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			PRAISE FOR CRAIG LANCASTER’S BOOKS

			


			600 Hours of Edward

			“This is a wonderful book.”—Montana Quarterly

			“A nearly perfect combination of traditional literary elements, mixing crowdpleasing sappiness with indie-friendly subversion, a masterful blend of character and action.”—Chicago Center for Literature and Photography


			The Summer Son

			“A classic western tale of rough lives and gruff, dangerous men, of innocence betrayed and long, stumbling journeys to love.”—Booklist

			“The Summer Son will grip you with its pathos and insight, propel you mercilessly forward with its tension and suspense, and then wow you with an ending you won’t see coming.”—Jonathan Evison, author of Lawn Boy and This Is Your Life, Harriet Chance!


			Edward Adrift

			“Edward Adrift is that rarest of things: a sequel that’s actually better than its predecessor.”—David Abrams, author of Fobbit and Brave Deeds


			The Art of Departure

			“Have you ever felt in your pocket and found a twenty you didn’t know you had; how ’bout a hundred dollar bill, or a Montecristo cigar or a twenty-four-karat diamond? That’s what reading Craig Lancaster is like—close and discovered treasures.”—Craig Johnson, author of the Walt Longmire series of books


			The Fallow Season of Hugo Hunter

			“Craig Lancaster may very well be the best writer I know when it comes to telling the stories of broken misfits struggling toward the light.”—Tyler Dilts, author of Mercy Dogs


			This Is What I Want

			“Who we are, even in our darkest moments—our dreams, our what-ifs, and our final reckonings—can all be found in this masterfully told story.”—LynDee Walker, author of No Sin Unpunished and Leave No Stone


			Edward Unspooled

			“Simply put, the Edward books invite Lancaster to deploy all his talents, to make use of all his quirks and inclinations, all the wit that rolls out of him unceasingly.”—Last Best News


			Julep Street

			“Like only the finest novels, it manages to be both heartbreaking and hilarious, and often within the same paragraph.”—Allen Morris Jones, author of Sweeney on the Rocks and A Bloom of Bones


			You, Me & Mr. Blue Sky (with Elisa Lorello)

			“Honest, heartwarming, and wickedly funny, this is one love story you won’t want to miss.”—Karen McQuestion, bestselling author of Hello, Love
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			THE PRINCIPLE OF CONSERVATION OF LINEAR MOMENTUM

			The linear momentum of a system has constant magnitude and direction if the system is subjected to no external force.

			On the other hand...
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			MINNEAPOLIS/ST. PAUL INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT

			Thursday, March 7, 2019 | 8:17 p.m.

			748 miles from home

			In a practiced motion he slipped halfway into his coat, then slid the backpack strap onto his right shoulder behind it. He wrenched himself and dangled his left hand back, trying to catch the loose sleeve, and he clipped the head of the man from 6B, who was sitting in his seat and placidly awaiting the jumbled exit.

			“Sorry,” Max said.

			Pursed lips and no reply from 6B. Max set his backpack down in his own seat, 6C, across the aisle, shed the coat, and tried again, this time with more precision and control. He hooked the left sleeve and finally shimmied the coat fully onto his shoulders, then he brought the backpack up again.

			“I never understand the hurry,” 6B side-mouthed to 6A. “We’re all going to get off in due time.”

			6A, a woman about 6B’s age, Max figured, similarly neat in dress and taciturn in manner, gripped his hand without a look up.

			“There’s no need to race everyone,” 6B groused on.

			“Some people like to stand,” 6A said. She glanced at Max and offered a fractional smile, one he couldn’t quite interpret. Don’t mind my grumpy husband, maybe? Or, you clumsy oaf. That was the greater possibility.

			Max swallowed hard. “It’s just that I have a tight connection.”

			6B looked at him with merciless erosion. “I wasn’t speaking to you.” The final syllable drew out, mocking and disdainful.

			“OK,” Max said. Another quarter-way smile from 6A, then forward movement began up ahead, followed by the murmur of insincere goodbyes from the flight crew.

			Max took half a step back, crowding 7C and clearing the space between the seats. “After you,” he said to 6B and 6A. They shuffled into the aisle, collected their things from the floor and the overhead bin, and walked toward the door. Max hung back a couple of steps.

			“Thanks for the lift,” he said to the captain as he exited, the same words, the same flat delivery as several hundred times before. The flight attendant smiled, the same as ever. Max hucked the backpack higher on his shoulders, ducked his head, and stepped into the jet bridge.

			He merged with the stampeding humanity of the F concourse at 8:23 by his atomically precise watch, and though he dutifully put one foot in front of the other, dropping heavy steps toward the gate at the end of C, he knew there was little point to it all. The words he hadn’t wanted to see—“on time”—had stared back at him from the departure board, and he knew there was no way to bridge the distance before Flight 859, the last plane home for the night, pushed back from the gate and headed for Billings without him.

			Still, he trudged on, past gift shops and fast-food offerings, past mothers pushing strollers holding conked-out children, against the flow of business travelers and students, to the end of the F concourse, left turn, under the mezzanine, a veer away from the signs pointing to baggage claim, a right turn at the C concourse, all the way down, past the art gallery, onward, ever onward.

			On the people mover, he thought of a treadmill, then ricocheted off to a memory of his seventeenth year, Billings Senior High, the quarter-miles he could toss off when he was a young man of remarkable want-to if not quite elite speed. In those days, he could cover the distance in 50.12 seconds. Assuming constant speed—a faulty assumption—that’s a three-minute, twenty-second mile. In an hour, 17.96 miles. In twenty-four hours, 431.04 miles. It can’t be done, of course. Not by the human machine. Even if it could, he would be left well short of Billings.

			Gate C27, now emptied out, came into view. If he were suddenly in possession of his youthful gait, could he have made it by dashing through the nighttime terminal like the Hertz commercial O.J. Simpson of his memories, before the Juice became known for other ways of running? Probably not. He knew the speed but not the distance or the time of flow. Would have been fun to try, though, in another life.

			“It’s gone, I guess,” Max said to the gate agent.

			“About to be.” The agent, maybe Alexandra’s age, tilted her head toward the window. The jet bridge was pulling back from the plane.

			“No chance you’d...”

			“I’m sorry,” she said.

			“Yeah.”

			“They’ll be happy to rebook you at customer service.”

			“I know the drill. Thanks.”

			“I’m sorry for the inconvenience, sir.”

			“Me, too.”

			Sorry didn’t begin to cover the half of it. The whole thing, right down the line, had been a series of misses that had taken Max increasingly afield from the promises he had made. First had been the standby day in Wisconsin while the eggheads back in Germany scrutinized the tool data remotely. He had pushed his come-home flight back a day when that happened, a two-hundred-dollar charge that wouldn’t cause even a blink in accounting when his expense report went in. Then the hour-long shutdown in Indiana, six miles from the end of the run. That had wiped out his margin of error. The hour and fifteen minutes on the tarmac at Midway as the airline mechanics replaced a cockpit panel. That was the setback that had pushed him into the red. The distance between the gates in Minneapolis had finally torn his plans for good.

			On the other end of the call, Janine wanted none of it.

			“I knew,” she said. “Of course you wouldn’t be back.”

			“I couldn’t do anything about it.”

			A sigh across the miles. “You never can.”

			“It was just bad luck.”

			“I said, ‘You going to be home Thursday?’ You said, ‘Oh, yeah, no problem.’”

			“I didn’t know this—”

			“Just stop.”

			He stopped. Silence wedged between them, wiping clear the rest of what he might have said in his own defense.

			“This is important to me,” she said, emotion edging into her voice.

			“To me, too.”

			“No.”

			“It is.”

			“It’s not, or you’d be here.”

			“I couldn’t.”

			“And there you are. You just had to take the late plane, and now—”

			“I didn’t have a choice.”

			“Yes, you did. And you made it.”

			“I’ll be there by lunch,” he said brightly, as if some cheerfulness he pulled out of the ether or some other nether region could right this skidding thing. “Maybe we could—”

			“Alexandra and I are going to brunch after the thing. To celebrate.”

			“I should be there.”

			“Alex and I are going to brunch.”

			“OK. I’ll wait at home.”

			Max lingered in front of the vending machines, considering his options. The airline rep had come by with an overnight kit—a floor mat, a blanket, a tube of toothpaste and a miniature brush, some wet wipes. “Thanks for flying Delta,” he had said. Max had built himself a bivouac at Gate G5—another long walk after the rebooking and before the contretemps with Janine—and was now procuring the provisions that would carry him to the other side of the night.

			A swipe of the card, buttons punched, and a bag of cookies preserved into crispy permanence dropped from their perch. Max pushed back the door and collected them.

			He moved one machine to his left, swiped again, and punched in the code for a Diet Coke. A mechanical arm with a big receptacle moved up and over, collected the bottle, and deposited it in the holding chute. A cylindrical door opened, and Max grabbed the drink.

			“That stuff will kill you.”

			Max turned around. Jogging Suit Man, who had also made camp at G5, smiled and pointed at the soda. “Chemicals. So-called essential oils. Artificial sweeteners. Caffeine.”

			Max shrugged. “Not going to be able to sleep anyway. I’m not worried about the caffeine.”

			“I used to drink that stuff. A two-liter bottle a day, at least.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Now, straight-up water. At least a hundred and twenty ounces daily. Usually more.”

			Max thought of Niagara Falls. And then he thought of urinals into infinity. And then he thought of the sublime freedom of peeing outdoors, perhaps discreetly covered by an open door on his rental car but otherwise whizzing into the weeds, as nature intended.

			“Interesting,” Max said.

			“I started running,” Jogging Suit Man said. “Sixty-nine years old, can do a nine-minute mile. Running and a morning swim in the ocean. Can’t beat it.”

			“I can run faster than that.”

			“Oh?”

			Max’s hands went to his ample midsection to cover the lie. “Could.”

			“Ah.”

			Jogging Suit Man, like Seat 6A, regarded him with a smile that couldn’t be deciphered.

			“OK, then,” Max said.

			“OK,” Jogging Suit Man said. “But that stuff will kill you.”

			Max looked at the bottle in his hand, then back at Jogging Suit Man.

			“When?” he asked.
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			MINNEAPOLIS/ST. PAUL INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT

			Friday, March 8 | 4:03 a.m.

			Six hours and fifty-nine minutes from home

			Jogging Suit Man, ruddy of cheek and wet of hair, settled into his makeshift camp next to Max’s. He had come from the men’s restroom across the concourse, so Max couldn’t be sure whether the drenching was from the faucet there or from the laps he had run through the quiet airport. Max had logged seven of those once he realized they were happening. The times had been a scattershot across the clock; on one lap, Jogging Suit Man would be unseen for eight minutes and twenty-nine seconds, on the next for four minutes and three seconds, and so on. The inconsistency had gnawed at Max.

			“Now I won’t have to work out once we get to Billings,” Jogging Suit Man said after he sat down and gently blotted the excess water from his head. “Fortuitous.”

			Max, sitting on his own mat, looked around at the clumps of stranded travelers, all either snoozing (how?) or otherwise uninterested in him and his impromptu bunkmate.

			“I timed you,” Max said, surprising himself with the revelation.

			“Oh?”

			“Nine-minute mile,” Max scrambled. “Was trying to figure out how far you went, that’s all. A hobby of mine.”

			“Timing people, or math?” Jogging Suit Man’s smile left no room for interpretation. Bemused.

			“Math.” Max looked down, fixating on the carpet.

			“I definitely wasn’t on that kind of pace. Just needed to move,” Jogging Suit Man said. With precise hands, he folded the thin airline blanket into a perfect square and set it down.

			“I figured. The lap times were all jumbled.”

			“Well, I stopped a couple of times and looked at the art. There are some fine Cuban works over there, in an airport of all places. Do you like art?”

			“It’s OK,” Max said.

			“That’s precisely what Baudelaire said.”

			Max went flush at the gentle mockery and hoped it didn’t show. He couldn’t rightly say whether he liked this guy—he suspected he probably didn’t—but he was fascinated nonetheless.

			“I read,” Max said, patting the Craig Johnson paperback at his knee. Seventy-six books last year, Baudelaire.

			“Reading’s fine, yes, indeed,” Jogging Suit Man said. “You can’t get far in this life without reading. But you know what they say about a picture.”

			“Sure.”

			“What I mean is, I look at a painting—let’s say Saco Bay, by Homer—and—”

			“I’m not familiar.”

			“You really must rectify that. But the point I’m making is, here’s this painting of two women, sunset, silhouette, the sky this color that’s all at once familiar and unlike anything I’ve ever seen on this earth, and I feel like if I could just step close enough—”

			“You could be in there with them?”

			Jogging Suit Man, for the first time, looked as if he had been knocked conversationally off his stride. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, that’s it.”

			“I understand,” Max said.

			“There’s an aliveness in it. Being moved by art tells you that you are alive.”

			“I guess.”

			Jogging Suit Man held Max in gaze for a few uncomfortable moments, grinning as if Max were a lifelong knucklehead buddy. Max shrugged and then fortified his response. “I get what you’re saying. I just don’t look at a lot of art, I guess.”

			Jogging Suit man nodded and continued prepping his staked-out area. “I’m from that country,” he said.

			“What country?” Max asked.

			“Maine. Saco Bay. Biddeford, really, but it’s close enough.”

			“I’ve never been.”

			Behind them, on the other side of the row of low-slung seats, a sleeping traveler farted, grumbled, flopped over, and returned to slumber. The uninvited cloud wafted into their space. Max and Jogging Suit Man covered their noses and mouths with upheld hands, and Jogging Suit Man began coughing, a little at first and then rapidly, until at last he smothered it. He looked at Max and shrugged, and they both giggled.

			“You OK?” Max asked.

			“Just gassed. Literally and...well, literally.”

			Jogging Suit Man uncovered, venturing a test of the air quality. With both hands, he swept back his silver hair. “That man ought to change his diet,” he said.

			Max felt around on his right side, opposite Jogging Suit Man, and pushed his half-eaten bag of cookies into the recesses of his campsite. “Yeah.”

			“Maine is the best place on earth,” Jogging Suit Man said.

			“I’ve heard good things. I like Montana.”

			“What’s not to like?”

			Max thought the question rhetorical, so he clamped down on a powerful urge to answer, which, he feared, could turn into a ceaseless ramble through the many things and people and situations in Montana that weren’t to like but that, yeah, the place itself was just dandy.

			“It’ll be good to get home,” Max said now, a lie tangential to the discussion at hand.

			“Were you on a work trip?” Jogging Suit Man said.

			“Yeah.”

			“Best left to young fellows like you. What do you do?”

			“Pipeline inspection,” Max said, surprised that a simplified version of the truth had popped out of his mouth. These past few years, to amuse himself during inevitable conversations initiated by fellow travelers, he had been fudging the details of his employment, passing himself off as a plumber or an electrician or a basketball coach—anything, really, where he had a bit of operational knowledge and at least a mild interest. The one time he had gone too far, co-opting Alexandra’s job as the president of the Montana Regional Multiple Listing Service, he had stupidly ignored two things. First, that there’s in-flight WiFi and such declarations can be verified, and second, that there was a chance (one hundred percent, in that case) that his seatmate would be a real estate agent. It had been a long flight.

			Jogging Suit Man’s interest seemed piqued. “Petroleum or natural gas?” he asked.

			“Petroleum, mostly.”

			“Are you actually inspecting the welds as they put the pipe in, or does your work concern right-of-way issues, or—”

			“No, nothing like that. I track tools through the line.”

			“Pigs,” Jogging Suit Man said knowingly.

			“That’s what they call them, yeah.” Max usually had to explain the term, which is why he defaulted to the more accessible nomenclature with people outside the business. P-I-G—pipeline inspection gauge. Also, the damn things often squealed going down the line. Pig tracker or pipeline inspector, which job title would you put on a business card?

			“That certainly explains the interest in my rate of speed. I’d say it’s a bit more than a hobby, wouldn’t you?” Jogging Suit Man didn’t wait for Max to answer. “What were you running, a cleaner?”

			“Not this time. Diagnostic.”

			“A crack tool?” The well-informed staccato call and response Jogging Suit Man was engaging in caused Max to wonder if he was dealing here with an oil man. He had heard that some of them tended to retire to Maine for the coastal lifestyle and the open space.

			“Yeah, a crack tool,” Max said. “You in the business?”

			Jogging Suit Man laughed, big and hearty. 

			“No. It’s just that I read, too.”

			“About fluid dynamics?”

			“About whatever.”

			Jogging Suit Man set his folded blanket upon an airline pillow that Max surmised had been swiped from first class. He stretched out on his side and set his head down, then sat up again. He offered a right hand across the distance to Max.

			“Charles Foster Danforth, retired pediatrician.”

			Max clasped the hand with a well-exercised grip. “Max Wendt, pig tracker.”
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			PARKHILL DRIVE, BILLINGS, MONTANA

			Friday, March 8

			748 air miles | One hour, forty-seven minutes | 419.439 mph average

			3.8 road miles | Nine minutes, twenty-eight seconds | 23.668 mph

			Max noticed two things after breaching the front door. First, Janine’s Billings Realtor of the Year Award—the flashpoint of her justified anger and perhaps even injury at his tardiness—sat on the entryway table, turned toward the door. Second, its presence confirmed that Janine, and maybe Alexandra, had come to the house after the award was given, placed the plaque there in all its accusatory glory, and left for a brunch where he wouldn’t be welcome.

			He found himself again swimming through a lack of clarity about Janine’s attitude and intentions toward him. She usually wasn’t unpleasant. She rarely was unkind. In fact, Max often thought her responses to stimuli were almost too perfectly in proportion. If he kissed her, she kissed him back. If he spoke to her, she partook of the conversation. If he retreated into silence, she left him alone until he was ready to speak again. He knew he had no room to complain about any of it, but that knowledge didn’t leaven his sense that she regarded him essentially as just another accumulation of a long marriage. Furniture, in other words, although Max quickly reminded himself that the living-room sectional had never been so unreliable as to get on a plane and disappear for a week.

			Max rolled his two clamshell suitcases, one filled with his gear and the other with his soiled clothes, through the narrow entryway and into the living room proper. He then knelt gingerly, careful to keep his bad left knee airborne and his good right one planted, leaning into the hall table for balance, and he examined the plaque. It was the standard bauble, equally suitable for volunteer appreciation awards and youth sports participation trophies, with faux dark wood backing and a handsomely engraved silver plate: 

			2019 Billings Realtor of the Year

			Janine Garwood

			Max would have liked to say he had long since assimilated Janine’s decision to use her maiden name out in the professional world, that he could understand her desire to use her own credentials as she built, with Alexandra’s help, a formidable realty and property management business. Max would also have liked to say he had been homecoming king back in ’81, but that wasn’t true, either.

			So, he now wondered, had Janine come home with the dark intent of setting this award precisely where he would see it before he saw anything else, so any sense of guilt he might harbor about his absence that morning could be inflamed before he even unpacked? He hadn’t known her to be that cunning. He shook his head. It’s not fair to put that on her. She came home and set it here, a place of honor. That’s it.

			At the entry to the living room, he escorted his suitcases to the left, down the main hallway, to the second door on the right, and into what he had staked out as his office. It wasn’t much. A couple of standup particle-board bookshelves from Target, filled with the contemporary western-set novels he loved, by Johnson and Box and Burke and McCafferty and Florio and Wheeler and Harrison (Jamie, the daughter; he had always found the old man inscrutable), a small closet filled with seasonal-appropriate fire-resistant clothing, boots, and other gear, a corner desk holding an ancient MacBook and a scattering of mail Janine had dropped there in his absence. Finally, there was the undressed queen mattress and box springs atop a cheapo bedframe from Costco, where his suitcases lived when they weren’t in transit, always open, either waiting to be filled or in the process of being emptied.

			Max set the suitcases parallel on the bed, unzipped each and flipped the top compartments open simultaneously. Always, he worked from left to right, taking inventory of the equipment first, as he would have to scramble if anything had been left behind or gone missing, then finishing with the pile of clothes.

			First, he pulled his wallet from his right front jeans pocket and from that extracted a laminated yellow card. One by one, he checked the list he had printed there against the items organized in the suitcase:

			•	Wireless receiver and Bluetooth antenna

			•	Cab sound control unit and cables

			•	Wireless geophone

			•	Headphones

			•	Pipe locator

			•	Seasonal work gloves

			•	Collapsible traffic cones (2)

			•	Plug-in GPS drive

			•	Three-way power converter

			•	Car-top strobe

			•	First-aid kit

			•	Duct tape

			•	Batteries (Cs, AAs, and AAAs)

			•	Cellphone signal booster

			•	Safety glasses

			•	Hearing protection

			•	Small sledgehammer

			•	Strap-on headlamp

			•	Tape measure

			•	Gas monitor and charger

			•	Rubber gloves

			•	Gallon-size freezer bags

			•	Assorted screwdrivers and wrenches

			•	Hard hat

			•	Binoculars

			•	Heavy-duty absorbent cloths

			The common hand tools and the batteries tended to be the most frequent casualties of Max’s travels, being instantly recognizable and of interest to light-fingered baggage inspectors. The pricier equipment got left alone, because (a) it wasn’t explosive (the suspicion of which, on X-ray, was the reason his stuff always got opened) and (b) most people didn’t know what the hell it was for. Max thought it vulgar that these unseen people between his check-in and the loading of the plane could both let him know they’d been through his goods—there was always a tell-tale TSA we-examined-your-things flyer in his case when he reached his destination—and blithely steal from him. His frequent letters to the feds had, as yet, prompted neither a response nor recompense. For that reason, he was pleased to see that everything he took to Chicago had also made it home. He tucked his checklist back where it belonged. He left the suitcase open, as he would repeat the inventory before leaving again.

			Max now sidestepped to his right and started in on the clothes. He had learned long ago to pack two more of everything than he would need by the schedule, because days out on the line tended to slide in unexpected ways—a perfect example being the lost day in Wisconsin while the engineers fiddled with the tool and Max relaxed—that is, intermittently jacked off and slept—back at the hotel. 

			First, he removed and folded the unused extra clothing—a pair of Carhartt fire-resistant jeans, green-and-blue plaid boxers, heavy-duty Smartwool socks, and a black, long-sleeve, moisture-wicking fire-resistant shirt. Everything except the boxers would go in his office closet.

			Next, he made three piles of dirty laundry on the floor: underwear and socks, off-duty jeans and shirts, on-duty fire-resistant clothing. These, he would carry to the basement and begin cycling through the wash. There had been a time, when Alexandra was a little girl, that Janine had quietly herded his laundry after a work trip, not out of a fealty to traditional gender roles but because she found it easier to integrate him into her own household system than to expect him to figure out how it worked. That time was far in the past, like so many others that existed only as scar tissue. For all he knew now, Janine sent her laundry out, or had her assistant do it. And it had been years earlier that Alexandra’s had moved off with her to college and then to her waiting, larger life, never to return.

			Max stuffed each of the piles into its own drawstring bag, pulled the openings tight, and toted the bags back down the hall, through the living room, into the kitchen, and down into the basement. At the foot of the stairs, he flipped a switch, casting the territory Janine had annexed for her office in a soft light.

			Max had always loved the walkout basement, considering it one of the prime features when they’d bought the house in ’86, not quite a year into their marriage. Pull the blinds back from the double sliding glass doors and there was a view to the in-ground pool they’d installed in ’97, making theirs the cool house for Alexandra and her friends. That had pretty much been the decisive factor in getting it, the desire to keep their girl close throughout her adolescence. That it didn’t work was beside the point; not many things do. The pool didn’t get much use anymore—and certainly not now, in early March—but every summer day that Max did the mowing and then soaked himself redeemed the effort and expense of maintaining it. And it gave Janine a nice view when she was down here plotting her block-by-block takeover of the Billings real estate market.

			Her ascendant middle-age career, in fact, had been the wedge that had turned the basement from a TV-and-billiards room into a well-appointed office with leather furniture, a huge oak desk, and classical prints where family photo collages used to hang.

			“I need a place where I can spread out,” Janine had said. “You know, a place where I can occasionally bring clients or host staff parties.”

			“What about me watching games with the guys?” Max had countered.

			“When was the last time you did that?”

			He couldn’t conjure an answer. And thus ended another negotiation in her favor.

			In the laundry room, Max shook the contents of the socks-and-underwear bag into the washer, put in a color catcher, measured the detergent, and keyed the permanent-press setting into the machine. As the tub filled and began churning, he realized that he was in second-day clothes that were well past the point of ripeness. Standing there on the cold concrete floor, he stripped, button-front shirt off, khakis off, white tube socks off, paisley boxers off. He then felt through the pockets of his doffed pants to intercept any forgotten items, wishing to avoid his twice-annual wallet washing.

			From the left front pocket, he pulled the business card Jogging Suit Man—Charles Foster Danforth—had given him at the baggage claim that morning. He had already forgotten.

			“I’m here doing a CPR class for the American Heart Association,” Danforth had said. “My little post-retirement contribution to the betterment of the world.”

			“Two-inch-deep compressions,” Max had replied.

			“You’re familiar, then?”

			“Have to renew my certification next year.”

			“Maybe I’ll be back for that next year and teach you a thing or two.”

			“Maybe.”

			“Max,” Danforth had said, “I’ll be done around seven tonight, if you want to get together for a beer.”

			Max hadn’t known what to make of the proposition. He had figured Danforth for someone unrestrained around others, overly talkative, maybe even a bit lonely. He had watched, amused, on the Minneapolis-to-Billings flight as Danforth, up in 2B, had talked himself blue to 2A while Max dealt with a case of the jimmylegs in 7C. Was this a come-on? Max hadn’t gotten that vibe, but he also had never been particularly good at recognizing one, conventional or otherwise.

			“I can’t.”

			“Well,” Danforth had said, “take my card anyway. I’d like to hear from you from time to time, Max Wendt. I want hear about your travels and adventures chasing that underground porcine temptress.”

			Flummoxed, Max had accepted the offering, if not the further invitation. “What for?”

			“Call it geriatric inquisitiveness.”

			“Huh?”

			“I’m old and I’m curious about things.”

			“OK.”

			“Funny old fella,” Max said now, popping the card twice across his left palm.

			The washing machine was going full-bore, gurgling and thumping as it tossed his goods in the froth. Max took note of the time remaining, then looked at his atomic watch, precise to the hundredth of a second, the only article left on his body, and he calculated his return to push the next load.

			Up the stairs he went, carrying Danforth’s card in his right hand in the absence of a pocket. Unexpectedly, he felt good, even playful. It was joy, as if a dose of sugar had hitched a ride on his blood. He opened the door separating the basement stairs from the kitchen, stepped onto the landing, pivoted, and attempted a Michael Jackson moonwalk across the laminate floor.

			“Max!”

			He spun a quarter-turn to his right, his dingus following through like a flattened-out golf swing. There, in the living room, dropped the jaws of his wife, her twenty-four-year-old assistant Kara, and his beloved daughter, the light of his life and the holder of his heart.

			“Oh, Dad,” Alexandra said. “Really? Come on.”
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			PARKHILL DRIVE, BILLINGS, MONTANA

			Friday, March 8 | 9:57 p.m.

			According to a researcher at Cal Tech, ejaculate, upon launch, travels  at an average rate of 27.96 mph (over an exceedingly short distance). In three minutes and forty-four seconds of diligent effort, Max Wendt 
was unable to produce a specimen that could confirm this.

			Janine lay on her back, propped up by pillows, a stack of marketing materials at the ready. She reached out for Max’s hand, found it, and gave it a quick squeeze and a quicker release. When he had rolled off her, whispering “I’m sorry,” she had wordlessly left the bed, dressed herself, gathered her nightly market studies and new listings and returned.

			“I’m sorry,” he said.

			“Stop apologizing.”

			“I’m sorry.” A sigh now from Janine, light enough to be neutral and heavy enough to let Max know her patience was a perishable commodity.

			“It’s just—” he started, then stopped.

			“Mmm hmm.” Janine plucked a paper from her stack.

			“It’s just that I thought of, you know, today.”

			“Today in the kitchen, you mean?”

			“Well, yeah.”

			“Well,” Janine said, a chuckle scratching at her throat, “that’d do it.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Max.”

			“And, again, I’m really sorry about missing the thing this morning.”

			“I know. Let’s leave it be.”

			“No, it’s not OK.” He sat up, voice elevated, and set a hand on her shoulder. “It’s a big thing for you, and I missed it. I need to do better, maybe even not take a job that might conflict with something big like that.”

			That rang some sort of bell for Janine, who set her work down and made a quarter-turn in bed to face him. “Really? Skip a job? You’d do that?” She had been pressing this issue for at least a year, once it had become obvious that, between her growing real estate business and the rentals she and Alexandra were buying and managing, there was more than enough income for Max to come off the road for good. But what then, he wondered. Golf? Pinochle, whatever that was?

			“Well, no, probably not, but—”

			“Max, leave me alone.”

			“I’m really, really sorry, OK? I wanted to be there. If the damn job had gone the way it was scheduled, I would have been.”

			“Oh, Max.” The exasperation nearly got to her. She clammed up, let the wave pass her by, and approached him now with the calm dispassion that almost always left him feeling worse than he would if she just hauled off and blasted him. “Look, it’s not the award, OK? These things aren’t a meritocracy. I didn’t get it because I’m the best or the brightest. I got it because somebody realized I hadn’t gotten it before, and next year, regardless of how many houses I sell, somebody else will get it. It’s just that the whole thing was validation from people I respect, people who are striving for the same thing I’m striving for, and it would have been nice to have my husband there.” Max couldn’t be sure, because she was looking at her hands and not at him, but he thought maybe Janine was trying to keep her eyes from spilling. His heart rumbaed.

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Stop saying that.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			Janine scooped up her things and left the bed again. “I’m going downstairs to work.”

			Max checked his watch. “It’s almost 10:30.”

			“You’re probably tired, then,” Janine said.

			“Aren’t you?”

			“Not really,” she said. “A lot to do. Sleep tight.”

			In the darkened bedroom, Max replayed the day through the lens of recall. There hadn’t been much to say about his impromptu floor show; upon being discovered, he had crouched low behind the kitchen island while Janine kept saying “Max!” and Alexandra had come apart giggling and Kara, her face flushed from pink to vermillion, had turned away.

			“Turn around and let me get past you,” he had said, and despite Janine’s repeated “Max!” and “Oh, my god,” the three of them had finally faced the wall, quivering, giggling, and Max had dashed through, up the stairs, his fat ass bouncing, and into the closed-off sanctuary of the bedroom. While he had dressed, preparing to come down and apologize shamefully, Janine had called up to say they were leaving again, and Alexandra had preceded the closing of the front door with “See you later, Flashdance.”

			Janine hadn’t come back until well past the time Max had given in to the rumbles from his gut and baked up a pan of Bagel Bites. He had made some halting attempts at apologizing for all of it, the absence and especially the naked presence, but Janine hadn’t been especially receptive. Not in a hostile way; that really wasn’t her modus. She had been preoccupied with her own cares, leaving no way in for Max’s garbled attempts at domestic placation.

			It had come as some surprise, then, that once they had retired to bed, she had been receptive to his sexual overtures. He had been pulling out every stop he could think of to find some footing with her, and damned if silly bedroom humor hadn’t been the winner.

			“I’m Chesty the Bear,” he had said with an exaggerated snarl, and he had uttered a guttural “grrrrar” as he reached over and cupped her breast. Janine had laughed, real and fulsome, a sound that infused Max with a rising euphoria.

			“Get a better grip there, Chesty,” she had said, dropping the neckline of her gown and revealing the breast in full, and so it had begun.

			Thirty-four-plus years of marriage and sex, by nature, tended to make things a bit rote. “It’s a long time to eat the same brand of cereal,” Max’s old boss, Mark Bonk, had said once in explaining why he was scrapping Marriage No. 1. A requisite amount of kissing, of sucking, of finding and touching, and then sometimes it was Janine on top and sometimes, including tonight, Max on top. A little bounce, a little breath, some moaning for good measure, and there you are.

			Except Max couldn’t get there.

			He kicked the sheet and comforter now and swung his legs out of bed, to the floor, and stood up. He walked into the hallway and down the stairs, making a left U-turn into the main-level hallway and following it down to his office. He stepped heavily, unburdened by any worries that Janine might hear his migrations. One of the things she had done when she claimed the basement as her own was have it refurbished, with extra insulation in the ceiling. You could operate a recording studio down there, isolated as it was from the sounds of the rest of the house.

			He latched the suitcases and removed them from the bed, arranging them in a line on the floor, and he climbed atop the mattress and lay on his back. He hooked his thumbs in the elastic of his underwear and lowered it. He touched himself and detected response, and he took hold and tilted his toes hard toward the opposite wall, and inside his head the movie unfolded—sometimes featuring Janine, sometimes some long-ago girlfriend, sometimes a memory of some porno he had played on his phone in some Comfort Inn somewhere—and he gave himself the action only the best lover he’d ever had could conjure.

			When it was done, he cleaned up, hid the evidence away in the bottom of the trash can in the hallway bathroom, set the suitcases back where they belonged and opened them up, then headed across the house so he could go downstairs and say a proper good night.

			“You going to be done soon?” Max asked.

			“Soon.”

			“OK. I just wanted to say good night.”

			“Good night.”

			He moved in. She tilted her cheek for his offering. He took what she yielded and then withdrew.

			“Please tell Kara I’m sorry.”

			Janine broke into a smirk, ever so slight. “I think the better play with Kara is just to pretend it never happened and hope she forgets.”

			“OK.”

			“Good night, Max.”

			He pulled back farther and started up the stairs. A few steps up, he stopped.

			“Calendar is clear next week,” he said.

			“Yeah?”

			“Maybe we should go to Chico Hot Springs. Next weekend, just you and me.”

			“Weekends are tough,” Janine said. “Open houses. But maybe Tuesday-Wednesday? I could swing that.”

			“Sure. Whatever works.”

			“That would be nice.”

			“I’ll make the arrangements, then.”

			“Sounds good.”

			“OK,” he said, rapping the stairway rail twice with his open palm. “I’ll get on that tomorrow, sweetheart.” He started upstairs again.

			“Oh, and Max?”

			He stopped.

			“Yeah?”

			“Call your daughter tomorrow. She misses you.”

			“Roger that.”

			“Good night, Max.”

			“Good night.”
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			FANCY SUSHI RESTAURANT, BILLINGS, MONTANA

			Sunday, March 10

			Eight minutes, twelve seconds after lunch was ordered

			“Dad, listen to me.” Alexandra gripped her water glass with both hands and pushed it to the middle of the table, so Max knew she was serious.

			“I’m listening.”

			“Tyler says you have to lose some weight. Now that you’re fifty-six—”

			“I’m fifty-five.”

			“Whatever. He says it’s crunch time now, time to make the change, or...you know.” ‘

			Her hands left the glass and reached up to her own throat, faux-strangling herself.

			“He’s going to kill me?”

			“You’re going to kill you. And that would hurt me so bad that I’d have to kill you.”

			“So I’m dead no matter what? Cool. Let’s get some cocaine after we’re done here.”

			“Dad.”

			“I’m fine, sweetie. I am.”

			“I saw you limping on your way in.”

			Max imagined that his face got as knotted up as his gut. Dammit. This had all started well enough, with a kiss on the cheek from his daughter, a long hug, shared I’ve-missed-yous and funny little rips about the restaurant décor (“postmodern glitter bomb,” Alexandra had called it), some good-natured busting of his balls by his daughter (“Well, Dad, it’s an intimate lunch—nobody eats at 2:45 p.m. but you”), but ever since they had ordered, it had been a high-pressure medical lecture from Tyler-by-proxy.

			“It’s my trick knee,” Max said. “It always gets a little gimpy when it rains.”

			“Dad, seriously, Tyler says you’d move a lot better if you just lost some weight.”

			“Oh, let’s give Tyler a rest.” Too loud, Max thought. Inside voice, Max. “Tell him I’ll try to do better.” Softer now. “I’m here to talk about you.”

			Alexandra sat back and regarded him with the faintest of smiles, so that was good, he guessed. And it’s not as if he had a particular problem with his son-in-law. No problem at all, really. Any father would be proud to have his daughter meet and marry the likes of Dr. Tyler Keisling. Bachelor’s of science in biology from the University of Washington, master’s in integrated biomedical sciences from Notre Dame, Ph.D. from the Johns Hopkins School of Medicine. Three years ago, he had arrived and taken over the emergency department at Billings Clinic. Alexandra had been his real estate agent (a three percent commission on a $590,000 house—every time Max thought of it, he knew he had gone into the wrong business). A month later, Alexandra moved in with Tyler. No problem. No problem at all. And yet...

			Something about Tyler rubbed Max a little raw, something beyond his good looks and better graces and undeniable charm (oh, did Janine ever swoon when he showed up). It was also something so indistinct that Max would have looked like a fool grousing about it to Janine, and while he had never much shied away from playing that particular role, in this case he had held tight to his feelings. There was an earnestness about Tyler that sometimes landed at loggerheads with Max’s moments of whimsy. Max was thinking now of just a few months ago, Thanksgiving, when he had inadvertently released some flatulence at the table, looked around innocently and asked, “Did somebody deflate a football?” and Tyler had said, “No, somebody isn’t getting enough roughage.” That kind of riposte could take the starch out of a guy.

			“So,” Alexandra said, “talk.”

			Max cut short a sip from his iced tea. “How’s business?”

			“Business is good. Closed on two new rental places on the West End last week, free and clear.”

			“How many now?”

			“Sixty-three,” she said.

			“All paid for?”

			“Every last one. Revenue’s up eighteen percent year over year.”

			Max whistled appreciation. He didn’t have the baseline, so the eighteen percent bit hung out there out of context, but he knew which way the fever chart was running.

			“You know,” he said, “when you were a little girl and I was doing all that math with you, I sort of figured you’d, I don’t know, go into physics or something.”

			“I prefer compounding interest,” she said.

			“Yeah.”

			“Make nine percent interest annually and you double your money every eight years. That’s the sweetest equation I know.”

			“I guess so.”

			“And I make a lot more than nine percent.”

			When had she become such a killer? Max remembered a long-ago summer—had to have been ’91, because that’s the year Janine’s grandmother was dying and she was always flying out to Seattle with little warning—when he had brought Alexandra on a couple of pipeline runs, Kansas and Missouri, hot as all hell and out in the boonies where he could let her wander the cornfields within his range of vision while he waited out the pig. She had been five years old, all sunshine and endless questions, and then the pig would come and he would gather up his equipment and he would whistle for her—“Let’s go, princess”—and here she would come bounding back to the car, mirthful leaps punctuating her steps, corn silk in her hair. 

			And he would show her, even then, when he had to do the math by hand. Here are the numbers we care about: time, speed, distance. Any two of those, and you can find the third. If we have the rate of flow and the distance, which we do, we can figure out the time to the next checkpoint. If we know the distance and the time, we can figure out the rate. If we know the rate and the time, we can figure out the distance. He would do the math, and she would pretend to follow along in a little notebook he gave her. And it was pretend when she was five. Not so much just a few years later. She could do the real calculations faster than he could.

			That girl was gone, mostly. But sometimes, he would think he caught a glimpse, a nod or a smile, something deep inside her that would always be a part of who she was. Sometimes...

			“Who was your fourth-grade teacher?” he asked her now, a whipsaw of a question if there ever was one. Alexandra looked confused, then bemused, then amused, all in the space of a moment.

			“Mrs. Spurgeon,” she said, a smile lifting the corners of her mouth. “Why?”

			“I was just remembering something,” he said.

			“Tell me.”

			Max settled into his chair, his arms limbering for the gesticulation his tale would require. “We deposited you in that class, and not a week later, she comes to us and says, ‘You’ve already taught her algebra. What am I supposed to do with her? That’s seventh grade.’”

			“She said that?”

			“Sure did. And your mother and I were, like, ‘Hey, that’s your problem.’” Max giggled, springing a quizzical look from his daughter. “Math joke,” he clarified.

			“Well,” Alexandra said, “I’m still doing multiplication and division and finding for X. Maybe just not in the way you imagined. Sorry to ruin the dream.”

			“You’re very talented,” he said.

			“I’m a hustler,” she said. “To slough it off to talent is to discount how hard I work.”

			He held up his hands, surrendering. “I meant no disrespect.”

			The food arrived. Max checked his watch and ran the math. Eleven-minute-and-seventeen-second ticket time. Not bad. A single spicy tuna roll for Alexandra, a bowl of Tom Yum soup and a side of teriyaki chicken for him, no rice, no sauce, daughter’s orders.

			“Sweetheart,” he said, “you know I’m buying lunch. Why aren’t we having a steak?”

			“Tyler says—”

			“Here we go.”

			“No, Dad, listen,” Alexandra said. “High protein, low carb. That’s the path, OK?”

			“Steak’s protein.”

			“The loaded baked potato and the chocolate cake for dessert aren’t. Listen, broccoli and cauliflower—”

			“I hate cauliflower.”

			“—eggs, avocado. A little fresh fruit. Not that shit you eat, OK? If you’ll do that and maybe get just a little exercise—”

			“I know. I know.”

			“Being on the road is no excuse,” she said. “I mean, there’s not a hotel in the country that doesn’t have a workout room these days.”

			“I know. I’ve seen them on my way to get free cookies in the lobby.”

			“Dad.”

			“I’m kidding.”

			“Well,” she said, “I’m serious.”

			Max’s phone vibrated, doing a modern dance across the table toward him. He flipped it over. 

			“Who is it?” Alexandra asked.

			“Dex.”

			“Put it on speaker. I’ll say hello.”

			“Honey—”

			“Oh, come on. There’s nobody else here.”

			Max punched up the call on speakerphone. “Hey, Dex.”

			Here came Dex, his cadence always half again as fast as everyone else’s. “You busy?”

			Alexandra leaned in. “Hi, Dexter.”

			“Who’s this?”

			“Blondie. Remember me?”

			“Alexandra! Hey, girly, how are you?”

			For Max’s benefit, she gave an exaggerated eyeroll at the loving condescension. “Just having lunch with my pop. I guess you’re here to take him away from me again.”

			“Oh, shit, I’m sorry. I’ll call back.”

			“No, go ahead,” Max said. A nose scrunch from Alexandra.

			Dex walked through the door that had been opened. “Listen, Mantooth wants to do a cleaner run in Buffalo next week. Just came up yesterday, so I’m scrambling. Western New York in winter. Your favorite, baby.”

			“What days?” She was in a full-on frown now.

			“Tuesday through Thursday. You know the drill. In, out, bing, bong.”

			“That’s two days from now.”

			“Yep.”

			“Jesus.”

			“Yep,” Dex said again.

			“I might have a conflict. Can’t Hanley do it?”

			“I fired Hanley’s ass. Chicago was the last straw.”

			Max couldn’t hide the surprise. On the merits, it had to happen. Only the timeline took him aback. “Well, good. Macartney? Smithlin? There’s gotta be somebody else.”

			“Nope,” Dex said. “I need you. And I need an answer fast so I can get this thing rolling. You in?”

			Max looked to Alexandra, who volleyed the look back in a way that fully enunciated look, we all know what you’re going to do, so just go ahead and do it.

			“Yeah, I’m in.”

			“Great,” Dex said. “Now, let me tell you the issue.”

			“Hold on,” Max said. “Let me take you off speaker.”

			Alexandra, idly picking at her lunch as his went largely untouched, attenuated to things again, pouting at being cut out of the loop. Max puckered a kiss. She wasn’t having it.

			“OK, go.”

			“I need you to train Hanley’s replacement,” Dex said. “Buffalo, that little dinky five-mile run, is a good place for it.”

			“Aw, man, why can’t Bonk handle that?”

			Alexandra, divested of Dex’s half the phone call, took full interest in the scraps there were coming from across the table.

			“There’s a very good reason,” Dex said, “and I’m gonna get to that in a second, although when I tell you this new employee’s name, I probably won’t have to.”

			Well, Max thought, this is intriguing. What’d Dex do, go off and hire Kornbrock from Qwest? Little Bonk (aka, Mark Bonk Jr., aka, meet the new crew leader, same as the old crew leader, just younger and angrier) hated Kornbrock more than he hated Tom Brady, and he hated Tom Brady enough that the great quarterback had blocked him on Twitter, after first calling him “a titanic asshole,” which may well have been the truest dart Brady had ever thrown.

			“OK, let’s have it,” Max said.

			“You’re going to be meeting Alicia Hammond when you get to the hotel in Buffalo. She’s the new hire.”

			“Come again?”

			“Uh-lee-shuh Ham-und,” Dex enunciated.

			“A girl?”

			Max could have said, “Hey, look, the mayor is walking naked down Grand Avenue” and not gotten more of Alexandra’s laser focus.

			“A woman,” Dex corrected. “Jesus, man, what’s wrong with you? I didn’t think this would faze you even a little bit. But you see the problem I have, right?”

			“Bonk.”

			“Precisely.”

			Left unsaid, but as certain as the spin of the Earth, was that Little Bonk would try to screw this woman if he found her attractive or bury her under waves of belittlement if he didn’t. The belittlement might come no matter what. There wasn’t much time on a pipeline crew for anything other than work, sleep, and ball-busting, and Max had to wonder how a set of ovaries would fit into that mix. He also figured she could navigate the likes of Bonk if he showed her the way, which is why Dex’s problem was now his.

			“You sure about this?” Max asked. Alexandra flipped her hands apart, facing each other, incredulity on her face.

			“She’s fully qualified. Aced the diagnostics. And, come on, man, you’ve seen women in the field.”

			“Right,” Max said. “I’ve seen ’em as safety coordinators and right-of-way negotiators. But it’s been damn near thirty-five years out there, and I’ve never run the line with a woman, night after night, day after day, alone in the middle of nowhere, sleep-deprived. And I’ve damn sure never had to put myself between Little Bonk and his appetites, you know what I mean?”

			“Oh, this is such bullshit,” Alexandra said.

			Dex motored on, a little more softly. “Listen. She’s the kid sister of my brother’s wife. Good person. Intelligent. Needs a break. This could be good, for her and for us.”

			“Kid sister? How old?”

			“Thirty-three, I think.” Alexandra is thirty-two. Jesus. “She’s had a rough go—”

			“Rough go how?”

			“That’s her story to tell. But she’s fully qualified for the work. I think she’ll be a good add, but she needs somebody who knows the terrain to get her going. And that’s you.”

			It was very much what Max had hoped he would never hear. He had a good thing going. Jobs came up, he showed up, he tracked the tool, he finished the run, he went home. Let Little Bonk handle the paperwork and the client updates and the field supervision. Let Dex handle the home office and the scheduling and the drumming up of new work. All Max wanted to do—all he ever wanted to do—was track the pig. He liked the travel. He liked the monotony. He liked the time inside his own head. Where other guys—Big Bonk first, and Dex after Big Bonk had retired—had grown weary of the airports and the restaurants and the hotels and had willingly left the field for the comforts of the office, Max couldn’t wait to get out there again. Alone. Not as the spiritual guide and bodyguard to some newbie.

			“You going to tell Little Bonk what’s what?” Max asked. “I don’t want to have to do this and deal with his nonsense.” Wild, unbelieving arm waves from Alexandra. Max made like a lowering elevator with his free hand. Settle down. I’ve got this.

			“He’s in charge of the job logistics,” Dex said. “You’re in charge of the training. He won’t mess with you. The boundary lines have been made clear. Just...you know...”

			“Make sure he doesn’t touch her.”

			Alexandra’s fork hit the table, dropped from a height, a clattering in the mostly empty dining room.

			“That’s it.”

			“Unreal,” Max said. “I’m serious about this, Dex. Keep that guy out of my part of it, or I’ll walk away.”

			A chuckle came back at him. “Max, you’ve threatened to walk a thousand times since I’ve known you, and here you are.”

			“Just because it hasn’t happened yet...”

			“Yeah, yeah. I know. I appreciate you.”

			Max looked again at Alexandra. Her arms crossed on her chest, and her lunch was finished. He smiled weakly.

			“You know, Max,” Dex said now. “You could have had this sweet office job and I’d be the one out there doing it, but you didn’t want that. So this is what you’ve got. Feel lucky I’m not pushing you toward the door, old-timer.”

			“Ouch. You’re as old as I am. Older, in fact.”

			“But you’re an old tracker,” Dex said. “I’m in my prime as an executive.”

			“Ouch again.”

			“I’m just kidding with you, man. You can track till you keel over. Just make sure Alicia is trained before you do so she can take your place.”

			“Inspirational.”

			“Enjoy Buffalo.”

			Alexandra stood as Max blinked out his phone. “Duty calls, I guess,” she said.

			“Where are you going?”

			“I’m done.”

			“Sit down.” He said it more harshly by half than he had intended, but she sat. Softer now, he said, “I hustle, too, you know.”

			“Oh, I know,” she said. “With pretty young things, apparently, who are just dying to learn from you. I never knew your work was so exciting, rock star.”

			“Don’t start.”

			“No wonder you were gone all the time.”

			“Are you even serious right now?” Max felt the anger flaring from his insides, flying toward every exit. “Don’t start with me, Alex. I wasn’t gone that much.”

			“Right, Dad. The dog didn’t even know what you smelled like.”

			“We had a dog?”

			Alexandra looked stricken. “Dad.”

			“I’m kidding.” Barney the Beagle. An unrepentant pooper in Janine’s tulips. Max remembered.

			Alexandra came to him, arms around his neck, a kiss on his cheek. “I’m sorry for roughing you up,” she said. “Sounds like they need you. You should definitely go.”

			“I guess.”

			She stood, straight and businesslike, the little-girl kisses ceded once more to who she was now. “If you had an HR department that was worth a damn, you wouldn’t have to tell a guy he can’t fuck his pipeline workers. So this Bonk, he’s some swinging dick, huh?”

			Max winced at the profanity. “Don’t say fuck, honey.”

			“Oh, OK. But dick’s fine, I guess.”

			“In this case, dick is accurate, at least. Just spare me fuck, OK? It’s not fucking ladylike.”

			“OK, Dad. Call me when you’re fucking back.”

			Max considered his food and the two bites, if that, gone from it. No way that’s happening now.

			“You’re leaving? Already?”

			“Work beckons,” she said. “You know how that goes.”

			She leaned down and kissed him again. “You better figure out how to break this to Mom,” she said. “She’s going to be pissed.” And before Max could even catch up to himself and the promises he had made to Dex so blithely, simultaneously just as blithely breaking an extant promise to Janine, Alexandra was out the door, leaving him to consider the tabletop.

			It’s a hell of a thing, Max thought, to wrestle with what you ought to do and what you’re going to do. Janine and the getaway plan they had haltingly spoken into the universe, neither had crossed his mind. Dex had dangled an offer, and Max had scooped it up, tainted as it was by uncertainty and, now that he considered it more deeply, peril. Why? He knew why, of course. Because it was there. Buffalo—three flights away, a day of work, three flights home—was preferable to any here that could be put in front of him.

			Further, Alexandra knew it. She had always known it. And she had blossomed despite it.

			At once, Max felt naked, stripped away, exposed.

			The server, having sidled up, punctured the moment. “Was your meal not satisfactory?”

			Max pushed his plate and bowl toward the table edge. “It was fine,” he said. “I assume. Not hungry, I guess.”

			“I can box it up.”

			“No need. Just the check, please.”

			Alexandra. She had apologized on the way out. “Sorry for roughing you up.” Those had been the words. Max now thought that they hadn’t quite been on target. The way she had said the things that wounded him, that hadn’t been accidental. He had been carved by a tongue unsheathed by opportunity. What she was sorry for, if indeed she was sorry at all, was the attendant pain of the message. But the message itself, that was on point.

			“Holy shit.”

			Max looked around the dining room, catching the attention of the server as she stood at the point-of-sale machine. He beckoned her over.

			“Sir?”

			“You have hamburgers or something?” Max asked.

			“I don’t understand.”

			“You know. Meat. Bun. Cheese. Standard items.”

			“This is an Asian restaurant, sir.”

			“On a children’s menu, maybe?” Max pressed. “Something for the kids?”

			The woman was all but agape at the dichotomy. Hadn’t she just taken his mostly uneaten lunch away? Hadn’t he said he wasn’t hungry? He couldn’t blame her for the confusion.

			“We have chicken fingers and fries.”

			“That’ll do,” he said. “Pretty small portions?”

			“Well, you know, for kids.”

			“Yeah. Better make it two. What about dessert?”

			Another what’s-with-this-dude look. “We have tiramisu.”

			“Ah, yes, a classic Asian delight.”

			She tilted her weight, one foot to the other and then back again. “Do you want it?” Nobody, it seemed, was in a mood for his bullshit today.

			“Two, please.”

			“Two chicken fingers and fries, two tiramisus to go.”

			“For here.”

			“For here?”

			“For here,” he confirmed.

			“But—”

			“I’m unpredictable,” he said.

			“I guess.”

			She went back to the point-of-sale terminal for the adjunct to his bill. Max fashioned his right hand into a road grader and swept the leavings of lunch onto the floor. He tilted his eyes toward the ceiling, to a mirror ball turning languidly, reflecting his hatted head in its many pixels.

			“What the hell,” he said.
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