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Аннотация
The stories in Other Kinds are about a place. They are stories about the woods, houses hidden in the gaps between mountains. Behind them, the skeletons of old and powerful machines rust into the slate and leaves. Water red with iron leeches from the empty mines and pools near a stone foundation. The boy there plays in the bones because he is a child and this will be his childhood. He watches while winter comes falling slowly down over the road. Sometimes he remembers a girl, her hair and the perfume she wore. These are stories about her and where she might have gone. He waits for sleep because in the next story he will leave. The boy watches an airplane blink red past his window. From here, you can't hear its violence.


Dylan Nice
Other Kinds

The following stories have appeared elsewhere, some in slightly different format:
“The Mountain Town,” “Thin Enough to Break,” “Ice Floe,” “A Short Essay on the War,” and “It’s Never A Little While” in NOON; “Wet Leaves” in Hobart; “We’ll Both Feel Better,” in Dewclaw; “Artifacts” as “5/24/2010” in Wag’s Revue; Prologue I as “Their Health” in Quick Fiction; Prologue II as “The Same Direction” in Gigantic; and Prologue III as “The Silence Itself” in Buffalo Artvoice.

for home


I


~ ~ ~

She had me riding a ten speed down a reclaimed railroad bed. She was talking about things she liked while I thought of things I did not like.
I did not like her house. I did not like its drywall. Its central air and Disney-themed snow globes ordered from a catalog inside of a corner cabinet also ordered from a catalog. I did not like their hot tub, their dryer, their dishwasher. I did not like their lifestyle, their health. I did not like that I liked her.
I listened to the gravel under our tires and heard her finish talking about the material of her favorite outfit.
I wanted her to feel tired, cold, alone. I wanted her to be ashamed of everything she’d been given. We were riding slow and beside each other.
“Have you ever worn clothes dried in the sun?” I said.
“Yes,” she said. “You’ve helped me bring them in from the line.”

The Mountain Town

My mother and I moved to the mountain town not for work or marriage but to leave where we had been. The state offered her work in an office three mining towns over. She was quick to move, to dismiss those other lives only a few months lived. She never seemed entirely like a woman permanent enough to have a son — her skin was ginger and looked cool to the touch.
We stayed mostly in apartments before that. Drywalled, development apartments that felt like my dentist’s office.
This new house was brick. Its halls were narrow and led to empty bedrooms with their own sinks. Under the hall’s floral wallpaper, Mother had uncovered a dumbwaiter shaft empty of its machinery. The air of that house was a different institution, a place moneyed people went to die behind ivied walls.
“You can’t have too much house,” my mother said. “I’ll take in the neighbors’ laundry need be.”
She hung our clothes in the large rooms to dry above the steam radiators because she didn’t like the smell of dryer exhaust sweetened with softener. Her voice suggested this about her, a dark and steady competence. On the old windowsills she arranged antique bottles to match the colors she had painted the walls. She arranged things like that as if the way to make them beautiful was obvious.
Mine was an attic room, and I woke often one night to hear a flood rain down heavy on the asphalt shingles.
There was a cat on the porch in the morning, a stray stranded from the storm. My mother had put tuna in a cottage cheese container and provided shelter for the cat in the mudroom.
“A cat like that,” she said. I heard her heels on the linoleum. Her calves led in a clean curve to a straight black heel. The loveliness of her spell was always broken by some new foolishness, some inconsistency in decision that disrupted the logic of her beauty. I took my book bag from the floor in the mudroom and walked out to the shed to wait for the bus. The shed’s floor was made of loose dark soil. I stood in the center of the thick air feeling contained, smelling the age, the sting of ammonia decades old. There was a great aloneness there.
The bus drove past men smoking while pumps pushed water up from their basements.
It was a morning with damp air that kept the heat and gave a body to every smell. The atmosphere seemed spoiled with an invisible acrid filth. Other children walked jacketed down the long bus aisle and then finding themselves in the yellow stench showed shame on their faces.
The bus stopped at the end of a dirt road that cut into the woods. Through the hemlocks, you could see the outline of the basementless shack from which a brother and his sister came slowly while the driver tapped his horn. The boy’s bangs were cut unevenly and he had a red stain on his upper lip. I wanted him to see how different I was from him again. I liked the reminder that worth could be made visible. We had the same small frame, blond hair, broad nose, but he was poorer than I was.
They walked into the smell I thought would be ascribed to them in the minds of the other children. The two of them silently took the seat before mine. The bus rolled fast down a steep, empty hill.
“Smells like cat piss in here,” the brother said. “Someone smells like cat piss.”
I shut my eyes and listened to the engine. I heard him turn in his seat and felt the indiscretion of his gaze.
“Think your cat pissed in your laundry basket, buddy,” he said. The dozen other kids were turned. Some of the smaller ones hoisted themselves up on the back of their seat.
“We don’t even have a cat,” I said.
I brought my bag on to my lap and could feel a damp spot on its bottom.
The sister turned next to him. She was a year ahead of me and wore plain, long dresses. She brought herself up to her knees and leaned her body over the seat toward me.
“Have the secretary in the office call your mother,” she said. “You’ll need a change of clothes.”
My mother called me “bud” on the phone and was sorry but the drive was too long to make during her lunch hour. Just hold tight, she said. It’ll be fine. I slid the phone back across the office counter to the large-faced secretary who sat there all day.
“Head back to your classroom now, Hun,” she said.
That day I could hear all of their breathing, the embarrassed hush of their disgust.
Mother was on the couch and seemed to have been asleep for a long time. When I returned, her curled hair hung out of the top of a wrapped red blanket. The heat was on low; the radiators were cold to the touch. A candle that smelled like apples burned on the wooden end table.
The cat had not gone. It had come into the house and slept in a box of unpacked picture frames. I put the cat back out in the mudroom and shut the door fast before it could get back in.
A frosted window in the bathroom let the street light in, so I kept the overhead light off. The soap Mother bought looked like amber, and the smell of it, and of her, got stronger in the hot water. I stood with the water running and tried to make out the shapes of other houses through the swirls in the window.
Once, on a holiday drive with my father, the forest around us broke and we drove a ridge above a valley of vinyl-sided houses.
“Look at all those boxes,” he told me. “And each one has its own little box problems.”
I looked down on them and only imagined those upper rooms and their daughters. They were girls in tight denim embroidered with names associated with expense. I saw myself in their rooms, in their down and cotton, in the canopied beds bought for a childhood that was to remain a secret, untouched by labored hands. The roofs pitched steeply, and snow collected white on the colder eaves.
I couldn’t think to be upset.

Thin Enough to Break

My father was buying cantaloupes. He saw a man who hung around the store and who lived in a trailer nearby. His pants were torn up the back. His hair strung down his face.
“He is kind of slow, I think,” my father told me over lunch.
He had asked how he was doing. The man grunted “good.” My father asked him his name. The man pulled open his wallet and took out a laminated card.
“And he showed me his name,” my father said, setting down his fork.
We had gone to Our Lady of Grace that morning. I silenced myself before the silence. The kneelers hurt my knees. The Eucharist was blessed and families crawled over me through the pew on their way to receive it.
The last girl’s hair brushed my face. She steadied herself on my knee.
I was a believer in transit. All service, my father twitched in his anxieties, shifting his weight from thigh to thigh. He was trying to understand the great nothingness of God. I believed in the great everythingness of me.
I am named after the place I’m from. It’s a lot of fog and smokestacks. Trailers parked in mud and dog shit. The roads circle places you don’t want to be. We had left the Chinese restaurant. The subject changed in the car to Christ.
“The man spoke in riddles,” Dad said, “for ears that could hear.”
Leafless trees dripped water and there was a war somewhere. The onions gave me indigestion, and this year the ladybugs were bad. Dad would vacuum them off the windowsills.
Posters on the campus I went to had asked me if Jesus was a Republican. The campus was far from the place I’m from. It was cleaner, more cluttered, full of people who knew enough about God to say he’s on their side. I spent my time there alone. Some days Dad called and said he hadn’t spoken to anyone all day. Birds pecked at the brown grass outside my apartment window.
“That happens to me, too,” I would say.
It was spring break and rain fell slow most days that week, melting mounds of dirty ice at the edges of parking lots and driveways. Our street stretched into the woods and each driveway had its own name. Smoke rose from a row of off-white houses.
I painted in my bedroom. The same canvases over and over. I tried to paint a vision I had. I was a little boy and I was in a field looking up. And up there, the sky was gray and an airplane was taking off. The plane seemed to be everything. It wasn’t flying away, or leaving me alone.
That night there was a girl I was in love with. I wore a nice sweater and smoked in the car driving to her house. I had made a CD and labeled it Tonight and played it, thinking there were chord progressions that sounded like whatever it was I was pursuing.
I took her for a long drive to a barn where a band played in the cold. Couches full of cigarette burns surrounded the stage. I usually went there alone because I knew the people but didn’t have to speak.
“Not how you remember?” I asked her.
We got in my car and drove. We rode through no-streetlight towns and talked about leaving.
“I’ll miss these spaces,” I said.
“I like the distances,” she said. “Everything just stretches out.”
Mornings were the worst for her; she told me she woke feeling thick and still thinking about the things that had kept her up. Her father was on disability but she didn’t say why. I had once seen him jogging. There was no one else.
“I keep him calm,” she said.
She fixed her hair and her unbuttoned cuffs fell away from her wrists. They looked thin enough to break. A high school basketball game was letting out and we followed behind a line of slowing red lights. Orange mixed with white and through the dark. I put my hand on her knee. Her name was Laurel.
That night I lay in bed while blinking red dots passed my window. As I child, I had imagined whole wars raging just out of sight, and my house rose from the violence as something sacred. My room jutted above the trees and hills. Out there men were dying and it was fine because they were just men and I was a little boy.
The staleness of my house would lead me to the windows. I smeared the yard’s colors through the bubbled glass. Things then were not substance, but the beauty children hide from the bones of adulthood.
Laurel had worn silver earrings that hung with her blonde hair. Her voice sounded better at night. From that I saw images of her in dresses on the deck of a ship — in jeans on the ice. She was the things I couldn’t paint.
Her house was much like my father’s: Spartan, bookish. Her father kept the sink empty; the walls were painted woodpanel and bare. She led me into her room where the colors were darker. Vinyl album covers were hung on red walls and she dropped the needle on her suitcase turntable. A Celtic folk song played and she lay across her bed.
“This is where I keep myself,” she said.
I edged my shoulder near hers but felt like her brother.
“It’s the first place I would have looked,” I said.
I rested my cheek flat against the green spread and saw two guitar cases in the corner.
She said she would have looked for me in sawmills or strip mines, or the clearing where our friends melted green bottles in the campfire. I said I could take her there. It would do her good to go.
“You could see what you aren’t,” I said.
She played for me later; her voice was dark and curled. Her fingers slid down the strings. I couldn’t touch her. I didn’t put my hands on her.
I went there alone that night, down the dirt road behind the power substation. There I saw the people I expected.
Vaughns and Pollacks, at least four Keiths, and one Wojtovich. They asked me what I was up to and told me where they were working now. Some of them still wore letterman jackets and smoked the brand of cigarettes I had bummed off them in the car before school. Work had hardened their voices.
“Getting any pussy?” one said.
“Yeah, yeah, as much as you,” I said, and kicked shale off the top of the dirt toward the fire.
I said nothing about Laurel — I was too upset that she existed. I spoke little and soaked in the cold.
My father called and I lied about where I was. He said he was calling just to chat, said we needed to get together again before I went back.
“Church, again,” I said.
“Saturday night vigil,” Dad said.
We burned candles and people looked spiritual in the soft light. A brunette in a black blouse sang about how she couldn’t keep from singing. The only words I took away were “happy fault.”
My father rocked in his pew. He breathed heavily and swayed. I wanted to grab him and tell him he could stop. That this was OK.
God and no God. Girl and no girl. And all here nameless.
The homily began and I wanted to tell my father that part of me had been crying in the Chinese restaurant, too. I looked out past the combed heads to the bleeding man hanging below a crown.
I took hold of my father’s shoulder and leaned him back.
“Be still,” I said, unable to look at him. The couple in front of us nudged together, turning back slightly.
“No one is watching,” I said.

Wet Leaves

Before the rain started, we got into her car and I sat in the smell of her perfume. A spray, one of those bottles of beauty suburbia affords its daughters. We drove through the sparse end of town past the ice cream shop she liked.
She wanted to go to the card store even when the long days stretched without holiday. The parking lot smelled like heat and gasoline and the threat of rain. Inside, I listened to a card that played garbled country music. She giggled at one with a picture of a roller coaster that read, “You’re my favorite amusement.” She walked the aisles and talked about learning more about herself and staying close to home. Home was a scattering of coal company houses in the Allegheny Mountains.
She was soft and when I felt her I thought of words like “mild” or “macaroni salad.” All summer her mother set heavy salads out on the picnic table on Sundays. Eggs covered in mayonnaise. It tasted just enough not to taste bad.
After the picnics, I liked to drive her out into the fields that had been stripped for coal. Sometimes I’d park the truck, find an old piece of equipment to sit on, light a cigarette, and ask her combative questions. The wind would be blowing in from all the space around us, pulling at the hem of my T-shirt. I’d put my back to it, arch my brow, and watch her squint and blink against the gusts.
I was done with school now and worked stacking boxes in a building that was never a good temperature. When the weather was still cold, I had bought her a sweatshirt with my school’s black and gold lettering.
“I’m branding you,” I said the first time she put it on. There was a poem about her I had written in the pocket, but she made for bad poetry. The words suggested a place big and dusty with a good woman wearing her hair down and white cotton, but between this image and her was some fundamental disagreement. Her folks were people who hung inspirational sayings on the walls.
I smiled at them when I was over. Acted predictable, healthy, made things up about my own mother’s macaroni salad. They talked back in high and running sentences, used words like “marvelous.” My people were loggers and truck drivers — people who didn’t trust success as much as struggle. My father wore flannel and drank beer from tall, white cans. He spoke with a slowness that suggested hardship.
I hid this from them, because it might mean I had a temper, it might mean I liked to drink. I spent time being careful. When I took off my socks to get into their hot tub, I would pull the soles into the tubes so she wouldn’t see where the threads had been worn thin.
Their backyard was a collection of backyards, all separated with low chain-linked fences. The neighbors passed in front of windows and she told me their names, what they did for a living.
“These people will do anything for each other,” she said.
“What will they do for someone else?” I said and dipped lower in the water. The question was quieted by the flakes of snow that began to fall and melt in her hair.
I looked at a curl of her hair over her shoulder while she bent for a card on the bottom rack. Her shirt came up and revealed the small of her back. She lowered herself down to see things I didn’t care about and her jeans tightened across her legs. I hated the modern world that kept her thighs the way I liked them. When we first met I was devastated by my capacity for devastation and she insisted that she lie quietly beside me on my bed. Sometimes I got the notion I’d marry her and stop thinking about the world so much and have what I imagined my old man had had however long ago.
She showed me photo albums of her childhood. Pictures of beige siding and dark green grass. Glittered decorations announced the photos’ subjects: summer, Christmas, prom. I kept a creased photo of my father in a mesh hat and big glasses taking a wrench to a chainsaw at the kitchen table. She asked me if he had treated me good when I was a kid.
“What do you mean?”
“Did you have things?” she said.
“Sure we did,” I said. “We had a bunch of them.”
My dad had told me the only things you really own are the things you can hold onto at a dead sprint. She came over for dinner. He sat across from her and stared hard, talked about the mysterious ways of the Lord. He filled the room with the smell of diesel fuel and chewing tobacco. She was dressed, her hair up, a colorful skirt, her makeup on, her perfume strong in the heat of the kitchen.
He listed the things she was wearing to her.
“Where you headed? What are you in a hurry for?” he asked.
“I’m sorry?” she said.
“Maybe it’s good you don’t know,” he said, looking at the chimney bricks. “Maybe it’s good.”
After she’d gone, he called me down to the basement where he was quartering potatoes for seed. He asked me what I knew about this girl. I told him what her folks did, what she was going to school for, their church. He nodded and spat down the open drain.
“She’s a sweet girl,” I said. “About twice a day her eyes fill up with tears.”
“Think that’s a good thing?” he said.
He started talking about my mother: the things she wore, what her old man thought about him. His thick, stained fingers worked the knife through the potatoes. He used that pocket knife to clean his nails and open his mail. Once a year or so, he got a thin white envelope in the mail he’d read on the way back across the road. He’d stuff the letter back in the envelope, and put it in a drawer I could have opened but never did. I’d learned why she was gone without hardly knowing her. I figured her out by knowing him. He gave tearful testimonies in church. He’d make himself late for work shoveling the neighbors’ drive. He was too decent a man to marry a pretty girl used to money.
By the time we left the card store, it was raining hard. She hadn’t bought any cards and she didn’t mention wanting ice cream again.
The road back into town wound steeply through the woods. She drove the car too fast, gunning the accelerator, slamming the brakes. She had no understanding of the mechanics at play and I said nothing about the panic I felt. My father once told me that wet leaves can be like ice. Up ahead, a maple had shed its leaves thickly over a curve, and when her wheels hit, they kicked out. I hit my head, and the dash collapsed on my shin. She woke up to smoke that turned out to be her air bag’s dust. Mine didn’t go off.
She pulled at my shirt and screamed when the bloodied part of my face slumped toward her. I heard it from a great distance.
The hospital room filled with cards — cards with boats on the water, smiling teddy bears, classic cars on rural roads. She held my hand briefly while my jaw healed and I hummed with affection, convinced she saw my new weakness and forgave me everything else. The doctors knew that there would be scarring. The skin hadn’t been cut cleanly. I wrote out messages on a yellow notepad.
How long are you staying?
“Not long.”
Where are you going?
I noticed I couldn’t smell her perfume when she came in the room. I couldn’t smell anything. That, the doctors said, would never come back.
Dad came in with things to occupy my mind: puzzles, books of riddles, a block of wood and knife to whittle. The doctors took the knife off me but let me keep the block. At the end of the visit, he’d lean in close to my ear.
“You know,” he said, “I’ve been farting the whole time I’ve been in here.”
I was released after four months. I walked through the slush toward a brown brick, aging plaza, running my fingers along my right cheek. The trunk of the scar ran from my ear and the branches spread to my nose and the corner of my eye.
She had gotten a job at the bank between the card store and where they sold liquor. I got into her line to cash my first check of the settlement. The airbag did me more good in not going off.
She asked questions she already knew the answers to. How I was. How my father was. She always tried to be polite and ended up being bland.
I gave her my account card and signed my check. She kept her eyes on the screen and said she had met a friend of her family’s while I was getting better. He was older, well-employed. I knew she’d met him earlier than that — this was what she had been trying to tell me while we were crashing into that tree.
“Things are going really well,” she said, handing me my money. “I’m so sorry about your scar.”
“It’s funny,” I said. “It seems like I can smell in here, because I remember what a bank smells like.”
The apartment I rented under the post office was free, provided I fired the furnace. I gave myself only the things I needed — the basement apartment and the opened cans that cluttered the countertop. I stopped by on the weekends to fetch my dad tools while he worked on tractors he didn’t need or the shed that was falling in.
On a day hot enough to make the new shingles tacky, I told him I was going someplace else.
“You already moved out,” he said.
“I mean far away,” I said.
“You’ll need work,” he said. “Know what you’ll do for work?”
He said work and meant work — money had nothing to do with what work was.
The next fall I started in on a two-year stint of shooting whiskey and snorting cocaine with some actual rich kids who took my drawl as something I’d invented to distinguish myself. I loosened up with my money, my words got faster, and there was no way to tell the difference between me and them. Our hands were soft, we talked about lifestyle, and we all hated a very specific part of ourselves. These kids asked questions — they saturated your thoughts with their informed analysis of the world, and no matter where I went, I felt crowded. My apartment was a replica of a place that might be home, a self-consciously executed attempt at romance where I hosted people I knew I would never miss.
The seasons were long and less graceful than in the mountains. On a hungover autumn day so dry it burned my eyes, I got a card in the mail. I had never told her where I went; the forwarding address was written in my father’s hard-pressed hand.
For a while, I thought about burning it where I stood. Then I thought maybe I could open it like a normal person, smile at the sentiment, and display it on my kitchen table. I dug my finger under the flap while I walked back into the apartment. I could tell it was from the faith section of the card store. It was subtle, but the front had a big landscape that evoked transcendence.
It didn’t say much more than happy birthday with the suggestion she was alone again.
Already far out of town, I stopped at a gas station to buy a pack of cigarettes and fill the tank. I stood by my truck, smelling the gasoline in the heat and remembering all the heat I’d ever felt. Big trucks were coming by bright and fast and disappearing back into the flatness. The light at the edge of the sky was orange and thick with twilight. The gusts from the semis pulled at my clothes and I could see the men inside, their faces dark while they sat still and drove fast. They found work, driving to some place they didn’t know and then back toward the last thing they remembered being good.

II


~ ~ ~

The tide had receded and left pools of water between the rocks. The rocks were slick as he walked across them. Some of the others laughed in a group at the top of the beach. They would see he was walking to be alone now. One of them wore her hair black and straight down the white of her shirt. He tried not to listen for her.
He walked far enough not to hear any more. The rocks were worked in tight against each other by the ocean. Just ahead there was splashing. In a pool between two rocks were eels with holes for gills and purple skin. They were moving in places he couldn’t see through the sand they stirred. After a moment, he saw their mouths locked, their bodies curled together. The two eels straightened; they bit their mouths hard together and spun in a circle. They spun and curved until there was just a gap between their tails. The fight pushed them both in the same direction.
Later he found her on the boat, sitting near the railings. She didn’t move to look at him. The way she moved had been saying nothing to him for a long time. He told her he had seen the eels.
“They were locked at the mouth,” he said. “They were spinning in circles, fighting.”
“Maybe they were lovers.”
“Still,” he said.
She lay down, closing her eyes. The sun was getting strong — it was still early. Her hair ran over her shoulder and led farther down her. He got up to circle the deck. There was the ocean with its currents and salt. The boat bobbed, anchored in the water. The girl lay there and breathed and he knew she wasn’t thinking the things he did. He moved to the places he could.

Ice Floe

The girls talked of weddings and vacations, and Tom sat against the red wall at the end of the booth and said nothing.
One girl sat across from him, but she had her head turned toward the other people. Her hands were small with unpainted nails and she kept them still on the table. It was calming, how small her hands were. She and the girls were students with Tom at a big university with plain buildings along a river. The girl with the small hands talked fast. She had fair skin and dark hair which she kept short. Her teeth were round in the way Tom thought girls’ teeth were.
She was engaged and wore a diamond with red stones around it. The wedding would be in the summer, on the coast in the north. There was going to be a white house with the gray of the ocean worn into it. The girls asked her questions. She smiled and answered them simply.
He listened to the music and was angry for having nothing to say to her or the other girls. After a while he heard them talking about going to another bar.
Other students walked in polos or cocktail dresses because it was warm. There was enough wind that the clouds moved fast above the buildings. The town was on the plains and the flatness there changed the shape of the sky. It had been smaller at home. The wind felt different coming in from the emptiness out there — it was like he was standing at the spot where the world began to get round. He was exposed.
Tom walked slower so he could be close to the engaged girl. He walked just behind her and watched the light from the street lamps and what it did on her hair.
“Why are you quiet tonight?” the girl, Elise said.
“I try to think of things to say but nothing so far,” Tom said.
“And why do you think that is?” Elise said.
“I’m not sure. Everyone is talking so much.”
She was quiet after this but Tom didn’t try to understand why. When he did talk, he didn’t like the things he said. Tom was used to people talking slowly about serious things. Men sat at dark-stained tables with smoke hanging in front of them. They said things that sounded like scripture, like it had all been thought about long and hard and decided upon.
She walked beside him but quiet now. The sidewalks were lit with orange lights and colored signs in windows. There were brick streets and buildings with paintings on the walls. The paintings were of children sometimes or mountains and landscapes with something like a man or an airplane to show you how big everything was.
Tom felt good looking down at her while she walked beside him. He liked seeing her hair and the curve of her cheek. He liked not seeing her face but only remembering it for now.
The next bar had holes in the ceiling with wires hanging out. The girls took a booth and two guys came over from the bar. They wore bright shirts with buttons and styled their hair. Tom was against the wall and across from Elise again. He knew she was a girl who would answer his questions with other questions. She would want an example of what he was saying. He would try and talk about cloudy, vague things — he made a fog to cover everything but just the edges of something incredible or terrible happening.
He remembered a news story he saw earlier and how Elise might be interested. The story was about a baby born with six fingers on each hand. The doctor in the story said the fingers on this baby were so perfect it was a long time before anyone noticed them.
“Will they remove them?” Elise asked.
“No,” Tom said. “His hands are more perfect than ours. Six fingers is the stronger gene. It’s only that it’s rare.”
“Then how is it stronger?” she said.
“Because those who have it will pass it on. His father had them too, but not as perfect as this.”
“He would make an excellent piano player,” she said.
Tom said an absolutely perfect person would have six fingers on each hand. He said Adam and Eve would have had that.
“I don’t see why that’s true,” she said, “why you would want to put it like that.”
“It’s better to have names for things,” he said.
Tom drank from his beer and knew he couldn’t make this a different kind of conversation. He had wanted to talk but this talking was bad and it always turned out that way. You always talked until it got bad and you decided to quit. Elise smoothed her hair and looked towards the end of the booth waiting for someone to ask her a question she could smile at and talk about.
He knew what she thought — things were just stone or water or plastic, just organs and bones. She was able to not care and smile about it. Tom thought everything was still the nothing it used to be. This was the elegance that made sense and was beautiful.
“There are true things,” Tom said, “things that are true that can’t be argued.”
“Like what?” she asked and looked at him.
“I don’t know,” he said.
He told her she should show more grace; she only thought cold ideas. Then he was surprised to see her act hurt in front of everyone. Tom didn’t argue, she said, he hurled insults.
“I feel like I could talk to you about anything,” she said.
He didn’t know what she meant. He felt embarrassed about something. It was a lie or a mistake. He apologized again and Elise rubbed his arm quickly, saying it was okay. That she would touch him was strange to Tom.
His apartment was warm but he felt chills that started on his back and then crawled across his arms and chest. He heard people. Students walked and vomited in the brick ally behind his apartment. There were clips of words, fragments of people talking or arguing, one girl and a boy stopped below his window to talk in low voices. He thought he could hear their clothes touching. She laughed.
His dreams were fast and blurred. Elise was in one with her fiancé, and they were walking. The fiancé told Tom she always argued and he shouldn’t worry. Tom’s dreams changed but he would wake up in the dark and lie there. His body felt smooth and tired.
The chills still came but they felt good now. Cold and crawling from somewhere in the sheets he’d dampened with sweat. The sky outside his window was getting lighter. He was going to call Elise, but now was too early. He waited and then decided to walk and think of things to say.
He walked a sidewalk that led down to a bridge. There were chunks of ice coming down the river — sections of ice that had broken free during the warm day before. They slid down the water fast, showing how fast the water always moved but didn’t look like it because it was so smooth and brown. Below him chunks of ice slammed together. Pieces stopped and were hit by other pieces.
Tom stood there on the bridge a long time, watching. He finished crossing and started into a park. The grass was still brown but the big trees were beginning to show buds. He tried to imagine the place Elise must be from. There were probably rows of houses on long neat streets.
People passed Tom on the walkway, some with dogs and others with their husbands or wives. They wore brown coats and a few of them had glasses. Their clothes were made of washed out colors, and the people smiled when he passed. They lived in houses somewhere, washed and clipped things off themselves. He felt his fingers damp against his denim jeans. Whatever they got on the things they touched they washed off again.
They still touched their fabric and the dirt. Some of them had their hands on each other.

We'll Both Feel Better

I let my arm press against hers in the way people who are comfortable can. Outside the window it was dark and there were cars and orange roads. I craned my neck like a child. The plane leaned downward.
“Did you see Brisbane as we were flying in?” I asked.
She looked up from her book.
“No,” she said.
The girl had spent some time with me in the spring. Her apartment smelled like hardwood and linen. She would sit with her legs pulled up or lean into me and let her hair fall like curtains. After a few weeks, I imagine she learned I was a coward.
“I just want to read this book,” she said.
I turned toward the window and turned off my overhead light.
We were on the kind of trip students like us took to become better people. We went through Customs and paid cab drivers. We learned small differences: the colors at intersections, the labels on cigarettes. The people there didn’t bark their words as if each had its own significance separate from the ones that surrounded it.
The other students had already arrived at the university where we’d spend a few days before and after a boat trip. There, wallabies lay on the lawns and geckos hid behind curtains. A plant outside our building smelled like rot.
The sheets felt like sheets that didn’t belong to anyone in particular. The first morning at breakfast the girl, Nina, was showered and wore pink. She moved and talked in ways that made me feel smaller than I was. I told her embarrassing things about myself. I thought saying them made them less true.
As we flew to Chicago I had said I once tried to break up with a girl I wasn’t dating.
“We had only gone out a few times and I thought I had to make a big deal about calling it off.”

Nina had laughed. I was looking down at the boxes of farmland under us.
“I was clueless.”
“You still are,” she said.
I kept staring out the window. Along the roads were the tin roofs of houses and barns shining.
“What are you thinking about?” she asked.
“Just the way things look,” I said.
The plane landed and outside it was hot. I told myself on the tarmac that the world was big and we were small. I got quiet as we walked toward our gate.
“You know that thing you said on the plane about me being clueless?” I said.
“Yes.”
“The rest of the trip I’d prefer not to be condescended to.”
There was a long quiet. The airport was long and mostly white — we got in line to wait for a shuttle to the gate.
“I’ll walk and meet you there,” I said.
“That’d be good.”
Near our gate I saw her again and started to walk beside her. She turned toward me.
“I’d rather not be close to you right now,” she said.
It took me a moment to turn and head in the other direction. I walked through O’Hare telling myself it was a good thing to fight with someone and not care. We flew to Los Angeles without talking. I imagined somewhere below me the Grand Canyon or the desert and its rock. It was dark when the plane landed.
“Come and get something to eat with me,” I said. “We’ll both feel better.”
“Okay,” she said, coming out of the jetway. “You have to apologize to my face.”
The airport was cool and fluorescent. Nina and I walked beside each other like two people who had more to do with each other than we did. We talked about where to eat and were careful about what we said. Waiting at the restaurant counter, she asked me if I liked a new student from Pittsburgh, a curly-haired backpacker who spoke in phrases formulated by other people.
“You guys should get along, both being from Pennsylvania.”
“But he’s from Pittsburgh.”
“How’s that different?”
“I grew up in the mountains in a coal patch,” I said. “It’s much different.”
She talked about places; how her parents still did things they had needed to do when they were in China.
“Where you’re from becomes part of your identity,” I said. “You don’t want to lose it. You protect it.”
“Do you protect yours?”
“I’m very scared of becoming someone I’m not,” I said.
I could talk to Nina. I could talk to her until my hands shook and my mouth dried.
The money felt strange in my hands. And there was always that plant outside our building. The plant that smelled worse than rot because of something sweet in the stink.
I drank and slept and gave the dorm room my smell. We left the university for the boat early the second morning.
Fruit hung from a net on the deck. We sat along cushioned seats below the masts. The sun was bright and strong but the air stayed cool. The boat took us to patches of coral along the edges of islands. I breathed through a snorkel and watched bright fish swim away from us. Orange coral swayed in water I couldn’t feel moving.
We spent a lot of time sailing. There didn’t seem to be a definite date or clock. You moved through a landscape that made motion nearly irrelevant.
I swam off the boat alone — the water was clear all the way until it turned a bright shade of green. I hung off the anchor’s chain and tried not to hear the people near the railing. Back on deck there was the heat and I felt swelled. I let the salt make my skin stick.
Nina slept and darkened — she lay on her stomach, the line of her moving with her hair.
The deck was planked and warm on my feet. Her body took the posture of someone with nothing to say. I sat next to her. She faced the water.
“I think I could live anywhere in the world,” she said.
“I feel loyal to where I’m from.”
“What do you want there?”
“The ugly things.”
“I want to be comfortable,” she said, “with my family around me.”
She was healthy and pleased. I convinced myself the rest of them there were like her, washed and calm and without emergency.
We anchored off an island called Palm. A few buildings looked small and pink on the edge of the beach. The masts of a sunken fishing boat were marked by a buoy. I sat on deck and waited for the skiff to take us to the island. Nina moved past me and breathed heavy.
“What are you thinking about?” I asked.
“Nothing,” she said.
“You were sighing,” I said.
The skiff pulled alongside the boat and she got in.
There was a poverty and stagnation that came off the concrete buildings. Dogs lay in the streets. The mayor walked with the group — the line of her jaw worked with her eyes to conjure something that threatened me. She talked about the men, how the island was trying to help the young men.
“A whole lot of violence,” she said again and again. “A whole lot of violence.”
Each time she said it she closed her eyes like what she was saying could be lost through them.
It started to get dark and we walked to the dock. Near the skiff was a fishing boat with a dead sea turtle lying against the metal bottom. The students looked down at it along the dock’s railing. Behind me Nina talked with another girl on the trip, a fair-skinned girl who talked a lot about her likes and dislikes.
“Are you seeing anyone in Iowa City now?” the girl asked.
“Yes,” Nina said.
I looked down at the turtle while islanders paid it close attention and the white people looked uncomfortable. There was no blood coming from the turtle.
“It is only sleeping,” a man standing over it said.
A sick feeling was dripping down my arms. I hated that there were boys and there were girls. I took the first skiff back to the boat. The air was cold and the water was cutting up the orange light from the island.
“I grew up with poverty,” I said to someone on deck. “There were people down the street who ate toast for supper and had no front door. But that was a different kind of poverty on that island.”
I drank until I settled. American music played loudly off the island and sometimes an islander screamed. It was dark now and the beer made things oily. The trip was revealing nothing noble even though I thought the world and I had agreed on something noble a long time ago.
We left for another island, a leper colony that had been burned to the ground. There were bathtubs lying in stone foundations. Ovens sat in the dirt and trees. The ocean swelled around us.
I walked the island, looking at rusting beds and marbles in the ashes. I went through the palms, looking for the black of Nina’s shirt. She stopped yards in front of me to photograph ovens and mattresses. She belonged there with herself.
I walked the edge of the beach, feeling the slickness of the stones underfoot. There was Pennsylvania and winter in my head. There was childhood with its sense of significance. School with the big windows and the cornfields outside them, my hands sticking to pages.
Young girls in young outfits. The curve of something I couldn’t know. I got off the bus and went to the basement and watched television. I watched the other kinds of people in the world until I forgot about myself.
I ground my teeth in my sleep during the third part of the trip, a research station. The buildings were blue and modern with showers on decks made of dark wood. There were staff residences in the woods with children and privacy. We ate and laughed and were all filled up with life. We didn’t feel anything as exactly as it was.
The last night there I sat on the porch of the dorms listening to music when Nina came and sat next to me. The wind was blowing in that way that makes it nice to talk. We listened to music and talked about what our names meant.
She wore her hair in braids and showed me yoga positions. She said she learned we should be grateful to our bodies for letting us live in them. We should treat them well.
“I beat my body into submission,” I said.
She laughed and said she was tired. I sat out alone for a while longer until it started to rain. I felt reassured I could wash all the fear out of me if it meant she’d want to get close again. It rained hard until I went to sleep.
Back at the university there was a river where trees arched from the bank into the water. They grew in soil that looked dark and old. We sat together on a tree, our feet in the water like children. The bark was like paper and flaked off in my hands as we talked. We said poverty was far in her past and closer in mine. We said we wanted to will reality into something more beautiful. I stopped talking for a while.
“You always get real quiet before you want to say something,” she said. “Like at the airport.”
“I think you already know what I want to say.”
“No,” she said. “I really don’t.”
“I still love being around you.”
We were walking again, her with her one hand holding her wrist behind her back.
“You don’t have to say anything about it,” I said.
“I don’t have anything to say about it,” she said. “You’ll meet someone soon. There will so many people for you to meet soon.”
We walked and came to the top of a hill where some wallabies stood in the grass.
“Oh my God,” she said. “Look how close they are.”
I started toward campus while she took photographs and said things to herself.
Nina and I got our towels and rode the bus to a beach. The water was calm and cold. The sand wasn’t hot but the sun felt strong on my skin. We lay next to each other feeling tired from the heat and sunlight. I lay there and kept my eyes closed and felt still. She said she wanted to find the right place to live. She was worried about falling out of love with a place.
“I know plenty of people who have fallen out of love,” she said.
“It’s a position you take toward something. Sometimes you feel it strongly. Sometimes not.”
We were quiet for a long time. Birds flew and called. The water lapped and I opened my eyes. She was close. I knew where she was so I began not to think about it. I slept. The wind got cooler and blew across my back. She started to move.
“Don’t you feel cold?”
“No,” I said.
“I am,” she said.
We dressed and walked to the bus station. There were red mountains past the tan buildings. I couldn’t feel anything of what I might mean. We sat and waited. I watched birds on the ledge of a fountain and I began to sleep. Out there was a city on its continent and all I was going to do was leave it. White cabs circled past us and slowed near our bench.

Artifacts

This was a thing normal people do: they bring their dogs over and then the dogs play together while the normal people have a drink and talk about a vacation they just took or a cake recipe that turned out fabulous. I resented these types of behaviors, allowed no room for them in my life. But I was dogsitting for friends of mine who lived in a nice house on the edge of town. The friends were a couple, both poets, and had gone to Portugal for two weeks to visit other friends, also poets.
I woke up late, around eleven, smoked a cigarette shirtless in the backyard, and cleared away some of the beer cans I had left sitting out on the porch the night before. The dog, Max, liked to take his morning dump during a walk instead of in his backyard.
We had had dogs growing up — mutts given to us by people without the resources or desire to spay or neuter their pets. Our lawn back home was strewn with piles of dog shit so strangely colored and rancid, they evidenced some clear inadequacy in the dog’s home life. The dog that was coming to visit Max today was owned by an influential couple who blogged and contributed articles to well-read economic magazines. He was a big, sleek breed. He looked expensive.
Max and I got a few blocks in and I was sweating through my clothes from a wave of heat that had come early. He took the position in front of a brick house and dropped something healthy, then walked to the end of his leash and turned around to watch me pick it up.
We walked farther and stopped at a corner grocery store where I went in for more cigarettes. Smoking was something I let myself do when I was alone. I’d been alone awhile, about three years.
I liked girls from money, but they wanted to dress me in polo shirts and take me to beaches with lifeguards on duty. In response, I mocked their iPods and the co-op grocery store where they shopped. I had met this new girl a few months before, this well-dressed blonde who had a compact body and laughed easily. I found things wrong though, things I couldn’t begin to address. She had a waterproof iPod player in her shower and plans to bear children by twenty-four. Still, this girl, Emily, and I liked each other for no good reason and never at the same time.
Max was panting loudly when I got back outside to untie him from the bike rack. Everything around me looked bleached, the brick buildings, the grass. It was nearing ninety-five degrees, and the heat made me feel my body so immediately that my nervous thoughts began to bleed out. I decided to call Emily later, ask her to come see the dog, make the first deliberate attempt to get her close to me in weeks.
I pulled Max hard on his leash past joggers and hipsters on old Schwinn bicycles.
The bloggers and their expensive dog were coming for the dog playdate at one. I kept the house clean, secretly admiring the poets’ shelves of books, the tasteful color of the walls that suggested education, the lack of brand-name foods in their cupboards, and I wanted to make sure there was little evidence of my own lifestyle. No ashtrays, no plates coated in processed cheese. I liked the two that were coming over: they were good-looking, cynical, and bitter in a way I liked to think I had invented.
I turned on the hot water over the sink and picked up an empty glass off the counter. I held it under the water, rinsing it out, running my fingers along the lip of the glass when everything moved suddenly. The glass came apart from the pressure of my hands and the force of my grip pushed the broken edges into my right fingers. I didn’t feel pain, but the blood was instant.
I bled on the floor for a moment while I gripped paper towels and clenched at my forearm with my other hand. Max stared at me from the couch. I walked out onto the porch to bleed over the edge, and then seeing how much blood there was, I realized I had to look at the cut. How much it didn’t hurt worried me because my pinky was showing meat. The gash was long and wide and inside it was the same shade of red as uncooked steak.
I called Emily with my one good hand.
“Hey,” she said. “What’s up?”
“I need to go to the emergency room,” I said. “I’m cut good. It’s a deep cut.”
Then I called my guests to tell them the playdate was not something I could do.
No one in the emergency room appeared to be having an emergency. There were a few old people and a kid across from us who was clearly in the pain of something psychological. He was a scrawny guy in a ball cap and jeans frayed at the cuff. He reminded me of the kids I used to smoke with on the dirt road behind the post office back home.
“I know what I need,” he said. “If they’d just give me a slip of paper I’d write it down for them.”
My name was called before his.
The paper towel was stuck to the cuts when the doctor tried to pull them away. There were two: the knuckle on my ring finger also had a chunk taken out of it. The doctor was a brunette woman who talked fast in monotone — she seemed like she might wear waist-high jeans with a chain on her belt loop when she got off work. She arranged for me to have x-rays to make sure there were no “artifacts” in my fingers.
I waited for the radiology people, bleeding, seeing how long I could get a gurney wheel to spin using my foot. The door was open and a man in a blue T-shirt and a black and white tattoo on his arm paced in front of my room and talked to himself in a low, distressed voice. I sat there, blood soaking through my bandage, thinking how this was a familiar place, the hospital, waiting for something not to be wrong anymore. I spent my childhood injured, bleeding, poisoned, sitting in clean white rooms while someone who knew exactly what he was doing looked at me, asked me questions, tried to fix what had brought me there.
The x-rays were over and the brunette doctor cleaned my cuts but couldn’t stop the pinky from bleeding. She brought in another doctor, a curly-haired woman who opened the gauze.
“This wound is arterial,” she said. “See the beat. Bomp Bomp Bomp.”
She looked up at me.
“You’re a guy who when he does it, he does it right,” she said. “This is not good.”
“Should we call in the hand team?” the other asked.
“Try and pull one stitch through the end of that artery. That should close it up.”
The first doctor tried it, but the bleeding kept up.
“I don’t think this will do it.”
“It will,” said the other, and then looking at me, “Don’t worry, you won’t lose the finger.”
They had me lie down after the third attempt to seal the artery failed. I was losing color. The blood was pooling on the table. More doctors were brought in, pressure was applied, directions were given. I could feel the needle pull through the inside of my finger. They stood back, gave it a second, and decided they had done it, the artery was closed. The first doctor put three stitches in the pinky and one in the knuckle. The receptionist at the checkout desk charged me fifty dollars and told me to have a nice day.
I told Emily on the way back I just wanted to sit inside her air-conditioned apartment and watch a movie, but balked at that notion when I realized Max was still at home and the last thing he’d seen was me bleeding all over his house. Before the accident, I had looked in the basement for a window-mounted AC but only found a box fan.
We lay down on the couch, the box fan blowing in hot air from outside, while we both sweated from the brow. She still smelled clean, the shampoo in her hair, perfume on her neck. The sweat on my palms was soaking the bandages and making my fingers burn. It had gotten dark outside.
My phone started ringing and I ignored it until the third call when Emily said I should pick it up. It was Bob. Bob wore a beard and had grown up outside Duluth, Minnesota, the son of an electrician and a homemaker. He lived in a seedy building downtown occupied mostly by undergraduates who wouldn’t make it to their junior year.
“I have a fresh fish opportunity for you,” he said. “I went fishing today. Need a place to clean them. Can I use your backyard?”
I was tired, woozy from blood loss.
“Sure,” I said, “but I sliced open an artery today on some glass. Had to go to the emergency room, so I won’t be much fun.”
Bob came up the sidewalk carrying a white five-gallon bucket and wearing pants even though he was sweating badly. Though it was dark, the ground had held the day’s heat in and was breathing it back out onto us.
I got a cutting board and some newspaper for Bob and put a lamp out on the picnic table just outside the back door. Their backyard sloped gradually to the woods and right before the tree line was a homemade stage where the poet couple hosted readings by lamplight and readers spoke over the wind like in a dream. I sat down with a beer, though I’d been told not to drink and watched Bob run his filet knife under the fishes’ skin. He talked about what he was doing, where you started cutting, how you finished it. Emily pulled her chair closer and asked questions. Bugs were coming up from the wet ground and buzzing in our ears, landing and biting. I gathered some citronella candles from the front porch and lit them, put them around our feet. Bob butterflied the fish, cutting sheets of meat from their sides and placing them in a freezer bag. The heat made everything slow, painful, and I thought about wanting to be left alone.
Max barked from inside the house but the sound elicited nothing in me.
Bob hosed off the table when he finished, and sat for a moment on the porch, drinking from a beer I’d given him. I told him how it’d happened: the break, my own grip pushing the glass into me. He said he’d cut himself bad a few months before.
“You forgot what urgency is,” he said, sweat beaded on his face, “until something like that happens.”
“I didn’t have to think about what to do at all,” I said.
There were no misunderstandings between Bob and me. He got everything I said exactly how I intended it. He ashed his cigarette and breathed heavy, holding his head up a little. Emily asked him a question and Bob answered it quickly and flicked his cigarette into the grass.
“It’s time for me to go,” he said.
He took his bucket and headed back down the hill toward town.
“Do you want me to go, too?” Emily asked.
“No,” I said, not certain if that were true.
“I could help you clean up.”
I turned the shower on lukewarm and let it run while I got a grocery bag to tie over my hand. She stood there in a blue dress, her straps showing over her shoulders, waiting for me to ask her to help. I remembered a few weeks earlier when we had arranged to meet up early for breakfast. That morning I forced myself up, drank a cup of coffee and smoked a cigarette outside my apartment not sure if I wanted to see her. The morning air was cool and I took the last anxious drag off my cigarette, but then coughed until I threw up the still-warm coffee onto the parking lot. My eyes were watery and my throat burned, but I felt quiet, everything was vivid, the last of the fog, the sun, eventually her car pulling into my drive.
She was careful of my fingers while she pulled the rubber band over the bag and down to my wrist.
“Think this’ll do,” she asked, standing close, but looking down.
“Yes,” I said.
She went in the bathroom, shutting the door only a little, the shadow of her moving through the gap. I got two citronella candles still burning off the porch. Max followed me onto the bathroom mat and sat down, watching me set one candle on the window sill and the other on the toilet tank. I flipped the light switch and the room got soft from the candles and steam. The shower was warmer than I thought she’d make it. She brought the soap to my chest. I leaned in but held the damaged part of myself outside the curtain, away from us.

III
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The road to the brick hospital was lined with trees bleeding their color. My father drove slowly since there was no other way to drive to this. Beside him, my mother’s illness talked, wheezing, mumbling. Sometimes it was the silence itself that sounded sick.
My brow was thicker now and I held it stiffly to look angry. He’d taken me from school, where girls wore denim in the dust and autumn heat and their walks made me certain about my own death.
I lit a cigarette in front of the buses already lined up and rattling with diesel, and when our car pulled up, he said nothing. He only needed me to sit still and not speak while the sun was hot through the window and my mother died.
I breathed her smell and felt the trees shade us as the mountains closed the sky.
The same women who work in all hospitals walked heavily through the hallways, plain-faced nurses cleaning away indignity. Wires ran through most things, along the walls, through glass, the countertops, bundled in corners, and clocks inside wire cages uselessly pointed at numbers. I sat beside her bed, my hands splayed across my legs, my palms dampening my jeans.
My father didn’t cry, but his eyes exhausted the gravity of this all. Not just dead wives and white dresses in boxes somewhere, but every image as it came, the tomatoes she stewed, our planked floors and low ceilings, the garage’s oily rags, and the gravel alley he walked down at five, coal-covered, coughing, his big hands against his darkened face. He walked through the beginnings of the cold, quietly toward our house, his heat blowing off into the bigness.

A Short Essay on the War

He rubbed his short hair with his young hand. There needed to be a war someplace close. He was in his bathroom, running the hot water. The war, if it was a good war, would be in the summer. He stood in a white shirt at the mirror, knowing he’d have to go to the war once it came. And then there would be a woman he loved waiting for him in the hallway. She’d leave the lights off while he washed his face, because it was night now and she saw the white of his shirt through the dark. The two of them would wait together for a nearby violence, somewhere just past the summer.
He dried his face and lay down to sleep. His days were mostly sleep and he awoke to that state in which you can’t make one word suggest a second one. The clothes he put on were limp with his dirt — like his sheets, they were starting to show some color of him.
He went to school in buildings whose wide layouts evidenced a softening of the body. His classes were exchanges of vocabulary, the assignment of new words to things that were not ideas.
“Pain,” he’d say. The others would scowl down at their papers.
“Negative stimulus,” the teacher said.
After class, at intersections he waited for a car to come, crash into him, and help him finally feel his bones through the safety around him. The cars stopped. Housewives watched him cross, disinfecting their hands.
This was the interior of the country, where he hadn’t been raised and where it was difficult to discern whether the people were capable of romance. In an attempt to produce that helpful anxiety, he stopped eating and then when very hungry, he ate. This was useful for a week. He tried his religion again, but could not conjure the fear of oblivion that had once transformed him — back when he misremembered himself according to his best stories.
His own sense of death escaped him. His books sat unread.
A year passed. Friends moved. His rent went up and the university would still not surrender his degree. He withdrew from school owing to debt and took up with a nice girl who enjoyed her work. They lived together in a well-insulated apartment for young professionals.
There was a bar far into the cornfields where he sat away from the comfort of her and tried to remember himself. Moths circled the floodlight at the door. The men there spoke roughly when the women walked by in their long way. That night, this was years ago, everyone was silent while the men on the television news told them that the threat was no longer vague but was still far away. Explosions had been recorded. The war was there, they said, it was certain, and their best people were out looking for it. The man drank fast and then he left. He drove. He kept his foot clamped hard on the pedal while sweat stung from his pores. Oaks lined the road, grown thick from the size of the sky. Heat lightning flashed from the horizon. It must be true: he felt himself free with the possibility of capture.

It's Never a Little While

The river was high when he crossed it, and he watched the force of it against the concrete pillars, how the river didn’t stop and the pillars didn’t move and it kept doing that all that day and through that night. The night before, Tom had wanted a girl to come over who wouldn’t. She talked about stability.
Most people who lived here didn’t really live here — this was a town people went to for a time, so they could get something else they wanted, a job, a wife. Tom, too, was indebting himself to the institution before he could move on to further debts.
He thought about what he’d said to the girl last night, the girl with the careful eyes who wouldn’t come.
“It could be nice,” he said.
“Not tonight,” she said. “It’s late.”
He was thinking about the fabric she wore and the smell of the candles she burned. She looked like something he didn’t belong to. He’d tried once to look that way, too.
“It’s not too late for it to be nice for a little while,” he’d said.
“It’s never a little while,” she said, her voice losing its give. “It hasn’t been a little while.”
He tried sounding like this was simply a thing girls said and it pleased him. She was a small girl who wore short brown hair and seemed happy but then closed her eyes when she wasn’t talking. Before she came here, she had worked at one of those chain stores that distributed surf culture in places with no beach.
No one was out on the street because of the rain. The tops of buildings were blurred by the fog, and Tom was wet, but he knew where he was going now. He had decided. The river was already behind him, and he had already looked at where the water had come over the banks and would turn the grass black. He was in front of a bar with red lights in the window where he drank at night and rolled cigarettes in his booth and then stood in front of the glass watching himself exhale. His face was in the window, just the shape and enough of his eyes so he could see who he was.
She was in his booth with him one night. The bar was loud and had plywood floors and smelled like a garage, a place that lets the winter in; Tom kept smelling and drinking his beer and liking it but wanting to leave, too. The girl wore something white with silver earrings that touched her shoulders.
“What I’m going to do,” he said, “is finish this beer and then walk home.”
She knew this was an invitation to go with him and she did. After they walked past the empty front porches and gravel alleys to his building, Tom did the things he liked to do, move her hair over her eye and behind her ear, run his fingers where the edge of her jeans met her stomach. The clothes got tugged and some came off, but then this fear Tom had set in. There was just someone against him.
He stopped wanting her but kept trying to want her.
“It’s all right,” she said.
“Let’s just lie down awhile,” he said.
She did lie down and still used the easy voice you use in somebody’s bed. He had wanted her earlier that day and even when she was near him in the booth, but not now. He smelled her warmth through the smell of wood and dust and felt her thigh against his.
She talked about her family.
Tom told her a story about his grandfather, a man who only came out of the woods for seeds and tobacco. The autumn before Tom moved away, his grandfather came to their house and sat on the back porch in a grease-stained sweater and jeans, his curly white hair standing up. He drank a few beers and talked about a tractor he got running again, then he said he’d dug a hole out behind his house and they’d need to put him in it soon. Three mornings later, his heart gave out at the kitchen table.
“We don’t have anything like that,” she said.
“People decide they’re going to be like that,” Tom said.
Tom told her the story because he thought she liked him enough not to care if it was a lie. He sat up and put on his shirt and handed the girl hers. Light shined in that spot. The girl was totally illuminated — what she wanted was so visible her skin seemed to suggest that what she wanted would never go away.

Flat Land

Lily looked at you hard when she laughed. She came to the plains from an eastern city to see the size of the weather, the long breaths of wind, the way you could see the rain well before you rode into it. The place I was from was just as empty but not as flat. It took me years to get used to having nothing on the horizon, nothing farther in the distance to mark time. When I first got off the highway, there was a tin-roofed gas station at the end of the long exit ramp, then a town you couldn’t see until you were inside it. There were dusty brick streets and storefront bars, a lot of places to find someone who looked a lot like Lily. I met her late one summer night when she caught me about to kill a wasp beneath a streetlight.
“Don’t,” she said.
She wore her hair long and her jeans high in a way I liked. We stood and smoked, talking about the warmth of the air. I bought beers served in jars with handles and we sat in a booth along a row of windows, like we were in a train about to leave. We went for slow walks under big dark oaks and I found out about her father, recently gone from cancer, the money he left, the three-story federal she rented and lived in alone. There had been a failed engagement, she said, whole years lost. Lily looked young but almost a decade separated us. She said she worked during the days but didn’t say at what. Her house was hardwood and stacked with books so I imagined someone paid her to think about things I couldn’t yet understand. I had been alone a long time and figured there was a lot I didn’t know.
That spring the rain was heavy and I took her to the overflow — a ten-foot pipe at the base of a river dam. We stood at the chain-link fence where brown floodwater poured. A foul-smelling mist sprayed up from the constant, violent waves. We watched the waters swell for too long, so long the ground seemed to move and made us dizzy.
“What’s it mean?” she wanted to know.
“Nothing,” I said. “You said this was the kind of stuff you wanted to see.”
We watched a little while longer, not saying anything. The clouds broke around the sun and made the day hot. A few men were fishing where the water calmed.
“Do you know how to get to the corn from here?” she asked.
There were some apartment complexes, an inexpensive university between us and the cornfields. “The corn’s pretty much straight in every direction,” I said. She laughed the way I hoped she would.
She wanted me to take her in my big car with the old radio and the bench seat. This was her first summer away from the city and Lily took me to be an expert in awayness. The road to the corn turned to white gravel and opened clear of shade. It was June and the humidity had broken and the yellow light came thick like paint down to the stalks. I drove slowly over the hard-packed dust. Barns sat white and broad beside their houses. I watched her.
“You’re the perfect company for here,” she said, her arm resting across the open window. She wanted me to talk. She liked the way I drew out my words. I told her about where I was from, the way the water ran orange with iron, how it was deep with woods and how you learned to belong to it in an urgent way. The people there were barrel-chested and moved slowly through coal-heated houses and warehouse jobs and long morning drives to public schools. For a long time I still loved them, but the longer they left me alone, the more I realized I could never go back.
We pulled over at a crossroads and Lily took pictures of the sign.
“R Avenue and 191st Street,” she read and laughed.
She had me walk into the corn while she took pictures which later she’d wash out or brighten so that today already looked like something old and gone.
“Does the corn grow under the ground or out from the stalk?” Lily asked. She had put sunglasses on and was sitting on my hood with her legs beneath her.
“Depends on the farmer,” I said.
She gathered enough from my tone to smile. We drove on, listening to the crush of stone under the car. She was small and her white shorts were tight to her thighs. I imagined her younger: field trips to expensive city museums, cab rides with cash her mother gave her. The meter running while city rain ran down the window.
I drove with one hand high on the wheel while she ran her finger down the raised vein on the other. I stared at her skin, how there was something urgent about her even when she was still.
“This is better than what I’m used to,” I said.
“I know,” she said and smiled like she did know about it, like she knew about the shingle-sided house I left behind, the junked cars, the stinging smell of dog shit in the grass.
“I’m not sure what to do sometimes,” I said.
“About?”
“About all of this.”
“Don’t do anything,” she said. “Watch the road.”
There were no mountains here and the darkness came up from the ground instead of down from the sky. We drove farther and came to a long brick building, vines grown up the side of it, windows glossed over with dust. Trucks rusted in the shade of a maple tree and lightning bugs flashed in their shadow. I slowed to a stop.
“They must have been rich,” she said.
“Looks like a boarding house.”
Something in the early evening conspired. The sun was burning at eye level, flooding across the ground from the farthest piece of sky. Lily opened the door and walked out into the light and stopped. Her hair hung and shined behind her. I got out and pushed the door closed. She said nothing while I walked toward her. We kissed while the sun was warm and thick. The ivy blazed white and green up the side of the barn.
An hour passed and the good light was dying well.
“I’m not certain I can drive,” I said.
“You don’t need to be certain.”
We put down the windows, the big night air coming in. Lily leaned far over the center console and gripped the hair on the back of my head. Each tug hurt just long enough to notice. She writhed in her seat and I sat still. The hills curled steeply into one another until the road leveled at the edge of town and she quit pulling. It was full-on night. She moved her hands into her lap and a change came over her, as if she suddenly remembered something that made her life feel far away and impossible. She’d remembered this was a strange town and the person beside her was strange.
I dropped her off and watched as she walked through clipped grass toward the porch light.
Most times I called she didn’t answer, and when she did, she declined politely to go anywhere else. I went for drives to think about the shade of her hair or the way she smelled, to try to feel again what it felt like to be with her at that barn. You can’t remember the way a thing like that was, so you make it up new every time you remember. Late summer was dry and the flow from the spillway weakened more and more each time I came back. The light turned pale and winter, the leaves yellowed and flaked off the trees. Some nights, she called me when it was late to read a poem she was writing, one I sensed was about longing or disappointment.
I listened and waited for the moment when I felt her reading would slow. After long, I was just hearing her talk.
Another person in love would simply say I’m lonely. Come over. I sometimes smell you when you aren’t here.
I drank for nerves and was always too drunk by the time she hung up.
One warm day in September, a house behind mine caught fire. I saw the people in the street staring into the middle distance, their children pointing in the grave way children will announce danger.
I took the wooden stairs to the courtyard and into the crowd. The fire blazed hot and orange from the alley behind us, green maple leaves crackling in the flames. Lily answered on the third ring.
“The building behind mine is on fire,” I said.
“Hold on,” she said, “I want to come take pictures.”
She was waiting for the streetlight at a carless intersection when I recognized her by the length of her hair. She stood beside me and I tried to look like I made sense. We walked toward the fire. Cloth hoses crisscrossed the street and leaked streams of water while firemen knocked the windows out of the house. The smoke was heavy now and made it hard to see what was burning.
“It’s not a clean fire,” Lily said, lowering her camera for when it burned brighter.
She tapped a button and something inside the camera hummed. Whatever the light was doing on those leaves and that smoke now belonged to her. She took it. She turned, photographing the people now, their faces and night shirts lit orange with the firelight. Here were neighbors watching their neighborhood burn.
“You can see it’s vacant,” she said.
“Still,” I said.
Children sat in the grass at our feet and asked questions no one was comfortable answering. There was a moment when we could tell the fire was about to change; the smoke itself grew dense and began to burn. It was night now and I could feel the heat on my forehead. News crews were arriving, their red-laced antennae extending from the tops of the vans. The fire chief came out from between the row of trucks. Containment, he said, was top priority. The entire block was being evacuated.
“I’ll need a place to stay,” I said.
I was tired and thought about her sleeping against me but knew she wouldn’t allow it. I could see the spindles smoking now, the metal of the storm door burning, sense the size of the hands that had pushed that screen slack. The heat cooked an old chemical out of the neighboring roof and it caught flame fast. The firemen shouted, turning open red valves.
Lily’s house was painted wallpaper and scarred hardwood. She opened a curtainless window, lit a cigarette.
“Do I have to explain things to you?” she asked. She took pillows from a hallway linen closet and left me on the couch before quietly putting herself to bed. I couldn’t sleep. I wanted to hear my own voice drawl again, wanted to lie on the dirt that had made my bones.
I looked out the window and across the street at my building, backlit by floodlights, to be sure it wasn’t burning.
When I woke, it was still dark. I remembered where I was and left. The fire still smoldered and the police had crossed my building’s door with caution tape. There was nowhere to go but my car. The traffic lights were still blinking red as I started toward the corn. I wanted to see the size again, the way it made time feel longer. Once I was in it, I kept going. The blue of the sky lightened on the highway and turned to dawn by the start of the next state. My brother’s wife had bore a daughter back in the mountains where I was born. I needed to see a woman hold a child.
I called when it seemed it would be daylight back in the east. Already the plains were damp and hot, spitting rain. By Ohio the roads began to cut rock walls into the feet of the Alleghenies. The mountains broke the line of sight; lights disappeared from the horizon. The highway split into narrower and darker roads. There were a sign at the start of the county to tell me how high I was and I climbed up out of the heat. The cold air felt cleaner.
It was late at night when the state route turned to dirt, a half mile from where I was headed. My brother Jason bought his company house on the road where we were raised, then built a deck and fenced in some dogs. They crouched and wagged at the kitchen door without barking and I lowered my hand. The floorboards were warm and I could feel the fire Jason had banked in the basement.
He stood in the bathroom at the top of the stairs. “Any particular reason you’re here?” he asked. His brow was dark and steep.
“Just wanted to be able to tell where I stood,” I said.
I thought the woods and the hills would make me feel housed again; I liked the dead silence, the lack of sirens and highway noise. Nothing but the quick click of pipes when the water was hot enough to circulate.
“Well,” he said, “the room’s ready.”
I slept into the dusk and awoke to gray sky behind the blinds, the low ceiling only a few feet from my face. The kitchen air tasted bitter with coal soot while Jason emptied the burner of its ashes. His wife filled a basin with warm water to bathe the baby. Their daughter held her body taut, squirming with closed eyes. His wife stood in loose cotton and cradled the baby’s neck, lowered her into the water.
“This is your brother’s child,” she said. “I can already tell she’s not going to like it here.”
Her eyes moved slowly as her hands smoothed over the baby. A breeze blew over the house, sucking the curtain to the window screen and pulling trails of steam from the bath. I remembered winter baths as a boy: the open window, the uneven heat. I sat in the hot water in the old house with no other houses around it. I imagined I was in a skyscraper with hundreds of stories stacked on top of me. It was a world of small secret rooms.
Jason came up the stairs behind us, his arms blacked with coal dirt.
“Glad you’re up,” he said. “Come out on the porch with me.”
It was raining a coastal mist. The lane past Jason’s porch turned muddy and began to puddle. He pulled a bag from his back pocket full of a synthetic pot he’d ordered off the Internet. I watched through the window as his wife finished bathing the baby and wrapped her in a towel. She moved to the window to watch us.
“This is the Mad Hatter,” he said, opening the bag. “It’ll scramble your brains for a half hour.”
“The federal government is trying to outlaw it,” his wife said through the screen door. “If it causes central nervous system failure, your brother will be the first one to know.”
She was pulling her hair up, letting it fall again — she was tall, brunette, what Jason repeatedly called a good woman. He put her through nursing school doing twelve hour days hauling demolished buildings out of the state’s only city. She kept him from letting his teeth fall out. Jason got the glass pipe hot and handed it to me. The Mad Hatter tasted dry and wasn’t as warm or heavy in my head as I’d hoped. Rain dripped down the tin gutters. There was gunfire in the distance, someone sighting in their rifle.
“I like the kind of quiet I have here,” Jason said.
“Anything noisy gets lost in the trees,” I said.
Our dad had moved back to the more populated side of the state after our mother died of a fast cancer. I left to sort out what was me and wasn’t. Jason stayed to live the way we knew: hungry, tired, at work in a desperate way. He fell in love with hardship. It was an easy thing to trust. He sent me letters, old photos he found in attic drawers. Sometimes it was a grandfather in uniform, a grandmother with her hand on her hip, posed in front of a ball game.
“I want to take you out on the hill tonight,” Jason said.
The hill wasn’t so much a singular place as a collection of places, deep in the woods, that served as a realm for him to enact the purest form of himself. He drank beer from red and white cans, discussed his tattoos, his future tattoo plans. You could buy little orange bottles of medicine from guys with tracheotomies who had prescriptions for work-related injuries. Their wives had hard, skinny bodies and drawls so thick as to sound Celtic.
Jason went in the house and came out with a T-shirt.
“You won’t want to wear that yellow one out there,” he said, gesturing.
I looked down at myself, the stripes running parallel to my chest.
“Suppose not,” I said.
He started the truck while I downed the beer I’d only just opened.
“Bring it,” he said, “We’re only heading up to Danny’s.”
Danny’s was a shingle-sided house that sagged into a mountain’s slope. Jason straddled the dirt driveway’s washouts while dogs tied at the hilltop barked. We parked beside a stone garage with rotted beams. An old, fast car sat rusting, its tires flat against the dirt floor. Danny was shirtless and sitting on the gate beside a plastic bucket of ice and beer.
“Got my little brother with me,” Jason said.
“I’d have figured that out,” Danny said.
Three girls in T-shirts longer than their shorts stood in the driveway, piling dirt. It was a contest and Danny was the judge. He used his boot to help the youngest and the two others called him a cheater. I tried to hold myself stiff at my shoulders while he and Jason talked about getting each other better jobs. They told each other how good for it they were. Neither moved their mouths much when they spoke. The rain had stopped but the humidity made the dust stick to our skin and sting.
“You know me,” Danny said. Sweat beaded on his pitted brow. He looked like a man who’d lived a life in complete disregard of his body. “I’m a family man. I got these daughters.”
It turned into a clear cloudless night and Jason exhaled hard, pointing out his breath. A bare bulb lit the wood and stone from a wire wrapped around a rafter. Danny finished a tight roll on a blunt before handing it to me with a lighter.
“You ever knock anyone up?” he asked.
“No,” I said.
There was a pause while he considered my face and realized I must be halfway through my twenties.
“You queer?” he asked.
From behind the shed, his daughters pulled hair and screamed.
“I’ll rip your head off,” one said.
“I’ll rip your head off,” said the other.
“I’ll rip both your fucking heads off,” Danny shouted, a sudden anger I remembered expecting from every dad I knew when I was little. Our own father raged until the anger got too heavy for him and then he apologized so as to feel nothing.
“No, man,” I said. He grinned because he could see I wouldn’t try and fight him. I hadn’t had the spirit to fight in a long time.
Danny’s heavy wife came out and took the daughters into the house by the backs of their shirts. The blunt went around a few more times. There was nothing for me to be but a child. I didn’t know what to do with my face, where to look when I talked. They looked at me with hard fixed eyes. I was a thief. I was here because I could not pay for the things I needed. Another hit made me cough hard. Danny knocked the pipe clean on the workbench and laughed. I went outside the garage door to spit in the dirt while my stomach held tight with fear.
“It’s getting to about that time,” Danny said. “Some of us work for a living.”
I was still bent over, coughing. Jason slapped my back and a hollow thud came through my chest.
“Keep your guts down in my truck, little brother,” he said.
On our way off the hill, the headlights caught the eyes of deer in the clearing. We slowed and watched them decide which way they wanted to run.
“You hit them with a truck as big as this one,” Jason said, “and they damn near explode.”
I nodded, silent. He knew he had no purpose anymore except to show me his life so I’d remember it was once my own.
I slept that night unsettled and dry — the radiator beside my bed was too hot and situated under a window swollen shut. What my life had once been came back suddenly: a smell like dirt, wet ash, the way it felt to be alone and hungry. I planned escapes to other lives. I imagined bright, wide cities lying in wait at the bottom of the mountains.
The next morning I left while Jason slept — my heart beat hard against blood thickened by the trip. I drove the hours back down the ridges. The road widened at dusk. At a rest stop at the edge of the state, dozens of bearded and robed men came out of a bus and bowed on the eastern macadam in prayer. Truckers with scabbed faces bought cases of bright green soda. My car moved fast in all that space, past the stumps of corn that blinked by in perfect rhythms. I hit the flat land again. The car sat me low to the ground with the controls right up against the balls of my feet. It seemed I was part of some big purpose till the size of what was out there exhausted me. Eventually there were no states, there was only the sky that never got any closer and me moving through places I could not stay.
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