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For the boys at the card table











“His life terrified him. He didn’t see how he was going to get through the rest of it.”


—Harry Crews, A Feast of Snakes


“Well I’ve seen Road House thirty times


Instead of the dialogue I memorized the fights.”


—Dale Hollow, “I’m a Lover, but I’ll Still Fight”
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THERE’S A SECRET at the heart of every marriage.


The thought hit Trent Saban without warning as he pulled up to the new house. He didn’t consider it an omen, but he did wish his brain—that malignant turd in the punchbowl socked between his ears—hadn’t conjured it at the moment he first set eyes on the place.


He reached across the armrest and squeezed Rita’s thigh. “We’re here.”


“Yup,” his wife said. “Thar she blows.”


Trent reeled his hand back with an audible exhale. The Toyota Sienna idled under a broiling midday sun. The house filled the windshield. The tempered glass had a magnifying effect, dragging their new home closer to them.


“That’s it, huh?” came Milo’s voice from the backseat.


Their son threw the rear door open and strode parallel to the driver’s-side door. He planted his hands on his hips with an exaggerated squint, a pint-sized foreman assessing a construction site.


“It sure is big.”


Trent got out beside the boy and stretched. The shadow of the house’s roof touched the tips of his loafers. The driveway gave way to hard-packed yellow dirt that fanned out to every point on the compass. There was no sidewalk. Trent knew he shouldn’t have expected one, but still, its lack bugged him…


…and where in blue fuck was his grass?


“It’s going to be awesome, big guy,” he said, rallying. “Build you a playset right over there, or there… or, uh, there. Lots of room.”


“You’re gonna build it?”


The skin tightened up Trent’s spine. “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I?”


Rita hadn’t got out. Trent rapped on the windshield. When this earned no response, he rubbed his jaw, scissoring the bones side to side.


“Wait here,” he told Milo. He walked up the drive flanking the garage to the front door. A plastic placard dangled from the knob:


  

WELCOME TO DUNSANY ESTATES


WELCOME HOME!





Trent snapped it off and flipped it over his shoulder. He slid the key in and turned the knob but only let the door fall open a scant inch, not wanting to spoil the surprise.


“Let’s do this!” he said, jogging back to the Sienna. “We’ll go in together as a—”


The wind gusted, flinging grit in Trent’s face. With a dread premonition, he turned just in time to see the front door blow open, banging lustily on its hinges.


The placard lifted off the flagstones with a whippy thwip!; it cartwheeled up the steps and zephyred merrily inside the house.


“Shit.”


Milo was standing back at the Sienna. He’d fetched his turtle, Morty, from his tank in the backseat. “Were you saying something, Dad?”


“Door’s open,” Trent told him flatly.


Cradling Morty protectively to his belly button, Milo dashed up the drive.


“Take your shoes off, kiddo!” Trent called. “And don’t be dripping salmonella water all over the floor!”


Rita was still rooted in the passenger seat. The hell was her problem? At times like this, Trent imagined a trick zipper at the back of his dear wife’s head. He saw himself gripping the pull-tab and peeling the teeth of that zipper open, pok-pok-pok…


What’s the weather like inside that beautiful skull of yours, baby? It bothered Trent not to know, not to have a friggin’ clue. What storms are brewing in that swirling cumulus?


Ah, but did anyone want to know what their partner was really thinking? Take today, for instance, on the drive in. They’d stopped for gas, Rita and Milo heading into the convenience store for snacks, leaving Trent alone at the pumps. A train had been rumbling down the tracks behind the station. Trent pictured himself dashing up the berm and leaping onto a passing railcar. Ditching his wallet on the minivan hood and hightailing it with nothing but the clothes on his back, embracing a new life of adventure with mischievous hobos, scamps, and cutpurses… This unbidden daydream had filled him with the joy that a ground-bound bird must feel, were it miraculously to take flight.


Trent knuckle-rapped the windshield, harder this time. “I see Hector’s on his way, hon. Come on, now, be friendly.”


Rita stepped out and drew a jumpy breath. The wind purred along the earth, as if gusting across a vast lake. Trent watched earwax-colored dirt sift over the toes of Rita’s Dior loafers.…


They turned from the house to chart Hector’s pickup as it jounced toward them, lifting a rooster-tail of dust. It came through nothingness: no houses, no trees, no street signs or signs of life. The outlines of the neighboring development were barely visible to the south: Trent could make out the roofs of the nearest houses, fuzzy sawteeth against the horizon.


The Sabans’ new home sat in moody isolation, a single unit in an otherwise uninhabited vista. Oh, there was the odd foundation sunk forlornly in the dirt; the skeletal suggestion of a frame rose from a few of them. But Trent could fire a shotgun—hell, a bazooka—and the blast would go unheard by human ears.


“Look, we know it’s not going to be this way for long,” he said.


“Of course not,” Rita replied mechanically.


Hector Hannah—chief homeowners’ liaison for Dunsany Estates—had assured them that construction would be ramping into phase two shortly. Dunsany would be transformed into a community with green lawns, families who shared the Sabans’ interests, and plenty of children for Milo to horse around with at the park that would lie at the very center.


Though Trent was loath to admit it, they’d been lucky to land this place. It had gotten so a decent living wasn’t enough to earn a roof over your head: these snaky developers practically demanded your kidney, your lungs, your balls. Hector had made this point clear during negotiations.


This is the buy-low chance of a lifetime, Mr. and Mrs. Saban. You know how lucky you are, with everyone clawing tooth and nail to get a place these days?


Hector’s pickup truck pulled up next to Trent’s Sienna, dwarfing it. Hector stepped down from the running board and spread his arms to Trent, Rita, the house.


“Guys.” Hector’s smile cut his face apart under his aviator sunglasses. “Is this a bit of all right, or is this a bit of all right?”


Hector was a garrulous blade of a man with the neck-popping strut of a bantam chicken. He was their liaison, but Trent had another title for him: professional turd polisher.


“Hey, quick question… where the hell’s our grass, Hector?”


You couldn’t allow the Hector Hannahs of this world to pull a fast one. These spring-heeled bastards would nickel-and-dime you, sass you, rob you blind.


Hector threw a chummy arm around Trent’s shoulders. “We lay down sod in this weather, my friend, what’s going to happen?” Hector simpered. “I’ll tell you—it dies. Then you have to buy your own sod, and guess what? That stuff’ll die too.”


Hector’s arm slithered off Trent, as cold and boneless as a dead python. He sauntered over to Rita, tossing a final bon mot over his shoulder: “Until the neighborhood is complete, there’s just a couple things you’re gonna have to live without. Sacrifices must be made.”


Sacrifices? What did this bum know about that? Look at that truck of his. The chrome alone could… ahh, fuck it.


Trent allowed himself to look, really look, at his new house. The façade was a mingling of iron-gray brick and stone cladding: big flat slabs that looked like they’d been chipped off a mountain side. A shake-shingle roof and three peaks facing what would soon be the road: two canopying the front windows and a third peak over the oak door. It had the feel of something Mennonites could have built in its solemnity and forthright angles.


Hector hunkered on one knee in the driveway, directing Rita’s attention toward some feature of the interlocking brick. Trent stalked past, barely checking the impulse to knock Hector’s hairpiece off. He was 95 percent sure it was a rug anyway, a glossy pelt stuck on with double-sided tape or sticky-tack or scalp-gum. He’d caught a whiff of it earlier during that phony shoulder-hug, astringent as airplane glue.


The front door was shut again; Milo must have closed it behind him. Trent hesitated. The house was like a gift he was resistant to opening—how could it match his expectations?


As soon as he stepped over the threshold, he let out an honest-to-goodness gasp.


Sunlight filtered through a dozen tall north-facing windows. To the right was the kitchen with a deep farmhouse sink, an eight-burner stove, a stainless steel fridge, and an island with a mahogany topper.


To the left sat the living area: a white leather couch spacious enough for all three of them to lie end-to-end facing a fifty-five-inch flat-screen TV. Everything brand-spanking-new.


Trent stepped into the center of the open concept design. He was glad Hector wasn’t watching. He had a dopey grin on his face.


“Is that…?” he said, his smile widening.


Tucked into the space under the stairs—which ran up the left-hand wall, switchbacking at a landing before ascending to the second floor—was a built-in wine cabinet. Trent eased the glass door open. Climate-controlled coolness bathed his face. He let it fall closed, speechless.


A pair of spotless bay windows dominated the rear of the house, looking out over a vista of that soul-rotting yellow dirt. A forest lay past that barrenness, maybe a few football fields away. Thousands of telephone-pole pines formed an impenetrable wall.


Trent let his feet carry him up the stairs in a daze. A horseshoe-shaped hall ran around the upper story, with rooms branching off. He could look down onto the main floor over the hallway railing. He poked his head into each of the rooms. All were pristine, as if they had been finished with a jeweler’s attention to detail.


He left the master bedroom door closed. He’d wait for Rita. They’d open it together.


He found Milo in the last bedroom he checked, pacing from wall to wall.


“Seven, eight, nine!” The boy beamed. “Nine steps from that wall to this one, Dad. And I was taking big steps.”


“Is this the room you and Morty want?”


“Well, I can’t have the big-big room, right?”


As he looked at his son, an uncharitable image flew into Trent’s mind: the pink skin under a picked scab.


“There are three other rooms besides the big one,” said Trent. “You choose.”


“Mom says one’s for me, one’s the spare room, and one’s for my new sister.”


Trent folded his arms. “What’s this about a sister?”


Milo retrieved Morty, who’d ambled over to the wall. The turtle’s crimson fléchette of a tongue was probing the floor trim.


“Mom said I’d have a sister.”


“She did, huh? It’s a regular old hen party when you and your mommy chat.”


Trent stepped back into the hall, nettled about these secret meetings between his wife and son, the ones he wasn’t invited to. What was this about a second kid? Did Rita think she could just decide for both of them?


He indulged in the peculiar fantasy of getting a vasectomy without telling her. Guess what, Reets? I got my wires snipped. Surprise, your hubby’s firing blanks from this day on!


His mood brightened at the sight of the chandelier descending from the coffered ceiling: dozens of cloudlike glass globes suspended on filament wires, lit from within by a spectral light.


Trent buttonhooked at the bottom of the stairs, backtracking past the TV to the far-left edge of the main floor. The door back there opened into the basement. He stood at the top of the steps, peering down. A breeze curled around his ankles. He went down to a standard basement. The air was dank. But had Trent ever met a basement that wasn’t dank?


Walking back up to the main floor, he found a mudroom down a narrow hallway. Its door opened into a double-car garage, appointed with sensible shelving units.


“This place is…” He was giddy in a way he couldn’t remember feeling as an adult: the intense pleasure of a child who’d stumbled upon a fifty-dollar bill left in a library book. “… holy ishit.”


Flanking back into the main area, he saw Rita standing outside the front door.


“It’s even nicer inside, hon.”


Trent eased out behind her. When it seemed clear she wasn’t moving, Trent cupped one arm behind her knees and lifted her up, his free hand cradling her neck as he swept her off her feet. Rita let out a strangled squawk as he carted her across the threshold like a sack of corn.


“Trent, stop!”


She clutched at the doorframe, her fingers tensed into claws. Grunting, Trent shoved them both inside. Rita spilled from his arms, splayed onto the tiles.


“For fuck’s sake, Reets!”


She sat with her head tucked between her knees—the position flight attendants tell you to assume in the event of a plane crash—with her breath coming in raw heaves.


“What’s your problem?” he said, his anger brimming. “You had to come in eventually. Unless you’re gonna sleep in the friggin’ yard.”


His wife jammed her thumb into her mouth, a gesture that Trent found mildly revolting.


“Reets?” Worried now, he settled a finger on the topmost knob of her spine, jutting above the collar of her blouse. “Hey, Rita, are you—?”


“Fine!”


Pulling her feet under her, his wife sprang up like some eerie jack-in-the-box. She laughed, a gabbling goose-like honk.


“I’m being a silly Billy,” she said, tossing her hair back. “I just had this vision of how I’d step into my new house but, aaah, it’s goofy—it’s like your wedding day, right? You have these grand hopes and then there’s the reality, you know?”


She showed him her thumbnail, leaking blood. She must have torn it on the doorframe. A few hours later, Trent would find a streak of blood on the wood and wipe it away with vicious swipes.


“I’m sorry.” He grabbed a tissue from the box on the coffee table and handed it to her. “Shit, Reets, I wanted it to be perfect.”


She stanched her bloody thumb with the Kleenex. “It was me. I was being a pill.”


“Guuuuuuuys.”


Hector breezed in, stooping to pick up the DUNSANY placard on the floor. He held his arms out, Christ-on-his-cross style, and turned a showy circle.


“Damn, I wish this was my house. Wanna trade?”


Hector’s phone chirped. The liaison consulted it, frowning. “Duty calls. I gotta bounce, but if there’s anything you need—”


“The lawn, Hecto—”


“The sod, the sod, my kingdom for the sod!” Hector hooted. “You’re a dog with a bone, Trent. A regular Rottweiler!”


He was already out the door, flouncing down the drive: “I’ll talk to my horticulture guys and let you know!”


“If that fast-talking jackass thinks he’s gonna rip me off,” Trent fumed, “he’s about to get a hard lesson in accountability.”


Rita set her fingertips on Trent’s wrist. “Show me our bedroom.”


Energized by this new calling, Trent led her up the stairs. “See, Mrs. Saban, how everything has been built so exactingly? Not a stitch out of place.”


Rita played along. “Mm-hmm, oh yes, this all seems quite in order.”


“Imagine once it’s full of all our stuff, baby.”


The movers were scheduled to arrive the very next day. Trent led Rita to the center of the upstairs hall, stopping in front of the master bedroom door. He gripped her hand. “Ready?”


They both put one hand on the knob and turned it together.


Spectacular. No other word applied. Nothing gilt, nothing gold-plated. Just clean lines that created a serene harmony. Immediately Trent knew he’d sleep deeply and peacefully in this room.


Letting go of her hand, he made his way to the walk-in closet. “I believe this should be juuust big enough to fit your Imelda Marcos–ian assortment of shoes, milady.”


Trent threw the door open with a flourish—


His jaw hung down like a drawbridge, a hoarse gag coming out of his mouth.


A gruesome crack slashed up the closet wall.


“Motherfuck!”


Trent dashed to the bedroom window. There went Hector’s truck, burring away over the featureless dirt toward that scalloped ridge of roofs marking the closest human habitation.


“Those fucking shoddy-ass—”


“Honey, it’s nothing really.”


“Rita, I swear. Just stop.”


Trent stalked back to the closet. He couldn’t believe it. The place was just finished… and it was perfect. Almost perfect.


“Daddy?”


Milo stood at the door, eyeing him. Feeling like an automaton operating on wonky servos, Trent teased his lips into a smile.


“Hey, it’s fine, buddy. Just something here I’ll need to deal with. Every house has a few warts, even brand-new ones.”
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“NOW, YOU’RE PROBABLY WONDERING, ‘What if I screw this up?’ ”


The man on Trent’s laptop screen wore denim overalls and a green plaid shirt. His beard was graying down the center and when he smiled, he didn’t show any teeth, just dimples.


“My friend, that’s why the Good Lord put erasers on pencils.”


Trent hit pause on the YouTube clip and shifted his focus to the crack zigzagging up the back wall of Rita’s walk-in closet. It rose as a hairline from the base molding to become a two-inch gap near the ceiling. Trent swore it had grown overnight.


His disbelief remained epic. A… crack. In the wall. Of his brand. Fucking. New—


He bit his tongue, severing the anger rising up his gorge; the little rage-worm squirmed back down his throat. Just last night he’d nursed that ire reading horror stories on the Reddit home improvement subs: users with handles like JanusHam99 and RealJoeHourz lamenting their contractors’ empty promises, the bait-and-switch inherent to any estimate for a job.


We’re sheep, HanzoHands posted, with a JPEG of his kitchen ceiling bowing under the weight of a flooded bathroom. All they do is fleece us. They’ll take your skin too, if you let them.


Trent considered calling Hector up to ream him a new one. But the house was pretty much perfect, wasn’t it? This… this was a thumbprint on an otherwise flawless diamond.


Trent could fix the crack himself. How hard could it be?


So, here he was in the closet with the laptop perched on one of the shelves.


The Handyman Method, the name of the YouTube channel. The man in the forest-green overalls had introduced himself only as Hank. Trent couldn’t recall the exact sequence of clicks that had led him here. There were a lot of slick videos to surf through out there. Sunny couples promising you could make your dream home come true, together! Stiff white guys who spoke in monotone, staring out at the world with a grimace of contempt.


Hank’s channel had a whopping two subscribers. There were no auto-ads. The video Trent clicked on—“Patch That Crack, Hank!”—had a grand total of three views.


“You’re looking at a standard crack in a standard home,” Hank said. “A home in Anytown, USA. Much like your own home, maybe. A safe place for a man to raise his family.”


The view panned to a crack sawing up a closet wall; for a moment Trent mistook it for the crack in his own wall, though of course it wasn’t.


“You want to avoid laying the patch on too thick or else you’ll get a sloppy seam.”


A roguish wink from Hank. Trent felt the first stirrings of affection. Here was a guy who wanted to help. If Hank could assist just one troubled soul to replace an ornery toilet flapper, he would die a happy man.


“Keep those lines clean, sport.”


“You bet, Hank-o,” Trent replied, laying in filler with a brand-new joint knife.


Trent was immediately comfortable with Hank; the video was the equivalent of slipping into a comfy wool sweater. But he’d felt self-conscious—an impostor, frankly—earlier that afternoon at Home Depot. He’d gone with a list for the crack repair; it gave him an excuse to be out of the house while Rita dealt with the movers. Wandering the aisles, he’d realized how little he knew about the things that ran under or through the surfaces of his home, delivering electricity and heat. This realization had made Trent’s own competencies—he was a lawyer, or at least had been—seem pathetic. What use was intimate knowledge of the corporate tax code when your furnace crapped out or your water tank shit the bed?


His fellow customers made Trent uneasy too. Men who made aggressive eye contact and had tape measures clipped unironically to their belts. Beef-gutted Billy Bobs speaking in code:


Hey, Gene, you got a seven-eighths skirted flim-flammer compatible with my threaded two-’n’-a-quarter-inch flop-bibber?


He came home with a few bags’ worth of home repair items. The movers had already finished by then. It left Trent mildly depressed, that the entirety of his life could be so swiftly and brusquely dumped off. As though he was some no-account hermit crab—


“How’s it going?”


Trent’s skin seized as Rita stepped into the closet unannounced with a glass of lemonade. Not looking directly at the laptop, she asked: “Who’s this fine fellow?”


“My new buddy, Hank.” Trent paused the video. “What’s our kiddo up to?”


“Reading in his room.”


“He should come help me out.” Irritation caused Trent’s shoulders to hunch reflexively. “He might learn a thing or two.”


Rita folded her arms. “Some father-son bonding, uh?”


“What’s he reading, those talking dragon books?”


“What’s wrong with that? They build empathy.”


Oh, whee. More empathy, just what that boy needed. Might as well crush estrogen pills into his cereal milk.


Rita said: “Why don’t you take a break for dinner?”


Trent didn’t want to quit. The crack grated on him. It looked like a… a mouth. A twisted, jeering sideways leer.


Who, li’l ole me? the crack lisped. Let me hang around, pal. Heck, if you let me stay long enough, I’ll invite a few buddies.


Trent shut the laptop with a hard snap. “Dinner, you bet.”


It ended up being improvised. Most evening meals required a working range, and Rita made an ugly discovery as she twisted the burner knob, holding her palm over the element.…


“No heat.”


“Shift aside, babe.” Trent blew on his fingers. “I’ve got the magic touch.”


Evidently that was not the case. The stove—a burnished steel Miele, its clean German lines more suited to a sports car—was stone-dead.


“Did you ding-dongs forget to hook up the damn gas line?” he asked Hector once he’d gotten the dodgy liaison on the blower.


“Gas? M’man, that range is electric.”


“What? No, it’s—ah, Christ.”


“What can I tell you? Could be the wiring.”


Hector promised to send over a guy to check things out. “Do not futz with the wires in the meantime,” he warned, as if he suspected Trent might possess the instincts of a chipmunk and go nibbling around inside the fuse box.


“I’m not an infant,” Trent replied bitterly. “Just get your guy over here. And tell him to bring a few rolls of goddamn sod.”


At least the fridge was in working order, and well-stocked from a grocery run earlier that day. So, sandwiches it would be.


Trent found himself alone in the kitchen with Milo while Rita unpacked moving boxes upstairs.


“Dad, are you ever going back to work?” Milo asked from his perch on the island stool.


Trent hadn’t much liked his job. He suspected his moral fiber might be too stern to advance in the legal field, and his underperformance (as a few of the senior partners labeled it) was the result of him not being willing to play dirty games… which was immeasurably easier to live with than the alternative: that even if he was a no-good dirty dog, he’d still be a shitty lawyer.


“If I go back, kiddo, it’ll be when I’m ready.”


Milo braced his elbows on the island topper. Trent bit back the urge to tell him to sit up straight. He was leaving elbow smudges on the mahogany.


“It’s just that Jason Dinkins—” Milo started.


That would be Milo’s best friend back at his old school. His only friend, Trent had long suspected.


“—well, it was Jason’s dad, actually… Jason’s dad said that you’re a hero.”


Something flared brightly inside of Trent, making him momentarily nauseated.


The Incident, as it was known in legal-speak, had occurred at Trent’s law firm, Harrison and Tate. The same firm where Rita had recently been made partner amid much fanfare. H&T had preferred to keep The Incident hush-hush. Trent provided testimony, patiently walking the police through the events of that fateful afternoon. The consensus was that he’d done not only the right thing, but, yes, the heroic thing.


Milo squinted at him closely. “What did you do? Neither you or Mom really say.”


Kids caught on to things. If this move represented a true fresh beginning, the air ought to be cleared, right?


“Well… what I can say is that a man in our office was looking to hurt people.”


Milo leaned forward. “A bad man?”


“At the time, I guess so. He wasn’t evil-bad, but he’d gotten sick up here.” Trent tapped his temple. “He worked with me and your mom. Until one day, the bosses told him he couldn’t come to work anymore. He was fired for something called gross incompetency.”


Nothing Trent had said so far was a lie. He’d been very careful about that.


“Gross incompetency. What does that mean, Dad?”


“He wasn’t doing the job that the company was paying him for. Not well, anyway.”


“What was his name?”


“Carson Aikles.” Trent pushed the sandwich plate across to his son and glanced at the stairs; he couldn’t hear Rita up there, but he didn’t know how well voices might travel in the house. “Don’t tell your mom I told you this.”


Milo nodded solemnly. “What did Mr. Aikles do?”


Trent found himself warming to the tale. His son’s rapt stare was what did it.


“There’s a term, it’s not much used anymore. It’s called ‘going postal.’ ”


“Postal?”


“It’s when someone gets mad at the place they work, usually about being fired… they go berserk. I guess mailmen used to do it sometimes.”


“Mailmen? What’s so bad about delivering letters?”


“You got me. But that’s exactly what Carson Aikles did.”


“He went postal,” Milo said reverently.


“Carson Aikles decided the best way to express his anger was with a hammer. He brought it to the office and started hitting things with it. Windows, furniture. And then…” Trent let out a breath. “Milo, he hit at least one person with that hammer.”


“Wait, did he hammer you, Daddy? Is that why you’re a hero?”


He wished Milo would stop using that fucking word.


“Hammer me? Oh, well, his hammer…” Trent cleared his throat rawly. “… it hit me, you bet it did. See this spot on my forehead? See how it’s kind of…”


“Flat!” Milo said. “Yeah. Like a coin. I never noticed that before.”


“Hoo-boy, did it ever sting. But you can’t let something like that stop you, not when public safety’s involved, so I, um…”


Rita said: “Your father tackled him through a plate-glass office window.”


Rita had sneaked down all cat-stealthy, standing at the foot of the stairs with a moving box in her arms.


“Smashed a bunch of glass, it was a real mess,” she said, setting the box down. “But the sad man went down, Milo honey, and he stayed down.”


“Did you see Dad do that to Mr. Aikles, Mom?” Milo asked her.


“No, I wasn’t there. Nobody saw it, in fact. Everyone ran away from the danger, as most people would. All but your father.”


The firm had tendered indefinite paid leave, at a reduced wage. Call it a hero’s pension, were the HR delegate’s exact words. Old Man Tate promised to bring Trent back gradually, just to make sure he wasn’t suffering any adverse physical or psychological effects.


Trent spanked his hands. “Okay, dinner’s made. I’m off to deal with that crack.”


Rita said, “Eat with us, why don’t you? The crack’s not going anywhere.”


“It might be getting bigger! Just let me deal with this stupid thing and then you and I can toss the baseball around before it gets dark, okay, Milo?”


“Cool,” the boy agreed.


Upstairs, the crack lurked. When Trent opened the laptop from sleep and hit play on the video, Handyman Hank resumed his instruction.


“It takes a steady hand to lay that compound in. Lay off the coffee for now, tiger.”


Trent scooped filler onto his joint knife. But by the time he reached the wide neck at the top of the crack, no matter how much compound he loaded onto the blade, he couldn’t plug the damn thing. Slurry kept slipping into the vent; he could hear it slopping down inside the wall like chunky raindrops.


Trent set the joint knife down. Curious, he pushed his fingers into the crack. They met no resistance—no studs or plastic sheeting bulging against the pressure of fiberglass insulation.


Trent’s fingers disappeared to the knuckles inside the crack. His chest, bathed in a sudden shock of sweat, pressed against the wall. His heart slapped in his ears.


Turning his head, his ear now flush to the wall, Trent could hear the various engines of the house behind the plaster: the air conditioning purring and the fridge thrumming and something else, some endless ripping note like the tear of silk sheets.…


His whole hand was inside the wall. The very sight seemed impossible, as if he’d sunk his flesh into a black hole hidden within the fabric of everyday existence.… It vanished all the way to his wrist, to the blue veins bunched under his skin.


Something brushed his fingertips. A rapid fluttering, soft as batted eyelashes.


Trent jerked his hand out and fell backward, letting out a bullish bleat.


Rita was there within seconds, as if she’d been squatting like a linebacker in the bedroom. “Hey! Are you okay?”


She set a mothering hand to Trent’s forehead. He roughly shoved her fingers away.


“I’m fine! I must’ve brushed a nail head inside the wall. It’s nothing.”


“We could call Hector.”


“What? Why? The man’s as useless as tits on a bull. Please, just go finish your supper.”


Once she was gone, Trent inspected his fingers. A welt had sprung up on his left pointer: a swollen anthill with a molten corona. It throbbed with a painless, out-of-body heat.


He stared at the crack. He ought to shine a light inside the wall, see what the heck—


The laptop sprang to life. The video—wait, had he even paused it?—resumed, Hank’s boisterous brogue filling the closet.


“Y’know, taping a big ole crack makes filling it a breeze.”


Trent paused the video and sneaked downstairs to the mudroom for a flashlight. A roll of mesh tape poked from one of the Home Depot bags he’d left beside the shoe-rack. Trent couldn’t recall buying the tape… but anyway, there it was—just what he needed, exactly when he needed it.


He went upstairs with the flashlight and the tape in its shopping bag. Back in the walk-in closet, he shone the flashlight beam into the crack. It was more a slit now. The filler had half-hardened, a pebbly ridge that resembled a dog’s gums. He could see nothing inside the wall but endlessly cycling dust.…


Trent reached into the wall again, his teeth gritted so hard his skull pounded.… His fingers closed around something hooked on one of those protruding nails. He dragged it out through the crack; clumps of filler rained down to the carpet.


A soda can. More rust than metal, and a brand he’d never heard of: Bubble Up. A wire hook—the type used to hang ornaments on Christmas trees—was threaded through the pull-tab.


His fingers slid around the back of the can and slipped into an unexpected emptiness; he rotated the can.…


A square had been cut in the back. Something was inside.


A tiny ribcage, a sparrow or a mouse, with some kind of chrysalis threaded through the pin-like bones. Something had pushed itself halfway out of the papery bolus; the stillborn thing was pink, or had been in the moments it was alive, but was now the dry color of sidewalk chalk. It was suspended inside the can on threads of the same dull pink, which held it in place like a fly in a spider’s web.…


Trent gawked for a beat before dropping the can. The fall jolted the little horror out of the can—it hit the carpet and crumbled into pieces.


Confused rage bristled at Trent’s temples. What the fuck was that, and what was it doing inside his house? Trent had heard stories about workmen leaving things in walls, but that was usually fast-food wrappers or orange rinds or even something for luck, a secretly stashed tchotchke or whatever.


“Dunsany,” he seethed. “Hector and the rest of those bastards—”


People’ve been crisscrossing this great land of ours for centuries.


The voice belonged to Hank. Trent’s head snapped to the laptop to make sure the video was paused, that was how real Hank sounded.… It was paused. Trent’s subconscious must have co-opted Hank’s voice, that was all, seeking the clear-cut rationality of it.


People set down roots, build something, stay awhile, then move on. Or maybe Mother Nature moves them on with a flood, a fire, a tornado. Things get left behind, right?


Somehow it made sense. Trent’s anger dimmed.


To think you’re the first one who’s ever lived on this patch of soil, well, that’s the folly of vanity, partner.


Trent rolled the Home Depot bag over his hand and picked up the can and the remains, then turned the bag inside out and knotted it, sealing everything within.


That done, he restarted the video. Hank stepped instantly into the frame, eyes twinkling, with a roll of mesh tape.


Trent got to work. The world faded, the house, even the closet… the crack sucked Trent into the darkness inside his new house…


When he came back to himself, the crack was gone.


“Give yourself a pat on the back, compadre,” Hank said. “I betcha feel about ten feet tall right now.”


The unmarred wall filled Trent with a pride that embarrassed him in its potency.


“Now, I ain’t here to tell you to like and subscribe.” Hank wagged his finger. “We aren’t about groveling. But come on back for more home repair tips whenever you need ’em!”


It was past midnight by the time Trent stepped from the closet. Funny how time worked when you were sunk down in a job. He picked up the bag holding the soda can and crept downstairs.


Rita was asleep on the sofa. He shook her gently. She came to with a jerk, her fists balled.


“Whoa! It’s just me, baby.”


She stared at him, her eyes reflecting bovine incomprehension. “Trent… you scared me.”


“You can head up to bed now.”


Once she’d retreated up the stairs, Trent buried the Home Depot bag in the garbage, stuffing it down at the bottom. He didn’t want Rita to see. It would put unnecessary thoughts in her head.


As he padded upstairs, one of the steps emitted a shrill scrrreee! Dang. He’d have to take a look at it tomorrow.


Milo was sawing logs in his room. Trent had promised they’d toss the ball around, hadn’t he? He sat on Milo’s mattress, careful not to wake him. Milo had already decorated the walls: a drawing of Billy the Bulldozer, another of Pikachu. Morty lay in his tank at the foot of Milo’s bed.


Trent brushed Milo’s hair away from his ear. An earbud was jammed in it. A glow wept from under the covers.


Peeling the blankets back, Trent discovered an iPad.


“My boy,” he tsked softly.


A YouTube clip was playing on the iPad.


Little Boy Blue.


Trent watched a felt-limbed, Muppet-y creature crawl out of a wooden box. The thing had a toolbelt strung around its furry blue waist. It capered and jigged, hammer waving in one hand and lug wrench in the other. Dialogue seeped tinnily from the earbuds.


“C’mon, Junior Blues, let’s DIG!”


Trent removed the buds from Milo’s ears. Shut off the device and tucked it under the bed.


As he stepped into the hallway, Trent was swarmed with a sudden impulse to flee.


It came and went like a starburst, leaving no afterimage. By the next heartbeat, he had a hard time believing he’d felt the desire so strongly… but he had, and it reminded him of the only other time in his life he’d felt the same way.


He’d been a college sophomore, staggering home from a house party on a freezing February night. He was almost blackout drunk, as if walking into the folds of a dark veil that parted just enough to permit his next step, and the next.… Then came the sensation of a stiff wind hitting him from behind, making that blackness total. He came to on the sidewalk with the hair at the back of his head matted with blood. Later, he’d figure he’d been a victim of “the knockout game”: an evil prank where the perpetrators sneak up and club their target into unconsciousness.


As dehumanizing as that truth would be, the alternative his drunken mind had conjured up was far worse: Trent was sure he’d been attacked by a monster, one that was still lurking out there in the dark, waiting to play an even crueler trick.


The sensation in his new home was a bracing echo of that long-ago night: a disconnected high-hat terror and the overwhelming impulse to run, run fast, and never look back.


This feeling was there, thick in the hallway with him.


Then, just as quickly, it passed.


“We need to monitor that boy’s internet usage,” he whispered as he slid into bed beside Rita.


His wife made a sleep-slurred snort that Trent took as a yes.
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“CAN’T HAVE THAT COMPUTER sucking at your brain all the time, bud.”


“It’s a tablet,” Milo said to his dad.


“I know that. Point is, it’s good to get outside. Stretch those legs. Keep yourself lean and mean.”


The sun hung directly above. Milo watched his father brace his hands on his hips, surrounded by the pieces of a playset scattered around what he called “the backyard,” even though there was no fence to tell where it ended.


“There’ll be a basketball team at your new school, but we’ll need to work on your ball handling before tryouts. You don’t want to keep dribbling the ball off your foot and Coach planting you on the bench, like last year.”


Dad made one of his just kidding laughs, the kind with no real kidding in it.


This wasn’t any kind of playset you’d find at Walmart. No bright neon plastic, no foam, no safety stickers. Dad had bought it off a website called Herc’s Salvage Wholesale. The playset had showed up that morning, unpacked by two unsmiling men. With its wood beams and posts it looked like a sunken ship, the metal slide and monkey bars winking in the sun.


Dad stood surrounded by heaps of raw material. Tools lay scattered around; more hung from the toolbelt strung around his hips.


“This is gonna take some elbow grease, Milo my boy.” Dad mimed squeezing an oilcan into his elbow.


Just him and Dad today. Mom was at work, like always. Milo watched his father slide a long screw through a hole in a thick beam, then try to force it through a hole in a connecting plank. Dad kicked at the screw until it popped through, ripping wood out. Grunting, he twisted on a bolt the size of a baby’s fist.
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