn't be long before he was faced again with that familiar disappointment and all the resentment it provoked.




  Was their father's body in the house somewhere? Was there something Chase was expected to do now, some hideous ritual he'd be required to perform? And why had he reacted so strongly to the news of the death of a man who was little more than a grumpy stranger? Why did he have to fight to hold the tears back now? He'd known it would eventually come, and he'd thought about it more than once, but in anticipation of the event, when it was merely theoretical, there had been no sadness, no suffering, just a hint of regret that they'd never found a way to connect, that they were strangers who, perhaps, didn't need to be.




  “Chase.” Sarah's voice extinguished his thoughts.




  He turned and looked up at her. “You look very tired.”




  “I am,” she said. “Do you want to see your father?”




  “To be honest—”




  “I think it would be a good idea.” In spite of her smile and her choice of words, Chase knew this was a command.




  “I'd never argue with you.”




  She rolled her eyes. “Are you okay?”




  “I'm always okay.”




  “No. You're always full of shit.”




  “That, too.”




  “Come say goodbye to your father before … before they come to take him.”




  He followed her to the end of the hall, where she opened a door and motioned for him to go in.




  Chase stood at the foot of the bed staring down but trying not to see, not just because of who was lying there, but because of the greater message: we all die. He held his breath, as though the air were tainted, as though death were a contagious condition one could avoid by taking the proper precautions. With his head resting on the pillow, his arms flanking his body on either side and the bed sheets pulled up to his armpits, it was obvious that someone had taken the time to make him appear comfortable. But he looked chalky and poorly constructed, like a discarded wax mannequin. He seemed smaller, too, and his color was all wrong, as though he'd been drained, the substance excavated, leaving only this anemic husk.




  Now he was nothing more than rotting meat, waste. It might already be too late for safe ingestion, though wild animals seemed quite happy to dine on decomposing carcasses. Perhaps the dogs in the neighborhood had already sensed his presence. More likely they were too addicted to Purina and Alpo to be interested in some wrinkly, old dead guy. But why was uncooked meat so toxic to humans? In the cartoons he'd watched as a child, cannibals always cooked their victims in giant cauldrons, but old cartoons probably weren't the most reliable source of information regarding the eating habits of different cultures. Cartoons. I'm thinking about cartoons. In any case, he was too stiff and pasty to be very appetizing. Where was his color? Where had it gone?




  Breathe.




  And where was the part of him that mattered? More to the point, where had it been when he was alive? Or was that just another part of the myth of humanity we were all so blindly eager to believe? These questions would never have occurred to the man whose remains lay before him.




  Talk to me.




  “How are you feeling, Dad?”




  “Grunt.”




  “Are you getting out at all?”




  “Well… .”




  “Why don't you sell the house and move into an apartment?”




  “Ngg.”




  “Or at least a smaller house?”




  “No.”




  “Wouldn't you be more comfortable?”




  “Oh, I don't think so.”




  “If you lived in an apartment you wouldn't have to worry about the yard or the rain gutters or the roof. You'd meet people. Don't you want to meet people? I hear they're nice.”




  “What do you want from me?”




  “I'm just trying to help.”




  “I'm dead. I have absolutely nothing to say.”




  “You really didn't have much of anything to say when you were alive.”




  “Well… .”




  “But why?”




  “Because I'm just not interested.”




  “Not interested in what?”




  “Anything.”




  “What goes on in your mind? What do you think about, or care about? Give me a clue, something to work with when the others are busy mourning.”




  “Please leave me alone.”




  “Okay. Okay, just one more thing.”




  “Sigh. What?”




  “Did you ever try to find Mom?”




  “Oh no.”




  “Why?”




  “Well … grunt.”




  “I'm sorry.”




  “Sorry?”




  “Sorry you … sorry that you died, I guess.”




  “Oh?”




  “Sorry you found life so… .”




  “Hmm?”




  “I don't know. You tell me. You tell me.”




  “Well… .”




  “It wasn't very good, was it?”




  “What do you want from me?”




  “I don't know. Something.”




  Anything.




  He was more responsive now than when he was alive.




  Next to the bed was a chair. Chase slid it a little farther from the bed and sat down. He looked at his father's face. Not much improvement. My father is dead.




  Breathe.




  Asshole. He shook his head and snickered. Fucking asshole. “You're a fucking asshole.” He began to sob, his body shaking with grief, or one of its lesser subsidiaries.




  The eruption had been swift and violent, but like a tropical cloudburst, in a minute it was over. Always he mistrusted tears, questioned the ostensible association. Who or what had really engendered them? From which historical offenses had they evolved? Or were they just a byproduct of some vestigial instinct? On the other hand there were a few clear, obvious reasons to be sad, and in that he found some consolation. The consciousness that for nearly seventy years had occupied this corpse had never seemed completely at home there. There had been no real human connection, little joy or enthusiasm, just a reluctant, perfunctory acceptance of the responsibilities with which he'd been charged, from all appearances without his prior consent. That was terribly sad. There was the grief of those who remained: Aaron, his wife and their children. However mystifying their reasons, they were mourning this passing. And then there was Chase, who in losing his father had lost nothing at all; reason enough, he supposed, for this stunted sorrow.




  He rose, stepped toward bed and leaned over his father's body. Cautiously he reached out. He rested his hand lightly on the sheet next to his father's arm. Then he turned and stepped out of the room.




  Breathe.




   




  Sarah's parents sat on opposite ends of the couch, their pretty younger daughter between them, while Sarah and Aaron stood by the picture window talking with Kirk and a woman Chase didn't know, tall and slender with reddish brown hair and a pale, clear complexion. She didn't seem to be wearing any makeup, or to need any. Nor did the absence of a bra detract from her appeal. Peeking shyly from beneath the sheer fabric of a long beige dress that straddled the line between a formal gown and an Earth Day frock were two nipples, alert, proud, confident. Her parents had probably met at Woodstock. Now her mother was a professor and her father was a banker, no, an attorney, a corporate attorney and an alcoholic—one somehow compensated for the other. They had affairs and resentments. And they had a farm, one to look at and talk about rather than to actually farm on. A farm with horses viewed through a soft focus lens in slow motion. They still smoked pot, which might explain the soft focus and the slow motion. Her hair smelled like wheat and firewood and she read Kafka and Hesse. She was lovely. Hi, nipples. He smiled at her but she didn't seem to notice. Over here. What was wrong with him? He loved her so much.




  Kirk glanced over and nodded. With other people around, Aaron would at least be cordial. Chase approached the group and reached for Kirk's hand. Kirk pulled him close and embraced him. “I'm sorry,” he said and tightened his grip.




  “Thanks.” Chase backed away. “And thanks for being here.” Where did that come from?




  Everyone had gotten here so quickly. They were probably all on call, aware that if they failed Aaron in his time of need, they would suffer for eternity. Or maybe they simply cared enough not to let him down.




  “How are you holding up?” Kirk assessed him.




  “I'm okay.” Chase turned toward his brother. “How are you doing?”




  Aaron shrugged and Sarah put her arm around him.




  “He's having a hard time right now, but he'll be fine.” She reached out toward Chase. “And we're glad you're here, Chase.”




  “Thanks,” he said. “I should have been here sooner.” Blah, blah, blah.




  “Well, you're here now,” Kirk said. “That's what matters.”




  Wheat and Firewood was standing quite close to Kirk, but they weren't actually making physical contact, which was a comfort. Why didn't someone introduce them?




  “Are you still at that little newspaper?”




  Chase would have preferred almost any other topic, but Kirk was making an honest effort to involve him in the conversation. “Well, no. I decided it was time to move on.”




  “Wow. When did that happen?”




  “I think it might have been the day they fired me.”




  Even Aaron let a chuckle escape. Wheat and Firewood was the only one who didn't laugh. She didn't even smile. I hate her.




  “What about you,” he said to Kirk.




  “Still teaching and playing. Plus I've been doing some programming.”




  “Music programming?”




  “No. Back-office stuff for banks and financial institutions.”




  “Oh.” He felt his face scrunch up. A little impulse control would be nice, at least in social situations with people he was fond of. “I'm sorry.”




  “No problem. It can be a little tedious, but I enjoy it. We both enjoy it.” He smiled at Wheat and Firewood and put his hand on her shoulder.




  Fucking bastard shithole fuckhead.




  “I'm sorry. This is Haley, a programming prodigy and music lover.”




  “Good to know I've offended friends and strangers alike.”




  “I'm not offended.” Her expression didn't change.




  “I guess I need to try harder.” Chase offered his hand. “I'm Aaron's brother, Chase.”




  “Good to meet you.”




  He was smitten and she had absolutely no interest in him. Was it as obvious to everyone else as it was to him? Hopefully, rather than worrying about his inappropriate floundering, they were all reflecting on the death and those affected by it—like normal, emotionally balanced humans. It wasn't that he wasn't touched by his father's death. He was, despite himself. But the impact was sporadic: violent slaps of grief separated by periods of giddy desperation. All he wanted right now was to touch her breasts, kiss her thighs, bury his face in her and make subaqueous sounds. Bluh, bluh, bluh, bluh, bluh. And his head was beginning to ache, as it always did if he stopped drinking too early in the day. “Can I get anyone a drink?”




  Kirk's eyes widened. “I'll take a beer if Aaron will have one.”




  “Sure.” Aaron nodded. “But I'm going to need to eat something soon.”




  “Maybe I can find something to throw together,” Sarah said. “I'll see what mom and dad want to do.” She turned toward the couch and Chase excused himself.




   




  He was rooting through drawers searching for a bottle opener when Sarah and her sister stepped into the kitchen.




  “They're screw-offs,” Sarah said.




  “Shh.” Chase put a finger to his lips. “They have feelings, too.”




  “Hi, Chase.”




  “Hi, Christine.”




  “How are you doing?”




  “I'm okay. Just sort of stunned and a little woozy.”




  “Makes sense.”




  “Yeah, I guess.”




  “But never too stunned to notice an attractive woman.”




  “Excuse me?” Had it been that obvious?




  “I think this is the first time we've been in the same room and you haven't come on to me.” She tilted her head. “Well, except when we were dating.”




  Sarah planted a hand on her hip. “His father just died, Chris.”




  “I think it has a little more to do with his new friend.”




  Sarah's mouth dropped open. “Are you jealous?”




  Christine laughed. “Actually I was going to thank her for taking the pressure off, but then she really didn't have any choice in the matter.”




  “Chris.” Sarah scowled.




  “It's alright. She's cute when she's being a nasty bitch.”




  “That's more like it,” Christine said.




  “How's the shop?”




  “Shops. I've got a second one now.”




  “In Stroudsburg?”




  “At the Stroud Mall.”




  “You've hit the big time.”




  She reached out and gripped his arm. “I'm sorry about your father. Really.”




  “Thanks.” He drew her closer and kissed her cheek.




  It had only lasted a couple months between them. The sex was frequent and action packed—more like an Olympic event than an intimate connection—and she was smart and funny. For a while it was fun, at least when they weren't arguing, but they were both stubborn and competitive and neither of them could stand to lose, so once an argument began it would continue until their tempers boiled over. He would become sarcastic and the contempt would bubble out of her like burning lava in search of a primitive village to devastate.




  “You always think you're right,” she would snarl, and her lovely face would rearrange itself into an expression appropriate to the accidental ingestion of fecal matter.




  “Of course I think I'm right. Do you think you're wrong?”




  “Don't be an ass.”




  “I just don't understand why anyone would have an argument if they thought they were wrong.”




  “You don't have to be so arrogant, so dismissive and trivializing of other people's views.”




  “I'm not dismissive. I just think you're wrong. Should I pretend to agree if I think you're wrong? That's ridiculous.”




  “Now I'm ridiculous.”




  “No! No, your argument is ridiculous.”




  “You are so fucking arrogant. You think everyone else is stupid.”




  “No. I sometimes think other people are wrong, as I'm sure you do.”




  “You smirk and shake your head and—”




  “I'm animated. Why should my confidence or my way of ex-pressing myself offend you?”




  “You think you're smarter than everybody.”




  “You're wrong.”




  “Of course I am. I'm always wrong and you're always right, because you're so fucking smart.”




  Often it would take days for both of them to recover. And then, after a brief period of emotional peace followed by almost feral sex, it would happen again. Somehow, after all of that, he felt he'd never really gotten to know her. That still seemed vaguely unfortunate. And he wouldn't mind seeing her naked again, though he could do without the postcoital chafing.




   




  Haley was standing by herself in the living room when Chase approached her.




  “What happened to Kirk and Aaron?”




  “They stepped outside.” She raised an eyebrow.




  There was probably some cryptic message there, but not one he was equipped to decode. Or maybe it was just a facial tick. In any case it was lovely. He really did love her. What he wanted was just to say it: “I think you're wonderful.” Or he could ask her to have dinner with him; in fact that would make him very happy. The problem, the main problem, was that his father had just died and an advance right here, right now, might seem faintly indelicate. On the other hand, she might accede out of sympathy. And that would be okay, like a gift from dad, one that Chase really wanted for a change. That would be perfectly fine. Just to sit across from her sipping wine and discussing Kafka and Hesse would make him so very happy. It would solve all of his problems. Life would be good. He would live forever. Wheee.




  “So you're a journalist?”




  “Well, I was a couple weeks ago.”




  “What do you have to do to get fired from a job like that?”




  But perhaps she was brought here to hurt him. “It’s a little embarrassing.”




  “Good.” She granted him about a third of a smile.




  “I was caught stealing semicolons.”




  “I didn't realize people still used them.”




  “They don't. They're collector's items now. Very rare.” He sipped his beer. At least she got it. Ready, aim, fuck it. “Would you like to have dinner with me?”




  “Why?”




  “I just think you're adorable.”




  “No,” she said. Now she was smiling. Jesus.




  “Please.”




  “No. I'm sorry. You're just a little too … balled up.




  And I—”




  “Balled up?”




  “You're a bit of a wreck.”




  He looked down and scrutinized his clothing.




  She laughed. “Emotionally.”




  “Thanks for noticing.”




  The front door slammed shut and a minute later Aaron and Kirk strolled merrily into the room, the scent of pot clinging to them like an accusation. Chase handed them each a beer.




  “I need to try to eat something.” Aaron wiped the lip of his bottle.




  Kirk took a sip. “I'd like to take everyone out for dinner.”




  “Somebody has to stay here for the… .” Aaron's eyes were red, from crying or from the pot. Probably both. He looked as though he was about to topple over. His God didn't seem to be offering much support. “I have to stay here.”




  “I'll stay,” Chase said.




  “Really?”




  “Just tell me what has to be done and I'll deal with it.”




  “Can we leave the kids with you?”




  “Are they still here?”




  “Of course. They're upstairs swigging vodka.”




  “Yeah, sure. If it's okay with them. And if they've left some for me.”




  Aaron nodded. “They'll be thrilled,” he said. “For some reason they like you.”




  Though he rarely saw them, Chase adored Bradley and Sophie. Still, this was not something he wished to do. Ever since he was a teenager, and probably long before that, he'd been terrified of death, particularly his own. Notwithstanding his recent preoccupation with suicide, thoughts of his own demise still nauseated him and made him gasp for air. But it wasn't only his own death that frightened him. Images of death, death in any form, natural and calm or painful and violent, could cause him to twitch and squirm like a burning snake. When an animal's carcass appeared on the road ahead he would avert his eyes. He was an expert at avoiding funerals. Even the most distant thought of death would set his mind racing in every direction for some diversion.




  “Do I have to do anything with … ?”




  “No. They'll take care of … they'll take care of him.”




  It wasn't enough, but it would have to be. He would stand there and watch out of the corner of his eye as soft-spoken strangers clad in white pulled off the sheets and lifted his father's body out of the bed, as they placed him on whatever conveyance they used for their grisly work. He would try to look away but he would catch a glimpse as an arm dropped down, or a leg, stiff and lifeless as a wooden plank. He'd concentrate on his own breathing but still he would hear the dull crunch as his father's head leaned to one side. He would gird himself against the dresser as his father's intestines shot out in a rancid spray and the room filled with roaches and bloodthirsty rats, flames shooting from their eyes.
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grace to a story smoldering in pain.”
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