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Epigraph

Every human being possesses a reserve of strength whose extent is unknown to him, be it large, small, or nonexistent, and only through extreme adversity can we evaluate it.

—Primo Levi
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The Meeting at the Apartment

One mother was thirty-two and sitting at the kitchen table in her two-bedroom apartment. Her fourteen-year-old daughter was next to her, empty-faced and pregnant. Two younger sisters, six and ten, came from their bedroom and hid in the hallway to listen. The mother’s boyfriend, twenty-eight years old, was dressed in an O’Reilly Auto Parts shirt, khaki pants, and black tennis shoes. He paced the kitchen floor. His two sons, six and eight, were in the living room playing video games. The mother got up, went to the kitchen, poured herself a glass of Diet Coke, and sat back down. She had shoulder-length brown hair and was dressed in gray sweats. She was also pregnant.

Across the table was the other mother. She was thirty-five and dressed in jeans, a sweater, and a navy blue peacoat. The situation, from the beginning, had been so hostile that she’d kept her purse on her lap and left her coat on. But the apartment was warm inside and she had begun to sweat. She also had a cold, her eyes were puffy, her nose was red, but even so, the man in the O’Reilly work shirt watched her when he could. Because even in that situation, with everything falling apart, she was beautiful. Next to her was her fifteen-year-old son, wiry and handsome and already six feet tall. He had acne on his chin, on the sides of his nose, and on his forehead. He was dressed in jeans and a black Trail Blazers hoodie.

The boy’s mother looked at the girl’s mother. “You wanted us to come and we’re here. So what do you want to do?”

“Yvette told me she felt pressured. That she didn’t want to do it. I’m not going to get the police involved because I don’t want Yvette to go through that. But I could.”

“I didn’t force her,” the boy said.

The man in the O’Reilly shirt pointed his finger at the boy. “Shut your mouth,” he said. “You’re not talking here.”

The boy’s mother looked at the man. “Really?” she said. “You think that’s going to help anything?” She looked back to the girl’s mother. “They’re both young and obviously stupid. Curtis said he loves Yvette, and I know they’ve been seeing each other for more than seven months. She’s over at my house all the time, and that started before Thanksgiving.”

The girl’s mother looked at her daughter. “Yvette said they’ve only met once outside of school.”

The boy began to speak but his mother cut him off. “Then who do you believe?”

“I believe my daughter. I believe Yvette.”

“So you’re saying I’m a liar, that she doesn’t come to my house?”

The girl’s mother didn’t answer.

“Yvette?” the boy’s mother asked.

The girl’s face showed no emotion. She said nothing.

“So she’s going to have the baby?” the boy’s mother said. “Is that why we’re here?”

“Yes,” the girl’s mother said.

“There’s no chance for an abortion?”

“How dare you say that word in my house.” She looked back to the kitchen and her boyfriend.

His face was now red and his hands were shaking. “That’s it,” he yelled. “We’re done. Just keep your son away from Yvette or I swear . . . I swear I’ll kill him.”

The volume and violence in the man’s voice caused the two sisters to come to the edge of the living room. The man’s two sons quit playing video games and came to the kitchen and stood by the refrigerator to watch. Yvette said nothing. She didn’t move from her chair and no expression came to her face.

The boy’s mother grabbed her son by the arm and they left. She drove them five blocks to a closed Ace Hardware and parked. They got out and stood by the hood. She took a cigarette from her purse, lit it, and looked at her son. “What were you thinking?”

“I didn’t force her,” Curtis said. “We did it lots of times. I have letters from her about it. I didn’t force her.”

His mother looked out at the passing cars on Lombard Street.

“I didn’t,” he cried.

“I know,” she said. “Yvette’s always in your room . . . How long has that auto parts asshole been with the mom?”

“Maybe a year or so,” he said.

“Well, you sure walked into it.” A trail of smoke came from his mother’s mouth. “That guy’s a fucking idiot, and now you’re gonna be a father, and you’re gonna have to deal with him and Yvette’s mom. I mean, how many kids does she have to have? And I tell you this, Curtis, I am not paying your child support payments.”

“Child support?”

“She’s gonna have the baby. After that comes child support. You’re gonna have a son or daughter. I mean, I told you to wear a condom. You got all stupid and weird when I brought it up, but I told you. And I told you more than once. And now, well . . . Sooner or later we’re going to get that call and they’re gonna want their money. So you better start thinking about a job. I mean your father, well . . . You better not be like him. Your father’s never given us a dime.” She finished the cigarette and walked back to the driver’s side door.

“I’ll show you the letters she wrote,” Curtis said. His voice was now trembling.

“And we’ll have to get a paternity test.”

Tears began to stream down Curtis’s face. “What’s that?”

“It’s a test to make sure it’s yours. Let’s hope to God it’s not.”

IN HIS ROOM, after his brother was asleep, Curtis took from under his bed a book his grandfather had given him three years earlier, Damian Lillard: The Inspiring Story of One of Basketball’s Star Guards. Hidden in the pages were letters Yvette had written. Five times she told him she loved him. Eight times she said she wanted to see a movie, which was code for having sex. He read them and then looked at his phone. There were dozens of photos of them together: photos of Yvette without a shirt on, of her naked, of her giving him a blow job, of her on top of him having sex.

Curtis got out of bed and dressed. The sound of a TV came from his grandmother’s room, but the lights in his mother’s room were off. He texted Yvette to meet him in the parking lot outside her apartment and left. He walked the two miles there. Along the way he dreamed of killing Yvette’s mom’s boyfriend, he dreamed of running away with Yvette, and he dreamed of never seeing Yvette or knowing anything about her or the baby ever again.

For three hours he waited. In total he texted her five times, but never once did she text back, nor did she come outside. At dawn he found Yvette’s mom’s boyfriend’s car, a silver 2003 Hyundai Elantra with custom silver rims and low-profile tires. He let the air out of three of them and left. He didn’t go to school and he didn’t go home. He just walked.
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The Grocery Store

It was night and raining when a white work van pulled into a Fred Meyer parking lot. Eddie Wilkens, a forty-two-year-old housepainter, had just come from a jobsite. He was tall and slender, and his hands, face, and hair were covered in flecks of lime green paint. It was Saturday. He had finally caught up on the job and could take the next day off. He took a grocery list from his wallet, grabbed a cart, and went inside.

He was in the coffee aisle when he saw the neighbor kid walk past him. “Russell,” he called out. “Is that you?”

The boy was eight years old and very small for his age. He wore no coat, and his black hair and clothes were soaked with rain.

“It’s your old neighbor, Eddie. You remember me?”

The boy nervously nodded.

“I heard you’d moved back. I ran into your grandmother, and she said your mom and brother are living there, too.”

He nodded.

“Well, it’s good to see you, man. And I’m sorry about your granddad. He was a good friend of mine. You here with your mom?”

He shook his head.

“Your grandmother?”

“She’s at home,” he said in a small, timid voice.

“You’re just hanging out at Fred Meyer by yourself?”

Russell nodded.

Eddie looked at his phone. “It’s nine-forty on a Saturday night. Ain’t it a little late to be shopping?”

Russell shrugged.

“How did you get here?”

“I walked.”

“You walked all the way from your house?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s over a mile, man.”

Russell looked at Eddie. “Is Marlene with you?”

Eddie smiled. “Ah, you remember Marlene.”

The boy nodded.

“Marlene and me aren’t together anymore, man. She moved out. Look, you want me to call your mom or grandmother and have them come get you?”

Russell shook his head, but tears welled in his eyes.

“I can give you a ride home if you want. I’ll just call your house first. Does your grandmother still have the landline?”

“Please don’t call her,” Russell said. “She’s sleeping.”

“It’s all right, man,” Eddie said, and found the number. The phone rang twice, and Russell’s grandmother answered. When Eddie hung up, he pushed the cart closer to the boy. “She said she fell asleep, and when she woke up you were gone. She said she’s been worried sick. She also wanted me to ask you if you’d eaten. Have you eaten?”

Russell shook his head.

“I’m getting tacos after this. You like tacos?”

The boy shrugged.

“I told her I’d take you. I just have a little more shopping to do. You can wait here or come with me.”

“I’ll go with you,” Russell said, and wiped his eyes.

In the cart Eddie put two twelve-packs of Coors, dog food, ibuprofen, red peppers, Anaheim peppers, onions, broccoli, cauliflower, eggs, milk, cheese, and yogurt. He grabbed two packages of spaghetti, a package of tortillas, a can of enchilada sauce, two cans of diced tomatoes, a bag of pinto beans, a bag of rice, and a jar of olives. In the condiment aisle he stopped. “Do you remember that Marlene used to babysit you?”

Russell nodded.

“Where was your mom then?”

“In Sacramento with her boyfriend and my brother.”

“But then you left?”

“Yeah.”

“Where did you go?”

“Sacramento.”

“But now you’re back.”

Russell nodded.

“You in school?”

“Yes.”

“What grade?”

“Second.”

“It’s almost summer, though.”

Russell nodded.

Eddie put a bottle of hot sauce and a jar of pickles in the cart. “I’m about done. You need anything?”

Russell shook his head.

At the register Eddie put his groceries on the belt; a woman ran them over the scanner and put them in bags. Eddie pushed the cart through the parking lot and opened the side door of the van, where an old black dog looked up from a bed of painting tarps. “Do you remember Early?”

The boy nodded.

Eddie loaded the bags inside and shut the door. He unlocked the passenger side and Russell got in. The van smelled of paint and solvents, drywall dust, cigarettes, and dog. Eddie walked the cart back to the store and then got into the van. Rain continued to fall, and he drove them to Relco plumbing parts, where, in the back corner of the parking lot, was a red taco truck that said Alberto’s. Next to the truck were a metal canopy and two picnic tables. Russell and Eddie got out of the van, and a woman in the truck opened a sliding window.

“What do you want to eat?” Eddie asked.

Russell shrugged.

“They have great burritos and tacos.”

“I don’t know,” he said.

“All right, how about a couple asada tacos? You okay with that?”

Russell nodded.

“What do you want to drink?”

“Orange,” Russell said.

Eddie looked at the woman. “We’ll take three carnitas tacos, two asada, a mandarin Jarritos, and a Coke.” He paid her, she handed them the drinks, and they sat at a table under the canopy and waited. When the order came up, Russell didn’t touch his tacos. He only watched as Eddie poured green sauce on his, squeezed lime over them, and began eating. Russell did the same with the lime and the hot sauce and took one bite but ate no more.

“You don’t like it?”

Russell shrugged.

“You ever eaten tacos like this?”

“No.”

“And you put on a shit ton of green sauce. That stuff’s hot. Did you know that?”

The boy shook his head.

“Maybe a quesadilla is more your style. Would you like a quesadilla?”

Russell nodded, and Eddie went back to the cart and ordered a quesadilla. When it came up, he brought it to Russell and the boy began eating.

“Can I ask you a question?”

The boy nodded.

“Why were you in Fred Meyer so late?”

Russell shrugged.

“You don’t know?”

“I was just walking.”

“On a rainy night with no coat?”

Again he shrugged.

“How’s your grandmother been since your granddad died?”

“She doesn’t get along with my mom or my brother,” Russell whispered.

“Is that why you took a walk?”

Tears welled in Russell’s eyes and he nodded.

“I’m sorry, man. That stuff’s tough. Next time remember to bring a coat and maybe a flashlight. And leave a note so your grandmother doesn’t go nuts.”

Russell nodded.

ON THE WAY back to the van, Russell said, “Can I pet Early?”

“Of course,” Eddie said. “You can sit in back with him if you want. We’re not going far.”

He opened the side door, and the boy got in and sat next to the dog and began to pet his neck. Eddie got in the driver’s seat and drove Russell home. In the driveway his grandmother was waiting in a powder blue bathrobe. Eddie opened the side door and Russell jumped out and ran to her.
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The Prison House

Judas Priest’s “Heading Out to the Highway” distorted through the alarm clock radio on the nightstand next to Russell’s bed. The twin across the room where his brother, Curtis, slept was empty, and both lamps and the overhead light were on. The song ended and the DJ announced they were listening to 92.3 KGON, Portland’s classic rock. Tesla’s “Song and Emotion” started and his mother came into the room in a T-shirt and underwear.

“Are you serious, Russell? I mean, I just got to sleep an hour ago. And why does it have to be so fucking loud?” She turned the radio off and left the room. Russell could hear his brother in the bathroom, so he got out of bed. His Spider-Man pajama bottoms were soaked with urine, but he didn’t take them off, he only walked down the hall to his grandmother’s room and went inside. On the floor between her bed and the back wall he sat in darkness and listened to the sound of the old woman’s snoring and waited until his brother had left the house.

IT WAS THE last day of school before the start of summer vacation. In class the other kids were wild with excitement, but Russell sat in his chair, listless and worried. During a documentary on the Columbia River, he fell asleep. At recess he stood alone at the fence, staring out at passing cars, and at lunch he barely ate. When his teacher, Mrs. Fleming, served celebratory cupcakes, he didn’t take one. The old teacher put her hand on his forehead. “Are you feeling okay, Russell? Do you think you’re sick?”

When school ended, Russell didn’t go home. He walked to the river and sat on the St. Johns Boat Ramp and watched for tugboats. He waited until the watch his grandmother had given him said four-fifty and then he headed home. On the sidewalk across the street from his house, he waited until a white minivan pulled up and his grandmother got out of the back. She was a short, frail woman who wore orthopedic shoes, jeans, and a worn black-and-gray-checked Pendleton coat. The van drove off and Russell ran across the street to her.

ON THE KITCHEN table his mother had left a pink donut box. With a black marker she’d written, Congratulations Russell and Curtis. Summer Vacation is Here. You Made It!!! His grandmother opened the box to see three donuts left. “We better take them before they’re gone,” she said, and grabbed a plate from the cupboard and put the donuts on it. They each got a glass of milk and went to her room. Russell sat on her bed and ate one of the donuts. His grandmother sat in a recliner near the window and ate the other two. Night came and Russell left the room only twice. Once so his grandmother could heat him a Lean Cuisine chicken fried rice and once so he could use the toilet.

In the morning he got out of his grandmother’s bed and looked in his room to see his brother still asleep. Russell used the bathroom and walked to the kitchen. He was eating his second bowl of Frosted Mini-Wheats when Curtis came in. His brother was shirtless and wore plaid boxer shorts and took a bowl from the cupboard, poured cereal into it, and sat across from him. “I want the room to myself this summer,” he said. “You’ll have to sleep somewhere else. And when I’m in the kitchen, you’re not allowed to be.”

Russell nodded and put his half-finished bowl in the sink and left the kitchen. His grandmother’s room was dark, the only light coming through cracks in the window blinds. A bag of Rolos was on her nightstand. Russell ate three and took a sleeping bag from the hall closet. He laid it between the bed and the back wall and got inside. When he woke, his grandmother was standing by her bed, drinking a glass of water.

“Are you getting up, Nana?”

“No,” she said. “I just had to use the toilet.”

“You’re going back to sleep?”

“Yes.”

“Is Curtis here?”

“No,” she said, and got back in bed.

“’Night, Nana.”

“’Night, Russell.”

IT WAS TWO p.m., and the boy got up and left the room.

In the kitchen his mother sat in a robe, drinking a glass of tomato juice. “Let’s get pizza before I go to work,” she said.

“Okay,” Russell said.

“We have to celebrate that you made it through the second grade.”

Russell nodded.

“Is Nana still in bed?”

“Yeah.”

“Why do you have a sleeping bag in her room?”

Russell shrugged.

“Curtis?”

Russell kept still.

“Well,” his mother said, “see if you can get Nana up. I’m going to take a shower. If Curtis comes home, tell him to come with us. I’ll be ready in an hour.”

At a picnic table outside of Signal Station Pizza, Russell and his mother each ate a slice, and then she drove him back to the house and left for work. Russell went to his grandmother’s room and waited for her to wake up. Twice he called her name but each time she didn’t respond. At nine p.m. she got up to use the toilet again.

“Are you staying awake, Nana?”

“No.”

“Can we watch TV?”

“You can watch it,” she said, and crawled back in bed.

“Nana, are you hungry?”

“No.”

“We brought you a slice of pizza.”

“I’ll eat it tomorrow,” she said.

Russell turned on the TV. He kept the sound low and watched it until he fell asleep. When he woke, it was still night. His grandmother was eating Rolos and watching a movie.

“Did I wake you?” she asked.

“No,” he said.

“You have to watch this movie with me, Russell. It’s with Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. I love Ginger Rogers. Can you imagine dancing like that?”

“Do you feel better, Nana?”

“Yes,” she said. “Do you want a Rolo?”

The boy moved beside her, ate a Rolo, and fell asleep.

In the morning his grandmother made him scrambled eggs with cheese. Russell sat at the kitchen table in his pajamas and ate. His grandmother wore jeans, a T-shirt, and her black-and-gray-checked Pendleton coat. She drank coffee and waited. When Russell had finished, she had him dress, and they left. She owned a four-year-old Subaru hatchback. Russell sat in the passenger seat, and his grandmother drove them to the JOANN fabric store and parked. For an hour she walked the aisles, picking up and putting down fabric.

“What are you looking for, Nana?”

“The right pattern. I’m going to make new curtains.”

A woman from the store asked his grandmother if she needed help. After that his grandmother bought so much fabric that she needed help carrying it to the car.

“Where are we going now, Nana?”

“The bead store,” she said, and drove out of the parking lot. “I’m going to start making jewelry and sell it at Saturday Market. I need money because your mother is going to kick me out of my own house.”

“She’s going to make you leave?”

“Yes,” his grandmother said.

Michaels was in a strip mall next to a Home Depot. His grandmother picked up and set down beads for half an hour. Russell grew bored and wandered outside. He walked to Home Depot and he forgot about time and he forgot about his grandmother. From one end of the store to the other he walked. When he came back to Michaels, his grandmother was gone. He began to panic and ran up and down the aisles. He asked a woman with a Michaels shirt on if she knew where his grandmother was. The woman brought Russell to the break room. His grandmother sat alone in a plastic chair at a long foldout table.

“I’m sorry I left you, Nana,” Russell said, and began crying. His grandmother hugged him and sat him next to her. For a long time they waited, and then a woman in a Michaels shirt came in with a policeman. The woman told the officer that his grandmother had been caught shoplifting.

“I don’t steal,” his grandmother said. “I’ve never stolen anything in my life.”

“She walked out with a basket full of things,” the Michaels woman said.

“I was looking for my grandson. I don’t steal.”

The police officer began asking his grandmother questions, and when he did, she looked up at him with his imposing size, his uniform and bulletproof vest, his holstered gun and handcuffs, and she put her head on the table and closed her eyes.

Half an hour later his mother arrived in a sparkly white tracksuit and black flip-flops. Her red hair was thick and wavy and clean. She smelled of perfume and her face was made up. The officer told her what had happened, and once his mother understood the situation, she began flirting. Twice she made the officer laugh and once she set her hand on his arm. She told him her mother had early-stage dementia and had stolen her car while she was in the shower.

“I had just soaped up when I heard the car start,” she said.

Michaels decided not to press charges and the policeman left.

In the Subaru, Russell’s mother sat in the driver’s seat, his nana in the passenger seat, and Russell in the back. “What were you thinking?” his mother said as they left the parking lot. “You have money. Why shoplift?”

His grandmother leaned against the door and closed her eyes.

“You cost me a thirty-buck Uber ride,” his mother said. “You know you don’t have a license anymore. You’re driving illegally and robbing places and making Russell go with you. And you’ve made me late for work, and I’ll get a bunch of shit for that, too.”

In the driveway his mother stayed in the car while Russell and his grandmother took the fabric out of the back and set it on the kitchen table. After his mother had left, they brought it down to the basement. His grandfather had built a sewing table for his grandmother. He’d built shelves for her to store fabric. But the shelves and table were already crammed with stacks of old cloth, so they set the new fabric on the floor and went back upstairs.

A WEEK PASSED and a UPS driver knocked on the front door. Russell’s mom opened it, received two packages, and left them on the kitchen counter. Russell and his grandmother came from her room and took the packages. Inside one was a coffeemaker, and in the other was an electric kettle. She set them up on her dresser, and then they walked to Safeway, where she bought a can of coffee, a box of Dunkin’ coffee creamer, coffee filters, a bag of Snickers, another of Hershey’s miniatures, one of Reese’s miniatures, and a half-dozen packages of chicken-flavored Cup Noodles.

After that his grandmother hardly ate food that wasn’t candy. She left her room only to use the toilet, get water for the coffeemaker, or heat Russell Lean Cuisines. Russell became so bored that he began going through the back gate to the neighbor Eddie’s house to see if he could pet Eddie’s dog. If Eddie wasn’t there, he’d just wait in his backyard.

CURTIS AND HIS two friends, Josh and Berny, came to the house with a twelve-pack of beer. Russell and his grandmother could hear music playing and then, after a time, yelling and things breaking. His grandmother got out of bed and grabbed Russell by the hand and together they walked down the hall to see Josh and Curtis on the living room floor, wrestling. A broken lamp was next to them. “No fighting in my house!” his grandmother screamed. Russell had never heard her yell before. He stood behind her, holding on to the back of her robe. “This is still my house, and I don’t allow fighting!”

Curtis began laughing.

“Don’t you laugh at me. Don’t you dare laugh at me!” Russell could feel her entire body shake. “If Granddad was here, he’d kick you out for being like you are to me. He’d kick you out!”

Curtis got up from the carpet, still smiling. He grabbed the half-finished twelve-pack and he and his friends left. Russell and his grandmother went back to her room, and she got in bed and pulled the covers up to her neck. The TV played and Russell sat on his sleeping bag and watched it.

A WEEK PASSED. His mother came into his grandmother’s room to find her asleep and Russell in his pajamas watching TV. His mother told him to get dressed and took him to a Chinese restaurant for lunch. Afterward they went to a liquor store, the dry cleaner, a shoe store, and finally grocery shopping at Fred Meyer. Russell pushed the cart. In the freezer aisle, his mother stopped. “What does Nana eat? I buy her the Lean Cuisines she wants, but she never eats them.”

“She eats candy.”

“What else?”

Russell shrugged.

“Have you seen her eat anything else lately?”

He shook his head.

“What about the new coffeepot in her room? Does she drink a lot of coffee?”

The boy nodded.

“Like all the time? Day and night?”

Russell nodded.

“She wasn’t like that when we first moved in, was she?”

“No, she cooked.”

“And when you lived with Nana and Granddad, was she all right?”

He nodded.

“Did she eat normally?”

“She didn’t let us have sugar, and she always cooked.”

“And how’s Curtis been?”

Russell shrugged.

“Has he been picking on you?”

“I just stay in Nana’s room. He won’t go in there.”

“Has he been mean to Nana?”

Russell nodded.

“So she just sleeps?”

He shrugged.

“Well, something to know about Nana, she’s always been like that. When things don’t go her way, she sleeps. All she’s ever done is lay in bed except when Granddad was around. She wasn’t like that around him.”

“I miss Granddad,” Russell said.

“He’d know what to do about Curtis, that’s for sure.” She took a half gallon of chocolate ice cream from the freezer and set it in the basket. “But if he was alive, we wouldn’t be living in their house anyway.”

“We wouldn’t?”

“Granddad and me didn’t get along.”

“You didn’t get along?”

“I made his life hell,” she said, and let out a tired laugh. “I was pretty wild and pretty mean when I was young. He wasn’t cut out for a daughter like that. But I guess what dad would be, huh? He sure would have shaped up Curtis, though. I wish we could see that.”

In the canned vegetable aisle, again his mother stopped. She leaned on the cart and tears welled in her eyes. “I’m tired, Russell. I really am. I’m tired of living with Nana, tired of always cleaning up after you guys, tired of shopping, tired of work, and don’t tell Curtis I told you this, but sometimes I wish he’d just run away and never come back.”

ONE AFTERNOON RUSSELL woke on his sleeping bag to find his grandmother wearing a powder blue dress with gardenias on it. She was in her recliner watching TV, drinking coffee, and eating from a bag of assorted mini candy bars: Milky Way, 3 Musketeers, Twix, and Snickers.

“Are you feeling better, Nana?”

“I’m going to make you a cape,” she said, “and then I’m going to put up new curtains in the room.”

“You’re going to make me a cape?”

“Like Spider-Man.”

“But Spider-Man doesn’t have a cape.”

“Who has a cape?”

“Batman and Superman.”

“Do you want a cape?”

“Yes,” he said. “Can you put an S on the back?”

“An S?”

“For Spider-Man.”

“Of course,” she said. “And I’m going to draw a mural on the wall so every morning we can wake up and see something beautiful. Do you know what a mural is?”

Russell shook his head.

“It’s a big painting. I’m going to put your granddad in it and a bunch of trees and birds and a lake and deer and maybe a horse or a donkey. In high school my teachers thought I could go to art school, and your granddad always loved my drawings. Are you ready to help?”

“Yes,” Russell said. “Can we put Eddie’s dog, Early, in the painting?”

“Of course. You’ll be in there, too, next to Granddad. We have a lot of work to do, Russell. Are you up for it?”

“Yes,” he said, but his grandmother didn’t move from her recliner. She only drank her coffee, ate mini candy bars, and watched TV. Russell got on her bed and fell back asleep. When he woke, it was dusk and the TV was still on. His grandmother was asleep in her recliner. The boy shook her awake. He was hungry. His grandmother heated a Lean Cuisine cheese ravioli and sat with him in the kitchen while he ate.

A WHITE MINIVAN came to the house and picked up his grandmother to take her to the Japanese Garden with three other women. His mother wasn’t home. Curtis and Josh were in the living room playing video games. Russell stayed in his grandmother’s room but became hungry and went to the kitchen for a bowl of cereal. From the living room Curtis saw and followed him in. “You’re a fucking pussy,” he said. “You’re always trying to make Nana and Mom hate me.”

“I didn’t say anything,” Russell said.

“That’s bullshit. You’re always whining to them.”

Josh came to the kitchen. He was a heavyset boy with severe acne on his face and neck. His eyes were bloodshot and he had dried mustard on his chin. He began looking through the refrigerator. “You should make him wear your mom’s underwear.”

Curtis laughed, but a minute later he said to Josh, “Make him take off his clothes. I’ll be right back.” Curtis left the room, and Josh told Russell to undress or he’d hit him. Russell began crying and undressed and stood by the refrigerator in white jockey shorts. Josh looked through the kitchen cupboards and found a box of Pop-Tarts. He opened a package of two and began eating them when Curtis came back with a roll of duct tape and a pair of his mother’s red lacy underwear. He told Russell to take off his jockey shorts and put her underwear on. Russell did so and Curtis wrapped a half a roll of duct tape around his waist to keep the underwear in place.

“That’s what you get for making them hate me,” he said, and then he went through the house and locked all the windows. He took the emergency house key from underneath the brick on the back porch and put it in his pocket. After that he dragged Russell to the backyard, locked the front and kitchen doors, and he and Josh left.

Russell stood on the grass and tried to take the duct tape off, but it hurt too much to do so. He tried to open the doors and windows, but they were all locked. He fell into a long fit of sobbing and then hid in a space between the hedge and the back fence and waited for his nana.

HIS GRANDMOTHER SAT on the toilet seat and waited as Russell soaked in warm soapy water. Every five minutes she had the boy stand while she tried to pull the duct tape from his skin. When Russell would beg her to stop, she’d have him sit back down in the water and they’d wait. It took seven attempts before the duct tape was off and the boy could get out of the tub. In the kitchen he stood naked on a bath towel. His grandmother used a bottle of Goo Gone and paper towels to remove the last of the tape residue. She was shaking in anger. “I’m just so mad,” she said. “I’m just so mad.”

Russell got into his pajamas and his grandmother put him in her bed. She baked a frozen pizza and they watched TV and ate. The next morning they went into his mother’s room and woke her. His grandmother explained what had happened. Russell stood next to her, holding on to her robe. His mother had been asleep only three hours, but she got up. She sat at the kitchen table and smoked a cigarette. When she saw her duct-taped soggy underwear, she lost her temper. She stormed into Curtis’s room. Her voice was screaming, but soon Curtis was also screaming. It went back and forth until Curtis passed Russell and his grandmother in the kitchen. His face was red and full of tears. He slammed the back door so hard it cracked the window glass.

His mother went back to her bedroom, and Russell and his grandmother got dressed. His grandmother took the Subaru keys from his mother’s purse and drove them to Oaks Amusement Park, where Russell rode the carousel, the Big Pink Slide, the Rock ’n’ Roll, and together they rode on the Oaks Park train and the Ferris wheel. For lunch they ate at Rick’s Café. It was dusk when they walked to the parking lot and got into the Subaru, but backing out of the parking space, his grandmother hit the front corner of a passing BMW sedan.

The BMW stopped but his grandmother didn’t. She pulled forward and began driving away. There was a line of cars to get out, and a man in black sweats and red basketball shoes jumped out of the BMW and ran after them. “Stop!” he yelled, and caught up to the car and banged on the side of it. Bam! Bam! “Stop!” His grandmother pulled to the side of the lot and parked. She locked the doors and turned off the engine. The man began beating on the driver’s side window. “Get out of the fucking car!” he demanded, but his grandmother just looked at Russell and then sank down in her seat and closed her eyes.

Twenty minutes later a police car came. An officer talked to the man who owned the BMW and then walked to the Subaru and knocked on the driver’s side window. He asked Russell’s grandmother for her license and registration. It took her a while, but she rolled down the window and gave them to him.

“Your license has been expired for nearly a year,” the officer said.

His grandmother didn’t answer.

“Do you know the date today?”

She shook her head.

“Do you know what day of the week it is?”

She shook her head.

The officer asked her to get out of the car, and she and Russell stood by the hood.

The officer looked at Russell. “Is this your grandmother?”

Russell nodded.

“Do you have a mom and dad?”

“A mom.”

“Does she live in town?”

He nodded.

“Can we call her?”

Russell looked at his grandmother, but his grandmother wouldn’t look at him, so he gave the officer his mother’s number.
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The Kill Switch

The house was on the historical register, but the people who owned it, professors at a university and their two teenage kids, were hoarders. Eddie stood on a ladder next to a small alcove deck on the second floor when Houston called from below. Eddie set his scraper on the railing and climbed down.

Houston, fifty-three years old, was dressed in painting whites. He stood thin and small, with thick, greased-back salt-and-pepper hair. “Listen, man, I don’t know what the fuck is going on, but the whole yard is covered in dog shit. It’s all around the base of the house, too. I mean, how many fucking dogs do they have? I haven’t seen one, have you?”

“No.”

“And when I was near the garage, I found a pair of men’s underwear and a sandwich sitting on top of it.”

Eddie took a cigarette from his shirt pocket, lit it, and leaned against the house. “I’m on the second floor, in the alcove deck of the daughter’s room, and there are McDonald’s bags everywhere, half-eaten hamburgers on the ground, and stacks of moldy books. And on the railing, there’s what I think is a bloody tampon half wrapped in a paper towel.”

Houston pointed to Eddie’s cigarette.

Eddie gave him one and a lighter. “And this morning when I went inside to get the third-story windows open, I saw a plate with a steak and green beans sitting on the stairs. There was mold and ants on it. And if they want to go upstairs, they have to climb over the plate because there’s stacks of books and papers everywhere else.”

Houston laughed and smoke leaked out from his mouth.

“I knew this job would be bad,” Eddie whispered. “When I did the walk-through, I could feel something off with the owners, so I nearly tripled the bid and forgot about it. And then, shit, they took it.” He looked at the lawn and finished the cigarette. “We’ll take over the yard from here on out. We can’t be stepping in dog shit, rotten sandwiches, and dirty underwear for a month.”

They filled three plastic garbage bags with old newspapers, trash, dog shit, and Diet Dr Pepper cans. Afterward they ate lunch down the street at Tom’s Restaurant and then went back up the ladders. It was July, cloudless and hot, and the afternoon passed slowly. From a twenty-four-footer Eddie looked out over the neighborhood. On the street below he could see his white van with Wilkens Painting Company written in navy blue lettering and a middle-aged woman in sweats walking by it on the sidewalk. Across the street a teenage girl hit tennis balls against a garage door boom-boom-boom-boom while an old man with a limp took groceries from a minivan into a yellow Craftsman on the corner. Eddie looked farther down the road, past three more houses, and it was then that he saw an old red two-door Pontiac LeMans parked on the street. He decided when the day was done, he’d walk over to it and check it out.

They worked until six and then moved the ladders to the side of the house. The old caulk and paint chips were swept from the tarps, and the tarps were folded and set with their tools in the garage. Each lit a cigarette as they walked down the driveway, and in front of the van, Eddie took a twenty-dollar bill from his wallet and handed it to Houston.

For seven years Houston had been paid in installments. Twenty dollars a day, four days a week, and a hundred and fifty dollars on Friday. Friday was also the day they went to the bank. Houston put the rest of his paycheck in a safe-deposit box. A box he could get into only during bank hours. Once a month they’d stop by the post office and Eddie would buy money orders for Houston’s rent, phone, and electric bills. He’d put them in envelopes and mail them himself.

They had worked together for nine years and Houston had lapsed only twice in that time. The first was when Houston’s mother died and he traveled back to Wyoming to clean out her apartment. He told Eddie he would be gone a week but went missing for seven months. When he came back, he was ten pounds underweight, drank a fifth a day, and was living in his car. The second time, with no excuse or explanation, he just quit showing up. One day he was working and the next he had vanished. He didn’t answer his phone and he wouldn’t open his door. He fell into an eight-month-long drunk and ended up losing his apartment and living on the street. When Eddie found him, he was holed up by the river in a camping tent with pneumonia and an infected foot. Eddie and Marlene convinced Houston to live in their basement. They got him back on his feet and gave him start-up money for a new apartment.

In an old leather wallet Houston put the twenty, bummed another cigarette, and then took a battered ten-speed bike out of the back of the van and rode away. Eddie walked down the street to the LeMans to see that two of its tires were flat and layers of dust covered every inch of the old car. The body paint was ruby red but faded, and there was a large dent in the right front panel above the wheel well. A half-dozen spider cracks appeared along both sides of the car where Bondo patches had been used. The rims were cheap, aftermarket, and the top wasn’t vinyl but metal painted a now oxidized white. Eddie figured it to be a ’68 or ’69. From his back pocket he took a spiral notepad and wrote: I’d be interested in buying this car. I have cash. Eddie Wilkens. He added his number, put the note under the windshield wiper, went back to his van, and drove home.

THE KID WAS waiting in Eddie’s backyard when the van pulled into the carport and parked. Since summer had begun, Russell had been there every night after work, and Eddie didn’t know what to do about it. The boy was just there, eight years old and running to the driver’s side door in holey jeans, a paint-stained Trail Blazers T-shirt, and paint-splattered tennis shoes, yelling, “Do you have brushes for me to clean?”

This day was the same as the others, but when Russell asked, Eddie replied, “Nah, man. We’re on a new job. No brushes,” and got out of the van. He went to the back of his house, unlocked the kitchen door, and called out, “Early,” and after a time the old dog hobbled out to the yard.

“You’re not painting?”

“No,” Eddie said. “We’re scraping all week.”

“That’s the worst part of the job, right?”

“Yeah.”

“What are you going to do now?”

“I’m beat. I’ll probably just take a shower and go to bed.”

“Did you have dinner before you got home?”

“No,” Eddie said, and lit a cigarette. “Your mom’s not around?”

The boy shook his head.

“What about your grandmother?”

“She’s sleeping.”

“You’re hungry?”

“I’m hungry if you’re hungry.”

“All right,” Eddie said. “Get your bike and tell your grandma you’re going to the store. I’ll make you a list. You shop and I’ll cook.”

EVERY DAY THAT next week Eddie went to the LeMans to see his note still there, behind the windshield wiper, untouched. A week passed and nothing. When a night rain came the following week and his note was made illegible, he left another. But that week ended and still no one called. The following Friday, when they’d finished for the day, Eddie went to the houses around the car. He knocked on a half-dozen doors, but no one he met knew who owned the LeMans. On Saturday he and Houston worked a half day and then spread farther out across the neighborhood. It was Houston who found the person who owned it, a man who lived on a street a block over. Houston pointed out the house, got on his bike, and rode off.

The man was in his early twenties, dressed in an Applebee’s work shirt, anemic-looking, with bad skin and a shaved head. He let Eddie inside, where dozens of drawings were thumbtacked to the living room walls. The drawings were in pen-and-ink dot on eleven-by-fourteen white sketch paper. All of them had women wearing bondage gear, stretched out in bound positions. The women were beautiful but always tied up. They didn’t look happy or upset by it, they were just there.

“Do you own the LeMans outright?”

“Yeah,” the man said.

“You interested in selling it?”

“I’m not broke enough to sell it right now.”

“Does it run?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t tried in a while. It’s got flat tires.”

Eddie looked at the drawings. “You drew all these?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s a lot of work.”

The man nodded.

“And you have the title for the car?”

“I got it somewhere.”

“Well, I’d like to buy it if you ever want to sell it,” Eddie said, and they swapped phone numbers.

IT WAS THREE weeks later that Eddie’s phone rang. The man with the LeMans said his rent was due and he didn’t have the money to cover it. He would sell the car right then if Eddie had the cash.

“How much do you want for it?”

“How about a thousand?”

“I have to go to the bank. I’ll be over in an hour,” Eddie said, and got down from the ladder and found Houston.

“But you don’t even know if it runs.”

“No.”

“And you’re not going to even check, are you?”

“No.”

“You’re fucking nuts, man.” Houston put his caulk gun in a water bucket and wiped his hands with a wet rag.

“It’s just one of those things,” Eddie said, and lit a cigarette. “I’m at the point where I’d pay two grand if the tranny was blown, the engine was gone, and it didn’t have a title. I know it’s a bad idea, but I just have to have it now.”

Houston pointed to the cigarette. Eddie gave him one and a lighter. “Even if it does run, you’ll spend more than three grand getting it to move. The tires are shot, and you’ll need new rims.”

“I know.”

“And if you want to paint it, paint jobs are a lot of money, man.”

“I know that, too.”

“Jesus . . . Old cars are like bad women, Eddie. I’m telling you. They’re fun at first, but they break down a lot and take your money little by little. For me it’s all right when it’s little by little, but always, eventually, they hit you with the big bill. But by then you’ve already put so much time and money into them it’s hard to quit. So you pay up and then it starts all over again.”

“I know all that.” Eddie laughed. “But it’ll give me something to do at night.”

Houston put his cigarette out on the sole of his shoe and set the butt in his shirt pocket. “The last car I gave a shit about nearly ruined me: a 1967 Mercury Cougar.” He took a black plastic comb from his side pocket and ran it through his hair. “I really loved that car, man. But I was downtown on Broadway, going up the hill, when she cut out on me. That car was so fucking heavy I couldn’t push it, and I couldn’t back up because there was too much traffic. It was rush hour. And then the cops came to help. Well, they helped, all right. They saw I was drunk and took me to jail and impounded the car.”

“What happened to the Cougar?”

Houston put the comb away. “I don’t know. It was dead to me after that. The way I look at it, any car that breaks down on me when I’m drunk or in a traffic jam is no longer my car. I give no second chances. I hope they crushed the shit out of it and melted it into bedpans . . . But it was beautiful, man, it was so . . . Shit, I spent thirty-five hundred on the paint job alone. Metallic white. It was really something, man. It just sparkled.”

They drove to the bank and then parked the van in front of the LeMans. Eddie went into the man’s house and Houston stayed in the passenger seat and smoked the rest of his cigarette. When he saw Eddie next, Eddie was smiling and waving the title and the keys.

“You really did it?”

“Yep,” Eddie said, and got in the van and started it. He took a portable air compressor he kept in a milk crate, plugged it into the cigarette lighter, and went out the back of the van to the LeMans. He connected it to the first flat and then opened the driver’s side door. Inside it smelled of mice, dust, and mold. The front seat was ripped in four places and the floor carpet missing. The backseat was in better condition, as were the dashboard and side panels. He opened the trunk to find eight used car batteries sitting on a piece of cardboard.

Houston was now out of the van and watching from the sidewalk. “Why do you think there’s so many?”

“No idea, man,” Eddie said, and shut the trunk. He lit a cigarette, put the compressor on the second flat, and opened the hood.

“At least it’s got an engine,” Houston said.

Eddie looked at the tired 350 covered in dust, oil, and rust, and sighed.

“You going to try and start it?”

“Nah, I have a towrope. I was thinking maybe you could tow me in the van to my place. I hate asking. Don’t feel like you have to.”

“It’s all right, man, I still know how to drive and I still got my license. I’ll do it.”

Eddie shut the hood, and the compressor filled the flat tires and the tires held air. He hooked the towrope from the back of the van to the front of the LeMans. With blue painter’s tape, he spelled out IN TOW on the rear windshield and then got in the LeMans and put the transmission in neutral, and Houston towed the car out of the neighborhood.

Russell was waiting in the carport when he saw the van on the street with the LeMans behind it. When he saw Eddie get out, he ran toward him. “Why are you in that car?” he asked.

“I just bought it,” Eddie said. “You think you can steer it? We need to get it off the street.”

“It’s really yours?”

“Yeah,” Eddie said. “Now get in and steer.”

The boy knelt on the driver’s seat, held on to the wheel, and Eddie and Houston pushed it into the driveway and down to the carport.

“Does it go fast?” Russell said when he got out.

Houston laughed.

“I don’t even know if it runs,” Eddie said. “But it looks cool, doesn’t it?”

“If you like dents and Bondo, it looks cool,” Houston said.

“I think it looks cool,” Russell said.

“I told you Russell has taste,” Eddie said.

Again Houston laughed.

“Will you make it run?”

“Eventually,” Eddie said, and at that Houston laughed so hard he began a coughing fit.

THAT EVENING RUSSELL sat in a lawn chair and watched as Eddie worked on the LeMans: he took the eight batteries from the trunk and set them in a row next to the garage. The best-looking of them he put on a charger, and the one from the engine he put on another charger. He checked the fluids: the oil was full, but the transmission was empty. He wrote in a pocket notebook: transmission filter kit and fluid, fuel filter, oil, oil filter, antifreeze, top and bottom radiator hoses.

“Do you think it’s going to be fast?” Russell asked.

“Not unless I put a new engine in it.”

“Are you going to put a new engine in it?”

“No,” Eddie said. “I don’t care about going fast. Even when I was your age, I didn’t. I’ll get it running, though.”

“Are you going to paint it?”

“No, I like it the way it is. I’m going to keep the dents, too. I like dents. I’ll get new rims and tires, the front seat reupholstered, new carpet, and I’ll put in a good stereo. It’ll be nice inside when I’m driving around, but I don’t want to be one of those guys who has a meltdown if a bird shits on the hood.”

“I’ll wash it off, Eddie.”

Eddie laughed.

“Do you want me to wash it right now?”

“No. It probably hasn’t been washed in ten years. It’ll be a hard job.”

“I can do it.”

“You want to do it?”

The boy nodded.

“Well, I’ll pay you twice what I did for the van because it’s going to take you a while. Maybe tomorrow you could come over and let Early out. I have to do a couple bids after work, and I won’t be home until later.”

“I can feed Early, too, if you want.”

“You think you could?”

“I know I could, Eddie.”

“All right, I’ll show you how. And if you want to wash the car, that’s great, but don’t feel like you have to. I’ll put the house key under the front seat of the LeMans. Just don’t tell your brother, and don’t let him in the house, okay?”

“I won’t,” Russell said. “I don’t tell him anything, not ever.”

A WEEK LATER, on his day off, Eddie came home from the auto parts store to see four of the batteries from the LeMans missing. He opened the back door, let the dog out, took a beer from the fridge, and got to work. He changed the oil filter and oil, replaced both radiator hoses and the fuel filter, and took one of the charged batteries and set it back in the LeMans. From the van he took out a five-gallon can of gas and poured it into the tank, primed the carburetor, and got in the driver’s seat. The dash lights lit up when he turned the key, and the engine caught on the second try and idled. He got out to check for leaks, and when he did, the gate opened and Russell walked into the backyard.

“I missed you starting it?” the boy asked.

“You didn’t miss much,” Eddie said. “I just put a little gas in it, and bam. I got lucky. She’s an old engine, but she sounds pretty good.”

Russell went to the lawn chair next to the LeMans, and Eddie saw him wince as he sat.

“What happened?”

The boy shook his head and tears welled in his eyes.

“Your brother?”

Russell nodded.

Eddie turned the engine off. “Did you tell your mom or grandmother?”

He shook his head.

“Do you want me to talk to him?”

“Please don’t, Eddie,” he begged.

“Where’s your mom?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where’s Curtis?”

He shrugged.

“Do you think you need a doctor?”

“Don’t make me go to the doctor, Eddie,” Russell said, and began sobbing.

Eddie took a cigarette from a pack on the hood of the car, lit it, and waited for the boy to calm. “I’m going to change the transmission filter, and if that does the trick and she moves, we’ll take her for a spin. Maybe we’ll go get pizza. But I got a question to ask you first, Russell. Do you know anything about the missing batteries?”

Tears again filled the boy’s eyes, but he didn’t cry.

“It’s all right,” Eddie said. “I’m not mad. It’s just that four of the batteries are gone.”

Russell looked at the ground.

“Don’t worry, man, we’ll talk about it later. Right now I’m gonna get this thing up on blocks and see what’s up with the transmission.”

It took two beers and three cigarettes before Eddie lowered the LeMans and started the engine. He put it in reverse and the car went in reverse. He put it in drive and it went forward. “We’re getting lucky,” Eddie said. “The tranny’s all right, the engine’s all right, and the brakes work. I’m going to do one more thing, and then we’ll take her for a spin.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Put in a kill switch.”

“What’s that?”

Eddie looked through the auto parts bag and took out a small electrical switch. “I’m going to put this in, and the car won’t start if it’s in the off position. It’s for safety. These old cars are easy as shit to steal. My uncle had his Comet stolen once, I had a Dodge Dart stolen twice, and a 1977 Ford pickup stolen, too. That one cost me. I had a lot of tools in it. After that I started putting in kill switches.”

“Then they can’t steal it?”

“Not unless they tow it or figure out where the switch is.”

Eddie spliced the coil wire and ran a new separate wire from each side through a hole he’d drilled into the cab. He then lay on his back on the passenger-side floor and connected the wires to the switch he had hidden below the glove box. When finished, he started the engine and hit the kill switch and the engine stopped. He looked at Russell, who was standing on the backseat, watching. “Now go ask your grandma if you can go. Tell her I’m taking you to get pizza.”

Russell got out of the LeMans and went through the gate leading to his house. He came back a minute later while Eddie was washing his hands in the kitchen sink.

“I can go,” he said.

“What did your grandma say?”

“She was asleep, so I called my mom. And she said it was okay.”

Eddie dried his hands with a towel. “Will you answer me a question?”

The boy nodded.

“Did you even go inside your house?”

Russell looked down at the floor.

“If I call your mom, will she say she’s talked to you?”

“Yes,” he whispered.

Eddie called Russell’s mother.

“You shouldn’t lie,” Eddie said when he hung up. “Lying is a bad habit, and no one likes liars. Your mom says you never called. Is she lying, or are you?”

“But she doesn’t care,” Russell said. “She said she doesn’t care what I do as long as I’m home when it gets dark.”

“That might be the case,” Eddie said, “but the problem is that you lied to me. And I know you know about the batteries, too. So it doesn’t look good. It makes you look like you’re a bad kid. Now I know you’re not bad, but you gotta start acting like a man once in a while and not like a little dude. I’m going to ask you one question, Russell. Did you call your mom?”

“No,” he said.

Eddie smiled. “See, it ain’t so bad telling the truth.”

The boy looked at him and tears filled his eyes. “Do you want me to leave now?”

“Nah, we have work to do. We have to give this thing a test drive and then get pizza.”

Russell wiped his face. “I told you, she doesn’t care. I didn’t have to call her anyway.”

“That’s not the point,” Eddie said, and laughed. “Man, you can be one hardheaded son of a bitch sometimes.”

THE FRONT END of the LeMans was the problem. The car drifted. It needed a new steering gear box and tie rods, but it turned well enough, ran well enough, braked, and the transmission switched gears when it was supposed to. Eddie drove through the industrial side of town, past the horse track and Delta Park, and then down Marine Drive along the Columbia River. All the windows were down and the old AM radio played. Russell hung his arm out and watched as tugboats and barges and sailboats passed by.

BEFORE WORK THE next morning, Eddie found a quart of blue oil paint in the garage. He covered each of the four remaining battery handles with it. He then sat at his kitchen table, drank coffee, and waited for Houston. But Houston didn’t show up. Eddie left two messages, waited an extra half hour, and then drove to the job site alone.

The body of the historical-register house was now finished. Next came three different trim colors. Eddie set up the ladders, turned on the radio, and got to work. At lunch he drove to Houston’s garage apartment to find Houston answering the door in his underwear. A TV played behind him. The curtains were drawn and Houston stood shaky and sick in the doorway.

“Christ, what happened to you?”

“I’m not sure,” Houston said.

“Jesus, your fucking breath is horrible.”

“Yeah, I bet it is.”

“Where did you get the money?”

Houston leaned against the doorjamb and coughed. “A guy I know invited me to his house. He was having a party. There was a fifth of Maker’s . . . I took the bottle and sat out on his porch.”

“You drank the whole thing?”

“I don’t know, maybe.”

“Well, it was nice of you to call and tell me you weren’t coming.”

“I set my alarm, but I guess I didn’t hear it.”

“I don’t hear it now.”

“Hear what?”

“The alarm. It’s not going now.”

“I must have shut it off somehow.”

“Does the TV turn on by itself?”

“Goddamn it, Eddie.”

“Don’t get mad at me.”

“I couldn’t get out of bed, all right? I’ve been shitting my guts out all morning, and I’m sick. Is that what you want to hear?”

Eddie laughed. “All you have to do is call and say, ‘I got loaded last night and I’m a scumbag and can’t get out of bed on a hangover.’”

“That’s bullshit, man.”

“Get your clothes on. We’ll get lunch and then get back to work.”

“I can’t.”

“I don’t give a shit if you puke all over their lawn, they sure as fuck won’t notice. Get dressed.”

“Are you serious, man?”

“Are you serious?” Eddie said.

“You don’t have to be such a hard-ass all the time,” Houston cried. “Why is everything with you always about work, man? I mean, work ain’t everything, is it? Is that all you ever think about?”

“I’ll wait in the van for fifteen minutes. If you’re not out by then, you’re fired. And I mean it. You’re fired for good.”

“You’re like a fucking prison guard, man. That’s what you are, a motherfucking prison guard.” But on the floor he found his painting clothes and began putting them on.


THE REMAINING BATTERIES were gone when Eddie arrived home that evening. He unlocked the back door, let Early out, grabbed a beer from the refrigerator, and sat on a lawn chair in the fading evening light. The old dog wandered the yard, and Russell came through the gate pained and hunched over. He stopped twenty feet from Eddie. “Do you need the brushes done?”

“Sure,” Eddie said. “There’s five. I left the bucket sitting by the van, but don’t feel like you always have to do them.”

“But I want to do them.”

“Well, I’ll always pay you for doing it. You do a good job. But first why don’t you come over and sit and say hey to Early.”

But Russell wouldn’t come closer to Eddie or the dog.

“Can I ask you a question?”

Russell nodded.

“Why do you have blue paint on your hands?”

Tears leaked down the boy’s face.

“You can’t always cry to get yourself out of shit, man. You just can’t . . . Get me a beer and yourself a Sprite, then come over here and sit.”

Russell went into Eddie’s house and came back with the two cans and sat on the grass across from Eddie.

“I bet you tried like a mother to wash that paint off your hands.”

Russell nodded.

“But it wouldn’t come off?”

“No,” he whispered.

“That’s because it’s oil paint. I’ll get you some thinner. You have to use thinner with oil.”

“I didn’t mean to steal them, Eddie. I didn’t.”

“Then why did you?”

“Curtis and his friend made me.”

“Why?”

“They take them somewhere and get money for them.”

“Is Curtis home?”

Russell shook his head. “He made me do it. You have to believe me, Eddie. I didn’t want to, but he forced me.” The boy pulled up his shirt and his small chest was black, yellow, and blue with bruises.

Eddie opened the new beer and took a drink from it. His face didn’t change, nor his voice. “Follow me to the garage and we’ll get the paint off your hands. Don’t worry about the brushes.”

“But I want to do the brushes,” Russell said, and got up.

“Are you sure?”

Russell nodded.

Eddie opened the garage door and turned on the light. “Did you eat dinner?”

The boy shook his head.

“Are you hungry?”

“I am if you are, Eddie.”

“Okay, we’ll get a quick bite to eat. I have some errands to do tonight, so we’ll just get tacos.”

“From Alberto’s truck?”

“Sure, we’ll go there if you want.”

“I want to go there if you want to go there.”

Eddie laughed.

“You don’t hate me?”

“It’s your brother who’s in trouble. Not you.”

Eddie took a gallon of thinner from a shelf and poured some into a rag and wiped the blue paint from the boy’s hands. After that Russell took the bucket of brushes to the basement, and Eddie went through the gate to Russell’s house. He knocked on the kitchen door, and when no one answered, he opened it and called out to Russell’s grandmother, Gladys, and she told him to come in.

The old woman was in her room, sitting in a recliner reading a book with a magnifying glass. She wore a robe and slippers, and greasy gray hair fell to her chest. Both windows in the room were closed. It was hot and stale and smelled of urine, dirty clothes, and sour milk.

From the doorway Eddie said, “How you been, Gladys?”

The old woman smiled her yellow and missing teeth. “Hi, Eddie.”

“I haven’t seen you in a while.”

“It has been a while,” she said.

“I’m sorry about that. I should have stopped by more, but after Marlene left, I just kind of quit doing much of anything.”

“I’m sorry she left you, Eddie.”

Eddie nodded and leaned against the doorjamb. “How’s it been having your daughter and your grandkids here?”

Gladys shrugged.

“Probably some getting used to, huh?”

“Some.”

“How’s Curtis been?”

“Curtis has been hard, but so is Connie.”

“I can hear them sometimes.”

“Yeah,” she said. “They fight a lot, so I just stay in here.”

“In your room?”

“Yeah.”

Eddie saw on the dresser cups half filled with coffee, dirty plates with silverware on them, two plastic containers of Fred Meyer chicken wings, and a bag from Burgerville. “What are you reading?”

“A mystery.”

“A good one?”

“I don’t know. I can’t seem to remember anything I read anymore.”

“Is Curtis around?”

She shook her head.

“It’s hot in here,” Eddie said. “Do you like it this hot?”

“No.”

“Do you want me to open your windows?”

She looked at him and again smiled. “There’s a lilac tree outside the window that I wish I could smell.” The windows were old and weighted. It took a while, but he got them open and fresh air came into the room.

EDDIE AND HOUSTON drove to a strip bar that evening called the Calico Cat. Inside, a half-dozen men watched a woman dance naked. There were two more men who sat at the bar and three others playing video poker in the back corner of the room. Eddie got two beers and twenty single-dollar bills. He gave the singles and one of the beers to Houston, and Houston went to the front and sat at the rail. Eddie stood in the back and waited. Onstage the woman danced her last two songs and then Connie came on.

Russell’s mother had dyed red hair, large breasts, and all her pubic hair shaved. She danced her three songs, and toward the end of the third Eddie went to the front and sat. He placed a five-dollar bill on the rail, and when she bent down to take the money he said, “You got a minute to talk?” She saw that it was Eddie and told him she would come find him, and then another woman walked onstage and Eddie grabbed Houston and they sat at a table near the poker machines. “Remember what she says,” Eddie told him. “She’s enough trouble that I don’t want to have a conversation with her when I’m alone.”

“Sure,” Houston said. “But man, I gotta say Connie’s fucking hot. It’s unreal. It’s really just . . . I mean my God, I’d . . .”

Connie came out dressed in a red silk Chinese robe and Eddie waved her over.

“What’s going on?” she said, and sat across from them.

Eddie told her about the batteries and the beatings that Curtis had given Russell.

Connie listened and took a drink from a plastic coffee mug. “Well, I don’t know what to do,” she said. “I can’t control Curtis anymore. He got this girl pregnant and now he’s pissed off at everything all the time. He’s missing school and now the school is on my ass. It’s all becoming a nightmare.”

“I know you got a tough deal going. That’s why I’m talking to you first. I just want you to tell Curtis that the next time he steals any of my stuff, I’m gonna call the cops.”

She nodded and looked past Eddie toward the bar.

“And what about Russell?”

“What about him?” she said.

“He’s getting the shit beat out of him by his brother.”

Connie took a vape pen from her robe pocket and put it in her mouth. “Why do you spend so much time with him, anyway?”

“Why?”

“Yeah,” she said.

“Because every time I come home, he’s waiting at my fucking house because he’s too scared to be at your house.”

“Then you should lock your gate,” she said, and waved to a large man with tattoos who had just walked in.

Eddie finished his beer and stood up. “I’ll tell you this, and I’m serious. If Curtis steals any more of my shit, I’ll call the police. And you let him know if he beats up Russell again, I’ll go to child services and fuck up all your lives.”


ACROSS THE STREET was a mini-mart. Eddie came out carrying a six-pack of beer. He got in the van and handed it to Houston. “I gotta say, I didn’t think she’d start crying. I thought she’d jump down my throat when I said the child services bit.”

“She ain’t as tough as she thinks she is.”

Eddie started the van and pulled out of the parking lot. “I know she was drunk, but was she on something else?”

“I don’t know, maybe,” Houston said, opened one of the cans, and put his feet up on the dash. “Man, I could have had a real shot with her if you didn’t fuck it up. I’d move in next door, I’d kick Curtis out, and then Russell and the old lady would move in with you and suddenly Connie and me, we’d be chilling in our own fucking place. I’d be set. I’d go to work with her every night and watch her and I’d . . . But then you had to get all serious and ruin it, and worst of all, man, you didn’t even introduce me.”

THE HOUSE ON the historical register finished and Eddie and Houston packed up the ladders and tools, did the last walk-through with the owner, and Eddie received the final check. It was late Friday afternoon when they drove to the next job, a West Hills mansion, and unloaded their gear alongside its garage. Eddie then drove them to the bank, deposited the check, and gave Houston his hundred-and-fifty-dollar weekend allotment. They put the rest of his pay in the safe-deposit box and Houston got on his bike and headed downtown. Eddie went to Safeway, bought a week’s worth of groceries, and drove home to find the LeMans gone.

He opened the back door, let the dog out, put the groceries away, and grabbed a can of beer from the refrigerator. On a lawn chair in the backyard he sat down and looked at a sky full of cotton-ball clouds, and a cool breeze rolled through the neighborhood. He smoked a cigarette, finished the beer, and called the police. When he hung up, he walked next door to Russell’s house and Gladys invited him in. She was in the same robe, in the same recliner, reading the same book. She hadn’t seen Russell or Curtis.

The police came two hours later and Eddie filled out a report. After that he barbecued chicken, cooked beans, made a salad, and worked on a bid for a duplex down the street from the historical-register house. He was in bed, asleep, by ten. At midnight his phone rang. The police had found the LeMans in the middle of an intersection in Northeast Portland, they had apprehended four suspects, and his car had been towed to an impound lot on Highway 30.

At dawn Eddie got up and started coffee. He let Early out, and when he did he saw Russell sitting in a lawn chair by the back door. Both the boy’s eyes were black and his little nose was swollen and crusted with dried blood.

“Did you get to eat last night?” Eddie asked him.

Russell shook his head.

“Are you hungry?”

The boy nodded.

“Can you chew with your face like that?”

“I think so.”

“Are your teeth okay?”

Again he nodded.

“Come inside and I’ll make pancakes. You want bacon?”

“I do if you do,” Russell whispered, and followed him inside.

Eddie started the bacon and Russell sat at the kitchen table and watched as Eddie made the pancakes. When he had finished, he set out butter, syrup, and silverware and sat across from the boy. “Let’s eat first,” he said. “We got some talking to do, but talking is always hard on an empty stomach.”

Tears welled in Russell’s eyes, but he didn’t cry, and he ate the breakfast. When finished, they went outside and sat across from each other on lawn chairs. “The first thing to know is that I’m not mad at you,” Eddie said, and lit a cigarette.

Russell stared at the ground. “You’re not?” he whispered.

“No.”

“I’m sorry, Eddie.”

“I know you are. So what happened?”

But Russell couldn’t speak.

“It’s all right, man, just tell me.”

“Curtis and Josh stuck my head in the toilet,” Russell said, and began crying. “Until . . . until I told them where you kept the key . . . I’m sorry I told them, Eddie.”

“It’s not your fault. I would have told them, too.”

“But I didn’t think it would start,” Russell said. “I thought the switch would be on, but it wasn’t on.”

“I must have left it off,” Eddie said, and took a sip of coffee. “I was tinkering on it the other night and must have forgotten. That’s my fault . . . So what happened then?”

“It started and I was like, ‘Oh no.’ And then . . . And then Curtis made me go with them. He drove to the river and he was driving too fast and you said that the engine was old and needed to be driven slow. But he wouldn’t listen. Then we went downtown. Berny and Josh were in the back and Curtis and me were in the front. We went across the bridge and came to that big intersection with all those different lights and streets. In the middle of it, I reached down and hit the switch.”

Eddie laughed. “You hit the kill switch?”

“I did,” Russell said. “I did because you’re my best friend, Eddie.”

“What happened after that?”

“Curtis knew I did something, but he didn’t know what. So he started hitting me. Berny and Josh were laughing and cars started honking. Curtis kept trying to start the car and then the police came and Curtis tried to hit the cop and then they found out the car was stolen. After that they took us away. My mom got me, but they made Curtis stay.”

“And all that really happened?”

“I’m not a liar anymore,” Russell said, and wiped the tears from his eyes. He looked at Eddie. “Do you want me to leave now?”

Eddie shook his head. “No, man, we’re cool. I just can’t believe you risked your life for a piece-of-shit old car.”

“It’s not a piece of shit,” he said. “It’s my favorite car.”

Eddie leaned back in the chair and Early walked over to Russell and the boy began to pet him. “So what are you doing today?” Eddie asked.

Russell shrugged.

“Where’s your mom?”

“I don’t know.”

“What’s your grandmother doing?”

“Sleeping.”

“Well, I got a job on a house near the University of Portland. I don’t start for a month, but they just gutted the first floor and there’s an old claw-foot tub they’re throwing out. The contractor said I could have it. I was thinking we’d pick it up and then drive over to Sellwood. I have to do a bid over there. After that we’ll pick up a new toilet and sink and a base for the new shower. A friend of mine is coming over tomorrow to do the tile, so I have to get the old shower out and gut the bathroom by then.”

“You’re redoing the bathroom?”

Eddie nodded.

“Does that mean Marlene’s coming back?”

“No, man, I don’t think so. I’m just getting old and my back is starting to hurt and I think sitting in the tub might help. Are you too beat up to go along?”

“My face hurts, but nothing else does,” Russell said. “I begged Curtis not to hit me in the face. I knew he’d hit me in the face then, and when the police and my mom saw how bad I looked, I knew they wouldn’t let him come back.”

Eddie laughed. “You’re a crazy fucker.”

Russell nodded.

“And just so you know, I’m pressing charges against Curtis for stealing the car. With that and hitting the cop, he’ll be in some shit for a while. But I’m afraid, Russell, sooner or later he’ll get out.”

Russell was silent for a time and then looked at Eddie. “What am I going to do? What am I going to do then, Eddie?”
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The Painters

Houston had been missing for two days when Eddie drove to his apartment, used his spare key, and went in expecting to find Houston blue-faced and dead on the floor. Instead the converted garage had been cleaned and smelled of lemon. Houston’s bed had a new bottom sheet, new pillowcases, and the canvas sleeping bag he used as a comforter was laid flat out over the bed, the top quarter folded back.

A new shower curtain hung in the bathroom along with gray towels that still had price tags on them. The sink was clean and the toilet, which at times had made Eddie nearly vomit, was spotless and smelled of lemon and bleach. The kitchenette in the back corner of the garage had no dishes in the sink, and the counter was clean. Eddie sat at the kitchen table and called Houston for the seventh time.

THE CLOCK ON the van’s dash read 6:18 when Eddie parked in front of a house on Ainsworth Steet in Northeast Portland. “Motherfucker,” he said when he saw the time. He got out and walked up the porch steps of an old Craftsman to find Cordarrel waiting in a rocking chair. Cordarrel was sixty-one years old and dressed in painting whites and paint-stained leather boots. He smelled of Brut cologne and wore black-framed bifocal glasses, a Miller Paint baseball hat on his head, and two white sweatbands on each wrist.

“You’re late, Eddie.”

“You’re right. I’m three minutes late. I apologize.”

“In the future, when you say six-fifteen, I hope you mean six-fifteen.”

Eddie nodded.

“And before we move any more forward with this arrangement, I want you to know I’m not using my own brushes. I’ve left them in my garage to make a point. If you don’t like that, then we’ll just part ways here. I’ll go back inside, have a proper breakfast, and start my day.”

“You told me all this on the phone. Like I said, you can use Houston’s.”

“I was up half the night thinking about that,” Cordarrel said. “That’s not gonna work. I’ve never liked the way that man cleans a brush. No, I won’t use his. I’ll bail you out of the situation he got you in, but I won’t use his brushes.”

“I have a couple new three-inchers.”

“If they’re new, I’ll use them. Are they Coronas?”

“Yeah.”

“Let me tell you something else, Eddie,” Cordarrel said, and stood. He was a large man with a gut that swayed in his shirt like an ocean wave. He was six feet tall with tree-trunk arms and tree-trunk legs. “When I ran a crew, I taught each man individually how to wash and maintain a brush. I had thirty-two painters working for me. Thirty-two, and my brushes lasted four times longer than anyone else’s. I had ten vans and ran fifteen jobs at once. Just think on the enormity of that . . . But then this was back in Chicago, where there’s good help, where there are hardworking men who want a decent job. Not like the hippies out here, Eddie. And in Chicago the money was there to be had if you were smart enough to see it and tough enough to take it. I made more than my fair share, and when I left after twenty-seven years, I left without a goddamn scratch on me.”

“I know,” Eddie said, and Cordarrel picked up his toolbox and thermos and they left the porch and got in the van.

In the passenger seat Cordarrel worked his teeth with a toothpick. “I take it that our deal is still intact, we’re going to breakfast and you’re buying?”

Eddie nodded.

“I’m glad to see you holding up your end of the bargain.”

“I’m trying.”

“Can I tell you something else, Eddie?”

“If you have to.”

“A man needs a good hearty breakfast, but a man doesn’t need lunch. A good breakfast, a good dinner. Two meals, not three. If you’d take a little time and do the research, you’d find it was the corporations, the men in suits, who invented lunch. Not the people. And I’ll say this, too, I’ve never liked a man who takes lunch. Taking lunch says something about character. The only thing a man needs at lunch is a jug of strong black coffee. Nothing mixed in, no cream, no sugar, no alcohol. Black coffee hot enough to blister your skin. And let me tell you something else. I painted the interior of a twenty-three-story skyscraper in downtown Chicago. I only had ten guys and three months to do the job. And guess what?”

“You finished on time?”

“No,” Cordarrel said. “I finished a week early. I had a coffee urn going twenty-four/seven. Hot, black, and gallons of it. Yuban. I’d buy it by the case. You don’t need that fancy hippie coffee they’re always trying to sell you here. Yuban, Eddie, Yuban. That’s all. But we were hardworking, serious men. Tough as concrete. Coffee was just fuel. That’s the difference between you and me, Eddie. If you want to run it like I did, you have to be on time, you have to ride your employees hard. You can’t coddle your workers like you do Houston. The man can paint, I give him that, he can put product on a brush and put that brush on the wall, but my God, man, he’s scared of heights. How can you have a painter who is scared of heights?”

AT A TABLE in the back of the Overlook Restaurant, Cordarrel ordered a chicken-fried steak, hash browns, three eggs over medium, a side of pancakes, and a pitcher of water, no ice. Eddie ordered coffee, two eggs, and hash browns. When the meal came, Cordarrel ate continuously from the second the waitress set down his food until his plates were empty. He then leaned back in his seat and cleared his throat. “Eddie,” he said. “I see you’re not getting up to have your after-meal cigarette. Did you really quit?”

“I’m trying,” Eddie said.

“Trying.” Cordarrel laughed. “That is a word, isn’t it?”

Eddie nodded.

“I was a Lucky Strike man myself. They say cigarettes are as addictive as heroin, horrible for your lungs and circulation, nearly impossible to quit. But they weren’t for me. I didn’t have to so-call try. Just one day my wife told me she was tired of the smell. She’d had enough. That’s all it took. I said to myself, ‘Cordarrel, S-T-O-P,’ and I stopped. The next day I didn’t feel for them in my shirt pocket. I didn’t run outside as soon as my evening meal was finished. I just said NO. But then I have willpower, the ability to stop when I want to stop. A lot of men don’t, half this restaurant is full of addicts of some sort.” He took the toothpick from his shirt pocket and began working his teeth again. “You might find this interesting, Eddie. When I was a booze man, I could drink more than any man you’ve ever met. I could hit the son of a bitch all night long and still pass any drunk-driving test. The truth is, I could hold my liquor as good as any man in Chicago. And if you name me a town that drinks harder than Chicago, well, I’d be surprised. You might say some cities in Russia or Ukraine, maybe Poland or Finland, or maybe you’re thinking Ireland or Scotland. But here’s the thing you’re missing, Eddie: in Chicago we had the Russians and the Polacks and the Finns. We had the Micks and the Scots, too. And they all started fucking each other and having kids and they created a subset of super-drinkers. Men who can drink all night and still get up the next morning and get to the jobsite on time with a smile on their face. When I was your age—what are you, fifty?”

“Forty-two,” Eddie said.

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, that’s interesting . . . When I was forty-two, I had a crew of fifty men, and I could have a pint of whiskey in my gut and paint straight lines. I could be on a wobbly ladder, cutting the hardest ceiling you could imagine, quarter-inch popcorn. I could do it on no sleep with a six-pack of Old Style sitting next to that pint, and my lines would be dead on. What I’m saying is no matter how much I hit it, I always did good work, and I always got the job done. I never missed a day, never lost a job, never got a DUI, never got into a fight with any of my employees or my kids or my wife, and let me tell you something else. I could always give it to the Mrs. the way she wanted, no matter if I was three sheets to last Wednesday. You could hear her moans and screams from across the street and down the block every Tuesday, Thursday, Friday, and Saturday night, sober or drunk . . . Now, you may ask, why on God’s green earth would I quit when I was the party man for twenty years? Well, I’ll tell you, Eddie, and I’m not ashamed to admit this, my doctor said, ‘Cordarrel, it would be in your best interest and the interest of your dependents if you cut out liquor, as you’re nearly diabetic.’ I took pause. And brother, I listened. Most men don’t listen, Eddie. Most men, you tell them the road is out and there’s a cliff in its place, and what do they do? They change the radio station and speed up. But me, well . . . In that doctor’s parking lot, I had myself a serious moment of contemplation about this so-called demon alcohol, the destroyer of men, they say. And I said NO. When I showed up to my house that evening, early and sober as a nun, I declared to my wife that I was done with the drinking life. And you know what she said?”

“No,” Eddie said, and waved to the waitress for the check.

“She said, ‘Cordarrel, honey, I didn’t even know you really drank.’ That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Eddie. Now I just hydrate with water. I drink as much as I can. The health department advocates a half gallon a day. I throw another quart on top of that for good measure.”

THE JOB, A high-end remodel of a 1923 six-bedroom Colonial, was seven months behind schedule. The contractor, Lucky Tiller, said the couple who owned the house were in counseling and near divorce due to the remodeling delays, fights over the design, and cost overruns. It was their therapist who had demanded all subcontractors be out by the end of the weekend, no exceptions. Eddie put Cordarrel in the living room painting trim, windows, sashes, and baseboards, while he went to the master bedroom and painted walls. At noon he sat in his van, ate a sandwich, and left his ninth voicemail for Houston. “You’re a motherfucker for making me work with Cordarrel. I hope you’re in prison, man.”

EDDIE PARKED THE van in the carport that evening to see Russell standing on a wooden chair trying to hit the speed bag Eddie had attached to a board he hung from a rafter. Most of the boy’s punches missed, and the one time Eddie saw him really connect, the bag came back and hit Russell in the face. Eddie leaned back and closed his eyes and Russell got down from the chair and knocked on the driver’s side window. “Why are you still in there, Eddie?”

“I’m just resting.”

“Did you see me hit the bag?”

Eddie opened his eyes. “You did good, man. I’m really proud of you.”

“I’m getting better, don’t you think?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you going to stay in there all night or are you going to get out?”

“I’m going to get out.”

“Do you have any brushes?”

“Four, and three roller covers.”

“Did you eat dinner already, Eddie?”

“No,” Eddie said. “Did you?”

“I was waiting to see if you had.”

“Is your mom home?”

“No.”

“What do you feel like eating?”

“Whatever you feel like eating.”

Eddie got out of the van. “How about spaghetti?” he said. “I have some sauce in the freezer and a baguette that’s a little old but could make good garlic bread. You let Early out?”

“He’s sleeping on the couch. I fed him and picked up the yard. I’ll get the brushes now.”

“Thanks, and good job on the bag, Russell. You’re starting to get the hang of it. I’ll get dinner going.” Eddie went inside, took a can of beer from the refrigerator, and drank a third of it. At the kitchen sink he washed his hands and arms with a scrub brush.

On the turntable Eddie put on Sammi Smith’s “Lonesome” and then took a container of frozen sauce from the freezer and began making dinner. He was on his third beer when they sat at the kitchen table, a plate of spaghetti and a piece of garlic bread in front of each of them. A bowl of salad was between them. “So how long did you hit the bag today?”

“Five minutes every hour.”

“Every hour? How many hours?”

“Seven. I used the watch my nana gave me to time myself.”

“How is your grandma?”

“She’s in the home now, Eddie.”

“I know. I meant have you talked to her lately?”

“No.”

“You guys haven’t visited?”

Russell shook his head.

“When I get done with this job, I’ll take you to visit her, all right?”

“Okay.”

“You must miss her.”

He nodded.

“How’s the house been?”

He shrugged.

“You get scared at night when your mom’s gone?”

Russell nodded.

“I would, too, man. But you’ll get used to it. And don’t worry too much about your grandma. My aunt is in a home as well. They aren’t all bad.”

“You have an aunt?”

“Aunt Fran. You’d like her.”

“Do you visit her?”

“Sure,” he said. “Every Sunday. Anyway, do you like the spaghetti?”

Russell nodded.

“Don’t eat the salad if you don’t like it. I don’t care about things like that. Eat it if you want to, don’t if you don’t. And once in a while you have to let me know what you like, okay?”

“I’ll eat the salad if you want me to, Eddie.”

Eddie leaned back in his chair. “Just do what you want. It took me a long time to like things like salad. When I was your age, I hated salad and vegetables, so don’t worry about it.”

Russell looked at Eddie and took a large helping from the salad bowl and put it on his plate.

“Look, man, you don’t have to eat it. That’s what I was trying to say.”

“I don’t mind eating it, Eddie,” he said, and put a forkful in his mouth.


AFTER DINNER RUSSELL watched Eddie work on a bid at the kitchen table and asked, “You know your old lawn mower, not the new one, but the one in the back of the garage?”

“Yeah.”

“Could I buy it from you?”

“Buy it? Just use my good one,” Eddie said. “What do you want to do, start mowing lawns?”

Russell shrugged.

“I bet you could get Bob, the old guy down the street, to hire you. His lawn’s a fucking jungle. I could help you with the first mow, and then after that you could do it on your own. You could probably pick up customers here and there. That’s a good idea.”

“Then I’d have enough money to buy your old mower?”

“Why would you want the old mower when you could use the new one for free?”

“I want to build an airplane, Eddie.”

“An airplane?”

“I’ve been drawing plans, but I need an engine, and I saw the old mower in your garage. I won’t have enough money to buy your new one.”

“You’re right. If you have an airplane, you’ll need an engine. But I got a question, Russell. Why do you want an airplane?”

“Our teacher said there are islands near Hawaii that people don’t live on. I want to fly to one of those.”

“You want to fly to an island?”

Russell nodded.

“That’s a long way away.”

“Is it really far?”

“Thousands of miles.”

“Do you think my plane could make it?”

“I don’t know. I’d have to see your plans.”

“They’re in my room. Can I show you?”

“Sure,” Eddie said, and the boy jumped up from his chair. He ran out the back door, through the gate to his house, and came back with a purple spiral notebook. He set it on the kitchen table. Eddie opened it to see a crude pencil drawing of an airplane with a stick person flying it. There was writing next to it that said: get two wheel barow wheels. Mak frame out of wood and covir it with plastik garage bags and taap. Ask Eddie if I kan buy his old lawn mower.

On the following page was a list of things to bring: walky talkie, water, gas, food, sleeping bag, flashlite, cooler, tent, fishing pole, infatible boat, knife, speer gun, lantirn, pan, cooking stove, skuba gear, first ade kit.

“That’s my list of stuff to bring with me.”

“We gotta work on your spelling,” Eddie said. “And that’s a lot of stuff to take.”

“Do you think I can fit it all in?”

“I’m not sure. That old Briggs and Stratton might not be strong enough to get you off the ground. You need a runway and a propeller, too.”

Russell nodded. “I was going to ask you where to get one of those.”

“And you might have to build the frame out of aluminum, something lighter than wood.”

“Lighter is good?”

“Yeah. Let me think on this for a bit. I’m not the best at aerodynamic stuff. You mind if I ask you another question?”

He nodded.

“Why do you want to go so far away?”

Russell shrugged.

“No reason in particular?”

Tears welled in the boy’s eyes.

“Curtis?”

Russell nodded.

“Don’t worry about him right now. He won’t be home for a while. The problem with the plane is that there’s a lot to learn. You’d have to figure out how to fix the engine, you’d have to learn how to fly and navigate. It would be easy to get lost.”

“It would?”

“Yeah, you’ve been to the ocean, right?”

Russell shrugged.

“You haven’t been to the ocean?”

“I’m sorry, Eddie.”

“Well, it’s pretty big. It would take a while to figure out how to not get lost.”

“But we don’t have a lot of time.”

“I know. Give me a night to think about the plane and your plans, okay?”

“You can keep them if you want.”

“Thanks.” Eddie got up, went to the living room, and came back with his laptop. He typed in YouTube, and then boxing training speed bag, and clicked on a video of a woman demonstrating how to hit it. “I think we should look at this.”

AT 6:13 A.M. Eddie walked up the porch steps to the smell of Brut cologne. “Before we leave,” Cordarrel said from his rocking chair, “I have something to say, something that you might not like to hear, Eddie. Can you handle that?”

“I don’t know,” Eddie said.

“The subject is Lucky Tiller,” Cordarrel said, and took off his glasses and cleaned them with a small rag he kept in his shirt pocket. “He woke me up four times last night. How long have you known him?”

Eddie leaned against the porch railing. “On and off, maybe ten years.”

“Has he always been a contractor?”

“I don’t know. He hired me when he was managing for another outfit, and then he went out on his own and started calling me. He hasn’t been great, but he always pays, and I like the jobs he gets.”

Cordarrel put his glasses back on. “But he isn’t much of a finish carpenter.”

“No, you’re right. He used to have a good guy named Johnny Gonzales, but Gonzales moved to Bellingham. Now Tiller goes through guys, and I’m not sure why. I do a couple jobs for him a year, and it’s a different lead guy each time. But on this job he did most of the finish work, and you’re right, it’s not good. I used a case of caulk and God knows how much filler on the trim to make it look all right.”

Cordarrel stood up. “When I was in Chicago, I had twenty-three vans and ran a crew of sixty-five painters. And never once did I let a finish carpenter do such shoddy work as Lucky Tiller. Not once. It says something about the West, about this city of so-called roses, about Lucky, of course, and I’m sorry to say this, Eddie, but it says something about you, too.”

AT THE OVERLOOK they sat at the same table. “Do you want me to get you a newspaper?” Eddie asked. “You must get tired of talking to me all the time.”

“I read The Oregonian and The Wall Street Journal already,” Cordarrel said. “Unlike you, Eddie, I get up at four-thirty. I do my morning stretches and have three cups of green tea. After that I drink two large mugs of scalding-hot coffee and have my breakfast of steel-cut oats and fruit. No sugar or honey. I read my papers then.”

The waitress came. “What sounds good to you fellas?”

“I’d like the pork-chop-and-egg breakfast,” Cordarrel said. “Eggs over easy, and can I get that with your country gravy?”

“With country gravy,” she said, and wrote it down.

“And pour the gravy on the chops, eggs, and hash browns. Or if you prefer, give me a boat and I’ll do it myself. I’ll also take an order of your cinnamon French toast and a pitcher of water, no ice.” The waitress looked to Eddie and he ordered the pancake special.

When she had left, Cordarrel cleared his throat. “I’m afraid tomorrow is my last day.”

“I know,” Eddie said. “You saved my ass. I have to be out Sunday night, and now I think I can do it. Tiller said the movers are coming in on Monday.”

“Can I tell you something else, Eddie?”

“If you have to.”

“I’ve never been a believer in guilt as a motivator. It might produce in the short run but not in the long.”

“I wasn’t trying to guilt you. I was trying to thank you.”

Cordarrel took off his glasses and began to clean them. “I guess I could rearrange some things in my personal life and give you another day to finish putting out the fire that Houston started.”

“I appreciate that, but I don’t think you’ll have to,” Eddie said. “You’ll get the second coat on the living room, and I’ll knock out the rest of the bedrooms. I sprayed the doors in my garage. I just have to bring them over tomorrow. Tiller and his guys will hang them and put on the hardware. So I think you’re free.”

“Free?” Cordarrel said, and let out a short laugh. “That is a word, isn’t it?”

The waitress passed four times before she set down their breakfast. Cordarrel’s pork chops, eggs, and hash browns were covered in gravy. On a separate plate was a silver boat filled with it. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Eddie,” he said as he picked up his knife and fork. “You demand, and nine times out of ten you receive. You better give her a good tip. I’ve noticed you only do around twenty percent. I might up that to thirty. These are hardworking women, and we don’t want them to think we’re cheap.”

EDDIE PULLED THE van into the carport that evening to see Russell running toward the driver’s side door. “Look,” the boy cried, and pointed to a three-inch scratch on his left arm.

Eddie got out of the van. “What happened?”

“I don’t know. I hit the bag five times in a row and then I was on the ground bleeding.”

“Five times in row?”

Russell nodded and tears filled his eyes.

“That’s a lot.”

“It’s the most I ever hit.”

“Let’s go inside and take a look and see how bad it is,” Eddie said, and the boy followed him into the house. Eddie got a beer from the refrigerator and drank half of it in two swallows. He scrubbed his hands and arms at the kitchen sink and then looked at the boy’s elbow and felt the joint. “I don’t think it’s broken, but move it again to make sure. All the way straight and then bend it as far as you can.”

Russell let out a small gasp.

“It hurts that bad?”

The boy nodded. “Do you think I’ll have to have surgery?”

“I don’t think so,” Eddie said, and put Russell’s arm under the faucet. He washed the scrape and dried it with a paper towel. “I think you’ll be okay. The scrape’s not bad, and I think the elbow is just bruised. This weekend I’ll move the speed bag down to your height. It’s too dangerous on the chair. I should have known better. Tonight we’ll let the cut air-dry and tomorrow, if you can’t bend it or it swells up, then get your mom to take you to the doctor. Is she home?”

Russell shook his head.

“Working?”

He shrugged.

“You hungry?”

Russell nodded.

“You ever been to an old-school Italian restaurant?”

“I’m not sure,” Russell said.

“There’s a great place called Gino’s. We’ll go there if your mom says it’s okay. I’ll text her. You up for cleaning brushes?”

“My elbow doesn’t hurt that bad, Eddie.”

“All right, you do the brushes. I’m gonna take a shower and we’ll go.”

IT WAS FIVE the next morning when Eddie’s phone rang.

“What are you doing, man?” Houston said.

“What the fuck do you think I’m doing?”

“Look, I’m downtown and I’m flat broke. You mind coming and getting me? I’m drunk as shit, but I can work today.”

“Take an Uber,” Eddie said.

“I don’t have it set up on my phone.”

“What about a cab?”

“Christ, Eddie, I told you, I’m broke. I got seventy-five cents to my name.”

Eddie let out a long breath. “All right, I’ll come get you, but you’re going to pay for this.”

“You know where the train station is?”

“Sure.”

“Meet me at the main entrance. And one last thing. You still off the smokes?”

“Yeah.”

“You got any lying around?”

“Maybe.”

“You mind bringing them? I’m dying, and like I said, all I got is a couple bucks and the bank doesn’t open until ten. And you won’t believe this, but maybe twenty minutes ago I was walking around and saw this guy smoking and I say to him, ‘Listen, bud . . .’”

Eddie hung up and turned on the bedside lamp. He got out of bed, put on a clean pair of painting pants and a clean shirt, and went to the bathroom to shave.

In the living room Early was sleeping next to Russell on the foldout sofa bed.

“Is everything okay, Eddie?” Russell asked.

“Yeah,” he whispered. “Don’t worry, go back to sleep.”

“Was it Marlene?”

“No.”

“Was it Houston?”

“Yeah.”

“You found him?”

“Maybe.”

“My elbow is better. Look.” In the dim light Eddie watched the boy bend his elbow back and forth.

“It looks a lot better. But no hitting the bag today.”

“I won’t hit the bag, Eddie, I promise.”


AT THE TRAIN station entrance Houston stood in brown slacks and a red polo shirt with a white penguin embroidered into the left breast. He had two gold rings on his left hand and white dress shoes on his feet. When he saw Eddie, he jogged to the van and jumped in. “Goddamn,” he said, and took a drag from a cigarette. “What a wild, wild week.”

“I thought you didn’t have smokes,” Eddie said, and pulled the van out of the parking lot.

“Well, you know how it is. As soon as I hung up, I saw this old bum with a scraggly beard. Turns out he wasn’t a bum and he wasn’t old. He’s just one of those rich guys who dresses like a bum. I asked if I could buy a stick off him, and the son of a bitch gave me a pack of American Spirits. I mean, it has like ten in it.”

Eddie took a pack of Old Golds from his shirt pocket and tossed them on Houston’s lap. “No smoking in the van. That shit’s over.”

“What the fuck, man? Really?” Houston put the cigarette out on the bottom of his shoe and set the butt inside the pack. “I wouldn’t have pegged you for being like that, Eddie. Like a hooker who becomes Christian. Up for anything and now she won’t get it on unless the lights are off.”

“You fucked me on the Tiller job.”

Houston put his feet on the dash. “Yeah, well, maybe I did, but maybe you take things too seriously. Have you ever thought of that?”

“I’d rather have you smoke than talk.”

Houston reopened the pack of American Spirits and lit the one he’d just put out. “Man, the world sure is a strange place, Eddie. Three days ago I almost got married and yesterday I lost eight thousand dollars, almost got killed, got what I think is sunstroke, and had to sit on a bus next to an old man who shit his pants outside of Bakersfield. And look, man, you’ll have to spot me today until I can get to my safe-deposit box. I only have ten bucks in my wallet and something’s going on with my crotch. I don’t know if she had something or we just went at it too hard but—”

Eddie pulled the van over. “Get the fuck out!”

“What are you talking about?”

“Get out of the van.”

“Come on, man, don’t be like that. I mean, Christ, Eddie, you didn’t even ask about my fiancée?”

“I’m tired of your shit. I really am. And please, I’m begging you, you gotta quit talking. We’re done, you’re fired. Get out of my van.”

Houston raised his hands. “I get it, man, I do. And I don’t blame you. I just . . . Well . . . Shit, I hate to ask this, as I can see you’re seriously pissed off, but can I borrow a twenty? I gotta get to St. Johns and I got nothing to my name.”

“You just said you had ten bucks in your wallet. It went from seventy-five cents to two dollars to ten. Wait a couple hours and it’ll be a twenty.”

“Come on, man, don’t be like that. You’re gonna have a fucking aneurysm, Eddie. You take shit way too personally, man. It ain’t healthy. It ain’t good for you. But I get it, I do, and I’ll get out, I really will. Just give me the twenty so I can get home. If you do that, I swear you’ll never see my face again. And that’s a promise.”

Eddie took twenty dollars from his wallet and handed it to him. “Now get the fuck out.”

IN THE VAN Cordarrel shut the passenger-side door and shook his head. “It’s okay that cigarettes have the upper hand on you, Eddie. It’s okay to admit they’re pistol-whipping you, but for God’s sake, at least admit it to yourself. If you can’t even do that, then really, what type of man are you? I mean, it smells like a bar in here.”

Eddie started the van and drove out of the neighborhood.

“And you said you quit.”

“Yeah.”

“A mirror must be a hard thing for you to look at,” Cordarrel said, and took a toothpick from his shirt pocket and began working his teeth. Eddie turned on the radio, but Cordarrel shut it off and cleared his throat. “I’m gonna tell you something, Eddie, something that might help you down the line if you’re lucky enough to ever have a woman again. See, my wife hasn’t had much interest in the bedroom since her change came. Some women become nymphomaniacs after the change, but to others, sex becomes a pair of old dirty socks that they just don’t want to put on anymore. If you ask your lady, just out of curiosity, you say, ‘Honey, why have you abandoned all that fancy lingerie in your dresser?’ She might reply, ‘You try wearing that shit, you son of a bitch.’ Those, my friend, are the two sides of the coin. The nymphomaniac and the dirty sock. But then there’s the witch. The woman who is many faces and many ideas and many people all within one woman. They are the nymphomaniac and the dirty sock plus a thousand other things. That, my friend, is my wife. This morning she woke me up in a black silk fishnet one-piece and rode me for thirty minutes. She was going so hard, with such urgency, that a few times I thought she’d have, and I’m not joking here, a heart attack. Yet just two weeks ago she said my body disgusted her and touching me made her want to throw up. She said she was thinking of moving me into my son Arnie’s old room because of my sleep apnea. But then this morning, well . . . I opened my eyes to a red lava lamp and Nat King Cole playing. She popped three Altoids in my mouth, told me not to talk, and got to work. Have you ever seen The Deer Hunter?”

“The Vietnam movie?”

“That’s the one.”

“Sure.”

“Do you remember the river cage? The cage where the captured soldiers are locked in with muddy diseased water up to their necks and rats chomping on their legs?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, that’s the low of living with a witch. And what I’ve just described is pretty low. Would you agree?”

“Yes.”

“But the highs are almost endlessly high, they are that black one-piece silk outfit. They are fried chicken, greens, mashed potatoes, and a yellow cake with chocolate frosting, all of which she made last night. When I asked her why she would make such a meal when it’s all the food that she and the doctors say will kill me, she replied, ‘Sometimes a good man deserves to be bad. Just like a good woman sometimes needs to make up for being bad by being extra good.’ And that, my friend, is the way of the witch. The witch is one woman and ten others. And me, I’m just one man. Born and raised in Chicago, so I both love and cherish and fight like Satan himself, the witch. If she’s eleven things, I try to be twelve.”

EDDIE PARKED AT the Overlook and they went in to see Houston waving from across the room. “I got us a table, menus, and a pitcher of water, no ice,” he yelled. They walked to him and Eddie put his arm around Houston and whispered, “You sit next to Cordarrel, motherfucker, and you’re still fired.”

A waitress came, carrying a pot of coffee. She poured Eddie a cup, looked at Cordarrel, and smiled. “Let’s start with you, big guy.”

“Are you serving lunch yet?”

“Some things. Just depends.”

“Could you do me a super-gourmet burger?”

“Burgers we can do.”

“I’ll have it with bacon and the egg scrambled.”

“Sure, with bacon and the egg scrambled.”

“And I’ll get that with fries, no salad. Also, I’ll take a Belgian waffle, no whipped cream, just butter and syrup. And can you heat the syrup?”

“Sure, we can do that.” She looked to Houston.

“Just another pint of Bud.”

She wrote it down and turned to Eddie, who ordered two eggs over medium, ham, hash browns, and wheat toast. “And can you make it two orders? The asshole drinking needs to eat.”

“But I ain’t hungry,” cried Houston.

“When was the last time you ate?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

Eddie slumped down in his seat and closed his eyes.

“Well, goddamn it,” Houston said. “If he’s gonna make me eat, I ain’t eating that. I’ll take the pancake special, eggs sunny-side up, and can you make it four sausage links and not two. And I’ll take a Bloody Mary, extra spicy.”

“Do you still want another Bud?”

“Sure, why not,” he said.

The waitress left and Eddie went outside. He found a bench near the parking lot and sat. Five minutes later Houston came out and stood in front of him. “You can’t leave me alone with that guy,” he said, and lit a cigarette. “He never shuts up. He keeps talking about all these weapons that the Vikings used and then about these guys called berserkers. And those guys, Jesus, they’re fucking crazy, man . . . And in between all that, he’s criticizing me. I mean, what gives him the right? It’s like all of a sudden he’s Mr. Big Boss and I’m nothing. I mean, I’ve only been gone a week.”

“I’m telling you, man, don’t fuck with me,” Eddie said. “I’m serious. Cordarrel’s right. It’s not even seven and you’re drunk and your brushes always look like shit and what the fuck are you doing being a painter when you’re scared of heights? And I’m telling you, if you don’t paint good today, I really am firing you. Seriously. I’m tired of your bullshit. I’ve had enough. I brought you a set of painting clothes in the van, they’re mine so they’ll fit big, but they’ll do. You’re gonna work all day and not bitch. And I don’t want any discussion, but I’m having you work with Cordarrel. I want you in the same fucking room with that guy all day.”

Houston stomped his feet. “You know I can’t work with him. I might as well live in my goddamn car.”

“You don’t have a car.”

“Jesus, you quit smoking and suddenly you’re the grim reaper. What happened to you, Eddie?”

“I’ll tell you what happened to Eddie. He had to hire Cordarrel because his only employee, a drunk fuckhead named after one of the worst cities in America, ditched me on a job I need to finish by Sunday.” Eddie got up and headed toward the restaurant. “And you better bust it today. If you spend half the day on the can, well . . . And at this rate, between your boozing and Cordarrel’s buffet-style eating, I’ll be too broke to even keep working.”

THAT EVENING EDDIE parked the van in the carport to see Russell standing on the wooden chair trying to hit the speed bag. Twice he looked back to make sure Eddie was watching, and then he jumped down and went to the driver’s side door. “Are you stuck in there, Eddie?”

“No.”

“Are you gonna get out?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I’m almost ready. Tomorrow after work I’ll lower the bag. I don’t think you should be on the chair anymore. You hit too hard. The chair might break.”

“The chair might break?”

“You got a lot of power.”

“I did hit it that one time really hard. Did you see?”

“I did,” Eddie said, and got out of the van. “I thought you were gonna break the bag off. I’m proud of you for practicing so much.”

“Do you have any brushes?”

“Six.”

“Houston showed up?”

“Yeah.”

“Did he get kidnapped?”

“No.”

“Did he get thrown in jail?”

“No.”

“Are you still mad at him?”

“He’s hard to stay mad at. If he shows up tomorrow, I’ll like him again.”

“Am I working tomorrow, Eddie?”

“If you want, you can pull tape. I’ll bring a sleeping bag in case you get tired or want to start later.”

“Is Cordarrel coming?”

“Nah. He’s done.”

“Can we bring Early?”

“Sure.”

“Eddie, are you hungry?”

“Yeah. You?”

“I am if you are.”

“Did you eat at all today?”

Russell shrugged.

“You can grab anything you want out of my fridge. I’ll start getting more shit you like. Maybe we should make a list tonight.”

Russell nodded.

“What’s your mom doing?”

“Working.”

“I’ll call her and check in.”

“Eddie, can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“Do you like The Avengers?”

“What’s that?”

“It’s a movie. It has Iron Man and Thor and Spider-Man and the Black Widow and Captain America. It’s got everyone.”

“And you want to see it?”

Russell nodded. “It’s at the St. Johns theater tonight. It starts at seven-thirty. We could walk there and I could buy the tickets. I have a lot of money that you gave me. Is it too late now?”

Eddie looked at his phone. “It’s six-forty-five. You want to go, huh?”

“I do if you do.”

“They got pizza at that place, right?”

He nodded.

“You fed Early?”

“I fed him and picked up the yard.”

“Good man. Okay, you do the brushes and I’ll get cleaned up and we’ll walk down there. And keep your money.”

“Thanks, Eddie,” Russell yelled, and ran down the side of the van to the back door and took out the bucket of brushes.
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Scars

Connie sat at the kitchen table. “I understand,” she said into the phone. “I hope so . . . And that’s where? Hold on, let me write it down.” She looked through a junk drawer and found a pen. On a grocery bag she began writing. “So this Tuesday? Okay . . . All right . . . Of course, I’ll be there . . . Okay . . . Thank you, goodbye.”

Russell stood at the edge of the kitchen and watched his mother take a pack of cigarettes from her purse and light one. She kept it between her lips and took a bottle of tomato juice from the refrigerator. In a glass she put ice, grabbed the half-gallon of vodka sitting next to the toaster, filled it a third full, and topped it with tomato juice. She salted and peppered it, put in a half-dozen drops of Tabasco sauce, stirred it with her finger, and took a drink. At the kitchen table she sat and put her feet up on the chair across from her.

“Did you eat breakfast?” she asked.

“I had a bowl of cereal,” Russell said.

“Well, Curtis is getting out on Tuesday.”

“He’s getting out?”

“Yeah,” she said.

“Is he gonna live here?”

“Where else would he live?” His mother ran her hands through her hair. Her face was pale and tired and her eyes were bloodshot. “I just don’t know . . . Why can’t he be more like you? You miss the toilet bowl half the time and forget to lock the front door, but other than that, I barely know you’re here. The house stays clean and I get to sleep and I don’t have to worry all the time . . . I just don’t know if I can do it again.” She blew her nose with a paper towel and stood up. “I gotta get some sleep. I’m exhausted. I worked until four and then that bitch had to call and I have work tonight.” She took a twenty-dollar bill from her purse, handed it to Russell, and left the kitchen.

Russell went to Eddie’s house to find Eddie and the van gone. He paced the backyard and then collapsed in the carport and sobbed. After that he began walking toward the jobsite he thought Eddie was on. He didn’t call Eddie first or put the twenty dollars his mother had given him in his pocket or even notice that it was raining. He just left in a flannel shirt, jeans, and tennis shoes and walked across the St. Johns Bridge.

Along the shoulder of Highway 30 he went, and he fell into fits of sobbing as semitrucks, cars, and pickups blew past him at sixty miles an hour. It was four miles of that before he reached the industrial section of town where the sidewalks began. It was another three miles to Northwest Twenty-Third, where the shops and stores and restaurants were.

An old woman in a floral-print pantsuit stood under the awning of McMenamin’s Tavern & Pool. Russell asked her what time it was. The woman said two p.m. After that he began running. Because Eddie only worked half days on Saturday. Block after block he went, and again he fell into fits of crying and hopelessness until he came to Escape From New York Pizza. The house Eddie was painting was only two streets up from there. He crossed Twenty-Third and ran up the hill and finally he saw Eddie’s van parked in the driveway of a three-story house. By then he was so exhausted he could barely climb the porch steps.

The front door was unlocked, Russell went inside, and on the second floor he found Eddie painting the ceiling of a large bedroom. In a weak voice he cried out “Eddie” and collapsed to the floor.

Eddie rushed over to him. “What are you doing here, man? Are you okay?”

Russell’s shirt and jeans were soaked with rain, and snot leaked from his nose. He looked up and whispered, “I need the lawn mower tonight.”

“The lawn mower?” Eddie knelt beside him. “What’s going on?”

Russell began sobbing.

“Why are you so wet? Did you walk all the way here?”

But Russell couldn’t quit crying and he couldn’t catch his breath.

“Are you hungry?” Eddie asked. “I haven’t stopped since seven this morning, and I need to eat.”

The boy looked at him and nodded.

Eddie stood back up. “I want you to do something for me first. Take off your shirt. I’ll put it next to the shop lights to dry.”

The boy took off the gray flannel, showing a white T-shirt underneath. Eddie took it from him, wrung it out, and set it on a ladder next to two shop lights. “Now I want you to stand up and take some deep breaths. Let’s see you do it.”

Russell got to his feet and tried to breathe.

“That’s good. I just have to finish the ceiling and we’ll get out of here. The bedroom next to this one is painted light blue and it’s done. If you got it in you, start pulling paper and tape from the baseboards, okay?”

Russell nodded.

“I’ll be done in fifteen minutes. Your shirt will be a lot drier by then. What color did I say the room was?”

“Light blue.”

“Good man,” Eddie said, and went back to the roller. “And remember to breathe, Russell. Most people forget to do that when they get upset. Breathe in as deep as you can and slowly let the air out. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“What are you supposed to remember?”

“To breathe,” Russell whispered.

“And what color’s the room?”

“Blue.”

“Early’s around here somewhere. Last time I saw him, he was in the master bedroom, laying on the heat vent.”

AT A TABLE in Kornblatt’s Delicatessen, Russell took a sip of Sprite and looked at the grilled cheese sandwich in front of him.

“And you’re sure he’s getting out?”

Russell nodded.

“What does your mom say?”

Russell shrugged. “I need the engine, Eddie.”

“I know, man, but the problem with the plane is that even if you could build it and get it to fly, you couldn’t make it all the way to Hawaii without stopping.”

“Why not?”

“It’s a long way. You’d need to refuel.”

“Refuel?”

“Yeah. You’d need a lot of gas to get to Hawaii. And there’s no place to land in between. There’s nothing but ocean.”

“I didn’t know.”

“Are you sure you’re not hungry?”

“I’m sorry, Eddie. I thought I was, but I don’t feel like eating now.”

RUSSELL DIDN’T SPEAK on the way home, and when they came to Eddie’s house he left without saying goodbye. Night came and he was alone in the house and he couldn’t sleep until his mother came home at four. When he woke next, it was eleven in the morning and he went to Eddie’s house but again Eddie was gone. On the back door was a note:


Russell,

I’ll be home around five. I’m doing a bid and then buying a couple things at Home Depot. I tried knocking on your door this morning to talk with your mom but no one answered. I’ll speak to her tonight. Hope you’re feeling better. Don’t worry too much. I’ll help you figure this out.

Eddie



Russell went back to his house and to his mother’s room to find a naked man he’d never seen asleep next to her. There were no sheets over him and he had black hair and tattoos on his arms and shoulders. Russell went back to his room and dressed in long underwear, jeans, and a thick sweatshirt. In his closet he grabbed a raincoat. On the kitchen table he found his mother’s purse. He took a credit card from it and put it in his pocket. In the living room he opened her laptop and found the address to Hap’s Used Motorcycles and ATVs. He wrote down the directions and left.

At a bus stop on Lombard Street an old man in a red electric wheelchair stopped in front of him. The man wore a porkpie hat, and his left leg below the knee was missing. He was eating from a bowl of soup that had a chicken leg in it. The soup spilled on his shirt and pants as he tried to speak to the boy. Russell became so frightened that he ran to the next bus stop, where a black woman in a red coat and a white hat sat alone on a bench seat.

“How do you pay to get on the bus?”

The old woman looked at him. “Do you have a pass?”

Russell shook his head.

“Do have money? It’s two-eighty for a ride.”

Russell nodded.

“Where are you going?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“I’m going to visit my grandma,” he said.

The old woman smiled. “I’ll get on with you and show you how,” she said.

Russell stayed next to her and waited. When the bus came, he took a seat beside her and rode for a half hour to Columbia and Eighty-Second and got off. After that he walked another mile and a half. Two different times he stopped in stores to ask directions, but finally he came to it, a lime green pole-barn building with a black-and-white sign that read: Hap’s Used Motorcycles and ATVs.

Inside, motorcycles were lined against one wall and ATVs against the other. Russell walked to a red-and-white Honda XR70 and stopped. The owner of Hap’s, a large middle-aged man with thin gray hair and glasses, came from behind the counter.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

Russell pointed to the XR70. “When I buy it, can you show me how to start it and where to put the gas in?”

“Sure,” the man said. “Where are your folks?”

“My mom’s sleeping. She told me to give you this.” Russell took the credit card from his pocket and gave it to the man.

“Your mom’s not here?”

Russell shook his head.

“I’ll have to call her to make sure it’s okay.”

“But she’s sleeping,” Russell said. “I gave you the card, so I’ll take the motorcycle now. Just tell me how to make it work and I’ll leave.”

“Does she know you have her card?”

Russell’s legs began to shake.

“How old are you?”

“Eight.”

“Let’s give her a call first.”

“Please don’t call her.”

The man stepped toward the boy and again asked for the phone number and Russell told him.

EDDIE PARKED THE van in front of Hap’s Used Motorcycles and ATVs. He spoke to the owner, put Connie’s credit card in his wallet, and went to the back room, where Russell sat watching TV, drinking a Coke. “You’re a crazy little fucker,” Eddie said, and put his hand on Russell’s head and tousled his hair. “Your mom’s at work. She asked me to come get you.”

“Did she tell him I could have it, Eddie?”

“No, man, it doesn’t work that way.”

“But I had the card.”

“It’s not your card. You can’t just walk in and buy shit with your mom’s credit card. You have to earn it. You have to have your own card, you have to make your own money. Anyway, let’s get out of here. The owner was supposed to close an hour ago, and he’s been waiting.”

IN FRED MEYER, Russell pushed the cart and Eddie bought groceries. At the house he made lentils and quesadillas and they ate dinner in front of the TV. Afterward, Eddie got a glass from the cupboard, put ice and tequila in it, and sat across from the boy at the kitchen table.

“Can I ask you a question?” he said.

Russell nodded.

“How did you know how to get to Hap’s?”

“The internet.”

“Ah,” Eddie said. “I always forget you know about all that shit. And you took the bus there?”

“Yeah.”

“How did you know how to do that?”

“TriMet’s Plan a Trip.”

Eddie laughed. “How did you know about that?”

“My nana showed me. She couldn’t see the computer screen, so I used to help her.”

“And you just got on the bus?”

“An old lady helped me.”

“How’d she do that?”

“She got me on for free.”

“She did?”

“Yeah.”

“Be careful of people you don’t know, man. Sometimes they seem nice when they aren’t nice.”

“But she was nice, Eddie.”

“Good, I’m glad. So where were you gonna go if you’d gotten the motorcycle?”

Russell shrugged.

“I don’t blame you for wanting to get out of here. I’d feel the same way. I’m just curious. Where?”

“Los Angeles.”

“Los Angeles?”

Russell nodded.

“Why Los Angeles?”

“Captain America lives there.”

“Captain America?”

“I’ll get the medicine. Then I’ll be okay, Eddie.”

“What kind of medicine?”

Russell shrugged. “He just takes it and then he’s not small anymore. He takes it and he’s the best.”

“Who’s the best? Captain America?”

The boy nodded.

“But that’s just a movie, Russell. There’s no medicine in Los Angeles to make you strong and big. I’m sorry to tell you, man, but Captain America isn’t real. He’s just made up.”

“Then what am I gonna do?”

“I don’t know,” Eddie said, and took a drink. “I had a talk with your mom this afternoon. She knows you’re scared. She said there will be some changes. She’s gonna get up with you in the morning, get you breakfast, and walk you to school. She’s also going to set ground rules for Curtis, and one of those rules is that he’s not to bother you or pick on you. She also said she wants you both home more. No more wandering around all the time. You’re always welcome here, but now you have to check in with her first to see if it’s okay. She also said she wants you guys to start working as a team. I’m not sure what that means, exactly, but that’s what she said.”

Russell began to sob.

“I know all this is hard to hear. You’re in a tough spot, man. So I’m going to do a couple things. You can tell your mom what I’m about to tell you, but don’t tell Curtis. Okay?”

Russell nodded.

“When Curtis gets out, I’m gonna lock the gate so he can’t come from your backyard into mine. That doesn’t mean I don’t want you around. I just don’t want him around. I want you to come over any time you want. And I got you this.” From his shirt pocket Eddie took a key with a chain around it. “Keep this key around your neck. The key opens my front and back door. If Curtis is picking on you, just run over here, lock yourself inside, and call me or your mom and wait. But whatever you do, don’t let him in.”

Russell nodded.

“It’s going to be okay.”

Russell stared at the kitchen table.

“Do you want some dessert? We got the ice cream sandwiches you picked out.”

Russell shook his head and stood up. “I guess I better go home now, Eddie.”

“You can stay if you want.”

“You said my mom wants me home.”

“I didn’t mean right this second, man. Do you want to hit the speed bag?”

Russell shook his head and headed for the back door. “I’m not very good at it, so what’s the point?”

“Come here and at least let me put the key around your neck.”

Russell went to him and Eddie put the chain over the boy’s head. “Now keep it under your shirt and don’t show it to anyone. And remember, if he starts scaring you, leave and come here and lock yourself inside. Then call your mom or me. If you can’t get ahold of us, call 911. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“I’ll come over here and hide. And then I’ll call you and then 911.”

IN THE PARKING lot of Donald E. Long Juvenile Detention Center they walked to the Subaru. Curtis had been incarcerated for three and a half months but showed no emotion as they left. Connie drove to St. Johns, to Signal Station Pizza, but Curtis didn’t get out of the car when she went inside. She placed the order and stood under the building’s awning and smoked a cigarette. Twice she waved to Curtis but neither time did he acknowledge her. The order came up, and she put the pizza in the backseat and drove to Safeway. Again Curtis stayed behind. She bought a bottle of wine for herself, a two-liter bottle of Coke for the boys, a bag of salad, and a bottle of dressing. Curtis had his hoodie up and his eyes closed when she got back in the car.

“You must be exhausted,” she said, and drove out of the parking lot. Curtis remained silent and kept still. When they came to their street, Connie pulled over a block from their house and lit a cigarette. “We need to talk before we get home. Can you do that?”

But Curtis kept his eyes closed and didn’t move.

“Well,” she said. “Then just listen. I’m hoping we can start over . . . I want you to know I’m sorry I haven’t been around more, but I’m changing that. I’m going down to three nights. I’ll be gone Thursday, Friday, and Saturday. I’ll be home for the rest. God knows I haven’t been the best mother, but I’m gonna try to be better. I really am. But you also need to try. You have to stay in school and get passing grades. They don’t have to be much, just good enough so no one gets on my ass. Okay?” She put her hand on his shoulder. “Are you listening?”

Curtis didn’t answer.

“Goddamn it, I’m really trying here. Remember, I’m not the one who stole a car and beat the fuck out of his little brother and hit a cop. You did that. So don’t give me a bunch of attitude.” She took a drag from her cigarette, blew the smoke out a crack in the window, and waited.

Curtis said nothing.

“So this is the way it’s going to be, huh? You trying to act like a tough guy? Well, it’s my house, and your tough-guy bullshit won’t work on me. I’ve been around a lot of tougher guys than you. And my God, leave Russell alone. If I find out you’ve been fucking with him, I’ll . . .”

“You’ll what?” Curtis said, and opened his eyes.

“I don’t know,” she said, and let out a laugh. “But leave the guy alone.”

“He’s pathetic.”

Connie knocked the ash from her cigarette out the window. “He’s eight years old, Curtis. And he’s your brother and he’s harmless. I mean, why do you always have to beat up on him when he can’t fight back? It’s really fucked up.”

“He’s only my half brother, not my real brother,” Curtis said. “And why are you always siding with him?”

“The only reason I side with him is because you’re always torturing him, and my God, it’s hard enough for him. He’s the smallest kid in his class and he cries at everything. He’s not strong like you. I mean, he still wets the bed. But he’s gotta live in the house, too. And I’m telling you, if you keep beating him up, the same bullshit fuckers will come back and take you away. If you want that, well, that’s your fucking problem. But if you want to live at the house, don’t beat him up. It’s pretty simple. You don’t have to like Russell, I don’t give a shit if you hate him. Just leave him alone. And for fuck’s sake, don’t steal any more of Eddie’s shit.”

“I hate that fucking guy.”

“Well, he was a good friend of your granddad’s, and he’s been helping us out. He’s been taking Russell off my hands, and while you were gone, the hot-water heater went out and he replaced the element for free. So leave his shit alone.”

“What, are you sucking his dick, too?”

Connie erupted. She slapped Curtis on the face as hard as she could. “You little fucking punk,” she said, and nearly hit him again. “You’re a seriously stupid fuck to talk to me that way. You’re just like your dad, a stupid fucking asshole with not a brain in his head.”

Tears welled in Curtis’s eyes, the left side of his face was red, but he said nothing. He just leaned against the passenger door and closed his eyes. Connie began driving again, her hands shaking as she did. She parked in front of their garage and took the pizza and the bag of groceries from the backseat. “You gonna stay in the car all night and sulk?” she asked. “Or do you want to come in and eat?”

THURSDAY CAME, HIS mother went back to work, and Russell didn’t go home after school. He looked in shopwindows, walked through Fred Meyer and Safeway, and sat by the river. When it grew dark, he waited in Eddie’s carport. It was past seven when the work van pulled in, and the boy ran to the driver’s side door.

“Do you have any brushes?” he asked.

“Not tonight,” Eddie said, and got out. He opened the side door and Early jumped down. “It was all sanding, filling, and taping. How was school?”

Russell shrugged.

“Why do you still have your backpack? You haven’t gone home yet?”

Russell shook his head.

“Your mom’s at work?”

“Yeah.”

“And Curtis is home?”

Russell nodded.

“The first night of that, huh?”

Russell shrugged.

“Well, I’m making chicken piccata for dinner. It’s sort of like Italian fried chicken and gravy. I think you’d like it. It’ll probably take me an hour. You want to come in and warm up?”

Russell nodded and they went inside. Eddie grabbed a beer from the refrigerator and scrubbed his hands, arms, and face at the sink. Russell went to the living room and petted Early and then sat at the kitchen table and watched as Eddie chopped four small potatoes into cubes, put them in a baking dish with olive oil and salt and pepper, and set them in the oven. After that he started on the chicken piccata. He was on his second beer when Russell finally began talking. He told Eddie about a girl who screamed in class, about a boy who hit another boy and was sent to the principal’s office, and how Ms. Beck said he did good on his penmanship exercise.

When he got home that night, Curtis was in the living room playing video games. Russell went to his grandmother’s room and put on his pajamas. He used the toilet, brushed his teeth, and got in her bed. He was nearly asleep when Curtis walked by the bedroom and opened and slammed the door as hard as he could. He did it a half-dozen times throughout the night and Russell didn’t sleep until three-thirty, when his mother got home.

The alarm clock radio went off at seven, but he slept through it. His mother came into his room and shook him awake. “For fuck’s sake, Russell, you can’t just let that thing go on and on.” She shut it off and went back to her room. Russell got up and went to the bathroom and locked the door. He used the toilet and ran back to his room and dressed. He didn’t eat breakfast, he just left the house.

When school ended that day, he went to Ace Hardware. He bought a door latch and then walked the streets of St. Johns until dark. His house was empty when he came home. On the stove was a pot of beef stew. Next to it was a note that said, Here’s dinner. There are rolls in the lazy Susan. Whoever eats last remember to turn off the stove and leave the stew uncovered until it’s cooled then put it in the fridge. XO Mom.

Russell got a bowl from the cupboard and poured a scoop of stew into it. He took a roll from the lazy Susan and a can of Sprite from the fridge and went to his grandmother’s room and ate at her old desk. When he’d finished, he set the dishes in the kitchen sink and tried to install the latch on the door. It came with screws, but he wasn’t strong enough to get them into the wood. In the basement he looked through his granddad’s nail jars and found eight small nails. With a hammer, he crudely nailed the latch to the inside of his bedroom door and the doorjamb.

In the kitchen he found an empty tomato juice bottle and took it to his room. By eight he was in his pajamas with the bedroom door locked and the lights off. At nine he heard three voices in the kitchen: Curtis, Berny, and Josh. It was past ten when Curtis tried to open Russell’s bedroom door. The lock held, so Curtis hit it. “Fucking pussy!” he said. Ten minutes later there was another hit and after that another. It was past midnight when it stopped and the house grew quiet and Russell fell asleep. His alarm clock said 3:40 when he heard his mother yelling.

“Seriously, Curtis? I make us dinner, and you and your friends eat it all and destroy my kitchen. You didn’t turn off the stove, the pot’s ruined, and I haven’t eaten all fucking day. Did Russell even get some?”

“Why is everything always about Russell?”

“That’s bullshit. I mean, how stupid are you? Everything’s always about you. Don’t you get that? Grandma going into the home is because of you, Russell pissing the bed is because of you, me getting an ulcer and gray hair and having to deal with that bitch Yvette’s mom is all because of you. And you, you can’t even put dishes in the sink or turn off a fucking stove.”

“You never told us you wanted us to do the dishes.”

“Are you fucking serious, that’s your excuse? My God, no wonder you were in jail.”

“At least I’m not a drunk who fucks guys for money,” Curtis screamed.

After that Russell could hear a struggle and he could hear things breaking in Curtis’s bedroom. “How dare you talk like that to your mother,” she screamed in a way he had never heard. After that Curtis’s bedroom door began slamming shut. He did it seven times before he heard his mother yell from the kitchen, “You do that once more and I’m calling the cops and I’ll let those cocksuckers do whatever they want to you.”

Curtis was quiet after that. Russell could then hear the faucet running in the kitchen, and it ran for a long time while his mother did the dishes. When it stopped he unlocked his bedroom door and walked down the hallway to see his mother at the kitchen table. She was smoking a cigarette and drinking a glass of tomato juice.

BEFORE SCHOOL ONE morning Russell was in the shower. He forgot to lock the door and Curtis came in and pushed him through the shower curtain. Russell fell and Curtis pulled the curtain back and saw the key around Russell’s neck. He grabbed him by the hair, took the chain and the key, and pulled Russell’s fingers back until Russell told him that the key went to Eddie’s house.

THREE WEEKS PASSED. Russell quit paying attention at school and no longer did his homework. His days were spent in a worried haze. He began falling asleep at his desk. Out of concern, the school called his mother. When Thursday came, the start of his mother’s workweek, Russell vomited on the floor in the cafeteria. A teacher sent him to the nurse’s office. The nurse called his mother and put him on a cot, where he slept all afternoon. When he went to Eddie’s house for dinner that night, he had no appetite.

“Are you sure you’re not sick?” Eddie asked. “I mean, you barely ate, and we had breakfast for dinner. You always like eggs and Tater Tots.”

“I’m sorry, Eddie.”

“Is it Curtis?”

Russell shrugged.

“Do you want me to talk to him?”

“It’ll just make it worse,” he said.

“Is there anything I can do?”

Russell’s face suddenly turned red and his hands clenched into fists. He stood up and headed for the back door. “You didn’t let me buy the motorcycle and you ruined my airplane,” he screamed. “I hate your fucking guts, Eddie.”

ANOTHER WEEK PASSED. Friday came. Russell left school and walked the neighborhood until dark. He tried to stay out longer but his feet began to freeze. At home Curtis was playing video games in the living room. Russell went to his room and locked the door latch. He took off his clothes and put on his pajamas and peed in the tomato juice jug. He didn’t brush his teeth or leave the room. He got in bed and in the warmth fell asleep. It was past ten when it started. Josh and Curtis each beat on the door and said things like “We’re going to cut your fingers off! We’re gonna make you suck my dog’s dick! We’re gonna shave your head and cut your tongue out!”

In the darkness Russell began to sob. He peed in his pajamas. It was an hour before he had the courage to get up and take them off. With a T-shirt from the hamper he cleaned himself and dressed for school by flashlight. In the farthest corner from the door he sat until his mother got home at five. At six he made a peanut-butter-and-jam sandwich and ate it at the kitchen table. He didn’t brush his teeth or comb his hair and walked to school two hours early.

THE NEXT THURSDAY came and Russell didn’t go to school. In his backpack he put a pair of jeans, a shirt, two pairs of underwear, two pairs of socks, and swim trunks. In the kitchen he took a knife, a fork, and a spoon and set those in his pack along with three peanut-butter-and-jam sandwiches. He put the pack on his back and walked a block to a house where a middle-aged couple lived. Russell sat across the street and watched the house until a man opened the garage, got on a bicycle, and rode off. After that a woman left in a car. Russell waited five minutes, then walked to the side of their garage, where a green plastic kayak hung from hooks. He stood on a recycling container and moved the kayak back and forth until it fell to the ground.

He dragged the kayak through the gate and pulled it past the couple’s driveway and then down the sidewalk toward the Willamette River half a mile away. Not once did he look up. Car after car passed, and when a woman walking by with a small black dog asked, “What you doing with that?,” Russell didn’t stop or answer. He just kept pulling.

Cathedral Park Boat Ramp came into sight. By then Russell was out of breath and struggling. In the parking lot was a police car with an officer inside doing paperwork. He saw the boy pulling the kayak along the asphalt. He rolled down the window and called out to Russell. When the boy saw it was a policeman, he began shaking.

The officer got out of the car. “Why aren’t you in school?”

Russell shook his head.

“Where did you drag the kayak from?”

“I gotta get to the ramp,” Russell whispered.

“Why?”

“I’m going to Los Angeles.”

“You’re going to take that thing all the way to Los Angeles?”

Russell nodded.

“What are you going to do when you get there?”

Russell shrugged.

The officer looked inside the kayak. “Did you bring any water?”

“Water?”

“Yeah, and you don’t have a life jacket, and you forgot a paddle. How did you figure you were gonna move without a paddle?”

“It doesn’t have a paddle?”

“No.”

Tears welled in Russell’s eyes.

“Where are your parents?”

The boy shook his head.

“Tell me their number and I’ll call them.”

Russell sat on the ground and began sobbing. He gave the policeman his mother’s number. Fifteen minutes later she arrived in the Subaru. She was dressed in powder blue sweats, a brown corduroy coat, and slippers. Her hair was in a ponytail. She wore no makeup, her face was swollen, she was hungover, but she did her best. She flirted with the officer, and four separate times she got him to laugh, and in the end he helped her tie the kayak to the roof rack and let them drive away.

“We’ll drop the kayak off first,” his mother said. “Just tell me which house, and let’s hope to God they’re not home.” Russell told her the street, and when they came to it, he pointed out the house. His mother took the kayak off the roof, dragged it to the side of the garage, and left it. She then drove them to St. Johns Coffee Roasters and got a latte for herself and a hot chocolate and a donut for Russell. They sat in the car across the street in the bank parking lot. She lit a cigarette, called Russell’s school and told them he was sick, and then leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes. “God, I’m tired,” she said.

Russell ate the donut, drank the hot chocolate, and stared out the window.

“I don’t know if it’s just you not being able to stand up to him or if he’s really that bad. Is he that bad?” She looked at Russell, but he only stared at the glove box in front of him.

“I’m mad at you for the kayak, sure, but not really mad . . . I just don’t know what to do. I really don’t. I’m starting to think . . .” She took a drag from her cigarette and blew the smoke out the crack in the window. “I hate to say this, and don’t tell Curtis I told you, but I’m getting scared of him, too. He’s so fucking big now, and I just don’t know who he is or what he’s thinking anymore. And he makes me so fucking mad I lose my temper. There’s just something in him that sets me off. But now . . . Well . . . What I’m scared of is that if I lose my temper on him, he’ll lose his on me.”

She put her hand on Russell’s leg and squeezed. “Don’t ever tell him I told you this, but I wish they’d just take him away. His dad was scary, too. He really was. He was a . . . I don’t know . . . I don’t know what to do, Russell. I really don’t. But you can’t run away. I’m having a hard enough time as it is, and we don’t need anybody else on our ass. And they’ll get on our ass, believe me. I mean, they call me enough about you already . . . All I know is that it was a hell of a lot easier with him gone. And I like you, Russell. So remember that. I like you a hell of a lot more than Curtis.” She threw the cigarette out the window and started the car. “All right, let’s get you home. I have to get some sleep before work. You get the day off, but don’t go stealing another kayak, and don’t walk around near the school. I’ll tell Curtis to lay off, and I’ll think of something, but for right now I’m beat and I look like shit and I need sleep.”


RUSSELL ATE LUNCH at Burgerville and walked back to the river and sat on the boat dock. He didn’t go home until he was too cold to stay outside. He was hungry but didn’t eat. In the living room Curtis was playing video games. Russell used the toilet and went to his grandmother’s room and locked the door. With pillows, clothes, and an extra blanket he made a body in the bed. After that he put his sleeping bag in the closet and shut himself inside with the tomato juice jug. Hours passed and he was almost asleep when he heard Josh’s and Berny’s voices. They didn’t bang on the door, they didn’t bother him, but even so Russell was frightened enough that he couldn’t move. When he had to urinate, he didn’t use the tomato juice jug, he just pissed in his school pants.

He woke the next morning before the alarm rang. He threw his soiled clothes in the hamper and got in the shower. After that he dressed and went to his mother’s room and shook her awake.

“What?” she whispered.

“I’m too sick to go to school. Will you call them?”

She nodded but went back to sleep. Russell pushed on her again and she turned on her bedside lamp, put on a pair of reading glasses, and got her phone. She called the school and then set the phone back on the bedside table and turned the light off. “My purse is on the dresser. Take a ten for lunch, okay?”

“Okay.”

“And Russell, a girl from work gave me an idea. Be back here by three so I can tell you. And don’t steal anything or run away, and don’t hang out near the school. You’re supposed to be sick.”

He took the ten from her purse and left the house. He walked to Fred Meyer and went up and down the aisles and did the same at Ace Hardware and Grocery Outlet. For lunch he ate at Burgerville and then walked to the river and watched for passing boats. At 2:50 he went home to find his mother in the bathroom putting on makeup. “He’s not here, so don’t worry,” she said. “I won’t be home until three tonight, but I told Curtis he had to leave you alone and he seemed to finally understand that he has to if he wants to live here. But that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about. I told a friend at work what’s going on and she said to give you a phone. That you should record if Curtis is mean to you and then we can show it to his parole officer. They probably won’t give a shit, but we can try. I have an old iPhone that’s almost done charging. You know how to record on it?”

Russell shook his head.

“It’s easy. I’ll show you when I get dressed.”

Russell sat at the kitchen table and waited. His mother came down the hall dressed in a black Adidas tracksuit. Her face and hair were done up. She smoked a cigarette and showed him how to use the voice memo app on the phone and after that he sat on the couch and watched TV. At four his mother put a blanket over him, kissed him goodbye, and left. The heat was on, it was warm under the blanket, and he fell asleep.

He woke to his brother’s voice: “Get the fuck off my couch!” Berny and Josh were with him. Russell got up and went to his grandmother’s room. He put on his shoes and coat and left the house. It was seven p.m. and raining. He went to Eddie’s house but the van was gone so he walked down Lombard Street to Signal Station Pizza and ate a slice and sat there as long as he could. It was past nine when he came back to find the house empty. He went to his room, locked the door, and made the same sort of body in his bed with pillows, a blanket, and clothes. In the closet he got into his sleeping bag fully dressed with his shoes on and held the iPhone his mother had given him.

At midnight it began. Curtis beat on the door and yelled, “I’m gonna cut your fucking fingers off!” Ten minutes later Josh yelled, “I’m gonna shave your head and make you lick my dog’s ass.” When Berny came to the door he said, more quietly, “Don’t worry, they’re just messing around.”

It was past one when the three broke into Russell’s room and turned on the overhead light. They wore ski masks: Curtis’s red, Josh’s black, and Berny’s orange. They jumped on Russell’s bed to find nothing but pillows, a blanket, and clothes. Russell turned on the iPhone, hit record, and leaned the phone against the wall. Curtis opened the closet and found Russell and grabbed him by the hair and threw him on the bed.

“Let’s strip him first,” Josh said.

Berny took off his ski mask and stepped back. Russell started to scream and Curtis punched him in the stomach.

Josh took off Russell’s shoes and pants and said, “We should cut his eyelids off, and then he’ll never sleep and he’ll go insane.” He then pulled off the boy’s underwear and laughed. “Holy shit,” he said. “Look how little his dick is. You can barely see the fucking thing.”

Russell began hyperventilating.

Berny stepped out of the room into the hallway. “Leave him alone,” he said. “I mean, what the fuck?” But there was no conviction in his voice and he said nothing more. He just grabbed his coat and left the house. Josh handed the box cutter to Curtis, who put it in his hoodie pocket and got on the bed and straddled Russell. He hit him hard once in the face and after that Russell quit moving his head. “You’ve been fucking me over every day I’ve been back. Every day, and now you’ve made her hate me just like you made Nana hate me.”

Russell tried to move his legs but Josh held them down.

Curtis took the box cutter and opened the blade and moved it until it touched the skin next to the corner of Russell’s left eye. Russell screamed so hard that his bowels let go.

“The motherfucker just shit the bed!” Josh laughed and let go of Russell’s legs and moved to the edge of the room. Curtis jumped off the bed but didn’t leave. “You say anything to her, anything at all, if you even talk to her anymore, it’ll be worse. I’ll kill you. You’re just lucky tonight because you’re such a pussy you shit your pants. Next time I won’t care.”

IT WAS FOUR a.m. when Connie came home to the lights in the house on. She set her purse on the kitchen counter, took off her shoes, and made a Bloody Mary. With a drink in her hand, she began shutting the lights off. In the bathroom there was urine on the seat of the toilet. She took a handful of toilet paper, wiped the seat off, flushed it, and turned off the light. She came to the living room and saw that the TV, both lamps, and the overhead light were on. A dozen empty beer cans were on the coffee table. She turned off the TV and the lights and went down the hall to Russell’s room. The door was open and the overhead light was on and she saw the boy on the bed, naked. He looked dead. Her drink dropped to the carpet and she rushed to him. Her hand went to his forehead. His skin was warm. He opened his eyes and looked at her.

“Thank God,” she cried. “Are you okay, baby?”

Russell began sobbing and she helped him up and into the shower. While he washed, she pulled the sheets off his bed, threw them in the garage, and sat at the kitchen table and called Eddie. She tried three times before he answered, and five minutes later he knocked on the kitchen door. She started a pot of coffee and went to the bathroom and helped Russell into a pair of sweats. When he came to the kitchen and saw Eddie, he went to him and hugged him and cried in his arms.

Connie asked him what had happened but Russell wouldn’t speak. He sat at the kitchen table and stared at the table in front of him. Connie poured Eddie a cup of coffee and made another Bloody Mary. “If you don’t want to talk right now, that’s okay,” she said. “But did you use the phone?”

Russell nodded.

“You did? You really did?”

“I think so,” he whispered, and told her where he had left it. Connie went to his room, found it still recording, and came back to the kitchen. She motioned to Eddie and he followed her to the living room. When they came back, Eddie said, “You must be pretty beat?”

The boy nodded.

“Do you want to sleep at my place tonight?”

“If you want me to, Eddie.”

“We’ll set you up there, and then your mom and I can talk and listen to the recorder, okay?”

Russell nodded.

Connie put shoes on Russell’s feet and they walked to Eddie’s house. Eddie put him in his own bed and called for Early, and the old dog jumped up and lay next to the boy. “We’ll just be next door,” Eddie said. “I’m locking everything, and I have good locks. And I know Early is old, but he’s tough and he’ll protect you. So just try to relax and try to sleep, all right?”

Russell nodded.

“I love you bunches,” his mother said. She kissed him three times on the forehead. Eddie left the light in the hallway on and locked the front door and they went back to Connie’s house. At the kitchen table they listened to the recording and they were both in tears when it finished.

“I don’t know what to do,” Connie said, and took a drink. “Should I call the cops? Should I give this to his parole officer?”

“I think you have to.”

Connie put her elbows on the table and covered her face with her hands.

“Do you know where Curtis is now?”

She shook her head. “He stole your car and hit a cop and only got three months. What if they don’t put him back? Then what?”

“I don’t know.”

“Can I just kick him out?”

“I don’t know anything about stuff like this,” Eddie said. “Do you have any relatives Russell could stay with?”

“Not really,” she said. “None that would want him.”

After a time Eddie said, “Well, he can stay at my place until you figure it out. I have an extra room. At least he’ll be safe that way.”

Connie drank from her glass and lit a cigarette. “You’d do that?”

“I just don’t see it ending well unless something changes.”

Connie smoked half her cigarette before she spoke again. “If you do take him, I can’t pay you. I know I have this house, but it still costs to keep it going and I need his child support payment. Curtis’s dad doesn’t pay shit, but Russell’s does, and I need it.”

“I don’t want your money,” Eddie said. “I just don’t want what we heard happening again.”

“So, what, I just tell him to sleep over at your place?”

“I think we just talk to him. You’re his mother, you tell me how you want to handle it. But yeah, I’ll fix up the extra room and he can stay there. I’ll make sure to get him to school and make sure he gets fed and taken care of. We’ll see how it goes and see what happens with Curtis.”

Connie covered her face with her hands again. “Jesus, I haven’t been much of a mother, have I?”

“You’ve been all right,” Eddie said. “You’ve just been juggling a lot of things.”
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The Bodyguard

Outside James John Elementary, Cordarrel stood in a raincoat, gray sweats, basketball shoes, and a Chicago Bears knit cap. He smoked a cigarette until the bell rang and a rush of kids came from the school. On the sidewalk he stomped the cigarette out and waved his arms until Russell saw him and ran to him.

“How was the jungle today?”

“Okay,” Russell said.

“Was it a good field trip?”

“The field trip is tomorrow.”

“That’s right, tomorrow. How did you do on the spelling test?”

“Ms. Beck said I’m doing better in math.”

“You know, I never was much at math, but you need math. That’s how you count your money and your cars.”

It was already dusk, cold, and a light rain fell as they walked down Lombard Street.

“Did you remember your sweatsuit?”

“Yeah.”

“Is it in your backpack?”

Russell nodded.

“I tried to get us out of it, but my wife said she’s going to call the lady to see if we showed up.”

“I like going.”

“You do?”

Russell nodded.

“What did Eddie make you for breakfast?”

“We had bacon-and-egg sandwiches.”

“I used to eat those. I had to eat oatmeal for breakfast.”

“I don’t like oatmeal,” Russell said.

“Me, neither. Where’s Eddie working?”

“Up in the hills somewhere.”

“Eddie gets the good jobs.”

Russell nodded.

“I used to get the good jobs. Back in Chicago I was . . .” Cordarrel’s voice trailed off. They walked a block and he cleared his throat. “Did Houston show up?”

“Not at first. Eddie was really mad. He called Houston three times and yelled at him, and then on the way to school we picked him up and he bought donuts.”

“Houston bought donuts?”

“No, Eddie did.”

“I can’t eat donuts anymore, either.”

Russell nodded.

They went four blocks to a yoga studio. Inside, ten middle-aged women stood on mats in a large room. Russell went to the bathroom and changed. He came out in a gray sweatsuit Cordarrel’s wife had bought him. Cordarrel spread out their mats in the back and they stood next to each other, dressed identically, and waited for class to begin.


“THE THING IS, my numbers are up, so my wife makes me walk two miles with her every day. For lunch all we get is vegetable soup. Not even with grilled cheese. We have it with rice cakes. Have you ever eaten a rice cake?”

“I don’t think so,” Russell said.

“They taste like flavored Styrofoam. And I got the vertigo again.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s when you’re dizzy and you feel like you’re spinning at the same time. You have to lay down for it to stop. I don’t like retirement, Russell. The only time I get out on my own is when I get you from school. So don’t drop out.” Cordarrel stopped walking. “And don’t tell Eddie my numbers are up.”

“I won’t.”

“You need a snack?”

Russell nodded.

They walked to Pattie’s Home Plate and sat in a booth. Cordarrel ordered a chocolate milkshake and fries for Russell and a cup of decaf coffee for himself. He took a deck of cards from his coat and shuffled them.

“Five-card draw, okay?”

Russell nodded.

Cordarrel began dealing. “When I lived in Chicago . . .” He shook his head and looked out the window.

“You really like Chicago,” Russell said.

Cordarrel nodded. “In Chicago my motto was ‘Bust it or go bust.’”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you gotta try as hard as you can so you end up in Easy Town. If you don’t, you know where you end up?”

Russell shook his head.

“Nowhere with nothing in St. Johns.”

“I want to be in Easy Town,” Russell said.

“Me, too.”

The waitress brought the milkshake, coffee, and fries. Russell pushed the fries to the center of the table.

IT WAS DARK and still raining when they walked a half mile to Eddie’s house. They came to the front door and Russell looked at Cordarrel. “I still can’t find my key.”

“Don’t worry, I remembered. I got you.” Cordarrel grabbed a set of keys from his pants pocket. He took off Eddie’s key and handed it to Russell. “I made you an extra, but I left it on the counter. Take this one.”

“You won’t tell Eddie?”

“Nah. It’s easy to lose keys. Everyone does.”

Russell took it and opened the door, but he wouldn’t go in.

“You want me to give it the once-over?”

Russell nodded.

Cordarrel turned on the lights and checked the bedrooms and the basement. “He took Early?”

Russell nodded.

“Then you’re all set. Do you want me to wait until Eddie gets home?”

“No, I’m okay.”

“Your brother won’t come. And if he does, you know my number by heart.”

Russell nodded.

“What is it?”

“503-772-0029.”

“That’s right. And listen, if my wife calls, don’t tell her I had half your milkshake.”

“I won’t.”

“And remember, don’t tell Eddie about the vertigo.”

Russell nodded.

“And tell him I can work if he wants.”

“Okay.”

“You never said how you did on your spelling test.”

Russell shook his head.

“You didn’t pass?”

“No.”

“I used to run one of the largest companies in Chicago, I was mentioned in Forbes magazine. You know that magazine?”

“No.”

“Well, it’s important, and I can’t spell good, either.”

Russell nodded.

“I have to get my wife’s dry cleaning. See you tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow.”

Russell locked the door and turned on the TV. He kept the sound low and sat on the floor in the corner between the wall and the couch. He was unseen from the front and back door. In his right hand he kept the remote control. In his left hand he held a steak knife that he kept hidden under the couch. He stayed like that until he heard the van pull into the carport at seven.
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Phone Call #93

“I’m sorry to wake you up.”

Eddie looked at the alarm clock: four-thirty. “What’s it, seven-thirty there?”

“Yeah.”

“You up late or early?”

“Late.”

“Well, you never were one to get up early.”

Marlene let out a laugh. “What are you doing?”

“Sleeping.”

“I mean, why are you whispering? Is there someone next to you?”

“No,” he said.

“I wouldn’t blame you if there was.”

“It’s not that. Russell’s on the foldout and he’s a worried sleeper. Once he wakes up, he’s up. Sometimes I’ll find him pacing around the house in the middle of the night. I always thought when a kid went out, they were out for good, but not him.”

“He’s been there a lot?”

“He’s moved in.”

Marlene laughed. “Jesus, really?”

“At least for a while. He’s going to take over your old office. I’m sorry, but I moved your stuff into boxes and put them in the basement.”

“Well, it’s not like I did a whole lot in there, anyway. So he’ll have his own room at the house?”

“Yeah. We painted it yesterday, and I’m picking him up a bed after work today. He’s using your old dresser and desk. I hope that’s okay?”

“Of course.”

“He still has his room at his mom’s, but she and I decided he would live with me for a while.”

“Because of Curtis?”

“Yeah. Russell just can’t be in the same house as him.”

“That’s nice of you, Eddie.”

“We’ll see.”

“You like having him around?”

“Yeah, he’s funny, and he reminds me of my sister.”

“Really?”

“He’s sweet like her and a bit of a misfit, I guess. Like she was. But tougher. He’s a lot tougher.”

“You been thinking about her a lot?”

“Having Russell here makes me think about her.”

“I wish I would have met her, Eddie.”

“Me, too . . . I’ve been making him lunches for school. You know, my sister used to do my laundry and make my lunch every day, from middle school all the way through high school.”

Marlene laughed. “What did she make you?”

“A sandwich, a cut-up apple, and a bag of chips. Always the same thing. And every day she’d draw a picture on the lunch sack of something she thought I’d like: the Led Zeppelin logo or a muscle car. Sometimes just a flower or an animal. All that work and I hardly ever thanked her. I should have thanked her.”

“You were just a kid.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

“What did you do with them?”

“The sacks?”

“Yeah.”

“I probably just threw them away.”

“She must have really liked you, Eddie.”

“Yeah . . . You know, some days I forget I even had a sister, and then some days I wake up missing her so bad and feeling so guilty that I . . .”

“What she did wasn’t your fault.”

“Maybe . . . Anyway, how’s Florida?”

“I don’t know.”

“You sound rough.”

“I do?”

“Like you’ve been partying. You drunk?”

“A little.”

“You know, when I hadn’t heard from you, I was hoping it was because you were doing well. But you’re not, are you?”

“No,” she said. “Not really, Eddie. But you’re nice to say you want me to do good after what I did to you.”

“I don’t want to talk about that.”

“But I am sorry.”

“I know, but you don’t need to bring it up every time we talk.”

Marlene set down the phone, blew her nose, and then picked it back up. “I have to tell you something, Eddie.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m not living with him anymore.”

Eddie rolled to his side. “You’re not?”

“No.”

“What happened?”

“It wasn’t one thing. I just didn’t like living with him. I remember the first time he called me his girlfriend, I nearly threw up. I really did. We were in a restaurant and I ran to the bathroom and hid in the stall and cried . . . But he was nice about it, about me leaving. He gave me some money so I could get my own place.”

“So you’re on your own?”

“Yeah . . . You know, I’ve only lived with my folks, you, and then the eight months with him. I’ve never had my own place.”

“Maybe it’s good for you to have your own place.”

“Maybe, but it’s not the kind of place I thought it would be. It’s a studio apartment in a huge complex, and I can see a Cracker Barrel and a Steak ’n Shake from my window.”

“I bet you fixed it up nice.”

“No. I haven’t done anything. The place isn’t worth it.”

“What’s the town?”

“Vero Beach.”

“Is it beautiful?”

“I guess. And I got a job bartending at a country club.”

Eddie laughed. “I have a hard time imagining you working at a country club.”

“Yeah, well . . . It’s a private club on the beach. I have to dress up. Maybe it’s just the way I was brought up or you always having to work for rich people, but I hate them. I really do, Eddie.”

“They can be easy to hate. Just pour light on their drinks.”

Marlene laughed.

“Do you have to work today?”

“Not until three.”

“Will you get some sleep?”

“I’ll try,” she said.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure, Eddie.”

“It’s been almost two months. Why, all of a sudden, are you calling me at four-thirty in the morning?”

“I guess I just wanted you to know that I’m on my own. And I wanted you to know how much I hate myself for what I did to you.”

“There’s no point in going there.”

“But I can’t stop thinking about it.”

“You have to,” Eddie said. “Look, we were together more than half our lives. Over twenty years. That’s a long time. And we had a good run until the end. I feel lucky for that. I always liked where we were, but I knew it was hard on you. All I do is work, and . . . I get it. But we’ve gone over this a hundred times. I was hurt, but I’m not hurt anymore. So stop apologizing. There’s no reason to.”

“You’re just being nice.”

“I’m not.”

“You’re the only man I’ve ever really loved, Eddie. You know that, right? I feel better at least letting you know that. Even if I repeat myself a million times. I just . . . I just thought there’d be something more, you know? I thought we’d have a family and that I would have figured out what I wanted to do with my life. But the thing is, Eddie, I’ve never figured it out. I’ve never liked any of my jobs. Not one. Isn’t that pathetic? My whole life, and I’ve never once found something I really want to do. Why couldn’t I have had just one thing?”

“I don’t know.”

“And how much fucking money did we spend on trying to get me pregnant? All those years of it.”

“I know,” he whispered.

“And I remember . . . I remember like it was yesterday. I got out of the shower and looked at my body. My legs were going to shit, my ass was getting cottage-cheese marks, my tits were beginning to sag, and I had wrinkles on my face where there weren’t wrinkles before. I just stood there hating myself. Forty-one years old, I couldn’t have a baby, I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life, and my life was more than half over. I just got so mad, you know? I started thinking . . . I started thinking what’s the point of anything.” She stopped and blew her nose again. “Why haven’t I figured out at least one thing I want to do? And why does it bother me so much?”

“I don’t know,” Eddie said. “But you bring the same things up every time we talk. Every time you just go round and round. You’ve told me that story about getting out of the shower at least three or four times. What’s the point in torturing yourself?”

“I don’t know,” she said, and her voice began to break. “And now you have Russell and I’m all alone in this shithole apartment looking out at Cracker Barrel . . . Hold on. I’m gonna get in bed.”

He could hear her set the phone down. After a time she picked it up. “I’m in bed now.”

“Nice bed?”

“It’s all right. I bought nice sheets.”

“Where did you go tonight?”

“Nowhere,” she said. “Here’s the thing I haven’t told you, Eddie. Here’s the thing that’s the most embarrassing and the most pathetic. You want to hear it?”

“Maybe,” he said.

“I can’t stop doing coke. Every day I say I’ll stop, but then I get off work and . . . I sure didn’t think I’d be here. For a lot of years I hated coke and now I can’t stop doing it.”

“What about Rick?”

“It’s not his fault. I mean, he isn’t pushing it up my nose. The truth is . . . The truth is he asked me to marry him and that’s why I moved out. I blew up my whole life and I didn’t really even like the guy. Isn’t that sad?”

“Yeah, that is sad.” Eddie looked out the window at the glow of a streetlight. In the living room he heard Early scratching himself.

“You still there, Eddie?”

“I’m here.”

“Do you hate me now?”

“I could never hate you.”

“Yeah, you could.” She blew her nose again and cleared her throat. After a time she said, “You know one night when I couldn’t sleep, I tried to think of a time when you really complained about painting, and I couldn’t think of one. Maybe you’d get mad at Houston, but who wouldn’t do that . . . It just seemed like you never got to where you’d lay awake screaming to yourself about doing that day after day. But me, I get so tired . . . I get so tired of everything, I feel like I’m going crazy. Sometimes all I do is scream my mind out.”

“Everybody gets crazy when they party too much. You know that. You get some sleep and get your head clear and you’ll know what to do. And you know me. Both good and bad. I just grew up living with nothing being solid, so I don’t mind the grind because it means I have my own place to live. I can eat what I want to eat, I can take Early to the vet and buy new tires for the van. I can leave the heat on when it’s cold. I can take as long of a shower as I want, and I can take Russell to the movies or out to dinner or to a Winterhawks game and not sweat it. But you’re right, I don’t like painting. I never have.”

“I’m sorry you’ve had to do it so long.”

“It’s my own fault.”

“It was your fucked-up uncle Ronnie’s fault.”

“Maybe.”

“It was. I remember the day Fran came over and said they were going to lose their house and her begging you to help him. Remember that?”

“Yeah.”

“I think about that a lot, Eddie. How our life would have been if Fran hadn’t gotten you to paint for Ronnie. Maybe you would have amounted to something more, and then maybe that would have rubbed off on me and I would have figured something out.”

“I don’t want to talk like this,” Eddie said. “You should get some sleep before you go to work.”

“I’m sorry. I just . . . I think about us a lot, Eddie.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Lately I’ve been thinking about who you would have been if your sister was still here. Sometimes I can’t stop thinking about that. Because I bet you’d have been something great. You would have said no to Ronnie. You wouldn’t have become a painter and . . . And you’d have been successful, I know that. We’d probably be living in Scottsdale or somewhere like that and going to Mexico on the weekend. We’d probably have—”

“You gotta stop,” Eddie said.

“You hate me now?”

“No.”

“Then will you drive out here and get me? I mean right now, today. Grab me by the hair, throw me in the car, and force me to come back.”

Eddie lay in the dark but said nothing.

“You still there?”

“I’m still here,” he said. “I’m just thinking.”

“About what?”

“I want to,” he said.

“Then do it.”

“I can’t.”

“Why?”

“Because nothing’s changed with you, and a lot has changed for me.”

“What’s changed for you?”

“Russell. What if you come home and it’s not right between us? What if you really don’t like me anymore? And what if you can’t stop partying? I mean, you’re high as shit and it’s seven-thirty in the morning. You’ve blown your nose like ten times. You gotta remember, Russell’s been fucked up enough. He’s already got one mom who’s all over the map.”

Marlene didn’t say anything for nearly two minutes. She set down the phone and he could hear her sobbing. When she came back she said, “That was the cruelest thing you’ve ever said to me, Eddie. That was a really mean thing to say . . . And now you have a kid and I don’t have anything. I’m living in this fucking dump, and still you had to say that. You had to push me even farther down. Well, goddamn you, you know? Seriously, Eddie, fuck you.”

Marlene hung up and Eddie set the phone on his bedside table and looked at the clock; it was almost five a.m. He heard Russell laughing in the living room and got up and walked down the hall.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“Early keeps licking his you-know-what.”

“I don’t know why he always has to do that in the middle of the night,” Eddie said. “Did he wake you?”

“No,” Russell said. “I heard you talking. Was it Marlene?”

“Yeah.”

“Is she coming back, Eddie?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Did you tell her about the bathtub?”

“The bathtub?”

“That you put in a bathtub and a separate shower. Did you tell her?”

“Yeah, I told her.”

“Where is she?”

“In Florida. She lives by the beach.”

“Is Florida nice?”

“I don’t know, I’ve never been there. I’m sure it is. She asked about you.”

“She did?”

“Of course. She loves you and misses you.”

“Did you tell her that I’m hitting the speed bag and that I grew a quarter of an inch? Did you tell her?”

“No, we didn’t get to that, but I’ll tell her next time. You should go back to sleep. You gotta get up and go to school in a couple hours.”

“What time is it?”

“About five.”

“But I’m not tired anymore, Eddie.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.”

“You hungry?”

“I am if you are.”

“Then get up and we’ll get rolling. Let’s eat out. Is Jubitz okay?”

“Can I play video games afterward?” Russell said, and jumped up from bed.
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Curtis and Yvette

Before school each morning Curtis sat across the street from Yvette’s apartment and waited. But never once did Yvette come out. Only her two sisters and the new baby with their mom at seven-thirty and her mom’s boyfriend at eight with his two sons. After a week Curtis gave up and began walking to her high school and sitting in the parking lot by the main entrance. He didn’t see her there, either, but found one of her friends who said Yvette hadn’t been to class in two months.

So he went back to her apartment and began waiting all day. He quit going to school. It was a week of that before he saw her. One day at noon she came out wearing pink sweatpants, new black Adidas running shoes, and a burgundy-colored coat that came down to her knees. Her hair was in a ponytail and he could tell, even from where he was, that she was pregnant. He followed her as she went down Fiske to Lombard and into a Taco Bell. Across the street he waited in a parking lot and when she left, he stopped her on the sidewalk.

“Why won’t you return my texts?” he said.

Yvette didn’t seem surprised or excited or upset to see him. She just stood there. “I don’t have a phone anymore. They took it away.”

“Can’t you borrow one?”

She shrugged and began walking again.

“I can get you one,” he said, and followed her. “I’ve been trying to see you.”

“So?”

“Why are you mad at me?” he asked.

She stopped and pointed to her stomach. “You get to do whatever you want and I’m stuck with this. Like a fat fucking cow, and I have my sisters and my mom’s new baby and Terrence and Joey. I mean, I don’t even like kids. You ruined everything for me.”

“I didn’t force you,” he said.

She started walking again.

“Don’t be mad at me,” he said.

They crossed a street.

“I love you,” he said, and when he said it, his voice shook.

Yvette stopped. She turned and looked at him. Her face was full of tears. “You don’t know anything. I did it with somebody else, too, a lot of times. I hope it’s his.”

“Somebody else?”

“I love him and he loves me and sooner or later we’ll be together.” She wiped her face with her hands and started walking again. This time Curtis didn’t follow. He only watched. Yvette had a slight waddle to her as she headed down the sidewalk. It was a block away when she took a phone from her coat pocket and answered it. Curtis nearly threw up when he saw it. He couldn’t catch his breath and he couldn’t move and Yvette just kept walking down the street.
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Christmas Break

It was Christmas break and Russell was on the phone in Eddie’s kitchen. He was dressed in work clothes: paint-stained jeans, a flannel shirt, and paint-splattered tennis shoes. Early was asleep on the couch, and two empty forty-ounce bottles of Olde English and a half-full bowl of Lucky Charms were on the kitchen table.

“Are you in New Orleans now?”

“Yeah.”

“Is Marlene there?”

“No, not yet. How’s Houston?”

“He won’t wake up, Eddie.”

“That’s all right.”

“I’ve tried three times.”

“I know. He’s hard to get going. Did he drink last night?”

“Just Coke, but this morning there were two empty Olde English bottles on the kitchen table. Do you think he drank those while I was asleep?”

“Probably.”

“How am I going to get him up?”

“You just tell him if he isn’t up in five minutes, you’re going to call me. And then you wait five minutes. If he’s not up, you tell him you did call me and for him not to worry that I hired Cordarrel to run the job, okay?”

“Okay, Eddie. But he’s really grumpy in the morning.”

“I know, but he doesn’t mean the things he says. And have him make you some eggs when he gets up. He used to be a cook. He makes great breakfasts.”

“Okay.”

“Have you eaten anything?”

“Cereal.”

“The Cheerios?”

Russell didn’t answer.

“He bought you something else?”

“Yeah.”

“What?”

“Lucky Charms.”

“You can’t eat that shit for breakfast.”

“But they taste good.”

“I know. Just get him up and have him make you a real breakfast.”

“Okay, Eddie.”

“Tell him I’ll have an Uber pick you guys up in an hour to take you to the jobsite.”

“Okay.”

“But don’t tell him that until he gets out of bed. And if he really can’t get up, call me and I’ll get Cordarrel for real.”

“All right.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“I’m gonna tell him that if he doesn’t get up, I’m gonna to call you, and then I’m gonna wait five minutes. If he’s still not up, I’m gonna tell him that I did call you and that you hired Cordarrel and he can keep sleeping.”

“Good man,” said Eddie. “And have him make you breakfast.”

“Okay.”

“But eggs, nothing sweet.”

“Okay, Eddie.”

“And make sure Houston eats lunch. And don’t let him drink on the job.”

“I won’t.”

“And don’t let him have a breakfast beer.”

“I won’t. Are you going to tell Marlene about the LeMans?”

“She knows.”

“Are you going to tell her about the bathtub?”

“She knows that, too. I appreciate all you’re doing, Russell.”

“Okay,” he said, and hung up.

In Eddie’s room Houston was face down on top of the bed in red plaid boxer shorts and a white tank top. Russell pushed on his leg. “I’m gonna call Eddie if you don’t get up,” he said. But Houston didn’t move. Russell waited another minute and then screamed as loud as he could, “I’m gonna call Eddie now!”

Houston opened his eyes. Dried spit was on the side of his mouth. His hair was matted with pomade.

Russell moved back toward the hallway. “I’m gonna call Eddie.”

Houston sat up. “Why would you do that?”

“Because we’re going to be late. The Uber is going to be here in an hour.”

Houston began coughing. “Get me a beer from the fridge.”

“Eddie said not to let you drink in the morning.”

Sweat leaked down the sides of Houston’s face. “Eddie this and Eddie that. Goddamn, be your own man, for Christ’s sake. Get me a beer and I’ll be able to get us to work. If not, I can’t guarantee anything.”

“And Eddie said you’re supposed to make me breakfast.”

Houston’s eyes began to water and he threw up in his mouth. He stood up. “Get me a beer and I’ll make you breakfast. What do you want?”

“Pancakes.”

“All right.” Houston sat back down on the bed.

“There’s an Uber coming in forty-five minutes.”

“You said an hour. Now get me the beer and shut the fuck up.”

Russell ran to the fridge, took a can of Coors from it, and brought it back to Houston. Houston opened it, took a drink, and went to the bathroom and closed the door. Russell sat on the couch next to the dog, turned on the TV, and waited.

“BEING A COOK isn’t as bad a job as everyone thinks,” Houston said. He was dressed in clean painting whites, his face shaved, his black and gray hair greased back with Murray’s Super Light. His eyes were bloodshot but the sickly tint to his skin had lifted. He took a drink of beer and flipped three small pancakes on a griddle. “I was a cook at Holman’s for six years. You know the place?”

Russell shook his head.

“It’s on Twenty-Eighth. I lived down the street with this crazy chick named Monique. She was out there, man, really out there, but she was . . . She was . . . I had this house behind an apartment building. The apartment was all Section Eight weirdos, but me, Russell, I had it going on. My place was tight. I had cool clothes and a gold leather couch. I had . . . Anyway, I like my pancakes thin and small, a stack of them, but every place I ever worked made me make them big and thick. Gut bombs. You like these, right?”

Russell poured syrup over them and nodded.

“Monique, she was a stone-cold fox, Iranian. You know where that is, right?”

Russell shook his head.

“The Middle East, man. And she had that Middle Eastern vibe going on. You know what I mean? For a while they were the only chicks I ever went out with. She had the best-looking eyes, and what a body. She was wild, too. In the sack she was just . . . But, well, she was crazy, Russell. Literally. They found her walking around downtown, naked, with her arms all cut up. She spent some time in a loony bin, was a serious boozehound, a pillhead, and her mood swings were . . .” He put another stack on Russell’s plate, turned off the stove, and sat across from him. “We were together a couple months when she and her iguana, Rex, moved in. You know what an iguana is, right?”

Russell shrugged.

“It’s a big lizard. You can’t really pet lizards like you can dogs. We kept him in a cage beside our bed, next to a black light. Sometimes I’d wake up in the middle of the night and Rex would be there glaring at me. He hated me. And shit, I never did anything to him, man. Never. I always fed him and always said nice things to him, but she, Monique, well, she stabbed me with a fork. Look.” Houston pulled up his T-shirt sleeve to show Russell a faint scar. “It didn’t really hurt. I just wasn’t expecting it. How much time we got?”

“Thirteen minutes.”

“I’ll make lunches.”

“You’re not going to eat breakfast?”

“I never eat breakfast, Russell. That’s one of my rules. It’s why I still look good and have great hair. I don’t have an ounce of fat on me. Some of that’s metabolism, sure, my dad had great metabolism, but a lot of it is not eating breakfast. Remember, women dig fit guys with good teeth.” Houston poured the rest of the batter from the stainless-steel bowl into a plastic container and put it in the fridge. He set the bowl in the sink and filled the sink with soap and water. “I’ll make some sandwiches. You good at washing dishes?”

“I’ll wash them,” Russell said.

“I get my teeth cleaned every three months. I still use an old-school Waterpik, but I have a Sonicare DiamondClean electric toothbrush, too. It makes a difference. I bet you don’t like pickles or mustard on your sandwich, right?”

Russell nodded and began washing dishes.

“Just ham and cheese, a little mayo, and lettuce.”

“How did you know?”

“I was a cook, man. I know everything about what a guy wants on his sandwich.” Houston went to the fridge, took out another beer, and opened it. “Let me tell you something, Russell. If you’re a workingman, most likely that means you’re working a job you don’t want to be working. Most days you’d rather slit your wrists than go to work, but really, what choice do you have, right? Now, here’s the question. Would you rather be cleaning up a jobsite or eating Lucky Charms and watching a Batman marathon?”

“I like Spider-Man.”

“Exactly,” Houston said. “The only good things about work are getting paid and lunch. That’s why you need a good sandwich. So, when you’re making your sandwich, you might as well make another because you know you’ll want it and the worst thing about lunch is lunch being over. You like your sandwiches cut diagonal or straight across?”

“Diagonal.”

“Crust or no crust?”

“No crust.”

“How much time we got?”

“Eight minutes.”

Houston took a long drink of beer and sighed. “When I was your age, I was trying to buy my neighbor’s 1975 Cadillac Eldorado. All summer long I was digging irrigation lines in the sun, sweating my ass off, trying to save money. For lunch I ate the same thing: canned beans and a cheese sandwich. The cheese sandwich was just white bread and American cheese, no mustard, no mayonnaise, no lettuce or pickles. Now, the beans were called ranch-style, and I ate those cold, out of the can. Half a can a day. It was bleak, man. After a while this old-timer came over and told me eating like that would get me so depressed that I’d either quit or I’d get a rope and . . . And guess what?”

“What?”

“Guess.”

“You got the car?”

“I didn’t get the car. The point is, I quit the job. See what I’m saying?”

Russell nodded.

“Now, Eddie takes it to the next level. He eats out every lunch. Now, you could say he sure is wasting a lot of money. And he is, but the thing is, he likes getting away from the job. He likes seeing the world, he likes treating himself, and that’s why Eddie’s cool. You ever seen Eddie pissed off?”

“No.”

“Even when your jackass brother stole his car, he wasn’t pissed, was he?”

“Eddie was really mad.”

“Shit yeah he was mad, but he wasn’t crazy mad, was he?”

“No.”

“That’s because he knows how to treat himself. That’s why I work for him. He understands it.” Houston wrapped the sandwiches in waxed paper. “Do you?”

“Do I what?”

“Do you understand what I’m saying at a deep level?”

Russell nodded.

Houston took another drink from the can. “So where was I?”

“The girlfriend with the fork.”

“Yeah, well, she was tricky, all right. She took her lizard and her fancy underwear back to Fond du Lac, Wisconsin. I’m not sure where she is now, but . . .” He leaned against the kitchen counter and sighed. “You know the house I rented behind the Section Eight apartment building I was telling you about?”

Russell nodded.

“Well, you could have shot a cannon off in that place and no one would have complained. It had two bedrooms and a full basement and a little yard. I was living like a god back then, Russell. I had a closet full of serious clothes and a dozen pair of shoes. I had so much money, I . . . But then this one morning I woke up and it was like somebody was trying to cut open my head with a rusty nail. I was sick, man, really sick. Most guys in that situation would have called for an ambulance, but not me. I forced myself out of bed and walked a half a mile to Fred Meyer. And it was August, in the afternoon. That’s the hottest time of day, man, during the hottest time of the year. And you should have seen it out there on the streets. Everybody in the whole city was going nuts. People flipping each other off, yelling at each other, throwing bottles, fights breaking out, old ladies punching each other, and me, I’d lost my sunglasses and I was walking nearly blind. It was awful, man. It was . . . But I got there and I bought an eight-piece pack of fried chicken, a tub of potato salad, and a twelve-pack of Rainier. I was so happy. You know what I mean? But here’s the thing, I had to walk back to my place with all the same assholes arguing and guns going off and weirdos trying to kill each other and that mean old motherfucking sun beating down on me and trying to split my head in two. It got so bad that when I got home, I started crying. I’m serious, man. I was that beat. I took off my clothes, opened a brew, got a plate and a fork, and got back in bed with my grub. I gotta tell you, Russell, I was so goddamn happy. Really happy, you know? Have you ever been that happy?”

Russell shrugged.

“Never?”

Russell shook his head.

“Well, I was. And I had nothing to do that day, and I didn’t have to work until three the next afternoon. In my own way, Russell, I guess I’d climbed Mount Everest. I’d climbed it all the way to the top, but instead of having to climb back down, I got to get in bed with a plate and an ice-cold beer. But then . . . But then I saw a cockroach on my pillow. You know what a cockroach is, right?”

“A spider?”

“Do they teach you anything in school?”

Russell shrugged.

“I was so pissed off, man. I was so . . . I put the chicken and potato salad in the fridge and I killed that mothereffing cockroach and then I went completely nuts cleaning. Because I can’t stand cockroaches, Russell. I just can’t. And the whole time I’m cleaning, it was like someone was trying to jackhammer screwdrivers into my head. The pain was so severe it would have killed most guys. Seriously. But even so I changed my sheets, vacuumed, cleaned the kitchen and the bathroom. I mopped twice. I was so goddamn mad at that cockroach and the goddamn landlord and those psychos next door who lived like animals that I just cleaned and cleaned and cleaned. When I was done, I took a shower, put on some fresh skivvies, got my plate and my fork, a fresh brew, and got in bed with my grub. I turned on the TV, and guess what had just started?”

Russell shrugged.

“Guess.”

“Spider-Man?”

“Shit no,” said Houston. “Spider-Man, my ass. Every other word out of your mouth is ‘Spider-Man this’ or ‘Black Widow that’ or ‘Mr. Captain America.’ Nah, man, it wasn’t Spider-Man. It was Caddyshack. You ever seen it?”

Russell shook his head.

“Seriously, you’ve never seen Caddyshack?”

“No.”

“We’ll rent it. Do you know how to rent movies on Eddie’s TV?”

“Yeah.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do tonight, all right?”

“All right,” Russell said.

“Anyway, I was so goddamn happy, man. I mean, I just turned on the TV, and the opening song was going, and it was like I’d entered the gates of heaven. Two hours earlier I would have killed myself in Fred Meyer if they’d had a booth to do it. You know what I’m saying?”

Russell nodded.

“Then guess what happened?”

“I don’t know.”

“Guess.”

“The cockroach came back?”

“No, the TV caught fire.”

“It caught on fire?”

“It started smoking and flames came out the top. I had to jump out of bed and set it outside. Guess what I did then?”

“What did you do?”

“I went into my closet and took out a spare TV. That’s what I’m trying to teach you, Russell. You have to be prepared for anything.”

THE HOUSE WAS a 1920s West Hills mansion and no other workers were on-site. Russell taped baseboards until ten and then Houston told him to take a nap. In the mansion’s basement was a rec room and Houston laid out a sleeping bag and the boy got in and stayed there with Early until Houston woke him at noon. They took lunch on a drop cloth in the living room and Houston poured coffee from a thermos into a cup and leaned against the wall.

“You like Christmas?” he asked.

Russell shrugged.

“You’re not a ‘bah humbug’ kind of guy, are you?”

Again he shrugged.

“I would never have taken you for a Grinch, man. No way . . . Me, I’m all about Christmas. I’m Mr. Christmas, and I think you should be, too. Dig the lights. Dig the . . . Don’t badmouth Christmas, man. Don’t be that kinda guy. Remember, everyone gets dressed up during Christmas. Women always look good, they . . . That secretary look, you know? They all look like they got their shit together, wearing scarves and gloves and long coats. I’d kill for a chick that has her shit together. Just one time in my life I’d . . . Shit, man, I can’t believe Eddie’s making us work four days before Christmas. And you’re supposed to be on vacation. If he was cool, if was a good boss, he would have taken us skiing.”

Russell nodded and Houston handed him a sandwich, a can of Sprite, and a bag of chips.

“You can ski, can’t you?”

Russell shook his head.

“You’ve never been?”

“No.”

“It’s easy, man. Practice for an hour or two, get your pals together, put some goggles on, and point the skis downhill.”

Russell began eating the sandwich.

“You got friends, right?”

Russell shrugged.

Houston took a drink from the mug. “Shit, I’m your friend, and you already got an important job. None of the guys at your school have important jobs. Not one of them. But you do. And Eddie is your pal, and so is Cordarrel. We talk about you a lot. And listen, man, we don’t hire just anyone. I mean, you’re the only guy that’s made it through the whole hiring process without a single protest. Not a single one.” Houston set down the mug and lay on his back. “You get picked on?”

Russell shrugged.

“It’s tough out there, huh?”

Russell nodded.

“I know the feeling, man. I know all about bullies.” Houston closed his eyes. “I could tell you one about me and a cutthroat motorcycle kid. High drama, man. The kid wanted to kill me, he really did, but I had nunchucks, and I was a badass mother back then. I was . . .,” but his voice trailed off and he began snoring.

“What happened?” Russell asked.

Houston opened his eyes and sat up. “Look, man, I gotta tell you something. I’m gonna be straight with you. I don’t know what’s going on with me. I might have to go to the doctor later. My stomach ain’t right. On the ride over I felt all clammy and sorta dizzy. It might be tuberculosis. That’s what I’m thinking, anyway. And that ain’t good. I guess what I’m trying to say is I think I need to lie down. So here’s what I want you to do. I want you to wake me up at four, okay? Wake me up and we’ll bust it until six and then get out of here.”

“Okay,” Russell said.

“And I don’t want you to tape or clean or fold tarps. I just want you to sit on the front steps and keep lookout. If you get too cold, do it from inside, but always, and I mean always, keep a lookout. That’s the main thing. If you see Connell or Mike, the homeowners, or shit, anyone, then you run down to the rec room and wake me up. And when I say run, I mean run.”

Russell nodded.

“I consider you one of my best friends, man, and I don’t say that about a lot of people. It’s hard to get into my inner circle, but you have because you got the same thing I got, which is natural cool. That’s why I’m trusting you with this job. And remember, don’t tell Eddie.”

“But I’m not supposed to lie to Eddie.”

“Shit, man, you ain’t lying. It’s just that he doesn’t need to know. That’s the thing you gotta learn. When the boss is on vacation, it’s our job not to bother him. It’s our job to tell him that everything is going great, that we’re getting it done even if we’re not. I mean, a boss needs a vacation, too. I mean, Eddie’s always working. Don’t you think he’s the hardest-working SOB there is?”

“Yeah,” said Russell.

“So we can’t let him down, can we?”

“No.”


AN UBER PULLED up at Eddie’s house at seven. Russell got out and Houston handed him the sleeping bag and cooler. The sky was clear and cold. Stars shone down and the street was quiet. Houston lit a cigarette. “Where was I again?”

“Gunderson?”

“Yeah, well . . . When I worked at Gunderson, I had this killer one-bedroom apartment downtown. It had a balcony and a sunken tub. I was rolling in money, Russell, and I was great-looking back then. The clothes I had would have blown your mind. A half a dozen pairs of Italian shoes. I had five leather coats and a stylist named Bianca, a cool truck, and I was engaged to Geraldine. Man, Geraldine was . . . She was . . . Back then I only dug tall, skinny chicks. They had to be at least six feet tall, and Geraldine was six-three. And she was so skinny you could see her blood pumping under her skin. You could see her bones and veins and . . .”

They walked down the carport past the van and the LeMans to see Curtis sitting on a lawn chair by the back door. Under the porch light his breath come out in little puffs. At his feet were a half-empty liter of Coke and two frozen-burrito wrappers. When he saw Houston and Russell, he stood up.

“What do you want, man?” Houston said.

“Nothing,” Curtis said.

“Then why are you here?”

Curtis shrugged.

“You locked out of your house or something?”

“No.” Curtis was dressed in jeans and a black hoodie. He was shaking from the cold.

“Your mom’s still on vacation?”

He nodded.

“And can you get in your house?”

“Yeah,” he said.

“Then, like I said, why are you here?”

“I don’t know,” he said in a near whisper.

Houston set down the cooler and sleeping bag. He took a drag from his cigarette. “Well, you know Eddie doesn’t like you hanging around here.”

“Where is Eddie?”

“Why do you care?”

“I was just asking.”

“He just ain’t here, man. The question is, why are you here?”

“I was just seeing what you guys were doing tonight,” Curtis said.

Russell moved behind Houston.

“We just got off work, man. That’s what we’re doing.”

Curtis nodded. “I was just seeing . . .”

“Seeing what?”

“I don’t know.”

“Again, brother, why are you trespassing here?”

“Why do you care?” Curtis said. “This isn’t your house.”

“Right now it is my house, and Eddie don’t like thieves, and I don’t, either. So I’d appreciate it if you’d get the fuck out of here and never come back.”

Curtis’s face was red and snot leaked from his nose. The Coke and wrappers he left on the ground and walked past Houston and Russell without looking up. He went out to the street and disappeared.
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The Waitress

The phone rang at six-thirty a.m.

Russell was on the couch watching TV with a blanket over him and Early. He grabbed the phone and said, “Hey, Eddie.”

“You’re awake. Good man. How’s it going?”

“I’ve pushed on him four times, but he won’t move.”

“He’s always worse on Saturdays. Did he drink last night?”

“He drank a lot of root beer. I don’t like root beer, Eddie.”

“Root beer’s hard to get used to. How many Olde E bottles were on the table when you woke up?”

“Two.”

“Then we’re okay. We’ll get him up. Remember, it’s only a half day today. And make sure he takes you to lunch afterward.”

“Okay.”

“I gave him extra money for that.”

“All right.”

“Did you eat breakfast?”

“Not yet.”

“Have him cook you a real breakfast, okay?”

“Okay.”

“But nothing sweet.”

“I’ll tell him.”

“How’s Early?”

“He’s sleeping next to me, but he won’t stop farting.”

“He does like to fart,” Eddie said.

“Is Marlene there?”

“No, not yet, but I’m sitting at this old famous place called Café du Monde. They have these little donuts with powdered sugar. They’re really good. And I saw a great band last night. You’d like it here.”

“I know I’d like it, Eddie.”

“Everything else okay?”

“Yeah.”

“What did you eat for dinner last night?”

“We had schnitzel and potato salad.”

Eddie laughed. “Did he tell you about Ronja?”

“Is she a real person?”

“I think so.”

“Do you think he’ll find her and they’ll get married again?”

“I doubt it.”

“Was Houston really in the navy, Eddie?”

“Yeah.”

“Why did Ronja leave him?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is Germany really far away?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you think he’ll get a private investigator and go back there?”

“No, that’s just him talking.”

“I don’t know how to get him up.”

“It’s okay. Put me on speakerphone. Do you know how to do that?”

THEY WORKED THE half day and then Houston called a cab that took them to the Overlook Restaurant, but Houston’s favorite waitress, LaDawn, was working her shift in the cocktail lounge. “Goddamn it,” he said, and leaned down to Russell. “I mean, I just spent twenty-five dollars getting us here and she’s working the lounge and they don’t let kids in the lounge . . . There’s always so many goddamn laws . . . But the thing is, Russell, I need to see her. You know what I mean? I mean, LaDawn is . . . She’s, well . . . Motherfu—Do you have any ideas?”

Russell shook his head.

“Well, shit,” Houston said, and they went outside and Houston smoked a cigarette. He was halfway through it when he said, “I think I know what to do, man. So whatever I say, you nod and go along with, okay?”

“Okay.”

Houston put the cigarette out on his shoe, set the butt in the pack, grabbed Russell’s arm, and led him into the cocktail lounge. In a chair facing the wall he sat Russell, and he took the seat facing out toward the bar. LaDawn came from the back carrying a tray of plates. She was a big woman, severely pigeon-toed, with ham-hock legs, wavy brown hair, and large breasts. She looked anywhere from early forties to late fifties, depending on the day. Her nose was small for her face, her eyes were brown, and she had a birthmark the size of two silver dollars on the side of her forehead. She wore a loose-fitting black blouse and black jeans. An ornate turquoise necklace hung from her neck; she wore feather earrings and had a silver ring on each index finger. Her fingernails were painted turquoise with silver sparkles.

She set down menus and Houston smiled his bright white teeth and said, “How you been, LaDawn?”

“What’s up with the small fry?” she said.

“You mean my nephew? Well, I just took him to the eye doctor and they dilated his pupils. He’s supposed to be wearing sunglasses, but he don’t like wearing them, so the gal up front said it was okay to bring him back here because it’s a bit darker.”

“What’s your name, little guy?”

“Russell.”

“Why don’t you like sunglasses?”

Russell looked at Houston and Houston looked at LaDawn. “You know how kids are. Russell’s gotta few tics, but then don’t we all.” He winked and LaDawn let out a laugh.

“Okay, Russell, we’ll let you sit back here. But no micheladas for you, okay?”

Russell nodded.

“His ol’ uncle Houston, he’d love a michelada, but sadly, I’m on uncle duty, so I’ll just take a cup of coffee.”

LaDawn looked at Russell. “What about you?”

“A Sprite,” the boy said, and LaDawn left.

Houston leaned over the table. “When she gets back, ask her if she has any kids. If she says she does, ask her how many? If she has too many, it might be a deal-breaker. The problem is, she looks like she’s had a few. What do you think?”

Russell shrugged.

Houston took the comb from his pocket and ran it through his hair. “Well, at least we kicked ass today.”

“But we didn’t do all the stuff Eddie wanted us to do.”

“What do you mean we didn’t? You saw me rolling the shit out of those walls. I got the master bedroom done. What the hell did you do?”

“I did what you told me to do,” Russell said. “I pulled tape in the living room, vacuumed the baseboards, and made sure to let you know when it was time to leave.”

Houston rubbed his face with his hands. “You’re right, man, you did good, but I think we both did good. Don’t you?”

“I guess.”

“Then what’s your problem? You’ve been mopey all day.”

Russell shrugged. “Maybe we should get Eddie a present?”

“A present, a present for what?”

“For when he gets home.”

“Look, man, he’s the one who’s supposed to bring us presents.”

“But Marlene will be with him, and they’ll want a present, don’t you think?”

Houston put his elbows on the table and his voice softened. “I dig Marlene, but I don’t think she’ll be coming back, Russell.”

“Why?”

“Well . . . Did I ever tell you that’s how I met Eddie, through Marlene?”

Russell shook his head.

“She was bartending at Little Earl’s. You ever been there?”

Russell shook his head.

“It’s a cool place, man. We should check it out sometime. Anyway, I was in between jobs and I used to sit in there and nurse two-dollar PBRs. Marlene was the daytime bartender, and every night after work Eddie would come in and pick her up. He and I got to bullshitting once and I told him I knew how to paint. About a week later he was short a guy, and that’s how I started.”

“Why won’t Marlene come back?”

“Marlene’s kind of a . . . Well . . . Is missing Eddie what’s got you sad?”

Russell shrugged.

“Then is it your brother?”

Russell shrugged.

“Your mom going away with that new guy? Is that it?”

Russell looked at Houston. “I don’t like him.”

Houston smiled. “So that is it. Where are they again?”

“Puerti Verda.”

“Puerto Vallarta?”

Russell nodded. “Could Eddie beat him up?”

“I don’t think so. Eddie don’t like fighting. And I’ve seen your mom’s guy. He’s big. He’s some sort of biker. What’s his name?”

“Dixie.”

Houston leaned back in his seat. “I figured he’d have a name like that. He’s probably too tough for all of us put together. Why does your mom always gotta go out with big guys? I mean, the guys she goes for all look like they’re on steroids. You should tell her when they get older, they’ll get fat and have bad backs and fucked-up knees. They’ll complain all the time. Now, me, for instance, I’m not fat, not an ounce of fat on me, and I got a good back and my knees are tough. You should tell her to try a smaller guy for a change. Have you talked to her about me?”

Russell shrugged and LaDawn came back with the drinks. “Well, what can I get you two hardworking men to eat?”

Houston cleared his throat and looked at Russell, and in a shaky voice the boy said, “Do you have any kids?”

“No offense,” she said, “but that’s the last train I want to get on.”

“Why don’t you wear a name tag?”

“I forgot it at home. My name’s LaDawn.”

Russell nodded. “Do you have any roommates?”

“I have a dog and a bottle of wine in the fridge. That’s enough for me. So what do you want to eat, cutie?”

“I’ll have a cheeseburger and fries and a chocolate milkshake with extra whipped cream.” She wrote it down and Russell looked at Houston and Houston again cleared his throat.

“Are you married?” Russell asked.

LaDawn smiled and shook her head. “Not anymore. Why all the questions, bub? You want to go out on a date?”

Russell’s face grew red. He looked at Houston and Houston took a sip of coffee and smiled. “I think he would, but there’s that curfew problem, and of course he’s on a bike.”

LaDawn laughed and Houston gave her his order: a clubhouse and a cup of lemon chicken soup. When she left, Houston again leaned over the table. “Goddamn, man, Eddie’s right. You’re a sharp little fucker. In one swoop, we know she doesn’t have kids, isn’t married, likes to flirt, likes to drink, and only has one dog. These are all great fucking signs, man. She didn’t say anything about cats, did she?”

“I don’t think so.”

“I’m really excited about this, Russell. Look, I’m gonna go to the bathroom and check my hair. Don’t go anywhere, and get me a michelada to celebrate.”

Houston got up from the table and Russell began to play with the silverware. LaDawn passed by and stopped. “Where did your uncle go?”

“To the bathroom. He wants to make sure he looks good because he likes you.”

“He likes me?”

Russell nodded.

“He’s a painter?”

Russell nodded. “And he wants a micha . . .”

“Michelada?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay,” she said.

“What kind of guys do you like?”

“What do you mean?”

“Do they have to be huge? Like bikers?”

LaDawn set her hands on the table and leaned over. “No, to be honest, I’m sick of big men. My ex-husband was big, and let me tell you, when they move, the whole bed moves with them. No, I don’t like them. They ruin couches and they’re always complaining and my God did he snore.”

“What kind of man do you like?”

LaDawn looked around, saw no tables waiting, and sat across from Russell. “I want a man to be sweet and, for once, romantic. I’m trying to start exercising and I’d like someone to do that with. And someone who likes my dog and likes dog shows and likes to talk. My ex-husband would get mad every time I opened my mouth. And I want a man that can do more than heat up a frozen pizza. A man that could cook would be something. And I love curly hair. There’s just something about it, about running your hands through a man’s curly hair. What about you, do you have a girlfriend?”

Russell’s face turned red.

“You have sisters?”

“No.”

“And I’d like a man who isn’t stealing money out of my purse all the time. For once I’d like a man who has his own money.”

Russell looked up. “Houston was a cook and he’s got a lot of money. He told me about it last night. He said he keeps it in the bank in a special box.”


THE CITY BUS stopped a block from Goodwill. Houston led Russell inside to the boy’s section and began going through rows of shirts. “Personally, I only wear new clothes, mostly Italian, but we don’t have time to go downtown. The thing is, man, you need to start worrying about style. You got a lot of shit going on in your favor, man, you’re a cool dude, but you need some class in the clothes department, and today we’ll get you some. Okay?”

“Okay,” Russell said.

A HALF HOUR later the boy carried a paper bag with his painting clothes inside. He was dressed in brown pants, brown biker boots two sizes too big, a red Penguin polo shirt, and a tan corduroy coat. His hair was combed back with Murray’s Super Light and the two walked side by side toward Eddie’s house three miles away.

“And she said she likes guys that are rich.”

Houston stopped. “Look, man, earlier you said she liked guys who weren’t stealing money out of her purse. Who weren’t broke. Not being broke and being rich are two different things.”

“I think that’s what she said.”

“Which one?”

“I’m not sure, but she likes guys that can cook.”

“That can cook? You didn’t say that before. You’re sure?”

Russell nodded.

“Did you tell her I could cook?”

“I think so.”

Houston lit a cigarette and looked out at the traffic. “Why does there always have to be so many goddamn cars driving by? I mean, all day long it just never stops. I mean, who are all these people, man? And why are they here? What else did she say?”

“She said she wants a guy who likes to talk and goes jogging.”

“Why does she have to like jogging?”

Russell shrugged.

They stopped in front of the Twilight Room. “Man, I wish I could take you in there and you could meet Portland Pete. He’s a seriously tall motherfu—He’s a bartender with one arm. I don’t know how he does it. And they have a great happy hour. Shit, we should . . . You know something, man, I’ve decided that . . . Russell, I’m gonna make you dinner tonight and show you I can really cook, and the next time you see LaDawn, you’ll be able to tell her that I’m not a short-order cook but a chef. A real chef. You didn’t tell her I was just a short-order cook, did you?”

“No.”

“I’m more than that, man,” he said, and they began walking again. “You ever had beef bourguignon?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Did you find out if she’s a vegetarian?”

Russell shook his head.

“So she’s not?”

“I don’t know.”

“But you’re certain she only likes men with curly hair?”

Russell nodded.

“I wonder how curly she means?”

They came to a derelict ski boat in the driveway of a house. The boat was covered in moss and dirt. A waterlogged couch sat on the bow. An old mattress was leaned against the stern. “Look at that old piece of shit,” Houston said.

“Is it a fishing boat?”

“It’s a speedboat, man. Do you see any fishing poles sticking out?”

Russell shook his head.

“This boat ain’t good for anything except riding around and pulling water-skiers. But it ain’t been used in a long time. That’s the thing with boats, Russell, they seem like a good idea, but the only water they usually see is from a TV in the garage.”

“Could you go to Hawaii in it?”

“No, man, the waves would get you.”

“The waves?”

“The ocean’s crazy,” Houston said. “Even a navy ship can get rocked. You’d need a tough-ass sailboat to get to Hawaii, man. That sucker, even if you did get it going, would run out of gas before you got anywhere good.”

“Are sailboats hard to drive?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never been on one. Before the navy, I was only on a boat one time. A speedboat like this.”

“Did you go to an island?”

“No, man, a lake. This kid from school invited me. A kid everybody called Turtle. He was meeting a bunch of guys I didn’t know, and it turned out of one the guys had a ski boat that his dad let him have for the weekend. There were five of us, but I only knew the one guy, Turtle. Everybody there went waterskiing, but I’d never been waterskiing and I’m not that good of a swimmer. Truth is, I can barely swim. I kept saying, ‘Nah, man, it’s cool. I’ll just watch. I’ll just watch.’ But then they all sorta ganged up on me, kind of forced me, put a life vest on me, and threw me over. Turtle told me what to do and I tried maybe four times to get up. And then finally I did and I was going okay, but then they just started going faster. I screamed at them to slow down, but they wouldn’t slow down. And shit, man, I didn’t know what to do and they kept going faster and faster and finally I wrecked. I slammed into the water face-first. I got the wind knocked out of me and a bloody nose. I was hurting, man, really hurting, and when they came to get me, I could see they were all laughing . . . They were laughing at me.” Tears welled in Houston’s eyes. “Even Turtle.

“I was the butt of the joke, man. I was . . . And that’s when . . . That’s when I realized, while I was freezing my ass off in the water, that I was the kind of guy people make fun of. Jesus, man . . . Let me tell you, Russell, that’s a hard thing to learn about yourself. It really hurt. And then those motherfu—didn’t let me get in. We were out in the middle of the lake, and it was deep. You couldn’t see anything down there. I knew there weren’t sharks, but still you felt like there might be. And then they just left. They tore off and headed so far away that I lost track of where they were. I didn’t know what to do. Even though it was summer, the water was freezing and the other boats passing didn’t see me, even though I was waving my hands and yelling.”

Houston wiped his eyes and began walking away.

Russell caught up to him. “Did they come back for you?”

Houston stopped and lit a cigarette. “Yeah, man, they did . . . But sometimes I wish they wouldn’t have, you know? Because before that happened, I didn’t know I was the kind of guy that people would leave alone in the middle of a lake. Before that, I thought I was all right. I thought I was pretty cool.”

Outside the Fixin’ To, Russell sat on the sidewalk and waited. Five minutes passed and Houston came out, lit a cigarette, and said, “I almost pissed my pants, Russell. Seriously. Getting old is . . . But, man, when I saw you sitting out here, I said to myself, ‘Who is that classy-ass mother-scratcher?’ I’m serious, that’s the first thing I thought . . . Look, I want to run something by you, okay?”

Russell stood up.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about LaDawn. And I got a question for you. You’re certain she likes curly hair?”

Russell nodded. “I think so.”

“Come on, man. Did she say it or not?”

“She said she likes men with curly hair and that she likes to run her fingers through it.”

“But you don’t know if she likes it tight, like an Afro, or loose?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did she say she was into black guys?”

Russell shrugged.

“Well . . . Either way, what I realized is that I gotta be bold. A man’s gotta take chances in life if he wants to grab that brass ring. And I want to grab it, Russell. I really do. So I’ve decided I’m gonna perm my hair. I’m gonna prove to LaDawn that I’m a serious man. That for love, I’ll do anything. You know what I mean? And you’re invited to come along if you want. Because it’s gonna be pretty cool.”

“Okay.”

“Okay, you want to come along?”

Russell nodded and they began walking.

Three blocks down the street was the Parlour salon. Inside was empty except for a woman with glasses and tattoos on her arms, sitting in a barber chair looking at her phone.

“Hey, Jasmine, you busy?”

The woman looked up. “You’re in luck, Houston, my client just canceled.”

“So I can get something done right now?”

“Sure, what do you want?”

“A perm.”

“On you?”

“Do you think it would look good on me?”

“No.” She laughed and got up from the chair. “I can guarantee it won’t.” She looked at Russell. “Why does he want a perm?”

“There’s a waitress who likes curly hair,” Russell said.

“And what’s your name?”

“Russell.”

“How do you know Houston?”

“We work together,” Houston said.

Jasmine looked at Russell’s hair. “Why did you put that Murray’s Super Light shit in his hair?”

“He looks cool, doesn’t he?”

Jasmine looked at Russell. “How drunk is he?”

Russell shrugged.

“I ain’t drunk. I’m supervising this weekend. I mean, we just got off work, and we work six days a week, seriously, and it’s almost Christmas and he’s just a kid. We’re basically slaves, man. So come on! Let’s get it on.”

“Get what on?”

“The perm.”

“You’re serious?”

“Yeah.”

“It won’t look good on you.”

“You might think that, but I have great hair. I’ve always had great hair, silky-smooth and a lot of it. My hair looks good doing anything.”

“But I’m telling you, a perm won’t look good on you.”

“I don’t give a you-know-what,” Houston said. “I want it, and I’m the customer, and the customer is always right. Right?”

Jasmine looked at Russell and sighed. “Okay,” she said. “If you want a perm, I’ll give you a perm, but I want it on record that I think it’s a bad idea. I want you to say to my phone that I think you’re an idiot for wanting a perm and that I’m certain it’ll look bad on you.” She pointed the phone at Houston. “We’re recording.”

“I want a perm, tight but not too tight,” Houston said. “Jasmine thinks it’s a bad idea, but I don’t give a shit, and I got money.”

Jasmine stopped the recording. “You’re gonna want a beer, right?”

“I wouldn’t turn one down.”

“It’s gonna take a couple hours.”

Houston looked at Russell. “Go back to Eddie’s. The dog will need to do his thing, but text me when you get there so I know you’re all right. And remember, I’m cooking beef bourguignon tonight, so we’ll have to go to the store. Maybe come back in two hours with some of the money Eddie gave us.”

“Okay.”

“On second thought, bring the whole envelope.”

Russell nodded and left. He walked ten blocks to Eddie’s house, let Early out, and spent the next hour and a half hidden on the floor between the wall and couch, watching TV. In one hand he held the remote, in the other the steak knife. When the time came to leave, he turned off the TV, grabbed the white envelope that said Weekend Money, and walked back to the salon.

Houston was in the barber chair looking at the back of his head with a handheld mirror when he got there.

“All in all, I think I did a good job,” Jasmine said. “It’s tight but not too tight. If your waitress like curls, she’ll like these. You really do have great hair.”

“I’ve always had great hair,” Houston said. “It’s always been thick, and it’s always felt like satin. So you like it, huh?”

“Honestly?”

“Sure.”

“The only thing I like about the perm is now you won’t be using Murray’s Super Light on it.”

“I can’t use it?” he cried.

“No,” she said. “You’ll ruin the curls.”

“Goddamn. Why didn’t you tell me that before you did it?”

“I did tell you.”

“You did?” Houston got up from the chair.

“But it doesn’t look as bad as I thought it would,” she said.

“It doesn’t?”

“No, and it’ll grow out.”

Houston looked at Russell. “What do you think? You think LaDawn will like it?”

Russell nodded.

“Good, that’s good. You ready to go to Safeway?”

“Sure,” he said.

“Before you leave, cowboy, you owe me,” Jasmine said.

“How much?”

“A hundred and twenty dollars, and I want it right now.”

THE CRÈME BRÛLÉE was prepared first and put in the fridge. Next came the beef bourguignon, and once it was simmering, Houston opened a bottle of Olde E and told Russell stories of being a Zamboni driver, of owning a motorcycle, his time living with twin sisters, his years at Gunderson, and his brief training as a scuba diver. He fixed a green salad with radish and avocado, made mashed potatoes, and warmed dinner rolls. On TV trays they ate and watched Caddyshack. Houston fell into fits of laughter, and that started Russell, and it was the first time Houston had ever heard the boy laugh.

When the movie ended, Houston turned on Eddie’s stereo to a classic rock station, and Black Sabbath’s “Paranoid” came blaring through the speakers. “This is what I’m talking about, Russell,” he yelled. “This is music. Eddie don’t know shit about music. You ever notice how he only listens to sad women singers?”

Russell nodded.

“With Eddie, it’s always women and always sad. Gloomy-ass chicks twenty-four/seven. But dudes like us, we dig Sabbath, right?”

Russell nodded.

“We’re jet-set mother-scratchers, man. We’re the shit, Russell. All we need now is a propane torch. Do you know where it is?”

“What is it?” Russell yelled.

“It’s blue, and fire shoots out the end of it.”

Russell shrugged.

“You have the keys to his garage?”

Russell shook his head.

Houston coughed and they went to the kitchen. He grabbed a set of keys from his pocket. “What I want you to do is go into the van and get the heat gun. You know what that is?”

Russell shook his head.

“It looks like a blow-dryer and it’s red. It’ll be in one of the plastic tubs. We’ll use it to finish off the crème brûlée. I need a smoke, anyway.”

Russell looked through three plastic totes before he found it and brought it to Houston, who was sitting in a lawn chair in the backyard smoking a cigarette. “I’m starting to come into this hair, man. It really feels bold. Remember, Russell, a man sometimes needs to be bold to get across the finish line first.” He shook his head and his hair swayed with the motion. “This is a great night, isn’t?”

“Yeah,” Russell said.

“Two pals eating good and living large. We’re a good team, Russell. Now we’ll just eat a little dessert, and tomorrow we’ll go back to the Overlook and I’ll get LaDawn. I’ll be living with her by the end of the month. I guarantee it, man. Soon I’ll be watching her put on her underwear every morning and then . . . And then we’ll . . . Shit . . . Eddie’s getting in on Monday, right?”

“Eddie’s coming home tomorrow.”

Houston nodded and looked at Early. “Man, that dog sure shits a lot, doesn’t he?”

“Yeah,” Russell said.

THE KITCHEN SINK was filled with dirty dishes, and crusted pots and pans covered the stove. Only a single clean bowl was left that next morning. Russell poured the cereal Houston had bought him—Cap’n Crunch’s Crunch Berries—into the bowl, filled it with milk, and started Thor: Ragnarok. He ate that bowl and another. At noon it began to rain and he rented Thor: The Dark World and fell asleep.

It was late afternoon when he woke to Eddie calling his name. Early was curled in a ball on the couch next to him. The boy opened his eyes. “Is Marlene here?” he whispered.

Eddie petted the old dog. “No, man, I’m sorry. She couldn’t make it. What the hell happened? You guys have a party?”

Russell nodded.

“Is Houston alive?”

“He’s in your room.”

“Was he okay to you?”

Russell nodded.

“Are you sure?”

“It was really fun, Eddie. He tried really hard.”

“And he got you using Murray’s Super Light and the Penguin shirts?”

Russell nodded.

“You look good. I like the boots. Early been okay?”

“Yeah, he already ate breakfast. We fell asleep together.”

“Why did you guys have a party?”

“Because of the waitress.”

“LaDawn?”

“You know LaDawn?”

“Sure, he’s liked her for a while.”

“Did you have a good trip?”

“Yeah, and I got you presents.” Eddie looked in the kitchen. “Man, this place is a fucking disaster.”

“I’ll clean it up, Eddie.”

“Nah, man, don’t worry. I’ll get it. You keep watching your movie and sleeping. Who bought the Cap’n Crunch?”

“Houston said it was his favorite cereal when he was my age. It hurts the roof of your mouth after the second bowl, but it tastes good. What did you get me?”

“You’ll see.”

Houston then stumbled in from the hallway still dressed in his painting whites; his curly hair shone and bounced as he moved. “Russell said you were coming in tomorrow, not today,” he said, and coughed.

Eddie began laughing so hard he fell against the living room wall.

“Goddamn it,” Houston cried. “Does it really look that bad? Jesus, Eddie, tell me straight. Did I make a mistake?”
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New Orleans

The plane landed at Louis Armstrong airport and Eddie took a cab to the Roosevelt hotel to find Marlene had not checked in. He texted her but there was no response, so he took a shower and, while waiting, fell asleep. At seven he woke to find no messages. He called but there was no answer.

In the hotel bar he ordered a Patrón Silver on the rocks and kept his phone in front of him. After the drink he went to the concierge and asked about walking tours for the next day. He took a cab to Clancy’s, where he sat at the bar, ordered a beer, and texted her that he was there. Again he kept the phone in front of him, but no text came back. He finished the beer, ordered another, and texted, Are you okay? I’m starting to worry. Just let me know you’re alive.

He received a text after that. I’m okay. A bit frazzled. Leaving tomorrow. Call me later and I’ll explain. XO M XO

He ate dinner, didn’t have another drink, and had no dessert. The night was cold but he walked the French Quarter for an hour before going back to the Roosevelt. He lay on top of the bedspread, texted her, and a minute later his phone rang.

“I’m sorry, Eddie.”

“It’s all right,” he said. “What happened?”

“The whole day yesterday I was running around like crazy to get ready. I got my nails done and then went to the mall to get a couple things. By the time I got home, it was late and I was so exhausted I could barely see straight. I sat down for a minute and fell asleep. When I woke up, it was the next morning and I couldn’t get to Orlando in time to make the flight.”

“You went to the mall for me?” Eddie said.

Marlene let out a laugh. “God, thanks for not getting mad at me. I’ve been so upset with myself.”

“It’s all right.”

“Are you liking New Orleans?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I’ve wanted to see it for a long time.”

“I know you have.”

“Are you going to come?”

“I want to.”

“You don’t have to say that.”

“Are you going to make me feel guilty now?”

“No, I’m just giving you a way out.”

“Is it a nice room?”

“Yeah, I like these fancy old hotels.”

“Is it a nice bed?”

“It would be nicer if you were in it.” He said it more than anything as a test. Because he could hear in her voice that she wasn’t going to come to New Orleans.

“You wouldn’t want to see me naked now.”

“Why’s that?”

“I don’t look good anymore, Eddie. I’ve been losing weight, and it doesn’t look good on me. I’m starting to look like those old women who are all skin and bones and broken veins. And I’ve been so uptight and nervous about seeing you that I broke out on my chest. I broke out like I did when we first met.”

Eddie laughed. “Jesus, is that all you’re worried about? Look, we’re getting older. Everything’s starting to sag. My hair’s getting thinner, my back hurts all the time, and my left hand is starting to give me problems. I don’t give a shit about any of that. I like you fat or skinny.”

“Thanks for saying that, Eddie.” She set down the phone and he could hear her blow her nose and take a drink.

“What are you drinking?”

“Vodka soda.”

“What are you, an alky now?”

She laughed.

“What happened to rum and Coke?”

“I don’t know. I just had a bottle of vodka and I’m too lazy to get anything else. What about you?”

“I took it easy. I want to feel good tomorrow and I knew we’d talk.”

Marlene’s breath suddenly began to quicken.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Please don’t hang up yet.”

“I won’t.”

“I really was excited to see you, Eddie . . . But . . . But then my mind started racing and I couldn’t stop it from racing.”

“That’s probably just the cocaine.”

She laughed.

“Is it?”

“Maybe.”

“You know how that shit ends, so why do you keep doing it?”

“I know . . . Are the sheets nice?”

“Yeah, they’re good . . . You gonna sleep tonight?”

“I better. Because I swear, Eddie, the first thing I do when I wake up is get in the car and come see you.”

“But you missed the flight.”

“There’s one tomorrow at ten a.m. They moved me to that. I’ll be at the hotel by one. How’s the pool?”

“I haven’t seen it yet, but bring a suit.”

“I packed one. I bought a bikini, but I tried it on at home and I’d be too embarrassed to wear it. So it’ll just be a one-piece. You won’t laugh?”

“I won’t laugh. I’ve seen you naked for over twenty years and I’ve never gotten tired of it.”

“Never?”

“No,” he said. “You’re really going to come?”

“My tank’s full. I just have to get to Orlando by nine-fifteen. I just wish I was there right now.”

“I wish you were, too.”

“Do you really want me there?”

“You know I do.”

Marlene fell silent.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

She paused for a moment and her voice grew quiet. “I just feel so bad about how I treated you, Eddie. I want you to know that a day doesn’t go by that I don’t hate myself because of what I did to you. Not a day.”

“You have to stop talking like that,” Eddie said. “I don’t care about the past anymore. I really don’t, and we can’t be together if you feel bad all the time. It just won’t work . . . You’re my wife, and I love you more than anything or anyone. I’ve told you this so many times. I was hurt as fuck by what you did, but when I stepped back and thought about it, it made sense. We’ve been together since you were twenty and I was twenty-two. That’s a long time.”

“I never got tired of you, Eddie.”

“Shit, Marlene, it’s okay to say you did. If we’re gonna make it, you have to be honest.”

“But I’m awful now . . . You have no idea, Eddie.”

“Don’t think so much. Just get here.”

“I wish you could come and get me.”

“I wish I could, too.”

“You could kidnap me.”

“If I had a car, I’d be driving.”

“It’s a long drive.”

“I don’t care.”

“Would you really come?”

“Of course. I’m in New Orleans, aren’t I?”

“You have no idea how good that makes me feel, Eddie. I’m gonna be there tomorrow. I already set my alarm. It’s an hour and a half to Orlando and then a two-hour flight.”

“I could meet you at the airport.”

“I don’t want to ruin your day. I’ll get to the Roosevelt. I’ll be in bed or at the pool waiting for you.”

“Don’t stay up all night.”

“I won’t.”

“I’ll text you in the morning to make sure you’re up.”

“Okay. And you know I love you, right?”

“I know. I love you, too. Get some sleep.”

EDDIE LEFT THE room at six a.m. and walked through the French Quarter. At six-thirty he texted Marlene but there was no response. He texted at six-forty-five and seven. He called at seven-fifteen but the phone went to voicemail. At seven-thirty he sent another text. At seven-forty-five he tried calling again. He texted at eight but heard nothing back and put his phone away. In his coat pocket was a notebook where he’d written the things he wanted to see. Café du Monde was underlined and he went there and had coffee and beignets and bought Russell a T-shirt. He sat at Congo Square before going on a walking tour of the history of New Orleans jazz. For lunch he went to Central Grocery and then went back to the hotel.

At the rooftop pool he swam in the sunny December afternoon, and when he got cold, he went back to his room, showered, and took a nap. At four he woke and looked at his phone to see no messages. He dressed and went to Peaches record store and the Louisiana Music Factory. He bought a half-dozen records and got Russell a T-shirt that read Satchmo. In a souvenir gift shop he bought him another that said New Orleans—The Big Easy and a Saints colored football. He left the presents and records at the hotel and walked to the Spotted Cat for happy hour and then took a taxi to the Columns hotel and had a Pimm’s Cup at the bar.

For dinner he went to Charlie’s Steak House. After that he walked a mile along Dryades Street before catching a cab back to the hotel. In his room he made a list: Get Houston a present, architecture walking tour Garden District, dinner tomorrow night? He brushed his teeth, got in bed, and put his phone on the bedside table.

He was asleep when it rang.

“You couldn’t do it, huh?” he said.

“I guess not,” Marlene said.

“That’s too bad, I had the best steak I’ve ever had, and I found Esther Phillips’s From a Whisper to a Scream on vinyl.”

“You did?”

“I’d been looking for it for a while.”

“What else did you do?”

“I went on a jazz walking tour this morning.”

“Walking tour? Like an old man.”

“Like an old man,” he said, and looked at the alarm clock. “I mean, it’s not even ten and I was already asleep.”

“I woke you?”

“Yeah, but I’m glad you called.”

“Is your bed still nice?”

“Sure, but I got a new one for the house a few months back. I like that one better.”

“You got a new bed?”

“Yeah, I didn’t need a king-size anymore and we’d put a lot of miles on that one and I got tired of thinking about that every night.”

“Yeah,” she whispered. “That makes sense. Jesus, that makes me sad. Our poor old bed. We bounced that fucker to death.”

Eddie laughed.

“Is New Orleans all you were hoping?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t make it, Eddie.”

“It’s okay.”

“I meant to come. I stayed up all night worrying and getting ready and then I feel asleep when I should have been getting into my car. I woke up about an hour ago.”

Eddie didn’t respond.

“Don’t you believe me?”

“I don’t know.”

“You can yell at me, Eddie. You can tell me to fuck off, that I’m a piece of shit. I deserve that. You know I do.”

“What’s the point of that?” he said. “I love you. I’m not going to start doing that. We’re in a ditch. You don’t seem to mind being in it, but I don’t want to be in it. I want out of the ditch and I want you here with me. They have a great pool.”

“Did you go? Was it warm enough?”

“It was a little cold but not too bad.”

“I’m glad you’re having a good time even though I fucked up our weekend.”

“I’m trying.”

“I really did want to see you.”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t you believe me?”

“Look, Marlene, if you didn’t want me to come, you could have just said it. We’ve known each other a long time. I’d understand. You could have just said you weren’t ready.”

“I thought I was ready.”

“But you didn’t text or let me know you weren’t coming, and you didn’t fall asleep. At least tell the truth.”

She paused and then cleared her throat. “No . . . I didn’t fall asleep. I wanted to come. I really did. But I’m a mess . . . And now comes the part where you’re going to make me feel even worse than I already do.”

“I’m not going to do that.”

“You have to believe me, Eddie, I meant to call. I picked up the phone a dozen times. I’m just really confused.”

“Confused about what?”

“I don’t know, everything? When I got in the car this morning, I realized that for a lot of years, loving you made me feel okay. But really that’s all I was, a fucked-up woman in love. You’re solid and I’m not solid. But I guess we’ve always known that. And myself, without you, well, that’s different. When you look at who I am, who I really am, I’m just a person who’s always hated her job, who’s never gotten along with her family, who quit speaking to her mother, who got a DUI and made her husband bail her out and pay for it, a woman who cheated on her husband and abandoned him, a woman who blew up her life just to see what would happen.”

“You did do that.”

“I’m sorry, Eddie.”

“Maybe it was the right thing for you to do,” he said. “I hope it was. But I will say this, every time I talk to you anymore, every time, you’re half in the bag. Maybe it’s just because we talk at night, but the old Marlene wasn’t like that. The old Marlene would have at least called me and told me she couldn’t come.”

“You are angry.”

“Maybe, but more than anything, I’m . . . sad. Sad because I don’t know you anymore. And the worst thing is I don’t bring you comfort anymore.”

“Comfort . . . maybe. You have no reason to trust me, but I really did want to come, Eddie. You have to believe that.” She set the phone down and nearly a minute passed.

“You made a drink?”

“Yeah,” she said. “Are you gonna make me feel bad about that?”

“No, you’re doing a pretty good job of beating yourself up. I’m just trying to stay out of the way.”

Marlene laughed. “Jesus, I love you, Eddie.”

“I love you, too.”

“I’m a fucking mess.”

“You sound like it,” he said. “For the twenty years we were together, you didn’t sound like this.”

“I didn’t?”

“No.”

“I feel like I’ve always been this way. Maybe it’s just been in there hiding and now it isn’t hiding. Maybe it’s me finally just being me.”

“I don’t think so,” he said. “You’re just partying too much. That’s what a lot of this is. You gotta start taking care of yourself. Your mind will slow down if you do. I can send you money if you need to get help.”

“I don’t want to take your money.”

“I can get a loan on the house and you could go to rehab.”

“Rehab?”

“Maybe.”

“Could we talk about something else?”

“Okay.”

“How’s Early?”

“He’s getting old. He’s starting to go blind in his right eye, but he’s okay. The house is all right and Houston is still Houston and a day doesn’t go by that Russell doesn’t ask about you.”

“I love that little guy.”

“He dreams that you’re his mother.”

She sighed and took a drink. “That’s a sad dream, huh?”

“Nah, he’s got good taste.”

“You still like that he’s living with you?”

“Yeah, I guess I do like it. More than anything I’m just glad he’s safe . . . And as I said before, when I see Russell, I can’t help but think about my sister. I want to help him because of that and because he’s a good guy. He’s funny as shit, and tough, and flirts with women like Houston.”

Marlene laughed. “I’m sorry for what I said about your sister, Eddie. I didn’t mean to sound so cruel. I was just upset.”

“I know. It’s okay. And you were right. I would have been a different person if it hadn’t happened.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Eddie.”

“Thanks for saying that.”

“Life is fucked up, isn’t it?”

“Sometimes.”

Marlene was silent for nearly a minute and then said, “I gotta tell you something, Eddie.”

“Okay.”

“This is a really hard thing for me to say.”

“Then just say it.”

“I’ve met someone.”

Eddie’s heart began to race. “You did?”

“Yeah,” she whispered. “An older guy. He sits at my bar at the country club. His wife left him. For months he hit on me and then finally one night I caved. Now he wants me to move in with him. A while ago he took me down to the Bahamas. He’s like sixty-five, but I look young and pretty good to an old man. He said I could quit my job if I moved in with him.”

Tears welled in Eddie’s eyes.

“The Bahamas are nice,” Marlene said. “We stayed at a resort on Harbour Island. The water’s so clear it’s unreal. It’s hard to explain how beautiful it is.” She stopped and took a sip from her drink. “He’s letting me use his car, too. I had this shitty old Honda Civic and the AC kept going out, so finally George, that’s his name, told me to take his Mercedes . . . You still there, Eddie?”

“Yeah,” he whispered.

“You hate me now. I can feel it.”

“No, but you’re trying to get me to.”

“I wish you would. I wish you’d yell and scream and tell me to fuck off. I wish you’d just come here and break down the door and beat me up and drag me back home. That’s what you should have done when I first left. You should have grabbed me by the neck and forced me back.”

“We don’t need to do this,” Eddie said. “You never used to talk like this. So either you really are fucked up, or you’re just trying to cut us off and hurting me and punishing yourself is the way you want to do it. I don’t know which it is, but I came here because I love you and you’re my wife. I came here because I needed to see where you were at, and now I know . . . I’m gonna get off the phone now.”

“Please, Eddie, don’t go yet,” she said. “I feel like if we hang up, I’ll never talk to you again.”

“I’ll always pick up the phone for you.”

Marlene began crying. “I’m sorry, Eddie . . . I wish more than anything that I never started with Rick or moved to Florida. You got to believe me when I say that, but now I’m here and I feel like . . . Well, I feel like if I come home, I’ll just hate myself even more. Because everybody, my brothers, my mom and dad, our friends, they all know how I fucked you over. And they’ve always liked you more than me anyway. So if I come home, I’ll just be more ashamed of myself than I already am. So there’s no way I can come back, don’t you see? Because at least before, I had you fooled, you thought I was something, but now even you know I’m not. Now even you can see as plain as day that I’m not anything, and soon you’ll realize I never was.”

AT SUNRISE EDDIE walked the French Quarter. At Café du Monde he once again had coffee and beignets. He walked to the Garden District, where he bought Houston a bottle of Sazerac and a copy of A Confederacy of Dunces. At eleven he took the architecture walking tour and then got a cab to the High Hat Café and had catfish with greens and grits.

He took a nap in the afternoon and woke at seven, showered, and walked to Willie Mae’s Scotch House and had fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and fried okra. On the way back he stopped at the Napoleon House and the Carousel Bar. He was in his room and in bed by ten. His alarm was set for five a.m. to get to the airport and his flight home.
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The Troubled to the Wolves

Across the street from the D Mart, Berny chewed his nails. It was late February, raining, and nine o’clock at night. Inside the store Josh took a king-size Reese’s peanut butter cup and walked to the register with a handful of nickels and pennies. He spilled them out across the counter. The old bent-backed Asian man behind the register shook his head but brought the coins to the center and began counting them.

Curtis was in the freezer section. He took out three Red Baron frozen pizzas, put them under his left arm, went to the beer cooler, took out a twenty-four-pack of Rainier, and ran for the door. The old man saw and screamed, “Stop!” As he did, Josh took the peanut butter cup and two bags of Lay’s barbecue potato chips from a display by the front door and ran out after Curtis.

Berny watched as they sprinted from the mini-mart, and he chased after them and they didn’t stop until they were five blocks away. All of them laughing, trying to catch their breath. Josh’s mom was out of town, so they went to her apartment and ate two of the pizzas and drank sixteen of the beers. Curtis and Josh puked in the kitchen sink and Berny passed out on the floor.

The next day they ate lunch at Burgerville and went back to Josh’s mom’s apartment and played video games and drank the rest of the beer. When night came, they went out again, this time to James John Saver Market. At the counter Josh set down a Snickers bar and pulled a handful of coins from his pants pocket. He dropped them hard on the counter, a third of them falling to the ground. The clerk, a middle-aged Sikh in a burgundy turban, didn’t make a move for the coins. He just looked past Josh to Curtis, who held two Red Baron brick-oven MEAT-TRIO pizzas under his right arm and a pint of chocolate chocolate chip Häagen-Dazs in each hand. Curtis looked at the man behind the counter and smiled. Josh began counting the pennies out. “How much is this thing, anyway?”

The man looked at the boy. “A dollar seventy-nine,” he said.

“Do you sell cigarettes?”

“How old are you?”

Josh said nineteen and Curtis put the ice cream in his coat pockets, grabbed a thirty-pack of Coors, and ran for the door. But the man behind the counter hit a button below the register and grabbed a baseball bat. Another man, older and more feeble, came from the back, also holding a bat. Curtis made it out the door and Josh was to it when the man behind the counter swung the bat and hit him in the leg. Josh nearly fell but kept running to the parking lot and yelled, “Fuck you, sand nigger.”

Berny waited in an alley behind the store and Curtis and Josh sped past him and he followed. For a half mile they ran before collapsing in the darkness of Kenton Park. They couldn’t stop laughing. “I say we go back and burn that fucker down,” Josh said. “I can’t believe the towelhead hit me with a bat.”


AT JOSH’S APARTMENT they ate both brick-oven MEAT-TRIOs and the BBQ Recipe chicken pizza from the night before. They drank seven beers each, and again Josh and Curtis puked: Josh in the toilet, Curtis in the bathtub. Both boys passed out. Berny ate ice cream and played video games until two a.m. and then looked through Josh’s mom’s room. He stole a gold watch, a pair of black see-through underwear, a sparkly red vibrator hidden underneath her socks, and three rings that sat in a dish on her dresser. In Josh’s sister’s room he found a pink ceramic piggy bank. Inside were seven one-dollar bills, a ten, and two dozen quarters, plus handfuls of pennies and nickels and dimes. He put the bills and quarters in his pocket and put the dimes, nickels, and pennies back in the bank. He took the unopened pint of chocolate chocolate chip ice cream and left.

The next morning Curtis got up from the living room floor and ate two bowls of Frosted Flakes. The sink was full of dirty dishes and dried vomit. He set his bowl on the counter and went to the bathroom, where he sat on the can for a long time. With his pants down around his ankles, he threw up the cereal in the sink.

In the living room he found his shoes and coat, took the rest of the beer—nine cans—and left. It was a mile walk home and it was past one p.m. when he got there. His mother had cleaned the house and no one was home. He hid the beers in his closet, turned the heat up on the furnace, and looked for food. In the freezer was a family-size Stouffer’s lasagna. He read the instructions, put it in the oven, and set the timer. He played video games until the timer rang and pulled the lasagna from the oven and ate a quarter of it. At seven he walked to Safeway and bought a half gallon of Breyers cookies and cream. He went back home and ate more lasagna and then two bowls of ice cream before he grew tired. He rinsed off his dishes, put them in the dishwasher, and covered the lasagna with tinfoil and put it in the refrigerator. He played another hour of video games and went to bed.

He woke to the sound of moaning.

At first he didn’t know what it was but then he knew what it was. He turned on his side and put a pillow over his head. His mother’s moans grew louder and more intense. He tried not to become aroused but he couldn’t help it and that sickened him even more and he became enraged. He turned on the bedside lamp and put on his clothes.

In his dresser was a black military folding knife that Josh had given him, and he walked to the kitchen with it in his hand. Only the stove light was on. His mother was naked, straddling her boyfriend, who was sitting on a chair. Her breasts were bouncing up and down and her dyed red hair was covering her face. On the kitchen table was a bottle of Bulleit whiskey and two glasses. Music came from a portable speaker near the sink and a cigarette smoked in an ashtray. Dixie was grunting and his mother was saying in short heavy breaths, “I’m almost there, baby, fuck me harder, fuck me harder, I’m almost there.”

At the edge of the kitchen was a small end table. On it were a framed photo of his grandparents and an old landline telephone. Curtis picked up the phone and threw it as hard as he could against the wall. His mother stopped moving and looked up to see Curtis staring at her, his face red and his body trembling. “Christ,” she said, out of breath. “Why are you here? You said you were spending the night at Josh’s.”

“That was for the last two nights,” Curtis cried. “I have school tomorrow, it’s Sunday!”

“Go back to your room,” she said, and got off Dixie. “I’m serious, get out of here.” But Curtis didn’t move, so she rushed past him naked and went into the bathroom. On the kitchen floor Dixie found his underwear, put them on, and looked at Curtis. He saw the knife in the boy’s right hand. Dixie seemed neither mad nor nervous about it. He just got on his pants and shirt and then sat in a kitchen chair and put on his socks and boots.

Connie came from the bathroom in a red robe. She was in the hallway behind Curtis when Dixie saw her and shook his head to her. “We didn’t know you were here,” he said. “This is our fault, and I’m sorry. I’d be pissed off, too. But you gotta put the knife down. Nothing good is gonna come from you having that thing.”

“Goddamn it, Curtis, you have a knife?” Connie asked.

Dixie looked at her and waved his arm. “It’s all right, Connie. Just stay where you are. It was a fucked-up thing to see. I get it. I’d be upset, too. And I’ll get out of here as soon as Curtis gives me the knife.”

“I ain’t giving you shit!” Curtis yelled.

Dixie stood up and moved a kitchen chair in front of him and held on to it. “Then just put it down on the floor.”

Curtis shook his head and tears fell down his face.

“I’m just telling you,” Dixie said. “Nothing good is going to happen if you keep that thing in your hand. If you’d calm down, you’d see that. So get rid of the knife. I’ll be cool if you do, but I won’t if you keep it in your hand.”

Connie walked toward Curtis. She gently put her hands on his shoulders. “Honey,” she said as softly as she could, “put the knife down. This is stupid.”

“Don’t touch me!” Curtis screamed. He spun around to face her and accidently cut her forearm as he did. Connie screamed and ran into the kitchen to Dixie, her arm dripping blood on the floor. Dixie threw the chair at Curtis and ran at him but Curtis swung the knife and cut Dixie’s leg. Dixie fell into the refrigerator and Curtis ran down the hallway to his bedroom and locked the door.

“Does he have a gun?” Dixie asked.

“I don’t think so, but I don’t know,” Connie said, and wrapped a dish towel around her arm.

“Then call the cops,” Dixie said, and stood up. The knife had cut through his jeans, and blood was soaking through the fabric and dripping down his pant leg.

Connie took the phone from her purse and called 911.

“Curtis,” Dixie yelled from the hallway. “Do you have a gun?”

Curtis was pacing back and forth inside his room. He was hyperventilating. “Is she . . . is she okay?” he yelled. “I didn’t mean to do it. I didn’t mean to.”

“She’s all right, but she’s calling the cops. So let me know right now, do you have a gun?”

“Why would she call the cops?” he cried. “Why does she hate me so much?”

“She doesn’t hate you, but you cut her, and she’s scared.”

“I didn’t mean to. I didn’t. You have to believe me. I didn’t want to.”

“Then put the knife down and come out. I won’t hurt you. But I’m telling you, the cops will if you fuck around with them.”

Curtis didn’t say anything more. He just put on his shoes and coat and put the knife in his pants pocket. In the closet was a shoebox where he kept a set of keys, various photos, thirty-seven dollars, and an antique silver dollar in a case that his grandfather had given him. He took the money and keys. By then he was crying so hard he could barely see. The bedroom window faced the backyard and he opened it, climbed out, and ran. He jumped over the fence into a neighbor’s yard. Two dogs barked from a kennel and a security light came on. There was a gate alongside the neighbor’s house and he went through it and came to a street. He ran down the pavement but quickly grew tired and stopped. It was raining and he became wet and his anger didn’t subside. It only grew, and soon all he could think of was his brother.

It was two blocks to Eddie’s house, and he walked through the carport past the work van and the LeMans to the backyard. In the rain and darkness he stood at Eddie’s back door and began trying different keys from his ring until he found the one he had stolen from the chain around Russell’s neck. He unlocked the door and went inside.

The house was warm, the stove light was on, and he could see the kitchen table and Russell’s homework laid out. On the fridge were photos: one of Russell and the dog by a river, another of Russell with a wrestler named Badd Blood from Blue Collar Wrestling, one of Early as a pup, and one of Russell standing on the roof of the LeMans.

Inside Russell’s room was a Spider-Man night-light. By its glow Curtis could see his brother asleep on a twin bed. The old dog was next to him, laid out on his back, also asleep. But the dog woke, stood up, and began to growl. Russell opened his eyes to see the dark shadow of his brother and he let out a cry. After that the dog began showing his teeth and barking. Curtis stepped back and took the knife from his pocket and opened the blade. Russell jumped out of bed and moved to the farthest corner of the room.

The noise woke Eddie and he came down the hall in a T-shirt and boxer shorts. When he saw Curtis at the edge of Russell’s room holding the knife, he rushed back to his room and called 911. He told the operator what was happening, gave her his address, and with her still on the line, he went back to the living room.

“Curtis,” he said. “I called the police and they’re coming. They know you’re here. They’re on the phone with me right now. So please, man, put down the knife.”

Curtis turned and looked at Eddie. “Why?” he cried. “Why are you all doing this to me?”

“Doing what?” Eddie asked. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually looked at Curtis. He had the body of a man, the face of a boy, and a voice somewhere in between.

“Why would you call the cops?” Curtis’s body was trembling.

“You know why,” Eddie said. “You’re in my house and you have a knife and you’re scaring us.”

“But I was just sleeping,” Curtis said. “It’s not my fault. I was just sleeping. I didn’t mean to.”

“Come on, man, put the knife down.”

Early was still on the bed barking and Russell stood motionless in the corner. His pajama bottoms were wet with urine and he was sobbing.

“I didn’t mean to do it,” Curtis said. “She was just there. It was an accident.”

“What was an accident?”

Curtis began crying.

“Come on, man, just drop the knife.”

“I don’t know . . . I don’t know what’s happening?” he said, so full of tears he could barely speak.

“What do you mean, what’s happening?”

Curtis shook his head and then, suddenly, his face turned red and he screamed, “I fucking hate you, Eddie.”

Eddie backed up. “Why? Why do you hate me?”

Curtis began hyperventilating. “I just . . . I just don’t understand.”

“Understand what?”

Tears and spit leaked down his face.

“I just don’t . . .” and Curtis’s voice fell into hopelessness. With his free hand, he wiped his eyes.

“Understand what?”

“Why . . .” he tried.

“Why what?”

“Why you chose him,” he whispered and pointed the knife at Russell. “Why would you choose him over me?”

“Choose him for what?” Eddie asked. “I don’t understand.”

Curtis began crying harder.

The faint sound of a siren came.

“Help me understand, man. Put down the knife and help me understand.”

Curtis fell back against the wall and crouched to his knees. He couldn’t stop crying. “Why would you pick him to live here and not me? I should be living here, not him. I should be. I’m better than him. I’m way better.” Again he wiped his face but this time, when he did, Early jumped down from the bed and moved toward Curtis. His barking became harder. Curtis stood back up. He pointed the knife at the dog. “I’ll kill it if it tries to bite me.”

“Don’t do that, man. He’s just an old dog and he’s scared. Put down the knife and I swear I’ll try and help you. But don’t hurt the dog. There’s no point in that.” Eddie looked at Early. “Stop, Early. Goddamn it, stop!”

But Early wouldn’t stop, so Eddie moved toward Curtis, and as he did, Russell picked up a soccer ball and threw it at his brother. He picked up a pair of shoes and threw those. He screamed over and over, “Leave Early alone! Leave Early alone! Leave Early alone!” He threw a baseball mitt and then one book after another that sat on a shelf near the closet.

The siren grew louder and the dog kept barking and Russell kept yelling and Curtis panicked and he ran for the door. Eddie tried to back away but he wasn’t quick enough, and as Curtis passed, he stabbed Eddie in the stomach.

Eddie fell to his knees. The knife was in him and Curtis went through the kitchen and was out the back door and running through the carport when he was hit by a single punch from Dixie. Curtis dropped to the ground and Dixie rolled the boy onto his stomach. He grabbed Curtis’s right arm, bent it, and pulled it up behind the boy’s back until Curtis cried out. Dixie lifted him by the arm and the back of the jacket and walked him to where the police car was parking, its siren whining, its lights flashing.

Inside the house Eddie collapsed on his back on the living room floor.

Russell ran to him. “Are you dead, Eddie?”

“No, man, I’m all right, but find my phone. See if 911 are still there. We need an ambulance, okay?”

Russell went to the phone. The operator was still on the line. The boy spoke to her and then ran back to Eddie. “I told her, Eddie, I told her.”

“Good man.”

Russell looked at the knife and the blood leaking from Eddie’s stomach. “Are you going to die?”

“No.”

“Does it hurt bad?”

“I’m okay.”

“There’s blood everywhere.”

“I know. But they’ll be here soon.”

“I’m sorry, Eddie.” Russell began to sob. “It’s my fault.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“It is,” Russell whispered. “He stole the key, Eddie . . . He stole the key around my neck and I didn’t tell you because I thought you wouldn’t like me.”

“It’s okay. It’s not your fault.”

“I’m sorry, Eddie.”

“It’s all right.”

“I don’t know what to do,” Russell cried.

“There’s nothing to do. Just stay here.”

Russell sat on his knees and Eddie’s blood leaked into the boy’s pajamas. Russell put his hand on Eddie’s shoulder. “Are you gonna make me leave now, Eddie?”

Eddie’s skin was gray. His eyes were glassy. He looked at Russell. “No, man.” But his voice was faint. “I’m not going to make you leave. Don’t worry about that.”

In front of Eddie’s house were a fire truck, a police car, and an ambulance. A woman officer handcuffed Curtis and put him in the back of the police car while two paramedics rushed into the house. Ten minutes later Eddie was wheeled out and driven away.

From the backseat Curtis watched it all. He saw his mother and Dixie walk into Eddie’s house. His mother had a bandage on her arm and Dixie was wearing shorts and had a wide bandage wrapped around his leg. When they came out minutes later his mother was holding Russell in her arms, carrying him back to their house. Dixie followed with the dog on a leash.

And then the fire truck left, and after that, the police car Curtis was in was moved in front of his mother’s house. A male officer got out and went inside while the female officer typed on a computer connected to a console on the dashboard. No one came out of the house for a long time after that. And when someone did, it was only the male officer. Curtis’s mother wasn’t there. She didn’t come out to say goodbye.

The officer got into the car, started the engine, and they drove away. The neighborhood blurred past them and rain fell and the wipers went back and forth. The heater was on, it grew warm, and the officers talked among themselves. They talked like Curtis wasn’t even there.
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The Savior

In the parking lot of the Overlook, Houston threatened to kill himself for the fifteenth time that week. Eddie leaned into the driver’s side window. “Well, man, I’ll tell you this, I’m starving, and it’s almost one. So if you’re going to do it, do it, because I want to eat.”

Houston finished his cigarette and took another from the pack in his shirt pocket.

“You better not light that.”

“I ain’t going in there,” he said.

“You’ve had the hair for two months. You haven’t gone in and shown it to LaDawn, and you haven’t cut it off. No wonder you’re nuts.”

“How was I supposed to go in there and work my groove when you’re in a hospital dying and I’m having to work with Cordarrel every fucking day? Tell me that, man.”

“You ate while I was gone, didn’t you?”

“Fuck you, man.”

“Don’t get pissed at me,” Eddie said. “Look, I’ll say it one more time, and then I’ll kill you myself. As far as you know, she likes men with curly hair and now you have curly hair. So what’s the point in not going in? We’ll sit in her section and you’ll woo her and tell her you got the perm for her and then you guys will either get married or you’ll shave your head. It’s not that hard, man. And I’ve had it. Ever since I’ve been back, you’re either so hungover that all you talk about is how hungover you are or you’re semi-straight and all you talk about is how you want to kill yourself. At this point I don’t care what you do, but you gotta do something.”

A BUSBOY DELIVERED waters and menus and LaDawn came from the kitchen dressed in a black blouse with fringed sleeves, black tennis shoes, and red jeans. On the back of her shirt was a drawing of a skeleton riding a Harley-Davidson. In one hand he held a heart-shaped box of candy and in the other a bouquet of flowers. Behind him, tied to the backrest, was a bottle of champagne.

“What can I get you two hardworking men to drink?” she asked.

“Goddamn,” Houston tried. “How did we get lucky enough to end up in your section?”

A pair of bifocals hung from a gold chain around LaDawn’s neck. She put them on and laughed. “Is that really you, Houston? My God, what happened to your beautiful hair? Is it a wig? Are you in a play or something?”

Houston looked to Eddie.

“It’s a long story,” Eddie said.

“Well, that’s a story I’d like to hear. But first let’s get your drinks ordered.”

“Iced tea,” Eddie said.

Houston looked at the table in front of him. “I’ll take a Bloody Mary and a pint of Bud.”

LaDawn wrote it down and left.

“Goddamn it, Eddie.”

“She’s just surprised. Don’t worry.”

Six construction workers sat at a table near the bar. Houston watched as LaDawn gave them menus. One of them, a tall, handsome, and rugged man with thick wavy black hair said something, and she erupted in laughter. Houston slunk down in his seat and closed his eyes.

“Are you working this poor man to death?” LaDawn said when she set down the drinks.

“He’s a hardworking SOB, that’s for sure,” Eddie said.

Houston opened his eyes.

“I made it super-spicy the way you like, sleepyhead.” She then whispered, “I even put in an extra piece of bacon for you.”

“Thanks,” Houston said, and sat up and tried again. “You make the best Bloody Mary this side of the Mississippi.”

“Who’s the bitch that makes it better on the other side?” she said, and laughed and looked at his hair. “I’m sorry, I just can’t help it. Can I touch it? It really does look like a wig.” Houston leaned toward her and she reached out and touched his hair. “My God, it’s like silk. I wish my hair felt like that.”

“I’ve always had smooth hair and a lot of it,” Houston said.

“Big plans for Saturday night?” Eddie asked.

“I’m going on my first online date,” LaDawn said. “His profile says he likes running and I just took up jogging. He also likes cooking and talking and walks along the river. And he’s a Winterhawks fan, too. He seems just about perfect.”

“Houston has season tickets to the Winterhawks,” Eddie said.

“You do?” LaDawn said.

Houston shook his head. “I just buy the twenty-pack.”

“And Houston’s a jogger.”

Houston half-nodded.

“Really?”

“He just did a 5K,” Eddie said.

LaDawn looked around. “Well, my tables are backing up. I guess I better quit jawboning. What are you guys eating?”

“I’ll take a ham and cheese on rye and a cup of lemon chicken soup.”

LaDawn looked at Houston. He said, “I’ll just take another round.”

“And get him the hot turkey special,” Eddie said.

She wrote the order down and left, and Houston put his elbows on the table. “I ain’t a runner.”

“Maybe you should start.”

“She’s got a boyfriend.”

“Online shit never works.”

“How do you know?”

Eddie shrugged.

Houston finished the beer and started on the Bloody Mary.

“Don’t go nuts on me,” Eddie said. “We have three jobs starting next week.”

“I bet she bought new underwear, too . . . Some guy’s gonna be licking her from head to toe tonight, and I look like an idiot. What kind of guy gets a perm and lives in a converted garage and has his boss hold his money and pay his bills because he can’t even be trusted with himself?”

“At least you got good teeth,” Eddie said.

Houston slumped down again. “Just run me over in the parking lot. You have the extra key to my safe-deposit box. You could set up some sorta fund for Russell. Just say it was an accident. No one would care. You’d probably even get a medal.”

“I would, but I got three jobs next week and I still feel like shit and they’d impound the van.”

“I’m serious, Eddie.”

“I’m serious, too. Don’t go nuts.”

“Why does she have to make the best Bloody Mary, man? And you know I dig bigger women and women who dye their hair. And a woman who puts that much effort into painting her nails and toes has gotta have a top-notch hoo-haw.”

Eddie laughed. “You better show up on Monday.”

“I’ll show up. I’ll show up because I got nothing else, man. I’m nothing more than a cog in your chain gang.”

RUSSELL RODE TO Houston’s garage apartment the next morning. It was Sunday, nine a.m. He knocked five times, waited, knocked once more, and used the key that Eddie had given him. Inside, beer bottles and dirty clothes were strewn about: underwear and bottles on the floor, work clothes on the couch, socks and more underwear on the kitchen counter, and bottles in the shower.

Russell texted Eddie: Houston not hear. 13 empte bottles of Old English. One Maker Mark haf ful. It smells realy bad. He didn’t flush the toilet and theirs dirty dishs in the bathroom.

Eddie responded: Flush the toilet, pour the Maker’s Mark out, and lock up when you leave. Stay on the sidewalk. It’s raining too hard to be on the road. We gotta get lights for your bike. I’ll be home by four. We’ll eat and go to wrestling.

Russell poured the whiskey down the sink and flushed the toilet and then locked the front door and left. He rode back to Eddie’s and watched TV on the couch with Early. When he heard the van pull into the carport that afternoon, he turned the set off and ran to the kitchen table. He laid out his homework and sat down, and Eddie came through the back door carrying an apple pie.

Russell had a pencil in his hand and looked up. “Do you need me to clean brushes?” he asked.

“No brushes today,” Eddie said. “It’s Sunday. I just did some bids.” He set the pie on the counter, took a beer from the fridge, and opened it. “So it looked bad at Houston’s?”

Russell nodded.

“He’s not going to show tomorrow,” Eddie said, and leaned against the counter.

“Is that bad?”

“We’ll see. I have three jobs starting. I should have pulled out on two of them when I got hurt. But I just pushed them forward, and now they’re all landing at the same time.” He looked at Russell’s homework. “You been sitting here a long time?”

Russell nodded.

“You figure out the problems?”

Russell shook his head.

“Well, at least you’re trying. And we have to stay on top of your spelling. Cordarrel was right to turn off the spell check on your phone. At least I understand what you’re saying now, but we have to remember to work on that. All right, I’m gonna cook dinner. You ever had chicken and dumplings?”

Russell shrugged.

“When it’s cold and raining out, that’s what I always want. You remember the lady who had the house with the deck that overlooked the railyard?”

“Sharon,” Russell said. “She had the little dog, too.”

“Yeah, the Jack Russell.”

“Tinker.”

“Tinker, that’s right,” Eddie said. “I went to her place today to pick up the final check, and she had made an apple pie for you.”

“She made it for me?”

“Yeah. She said you guys talked on the phone for about a half hour the other night.”

Russell nodded. “She wanted to pay you, Eddie, but you weren’t here, so I talked to her.”

“What did you talk about?”

Russell’s face grew red.

“You really are a little Houston,” Eddie said.

Russell smiled.

“Well, whatever you said worked. You got her baking pies for you, and she said she thought you were the coolest kid she’d met in a long time.”

“She did?”

“Yeah.”

“Is she coming to dinner tonight, Eddie?”

Eddie laughed. “Did you invite her when you talked to her?”

Russell shook his head.

“Then it’s just you and me.” Eddie finished the beer and opened another. “Was Houston’s bike at his place?”

“I don’t remember, Eddie. Do you want me to go to back and see?”

“Nah, it’s too rainy for that.”

“Do you think he’s living by the river now?”

“I hope not,” he said, and took another drink. “I got Houston on a bender, Cordarrel with hemorrhoids, and you remember Jax?”

“Is he the one that never takes a shower?”

“Yeah.”

“And he let his cat die?”

“That’s right,” said Eddie. “He never took his cat to the vet. You have a good memory. He isn’t much of a guy, but he can paint. He was supposed to work, but he’s gone AWOL. I can’t get ahold of him. I found out from another painter that he’s in a band called Sonic Rampage, but that’s all I know. I can’t even remember where he lives.”

“Sonic Rampage?”

“You heard of them?”

Russell shook his head. “Do you want me to go look for Jax?”

“There’s no point in that.”

“I can work tomorrow, Eddie.”

“I know, and thank you for saying that. But you have to go to school, that’s your job. I’m just thinking out loud. None of it’s a big deal. The only thing that might happen is that if Houston and Jax stay missing, you might be here alone more. So remember, you can always stay at your mom’s if you get lonely. If Houston doesn’t show up tomorrow, I’ll call her and let her know what’s going on.”

“Don’t call her, Eddie!” Russell said, and dropped his pencil and stood up. “Please don’t call her.”

“It’s okay, man. I’m just saying if you get lonely, go to your house. I’m sure your mom would love it.”

Tears suddenly welled in Russell’s eyes. “But I’m not lonely, Eddie. Early’s here. Please let me work tomorrow.”

“You can’t, man. You have to go to school. Look, I’m sorry I brought any of this up. I was just thinking out loud. Everything’s cool. Just do your homework so we can see your gal wrestle tonight. What’s her name again?”

“Atomic Amber.”

Eddie laughed.

“We don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”

“I told you I’d take you. I want to go. Is Amber the one with the weird eyes?”

Russell shook his head and smiled. “She’s the one who you said was good-looking. You know who she is. You like her, too.”

HOUSTON DIDN’T COME to work the next day or the day after. Russell became so worried he couldn’t sleep or eat. At school he struggled to stay awake, and he quit paying attention and doing his classwork. The school called his mother in concern, who then called Eddie. On the morning of the fourth day, Russell got out of bed as soon as he heard the sound of the van leaving. He let Early out, fed him, ate two bowls of cereal, and turned on the TV. He watched cartoons until seven and then walked through the gate to his mother’s house. In her bedroom the TV was on with the sound down. Dixie was in bed next to her and they were asleep. Russell pushed on her arm three times before she opened her eyes.

“Is that you, Russell?” she whispered.

“Yeah,” he said.

“What are you doing?”

“Eddie already left. I felt okay, but I just threw up. I texted Eddie, but where he’s working, they don’t have reception. Would you call the school and tell them I don’t feel good?”

“Sure, honey,” she said. “Just give me a minute.”

Russell went to the kitchen and waited and his mother came out in her red robe. She took a cigarette from her purse, lit it, and looked on the refrigerator for the school’s number. She made the call and sat at the kitchen table. “Come here and let me see if you have a fever.” Russell went to her and she put her palm on his forehead. “You don’t seem hot. Just an upset tummy?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you want to sleep here?”

“No, I’ll go back to Eddie’s. Early’s there.”

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll come by later to check on you.”

“You don’t have to,” he said. “I’ll text if I need anything.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” he said, and hugged her and left.

At Eddie’s house he lay next to Early on the couch and watched more TV. At seven-thirty he texted Eddie: I’m up. Early Fed. 8 Brekfast. Going to school. Is Houston their.

Eddie replied: No Houston, but everything’s good. It’s a rainy one. Good luck staying dry. Text me when you leave school.

Russell: Is Jax their?

Eddie: No Jax. Don’t worry. Get to school!!

Russell took every cent he had, seventy-three dollars, and put on his raincoat. He rode his bike to Houston’s apartment to find Houston still not there. After that he rode through the neighborhood near Eddie’s house. At every restaurant and store he came to, he went inside and looked for Houston. He searched the homeless camps near the river and the broken-down RVs and cars on Crawford Street.

At noon he took a break and ate a slice of pizza at Signal Station. After that he walked his bike down Lombard Street and came to the Vinyl Resting Place record store. Behind its main window sat an old man by a cash register, reading a book. Taped to the store’s front door were flyers for bands. On one of them was Sonic Rampage. It said they were playing at Slim’s on March 4. Russell leaned his bike against the window, went inside, and asked the old man, “What’s the date today?”

The old man looked up from his book. “Monday.”

“But what’s the date?”

“The fourth.”

Russell nodded. “Do you know where Slim’s is?”

The old man pointed down the street. “It’s that way a couple of blocks.”

“What is it?”

“It’s a bar. You know where Santa Cruz is?”

Russell shook his head.

“Where the mural is?”

“The Mexican store?”

The old man nodded. “It’s across the street from there.”

Russell thanked him and left.

Inside Slim’s, there were tables and poker machines and a small stage. A handful of people sat at a long wooden bar where a man tended bar. “You can’t be in here,” the man said when he noticed the boy.

Russell leaned against the bar. “I saw a sign for Sonic Rampage. It says they’re playing here. Is that really tonight?”

The man walked to the end of the bar where the band schedule was written. “Yeah,” he said, “they’re tonight.”

“What time?”

“They start at nine and they’ll go to about midnight.”

“Midnight?” Russell cried.

“Yeah,” the man said. “Now get out of here.”

Russell kept searching. He went inside every store along Lombard. He came to a corner tavern called the Ranger and went inside and asked the bartender if she knew Houston.

“The person or the city?”

“The person.”

“Sure,” she said. “The old guy. The housepainter.”

“That’s him!” Russell said.

“I saw him yesterday. He came in with a shaved head. I asked him why he would shave his head when he had such great hair, but he wouldn’t tell me. He just ordered a beer and sat in the corner, and then he came back and asked if I wanted to go to the Portway and get a drink with him. I started laughing because I was working and it was like he wanted to go on a date. But he’s older than my dad. I didn’t mean to laugh, it just came out, and then he got really upset. He ordered another pint and walked out with it. And you know that’s illegal. I yelled at him to stop, but he wouldn’t.”

“When was that?”

“Yesterday, right before it got dark. Maybe four or five?”

“Where’s the Portway?”

“It’s on Willamette, toward the university. You’ll see it. It’s an old bar on the right side of the road. And when you find him, tell him he owes me a pint glass.”

AT THE PORTWAY the old-lady bartender said she knew Houston and that he had come in the night before with her nephew Carl. The two had left together in Carl’s van around ten. She remembered the time because Carl had parked in front of the bar and someone had stolen his muffler. When he started the engine, the whole place heard it.

“Where does Carl live?”

“He’s going through a divorce,” the bartender said. “He’s living in his van at the Pick-n-Pull, where he works.” On a bar napkin she wrote: Pick-n-Pull and a description of the van: Ford Econoline, brown, mid-90s, tinted windows and a sunset mural on each side.

“Do you know how to get there?” Russell asked.

“Go north on Lombard, pass the movie theater, and just keep going. Stay on Lombard until it turns into Columbia. You’ll go past Pier Park and a bunch of big industrial-type buildings, and then you’ll see a mountain of shipping containers.”

“Shipping containers?”

“They look like railcars without wheels. There are hundreds of them stacked on each other. You won’t miss them, they’re all different colors. After them, just go down the hill to the stoplight. Take a right and go for a while and then you’ll see Pick-n-Pull on the left-hand side.”

Russell rode through St. Johns to the industrial section of town. The sidewalks ended and cars, buses, and semitrucks blew past him at forty-five miles an hour. Rain fell and he pedaled past two homeless encampments and a row of derelict travel trailers and motor homes. Next came a line of nonrunning cars and vans: two parted-out Honda Civics with no wheels or doors, a car with every window broken out, a burned-out pickup, and a van with its windows covered in tinfoil.

And then came three warehouses, a scrap-metal plant, a new-car storage facility, and finally on the hill he saw the colored storage containers, stacked like a high-rise city. Russell rode past them and coasted down the backside of the hill to where the street ended. He turned right on Columbia and after two hundred yards came to a yellow-and-black sign that read Pick-n-Pull, and below it a blinking red neon sign said Closed.

The brown Ford Econoline with a mural of an orange and gold sun was there in the back of the lot by the yard gate. The windows were tinted, a four-foot-tall antenna was in the center of the van’s roof, the front bumper was dented and bent toward the ground, and one of the back tires was noticeably larger than the others.

Russell stayed on his bike and stopped ten yards from the van. He yelled as loud as he could, “Is Houston there? Is Houston there?”

The van rocked back and forth and the side door slid open. Houston and a man the size of a sumo wrestler sat across from each other in captain’s chairs. A small wooden table littered with bottles and cans was between them. “Russell!” Houston yelled when he saw the boy. He laughed and hit the table and looked at the man across from him. “Carl, I want you to meet the only real friend I got left in this world. The only man worth a shit in this whole goddamn town. Russell, get your ass in here before you let all the cold in.”

Russell leaned his bike against the wrecking-yard wall and climbed inside. The van smelled of cigarette and marijuana smoke, beer, burned hair, mold, body odor, dirty clothes, apples, and rotten feet. An extension cord ran from a portable heater out the driver’s side window and over the wrecking-yard wall.

Houston’s head was shaved, he had three-day gray stubble on his face, and he wore the same painting clothes he’d worn on his last day of work four days earlier. He pointed to the chair next to him and Russell sat down. “This is one top-shelf mother-scratcher, man. I’m telling you, Carl, they only made one Russell, and it was a great effing day when they did.” He hit the table again and pointed to Carl. “Now, Carl, he’s okay, good enough for government work, opening beer cans, and watching TV, but Russell you’re the astronaut here.”

Carl’s eyes were closed. A bag of Bugles sat on the table next to a pack of generic cigarettes, a sandwich bag of marijuana, a pipe, two lighters, a half-dozen Bud Light Apple cans, one full forty-ounce bottle of Olde English, and one nearly empty.

Houston leaned over to Russell and whispered, “How did you find me?”

The boy shrugged.

“Is Eddie pissed?”

Russell nodded.

Houston shook his head. “Well, well, well . . . Well . . . Screw Eddie . . . You know what I’m saying? He’s a slave driver, man. With him it’s all work all the time. That’s all he gives a fu—about. Where’s the humanity in that, man? You tell me, Russell . . . Shit, I wish I had a Coke or something to give you.” He looked at Carl. “Hey, Carl, you got any soda pop?”

Carl opened his eyes.

“You have any soda pop?”

Carl tried to speak but couldn’t. He pointed to the front of the van. On the passenger seat was a cooler. Houston got up and nearly fell. He took out a can of Mountain Dew Code Red, handed it to Russell, and sat back down.

“Seriously, man. How did you find me?”

“The woman at the bar,” Russell said, and opened the can.

“Which bar?”

“Port House.” Russell took a sip and ate a handful of Bugles.

“The Portway?”

Russell nodded.

“That old lady ratted me out, huh? I wouldn’t have thought she would. That’s interesting . . . Well, you can’t trust anybody these days. Everyone’s a communist now, Russell. Seriously. Everybody’s wheeling and dealing, trying to get the upper hand and make a buck at your expense. You know what I’m saying?”

Russell nodded.

“So, man, let’s cut to it. We’re both busy men . . . What do you want?”

“Eddie needs your help,” Russell said. “He has too many jobs and he still doesn’t feel good from when he got stabbed.”

Houston lit a cigarette. “So that’s it, huh? This ain’t a social call? You didn’t stop by to shoot the shit and see your old pal Houston? You’re, what, a secret agent of Eddie’s now? Like John Wayne, huh? Well, you tell Eddie . . . You tell Eddie . . . You tell him . . . Man, the truth is . . . Well, the truth is, Russell, I can’t do it anymore, okay? Is that what you want to hear? I’ve tried, but my tried is finally worn out. I mean . . . I mean, there comes a time in a man’s life when he has to . . . When he has to admit he can’t cut it. And goddamn, man, I can’t cut it anymore. My knife is dull. I’m a butter knife now, Russell. Okay, there it is. Are you happy? Is that what you wanted to hear? Making an old man admit he ain’t nothing but a run-over can on the side of the road.”

“But Eddie said you promised.”

“No one gives a shit about promises anymore. And I hate painting. I’ve hated it from the first moment I picked up a brush. I should be . . . I should be . . . Look, man, do you really want the truth?”

Russell nodded.

“The truth is I’d rather . . . I’d rather have someone put me in a blender with some tequila and ice, a little lime juice, and just set the fucker on high.” He laughed and hit the table. He let out a long sigh, leaned back in his seat, and closed his eyes.

Russell drank the soda, ate another handful of Bugles, and pushed on Houston’s arm. “Cordarrel said that since you’re not working, he’s going to be partners with Eddie.”

Houston opened his eyes. “Are you serious, man? Cordarrel said that?”

Russell nodded.

“What, Eddie’s making him a full partner just because I missed a day or two? Now he’s gonna put Cordarrel’s name on the side of the van next to his? He is, isn’t he? I knew it. I always knew there was something no good between those two backstabbing motherfu—Well, that’s just . . . Well . . . I’m just . . . All I can say is you can only push a guy so far, Russell . . . I mean, you can only . . .” Houston took a drink of Olde English. “Let me tell you something, man. If you had brought a firing squad with you on your bike, if you had them waiting outside, you know what I’d say?”

Russell shook his head.

“Take a guess.”

“You’d invite them in?”

“Shit, man,” Houston cried. “Why would I invite those mothereffers in? No, I’d say, ‘Brothers, make sure your guns are clean and straight. Just let me finish this beer and fire away.’ I tell you, Russell, I’m ready . . . It’s like . . . Well . . . I’m really . . . I’m . . .” He fell back into his seat and again closed his eyes.

Russell waited a minute and pushed on his arm.

“Goddamn, what do you want now?”

“I saw her.”

“Saw who?”

“The waitress.”

“Which waitress?”

“The one from the Overlook.”

Houston opened his eyes. He grabbed the unopened forty on the table and opened it. “You saw LaDawn?”

“Yeah.”

“Where did you see her?”

“Safeway.”

“She goes to Safeway, huh?” He took a drink off the bottle. “I thought she might be a Fred Meyer or a New Seasons gal. You know, Russell, I’ve never seen her in a store. Safeway, huh? Was she alone?”

“Yeah.”

“What was she wearing?”

Russell shrugged.

“You didn’t tell her that I quit my job and live in a van, did you?”

Russell shook his head.

“Did she talk about me?”

“She said she’d date you.”

“Really?”

Russell nodded.

“That’s interesting, man, really interesting. I’m not saying no, I’m just . . . Was she pushing a cart?”

Russell nodded.

“I wonder what she was buying. Did you notice what she was buying?”

Russell shook his head.

“I’m not saying I’m not tempted, man. But . . . shit . . . I’ll tell it to you straight, Russell. I’ll tell you straight because you’re the only friend I have left in the world. I’m throwing in the towel on work and on women, too. I mean, LaDawn might be my dream gal, but the truth is, she’s like a riding lawn mower. And guess what I am?”

Russell shrugged.

“Guess.”

“A rock?”

Houston hit the table and laughed. “Goddamn, man, I like you! You’re a straight-up dude, Russell. But no, man, I ain’t even as tough as that. I ain’t even grass. I’m just a weed. A lowlife weed, man.” Houston took a long drink off the forty and leaned back in his seat, closed his eyes, and started snoring. Russell pushed on his arm but Houston didn’t move, so he took off his coat and, in the warmth of the van, also fell asleep.

He woke to Houston smoking a cigarette with no shirt on. “And then I told him, I said, ‘Listen, motherfucker, I’ll whip your ass. I might be small, but I was in the navy and I can bust any motherfucker who comes near me. Bring me Chuck Morris and I’ll karate-chop the fuck out of that Hollywood hippie.’”

“It’s Chuck Norris,” Carl said.

“That’s what I said.”

“You said Chuck Morris.”

“Whatever, man. What the fuck do I care about spelling? What I’m saying is chicks dig guys with no fat. Look at this.” Houston pointed toward his pale white chest, where four tattoos sat blurry and unrecognizable as birthmarks. “Not an ounce of fat on me. Now, you might think there’s fat, but it’s just sagging skin. I can’t help that. I’m just getting old, I’m in my fifties, and I don’t have the dough for plastic surgery. But watch this.” Houston got up from the captain’s chair, opened the sliding door, and stepped down into the rain. It was late afternoon, nearing dusk. “I’m gonna do fifty push-ups. I do fifty push-ups every day before work. Every day no matter what. When I was at Gunderson, I did a hundred and fifty.”

Carl laughed and Houston got down on the pavement. “When LaDawn feels the power of my chest and arms, shit, man, she’ll be on fire. On serious fire, man . . . Russell. Russell!”

Russell sat up in his chair. “Yeah?”

“You can count, right?”

“Count?”

“They’ve taught you how to count in school, right?”

Carl laughed again. “He can fucking count, man.” He looked at Russell. “What are you, in first grade?”

“I’m in third.”

“Damn, you’re tiny.”

Russell nodded.

“Well, whatever, man. I’m out here freezing my ass off. Russell, if you can count, count. I don’t trust that motherscratcher Carl. He’ll stack the numbers against me.”

Russell stood up so he could see out the door. On the pavement Houston began doing push-ups. The boy had called out, “Fourteen,” when Houston struggled to his feet and said, “It’s too cold, my arms are seizing up. You can’t expect a guy to do fifty push-ups in this weather, it just ain’t right. Anyway, I gotta take a leak.” He shut the sliding door and Russell sat down across from Carl.

“If I . . . ” Russell said, and stopped.

“What?”

“Do you know where Eddie lives?”

Carl nodded. “My ex-wife lives three houses down from him. The green one with white trim. You know it?”

Russell shook his head.

“It used to be my house, too, but she kicked me out.”

“She kicked you out?”

“Yeah.”

“Is Houston spending the night here?”

“Probably.” Carl opened a can of Bud Light Apple and took a drink. “He’s trying to hide so Eddie won’t find him.”

“If I gave you twenty dollars, would you park in front of Eddie’s house tonight? That way Eddie can make Houston go to work tomorrow.”

“Twenty? I ain’t leaving here for less than forty.”

Russell nodded. “Okay, forty.”

“And I’ll need an outlet. I’m in the middle of the Lord of the Rings trilogy, and they’re playing the third one tonight.”

“An outlet?”

“An extension cord so I can watch TV and have the heater.”

Russell nodded.

“On second thought,” Carl said, “let’s forget it.”

“Why?”

“I might fall asleep. I can’t guarantee I’d make it, and by then I might not want to.”

“I could come back and wake you up. Would you do it then?”

Carl took a drink off the can. “Maybe.”

“But don’t tell Houston.”

Carl began to fill a ceramic pipe with marijuana. “I gotta get him out of here, anyway. He never stops talking. He’s either sleeping or talking. I’ll need the forty up front.”

Russell took two twenties from his coat and handed them to Carl. Carl put them in his sweatpants pocket and lit the pipe. Houston got back in the van and put on his shirt and coat. “Man, it’s cold out there. It ain’t right that winter comes every year.”

“I have to go now,” Russell said.

Houston lit a cigarette. “Remember, Russell, hombre to hombre, don’t tell Eddie where I am.”

“I won’t,” Russell said, and put on his coat and hat, opened the side door, and jumped out.

IT WAS FOUR p.m., still raining and dusk, and Russell was on his bike when he received a text from Eddie. You SOB. I talked to your mom. You’re playing hooky. You all right or are you really sick? I’ll be home by seven. Please feed Early. Next time just let me know you don’t want to go to school. Mondays can be rough.

Russell typed, I’m sory. I’ll explan. I feed Early. I can clean brushis.

It was a six-mile ride to the Overlook Restaurant. Again Russell rode along the shoulder of the road and was passed by semitrucks, cars, buses, and pickup trucks. When the sidewalks began, he rode on those and was yelled at seven times: once by an old man walking a dog, three times by homeless men pushing carts, another by an old lady with a walker, and finally by two women pushing baby carriages.

It was night when he leaned his bike against the restaurant wall. Inside he searched the lounge and the main dining room hall, but LaDawn was nowhere to be found. The boy’s legs shook from pedaling and tears welled in his eyes. He stood by the cash register and was starting to sob when LaDawn came from the kitchen carrying a tray of sugar dispensers. She was working the counter. He sat on a stool in front of where she stood. LaDawn looked at him and smiled. “Are you waiting for your parents, hon?”

Russell shook his head.

“Just eating alone?”

He nodded.

“I’ll take your order in a second,” she said, and went into the back. She came out carrying a plate of pancakes for an old man three seats down. After that she stopped in front of Russell. “You know what you want, sweetie?”

“I’ll have a chocolate milkshake and fries, please.”

LaDawn looked at him. “Haven’t I seen you before?”

Russell nodded. “Houston’s my uncle.”

She leaned into the counter and smiled. “How is Houston?”

“He’s good. He makes a lot of money, and he likes you.”

“Likes me?”

“He wants to be your boyfriend.”

“Really?”

Russell nodded. “He got the curly hair for you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“When we were here one time, you said you like men with curly hair.”

“I said that?”

Russell nodded.

“Well, I love curly hair, but not on him. I mean, he’s got great hair. He looks like a dangerous criminal with his hair slicked back, and I’ve always liked the dangerous-criminal look. And he has great teeth, and for a workingman he always smells good. I have to say, I like that look more than curly hair. Did he really get a perm for me?”

Russell nodded.

“Well,” she said, and sighed. “That’s too bad, because I’m over men. I was seeing this guy I met online. But he was . . . The truth is, I’m through dating. I called my mom last night and told her I’m done with it all. And I am. Sorry.”

“But he got the curly hair for you, and he’s rich. And he works out a lot.”

“Is he Christian?”

“I don’t know.”

“Does he go to church?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Is he married?”

Russell shook his head.

“Has he been in prison?”

“I don’t think so.”

LaDawn let out another long sigh but wrote her phone number on her order book, ripped out the page, and handed it to Russell. “Tell Houston I’ll go out with him, but on the first date you have to come, too. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Tell him there’s a dog show next weekend at the Expo Center. I’ll go to that if you’re there. Is he a drug addict?”

Russell shook his head and put the receipt in his pocket.

“And you’re sure he’s never been in prison?”

“He’s been in the navy.”

“He’s a military man?”

“I guess so.”

“Does he ever kiss men?”

Russell shrugged.

“Does he like dogs?”

“He says he wants one!” Russell exclaimed. “He just told me that an hour ago.”

IT WAS FORTY degrees, raining, and black out when Russell rode home. He threw up in his mouth twice but pushed it back down. On the sidewalk he almost hit: a man and a woman walking together, a middle-aged woman walking an obese white dog, two guys who wore hoodies and called him a “stupid fuck,” and in front of New Seasons he ran into a shopping cart that a middle-aged homeless man was pushing.

It was six-forty-five when he came to Eddie’s house. He dropped the bike by the garage, opened the back door as fast as he could, and turned on the porch light. Early went out to the yard and Russell turned on the kitchen lights. In his room he took off his wet clothes, threw them under his bed, and put on his pajamas. Early came back inside, he fed him, and then together they got on the couch. Russell put a blanket over them both and turned on the TV. Spider-Man played on cable and he watched until Eddie came home at seven-thirty with a pizza and a six-pack of Sprite.

“Do you have any brushes for me to wash?” Russell asked, in his weakest voice. Eddie went to him and put his hand on the boy’s forehead.

“Jesus, you’re clammy. You really are sick.”

“I’m okay, Eddie.”

“You hungry at all?”

Russell shook his head.

“Even for pizza?”

“I’m sorry, Eddie.”

“I don’t have a thermometer. I was thinking about that on the way home. Do you think your mom has one? I’ll go over there and get one.”

Russell sat up. “She doesn’t have one, Eddie. I know she doesn’t. She was looking for one this morning . . . I know I said I wasn’t hungry, but I am hungry now.”

“I should have cooked you something, but I was running late.”

“I like pizza.”

“You really are sick, aren’t you? I thought you were screwing around, but you look sorta wet and your face seems pale and red at the same time. You don’t look good.”

“It sort of hit me all of a sudden. I’m sorry, Eddie.” Russell put his arm around the dog. “But I’m feeling better now and I’m really hungry.”

“All right, a slice of pizza and a Sprite. I gotta be honest, I don’t know much about kids getting sick. I’ll get a thermometer tomorrow. Do you have a regular doctor you go to?”

Russell shrugged.

“I’ll find out.”

Eddie went to the kitchen and took a plate from the cupboard. He put a slice of pizza on it and filled a glass with ice, poured Sprite into it, and set it on the coffee table. In the kitchen he opened a beer and washed his hands, arms, and face at the kitchen sink. He put two more slices on another plate and sat in the recliner next to the couch.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to call your mom?”

“Please don’t call her, Eddie. I’m okay. I really am.”

“All right,” Eddie said, and looked at the TV. “How is Spider-Man today?”

“This is the old one. I like this one the best because his girlfriend Mary Jane’s in it.” Russell took a bite of pizza. “Did Jax show up today?”

“No,” Eddie said, “and I stopped at Houston’s place, but I didn’t have the key. I think you might still have it.”

“I do,” Russell said.

“I’ll get it after dinner. I gotta say, I’m starting to worry about him. He hasn’t been like this in a while. I’m also worried that you really are sick. I hate the idea of you being here all alone and not feeling well. I think we’ll have to call your mom.”

“But I’m not sick, Eddie. I promise I’m not. I feel a lot better already.” Russell looked at the pizza in front of him and forced himself to eat it. After that he got up and took another slice. He ate half of that before throwing it all up all over the blanket, couch, and floor.

AT TEN P.M. Russell got out of bed and put on the wet clothes he’d hidden under the bed. From the hallway he could hear Eddie snoring in his room, and he walked to the kitchen table where Eddie’s keys sat. He took them and went outside and opened the back of the van. In a workbox he found two extension cords and extended them from an outlet on the side of the house to the edge of the street. After that he got on his bike. In the darkness and rain he rode on the pavement with no lights. Cars and semitrucks went past him, hardly seeing that he was there. He didn’t slow or look up or stop until he came to the Pick-n-Pull lot and saw the brown van with the mural of the painted sun. He knocked on the van’s side door and yelled, “Carl!” It took five minutes before the sliding door opened and Carl poked his head out.

“What the fuck? Who are you?”

“I’m Russell.”

“Who?”

“I met you today. You said you’d park in front of Eddie’s house if I had an extension cord and woke you up.”

Carl’s long black hair was held up in a bun on top of his head. He wore the same gray sweats and was holding a can of Bud Light Apple. “I said what?”

“You said you’d park in front of Eddie’s house tonight.”

“I did?”

“I gave you forty dollars. Is Houston still there?”

Carl nodded. “He’s asleep in the chair.”

“Will you come?”

“Give me the forty dollars.”

“I already gave it to you.”

“You didn’t.”

“I did.”

“You didn’t.”

“You put in your left pocket.”

Carl reached into the pocket and pulled out two twenties. “And you said he has power?”

“The extension cord is red and goes to the sidewalk.”

“And Eddie won’t be pissed?”

“He’ll be happy. He needs Houston to work tomorrow.”

Carl took a drink from the can. “Well, if it’ll get him out of my van, I’ll do it. Will you include breakfast?”

“Sure,” Russell said. “We’re having waffles.”

“Waffles? Really? What about bacon?”

“We’ll have bacon, too.”

“I have to be back here at seven-thirty. I’ll want the waffles before then. By seven. And coffee.”

“They’ll be ready by seven,” Russell said. “You’re going to come?”

“I’ll come.”

“And you know where Eddie lives?”

Carl nodded. “Where is the extension cord again?”

“You’ll see it, it’s right in front of Eddie’s house at the end of the driveway.”

Carl nodded and shut the sliding door.

Russell moved under the Pick-n-Pull awning and waited. He looked at his phone. It was ten-thirty-five. His hands and feet grew numb. At ten-forty-five he leaned the bike against the yard wall and walked back to the van and knocked on the side door.

Carl poked his head out. “What do you want now?”

“Why haven’t you left?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Why aren’t you going to Eddie’s?”

“Shit, I’m not driving right now. I’m watching the last Lord of the Rings movie and it’s at the best part. You know, look, on second thought let’s just call this whole deal off. I don’t like the way you’re pressuring me. It’s too much. I’ll give you your money back.”

“You can’t!” Russell screamed, and suddenly he began sobbing. “You have to go. You have to . . . If Houston doesn’t work, then Eddie’s gonna make me leave . . . And Early’s there . . . And I get to live with Eddie and you’re gonna ruin everything!”

“Christ,” Carl said. He got out of the van, pissed on the wrecking-yard wall, and came back to Russell. “I have to watch the rest. It’s on regular TV, it’s not like I have the DVD.”

“When is it over?” Russell said, and wiped the tears from his eyes.

“At eleven. It’s almost over. You can watch it if you want.”

“I’ll wait out here.”

“You’re gonna wait?”

Russell nodded and Carl got back in the van.

At five past eleven the extension cord fell from the van window onto the pavement. Carl got out and rolled it up. He threw it over the wrecking-yard wall, took another piss, got back in the van, started the engine, and drove off.

OUTSIDE SLIM’S, RUSSELL could hear a band playing. For a half hour no one went in or out of the main door, until a middle-aged woman appeared. “Are they done yet?” Russell asked her. The woman wore a black winter coat that had a white fur-lined collar. She sat at one of the outside tables, took a pack of cigarettes from her purse, and lit one. “God, I wish,” she said, and a trail of smoke left her mouth. “My nephew’s the guitar player and he needs a ride home, but my God, it’s a Monday night. I mean, how late do they have to play when there’s only five people inside?”

“Are they called Sonic Rampage?”

The woman nodded and laughed.

“Will they come out this way or is there a back way?”

“They’ll come out this way. Aren’t you a little young to be hanging outside a bar?”

Russell shrugged and walked across the street. He stood in the doorway of a closed health food restaurant and waited in darkness. The woman finished her cigarette and went back inside. Cars passed and rain fell and a homeless man pushing a cart walked by on the sidewalk. After that was a man with a tattoo on his face and soccer cleats on his feet. Next to him an older man, hunched over, wearing a green poncho and carrying a wooden staff. Behind them was a three-legged white pit bull. The men stopped when they saw the boy in the alcove. Russell looked at their faces and grew so scared that he ran back across the street and stood in front of Slim’s entrance again. Song after song played and Russell collapsed on the sidewalk in a fit of crying.

But finally the music stopped and the bar door opened. A sweaty man dressed in all black with long brown hair came out and walked to a white Dodge minivan across the street. He moved it in front of Slim’s and parked. He propped the bar door open and the lady in the black coat with white trim came out carrying a guitar case. Behind her a man with long black hair carried a small amp. They got into a car down the street and drove away. More time passed and then Jax walked out: tall, skinny, sweaty, and carrying a guitar amp.

“Jax!” Russell cried.

“Is that you, Russell?” Jax was dressed in black jeans, black boots, and a black T-shirt. “What are you doing here? Are you lost?” He set the amp in the back of the van and walked over to the boy.

“Eddie needs you to work tomorrow.”

Jax shook his head. “No way, I’m done painting. Never again. I mean, Eddie makes you work like all day long. And he makes you start at seven-thirty. And it messes up my hands. I can’t mess up my hands. I’m a guitar player.”

“But you told him you would.”

“He didn’t get it in writing, did he? Tell him good luck suing me. And I never answered my phone when he called, so he had to know that I wasn’t going to do it. Anyway, I don’t like working. It’s not fair. Plus my grandmother died and left me three thousand dollars. I didn’t know that when I scheduled working for Eddie. I don’t need the money now. If I did, maybe, but I don’t.”

“But you promised!”

“Yeah, well . . . Hey, you gonna be here for a second? Watch the van, we’re loading out.” Jax went back inside and came out with a floor tom. Two other guys followed him, carrying a bass amp. One of them had long red hair and wore a cowboy hat and black cowboy boots with shiny metal toepieces. The other had short brown hair and wore a canvas coat, jeans, and work boots.

“I’m telling Eddie you’re coming tomorrow because you told him you would!” Russell screamed.

Jax laughed. “You gotta relax, Russell. I ain’t going tomorrow. I’m done painting.”

“Eddie says people who break promises aren’t good people!”

“But I’m a musician,” Jax said. “I’m different.”

The man with short hair wearing the canvas coat said, “You need a painter?”

Russell wiped the tears from his face and nodded.

“I just moved up here from Reno two days ago. I was a painter down there, and right now I’m living with my cousin, the drummer, and he’s got three roommates and I’m in the basement and it’s wet as fuck down there. I didn’t know it rained so much up here. I need money to get my own place.”

“Can you start tomorrow?”

“Sure.”

“Do you have a car?”

The man nodded. He put out his hand. “I’m Donny.”

“And you’re really a painter?”

“Sure, I got my own brushes. I’ll bring them.”

“And you’ll show up?”

“You know what people call me?”

Russell shook his head.

“They call me Turnup, because no matter what, I turn up. Just tell me the address.” Donny took a pen from his coat and had the boy write the address and time on a bar napkin. “And it’s a real job?”

Russell nodded. “Eddie’s a good boss and he pays a lot and we’re having waffles, so don’t be late.”

THE BROWN VAN was parked in front of Eddie’s house and it was past midnight when Russell got off his bike and walked through the carport and leaned the bike against the garage wall. He unlocked the back door, took off his shoes, and went to his room, where the old dog lay on his back, asleep on the bed. Russell shoved his wet clothes under the desk, put on his pajamas, and set his alarm for six-thirty. He was so exhausted he could barely move, but even so, he had trouble sleeping. Every half hour he woke in panic. At six-fifteen he jumped up, dressed, and went to the kitchen to find Eddie making coffee.

“Jesus, man, what are you doing up so early? Feeling better?”

“I feel good, Eddie,” he said. “Can I make waffles?”

“Waffles?”

Russell nodded.

“Sure, man, I can make waffles.”

“I’ll make them if you show me how. And I’m really hungry, so maybe we should make twice as many as we normally make.”

“Twice as many?”

“And bacon.”

“Bacon?”

Russell nodded.

“All right, you get the bacon going, and I’ll make the batter. I just gotta shave and get dressed first.”

Eddie left for the bathroom and Russell took the biggest pan he could find and put it on the stove. From the refrigerator he took out a full package of bacon, put it all in the pan, and turned it on. After that he took out five knives and forks and set them on the table along with five plates, a dish of butter, and a bottle of syrup. He found the waffle maker and set it on the counter. When he heard the faucet stop in the bathroom, he put on his shoes and went outside.

A steady rain fell and it was still dark. At the van he yelled, “Carl.” The side door slid open and Carl got out in navy blue coveralls and work boots with a toothbrush in his mouth. His hair was back in a ponytail and he had a blue bandana tied around his head. He walked in front of the van, opened the fly on his coveralls, and peed into the street. “Were you serious about waffles?” he said, and spit out the toothpaste. “I’m starving.”

Russell nodded.

“You got coffee ready?”

“It’s ready,” Russell said as a white pickup came down the street and stopped in front of Eddie’s house. The driver’s window rolled down and Donny leaned his head out. “Hey, kid, is this the right house?”

“Yeah,” Russell yelled.

Donny parked and got out. He was dressed in painting whites and carried a toolbox. Russell dragged the extension cord back to the house and led both men through the carport to the kitchen.

Inside, Eddie was at the stove turning the bacon and drinking coffee. Russell went to him and said, “Eddie, this is Carl. I told him you’d give him waffles and bacon. He has Houston in his van. And behind him is Donny. He’s a painter and he has his own brushes and he can work instead of Jax.”

Eddie shook their hands, poured them coffee, and started another pot. He then put his hand on Russell’s shoulder and leaned over and whispered, “That’s why you cut school. I knew it was something, I just didn’t know what it was.”

“But we need to get Houston before he runs away,” Russell said.

“Don’t worry about him. He won’t go anywhere. Let’s feed these guys first.” Eddie made the waffles and they ate at the kitchen table. Afterward Carl and Eddie pulled Houston from the van. He whined and groaned but they got him to his feet, in the house, and to the bathroom. A half hour later he came out, showered and shaved. He took a beer from the refrigerator and looked at Russell. “I told you I’d show up.”

Eddie’s van idled in the carport. Donny was in the back on a stack of tarps. Houston was in the passenger seat, nursing a beer and listening to the radio, and Eddie got out and went back to the house to find Russell doing the dishes.

“Leave them,” he said. “I can do them when I get home.”

“I want to do them, Eddie.”

“Was it hard to find Houston?”

“He was in Carl’s van at the Pick-n-Pull.”

“On Columbia?”

“Yeah.”

“You rode your bike all the way there?”

Russell nodded.

“And Donny?”

“He’s Jax’s friend. Jax was playing at Slim’s, and I went there last night and met him.”

“You went to Slim’s last night?”

Russell nodded.

“You snuck out?”

“Sorry, Eddie.”

“Jesus, you’re fucking nuts. Don’t be sneaking out, man. I like knowing where you are just in case, okay?”

“Okay.”

“And remember, you don’t have any lights on your bike. We have to get you lights. So no more riding at night.”

“Okay.”

Eddie laughed. “You’re something else, man.”

Tears filled Russell’s eyes. “I don’t have to leave now, Eddie?”

“No, man,” Eddie said, and he knelt in front of the boy. “Look, just because I get busy or Houston goes AWOL doesn’t mean I don’t want you living here. Don’t worry about that. You can be here as long as you want to be here. I was just saying you could stay at your mom’s if you got lonely.”

“I won’t get lonely, Eddie. Please believe me. I won’t get lonely.”

“It’s okay if you do. If you stay at her house sometimes doesn’t mean I don’t want you here, okay?”

Russell wiped his face and nodded.

“You don’t have to worry so much, all right?”

“Okay.”

“Let me do the worrying for both of us.”

Russell nodded.

“Did you get any sleep at all last night?”

Russell shook his head.

Eddie felt his forehead. “Well, you look tired, and you feel sick to me. I’ll have your mom call the school again, okay?”

“Okay, Eddie.”

“Feed Early something besides bacon.”

“Okay.”

“And Russell?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you, you saved my ass. Text me what you want for dinner. And don’t eat more than two bowls of cereal, and try to turn off the TV at least once and get some sleep, all right?”

“Okay, Eddie.”

“And breathe, man. You gotta remember to breathe. You won’t get so panicky if you can remember that.”
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Eddie the Saint

It was six-fifty-five and Eddie was loading tarps into the back of the van when Houston got off his bike, walked through the carport, and said happily, “Morning, boss.”

“You really are starting to scare the shit out of me,” Eddie said.

Houston let out a laugh and put his bike in the garage. His salt-and-pepper hair had grown back thick and full, a can of Murray’s Super Light was in his back pocket, and a plastic comb was in his coat. He took out both and fixed his hair.

“And you’re not hungover, are you?”

“I wish, but last night was Thursday. She only lets me have two cans on Thursday.” Houston rubbed his hands together and clapped. “But tonight it’s on. She bought a pint of Maker’s and she’s making Frito pie.”

Eddie shut the van’s sliding door and handed Houston the keys. “I just gotta get my wallet and I’ll be ready.”

Houston got in the driver’s seat and started the engine. He turned the heat to full and slid across to the passenger seat, turned on the radio, and closed his eyes.

At the kitchen table Russell was eating a bowl of cereal. Early sat next to him, staring at him.

“Don’t let him lick your spoon anymore, all right?”

“Okay, Eddie.”

“Dogs have weird germs that aren’t good for us. I mean, the guy licks his ass and others’ if he can. I’ll see you at six. We’ll grab tacos. I know it’s Friday, but we have to go to Mrs. Miller’s tonight because she’s gone next week and you need the help.”

“I don’t mind going, Eddie,” Russell said with a mouthful of cereal.

Eddie took his wallet and phone from the kitchen table. “I’m really proud of you, man. You’re getting B’s, and B’s are really good.”

EDDIE PULLED THE van in front of a Les Schwab tire shop. Donny stood in painting whites and a black canvas coat. He was swollen-faced and his hair and coat were completely wet with rain. “Mornin’, fellas,” he said in a voice that sounded like his mouth was full of rocks. He sat in the back of the van on a stack of tarps.

Eddie turned around. “What happened to you?”

“You mean my face?”

“Yeah.”

“I met this guy last night who used to be a dentist. He pulled my broken tooth.”

“You gotta be kidding,” Eddie said.

Houston opened his eyes. “Did he use novocaine?”

“I think so.”

“Was he a real dentist?” Eddie asked, and began driving.

“He said he was, and it only cost me fifty bucks.”

“Fifty bucks? That’s a good deal,” Houston said.

“Yeah, but I had to pay extra for pills.”

“Can you work?”

“Sure, I just took a Vicodin.”

“Vicodin?” Houston said. “You know, my back’s been killing me, Donny. I sure could use one.”

“No problem,” Donny said. He took a vial from his coat pocket and handed it to Houston. Houston took three out and handed the vial back to Donny.

“Why didn’t you just go to a regular dentist?” Eddie said.

“I spent all my money on the lift kit for my truck . . . If it’s okay, boss, I think I’ll just lay down for a bit. It hurts to talk. But don’t worry, I’ll be ready when you say go.”

“All right,” Eddie said.

Donny leaned into the tarps and closed his eyes and a mile passed and Heavenly Donuts appeared, its sign lighting the still-black sky. “We gotta stop,” Houston said. “The one thing I’ve learned in life is you can’t take Vicodin on an empty stomach, and I just took two. I’ll buy.”

“You’ll buy?” Eddie said.

Houston said, “If you’re the kind of boss who’d make his employees buy their own donuts, sure, I’ll buy.”

Eddie laughed and pulled up to the donut shop. He called out to Donny, but Donny didn’t move, so he and Houston went inside, bought a dozen and three coffees to go, and got back on the road.

“You’re serious,” Eddie said. “Everything you guys do is on a schedule?”

“I don’t exaggerate, man. LaDawn’s got this notebook that lists what we’re doing both day and night. Most times by the hour. It’s just one of her tics. She’s got that and dogs on the good side and water, among other things, on the bad. Everything’s always dogs this and dogs that. Dogs all the time, man. We’re going to Tacoma for a big dog show next weekend, and then there’s one in Seattle next month. And next summer she wants to fly to Germany and get a Entlebucher mountain dog.”

“She wants to fly Germany to get a dog?”

“Yeah, but I guess the Entlebucher is pretty special. It looks like a beagle to me, but what do I know? She says they’re three times more awesome than that . . . But of course they need a lot of exercise, they gotta have a job. So I’d have to go running more, and I’d have to spend more nights at the dog park.”

Donny sat up from the tarps. “What about water?”

“Well, that’s the opposite side, Donny. She hates anything scary. You can’t watch even a mildly violent TV show without her getting upset. She don’t like Italian, Greek, or Vietnamese food, and she’s scared of water. She’ll drink it, but she won’t sit by a pool. She don’t like looking at the ocean, and she won’t take a bath. Doesn’t even like hot-tubbing. Says the ocean is full of shit that could kill her, and even a pool or a hot tub means germs and invisible bugs are crawling up inside her.” Houston took a bite of a maple bar. “But shit, man, you can’t have it all, can you? And I’ve always liked dogs, and I can’t really swim, so why do I care. Sober Sunday, that’s the hardest day, but it’s not as bad as you’d think. She makes stews, soups, things like that. We watch movies and dog shows. It’s also sex Sunday, and I’m telling you, man, she doesn’t give a fuck about germs then. And the things that come out of her mouth, well, they’re . . . I gotta say, I’ve always liked a woman who talks dirty, and she’s the worst of them, meaning she’s the best. And then Monday comes and it starts all over again. Two tall boys of Olde E and meat loaf. Tuesday we have to go jogging, but I get two tall boys and I set out one of my famous taco platters. Wednesday we get Chinese takeout and I get three cans because it’s hump day, and I get to pick what we watch. Thursday is chef night. It’s where I have to really show her that I can cook. It’s a lot of pressure, man. A lot of guys would just . . . I’ve been checking out books from the library and looking online on her computer. We gotta go jogging first, which is a setback, but like I said . . . And then it’s free-for-all Friday. We make daiquiris or margaritas, tonight it’s old-fashioneds. She likes edibles, and I always give her a full-body oil rubdown.”

“Will you hand me a twist?” Eddie said.

Houston opened the box and found one.

“What about Saturday?”

“Saturday is a mixed bag, Donny. Since we only work half a day, I have to clean the house. She hates doing housework. I don’t mind it, but I won’t do it unless someone is on my ass. And she can boss you around. But I’ve never minded bossy women. At least they know what they want. A bossy woman who doesn’t know what she wants, that’s a fucking nightmare. But LaDawn, she knows exactly what she wants and how she wants it. So I clean like a motherfucker until she says it’s good enough. But Saturday is also smothered-and-covered Saturday. Chicken fried chicken with white gravy, mashed potatoes, and green beans. Every Saturday it’s the same. She gets the gravy from work. And like I said, she can cook. I only get two cans that night, but once in a while, if she’s not looking, I try for a third.”

“Jesus,” whispered Donny. “I could live like that. Chicken fried chicken is my favorite.”

“You and me really are related, man,” Houston said. “But it ain’t all tits, ass, and gravy. I mean, I have to wear a shower cap to bed because of the pomade fucking up her sheets. It’s hard to feel cool, especially when I’m giving her my magic. And next month is the big push to get me to quit smoking. She has me going to an acupuncturist and a whole bunch of other shit. But that’s the highs and lows of a kept man, Donny.”

Houston leaned back, set his feet on the dash, and sighed. “LaDawn likes driving and has a cool car and Eddie doesn’t have to pay my bills anymore. He just hands her my check and we’re done. She gives me twenty bucks a day to blow however I want, as long as it ain’t on booze, smokes, weed, video poker, or fast food. And usually she’ll give me more if I ask. So when you really think about it, I got it made.”

THE JOB WAS a complete renovation of a four-story six-bedroom mansion in the West Hills. The three worked on different floors taping and masking, but throughout the morning Eddie was found sitting outside on the back deck, staring at the city below. Twice Donny came out to ask him a question and both times Eddie told him to ask Houston and at lunch they didn’t leave together. Eddie drove off in the van and Houston and Donny stayed on-site and ate in the living room.

“It’s a good thing I told LaDawn to make you a sandwich,” Houston said. “I knew you’d forget.”

“I just remembered I forgot,” Donny said, his face more swollen and the skin now bright red. “Maybe it’s the pills or that my whole face feels like it’s on fire, but I’m not hungry.”

“That’s all right, man, I’ll eat yours the next break. And listen, Donny, let’s take our time with lunch. Eddie said he won’t be back for a couple hours, so we’re in no hurry. And I gotta be honest, I didn’t sleep good last night. I think something may be wrong with me. I might be having a sort of circulation issue. The pain is, well . . . I mean, most guys . . . Truth is, I need to rest, man.”

“Okay, boss.”

“There’s no point in killing ourselves. It’s just work.”

“Got it.”

“Anyway, Eddie won’t notice.”

“Why has Eddie been so weird?”

“Weird is the word,” Houston said.

A line of spit drooled down Donny’s chin; his teeth were covered in a light film of blood. “I mean, all morning he just listened to that same CD, and for the last few days he’s hardly worked at all.”

“Dusty in Memphis,” Houston said. “It’s his sister’s favorite record.”

“Eddie has a sister?”

“He did,” Houston said. “She died a long time ago. I’m not sure how many years, exactly, but I know this was the day.”

“And he always gets sad like this?”

“Yeah. It’s the same thing every year, Donny, like clockwork.” Houston lay on his back on the floor, took a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket, lit one, and closed his eyes. “I hate to say this, because I know Eddie’s hurting, but I don’t mind this time of year. You have to listen to women sing sad shit music for a week or two, but you don’t have to do much work-wise because he doesn’t notice anything, and usually if you want to order a beer at lunch, he’ll let you. They’re the gravy days for us, brother, so mark them on your calendar, because it’s not a bad time to come to work hungover.”

SPRING FLOWER RETIREMENT community was across the river in Vancouver, Washington. Eddie parked the van and carried a cooler to apartment 3C. His aunt Frances, his mom’s sister, answered. She was an obese woman dressed in black slippers and a pink bathrobe. She wore thick, poorly applied makeup and her gray hair was in a haphazard bun.

In the kitchen Eddie put down the cooler. He took out a pan of enchiladas he’d made the night before and set it in the oven to warm. He dressed the salad he had brought, and from a cupboard he took two plates and from the silverware drawer two forks. As he worked, Frances leaned on her walker and watched. “I’m sorry I’m not going to be much use to you today, Eddie,” she told him. “I made the mistake of looking through old photos last night, and I found one from when she and I cleaned houses together. After that I just went down the hole.” Her hand shook as she pointed to the kitchen table, where the photograph lay. In it his sister, Kathyrn, was sixteen and standing with Frances in a park. Both were in shorts and matching T-shirts that read Happy Home Cleaning Service. Behind them were the purple flowers of a rhododendron.

Kathryn was two years younger than Eddie and had been plagued, since his earliest recollection, by depression and crippling shyness. Growing up, he had been her ally and occasional savior, he had always loved her, but throughout much of their young life together, he had either been ignorant of or had blocked out the severity of her suffering, her hopelessness, and her daily struggle to go to school.

“The photo is from the summer I left Ronnie for the first time. Do you remember that? When I stayed with you guys?”

“I loved that summer,” Eddie said.

“I got to share a room with Kathryn. We’d stay up half the night talking.”

“I remember hearing you guys.”

“I loved that so much.”

Eddie sat at the table. “I bet she did, too.”

“You wouldn’t think a teenage girl would like to share a bed with her aunt, but I think she did.”

“I know she did.”

“She was like my own daughter that summer,” Frances said.

In the photo Kathryn was a skinny kid with brown eyes and brown hair. She was neither beautiful nor plain. She was just a girl standing next to her aunt. Tears welled in Eddie’s eyes and he quit looking at the photo. Because the guilt that had afflicted him since her death was still alive inside him. Kathryn had always looked up to Eddie and had always loved him. In high school she wanted to go to movies with him, run errands or go shopping with him. Anything with him. For most of their childhood, their mother worked swing shift, so they were alone together five nights a week. On those evenings Kathryn would make dinner for him, but sometimes Eddie would be at a friend’s house and forget about time. He’d forget to come home. Forget that she was there waiting for him. Even now that thought could stop him in his tracks.

When Kathryn had graduated from high school, and they both had moved out of their mother’s house, a routine began. Twice a week before going to his job as an apprentice electrician, Eddie ate breakfast at Byways Café, where Kathryn waitressed, and on Sundays they would meet downtown and go shopping or see a movie. Afterward, she would do his laundry and cook them dinner. Eddie knew she wasn’t doing great on her own, but she didn’t seem that bad, either. Her studio apartment was clean enough, she was able to work a social job as a waitress, she still had a friend from high school, and she had Eddie, Frances, and her mother.

Their weekly routine went uninterrupted for over a year and a half when Eddie was suddenly laid off. He couldn’t find work until, out of the blue, he received a call from his former boss, who had moved to Arizona. The boss offered Eddie electrician work on a high-end housing development in Scottsdale. Eddie took the job and he took it without considering how it would affect his sister. He just moved out of the room he shared in a house, loaded his car with his possessions, and left with two hundred and thirty dollars in his bank account. He was twenty-one years old.

For seven months he was in Phoenix. He lived in his car until his first paycheck and then moved into a coworker’s basement. There was a woman who worked the front desk at an electrical supply company. He began dating her and had just put a deposit on an apartment when he got the call from his mother that Kathryn had hanged herself in her bathroom.

Eddie quit his job and moved home, but from that very first day back in Portland, his life seemed forever haunted. He blamed himself for his sister’s death and nothing had ever changed that feeling. For his mother it was the same. She never forgave herself for pushing Kathryn to move out on her own, and three years after her daughter’s death, she was also gone.

Eddie and Frances ate lunch in silence and then she had him move a small chocolate cake she had made to the kitchen table. He made coffee and cut a piece for each of them. “She would have been forty today,” Eddie said.

His aunt nodded.

“Maybe it’s because Marlene’s gone, but I’m having a harder time with it this year. I haven’t slept much in I don’t know how long, and most days I feel so hopeless I just don’t know what to do. If I wasn’t trying to act all right for Russell, I think I’d just give up.”

“That’s the luck,” Frances whispered.

“What do you mean?”

“Having someone need you so you don’t give up. That’s the luck. Me, sometimes I can’t stop thinking about how sad she must have been, and I miss her so much that I have trouble getting out of bed. But the thing is, I don’t have to get out of bed. No one cares either way, so I don’t.”

Eddie set down his fork and tried to say something more but couldn’t. He put his hands over his face and sobbed.

ON A WINDOWSILL in the master bedroom Donny’s phone played Metallica’s “Ride the Lightning.” Houston was cutting and Donny was rolling walls when Eddie came into the room and saw Donny’s face. “Jesus, man,” he said. “Your cheeks have really ballooned out. Can you see out of your right eye?”

“Not really,” Donny said.

Eddie had him open his mouth. The back right corner was swollen and packed with bloody gauze. “You gotta clean that shit out. Do you have any clean gauze?”

“I think he gave me some,” Donny said, “but I left it at home.”

“If it doesn’t get better by the end of the day, you should go to emergency.”

“Don’t worry about me, boss, I’ll be okay.” He gave Eddie the thumbs-up sign and went back to work. Eddie moved to the second floor and painted ceilings. At six he called it and they left the jobsite. It was raining and dark and Houston sat in the passenger seat, Donny lay in the back, and Eddie drove them down the hill.

“So Eddie, seriously, no work tomorrow?” Houston asked.

“No work. I have two bids to do and we’re ahead of schedule. I figure you guys deserve a full weekend off.”

Houston nodded and took the can of Murray’s Super Light from his back pocket, the comb from his coat, and ran pomade through his hair. Donny slept and Eddie turned on the radio and drove through the city and across the bridge. In St. Johns he pulled the van over. “Donny,” he said, “get up here so I can see you.” Donny woke and moved under the dome light. The skin on his face was now yellow. His right eye was swollen shut and again his teeth had a film of blood on them.

Eddie looked at Houston. “It seems pretty bad to me. What do you think?”

“It looks like a bunch of bees bit his face,” Houston said.

Eddie took the phone from his coat and called a number. “Roger, hey, it’s Eddie . . . I’m good . . . Shit, I hate to bother you on a Friday night, but a kid who works for me had some guy pull his tooth last night and I think it’s infected . . . Yeah . . . Yeah . . . I don’t know . . . He’s just a kid and he was broke but he’s a good painter . . . What I was thinking was I know you want your guesthouse painted. The kid would cut you a deal if you looked at his tooth right now . . . Yeah, of course I’ll make sure he does a good job. Yeah . . . I know . . . I mean, his fucking eye is swollen shut and his entire face has ballooned out . . . I don’t know . . . I think he just had some guy he met pull it . . . I’m serious . . . I know it’s fucked up . . . All right . . . Okay . . . Sure . . . Of course . . . Nah, he’s a good kid . . . Every Saturday and Sunday, I bet . . . Nah, he’s not a flake . . . Yeah . . . Nah, he’s never been in prison . . . I’ll have him come with a color deck. You call me this weekend with color ideas, and I’ll get some samples and drop them by . . . Great . . . I really appreciate it, Roger . . . You’ll have to talk it over with him . . . Maybe he can work this Sunday, I don’t know . . . No, he’ll be using my gear. I’ll supervise the whole thing . . . Yeah . . . Sure . . . All right, I’ll drop him off now.”

Eddie hung up and drove down Lombard and pulled up by Northside Smiles and parked. He turned around and looked at Donny. “My dentist is coming in ten minutes. His name is Roger and he’s cool. He’ll fix your tooth, but you have to paint his guesthouse in exchange. I worked it as a trade. So you don’t have to pay him anything. And don’t worry, he’s fair. Just keep track of your hours. And tell him you can only work weekends. I’ll give you Saturdays off and you can use my gear. If you need the van, just come by and pick it up any Sunday. I don’t use it that day. The thing is, you got an infection going on and you can’t have it that close to your brain. You could really fuck yourself up. Got it?”

“Got it, boss.”

In a box between the driver’s and passenger’s seats was a stack of color decks. Eddie took two and handed them to Donny. “If you’re too messed up to walk home after he’s done, call me and I’ll come get you. Also, there’s a Fred Meyer near your place. He’ll probably put you on antibiotics, and you can pick up your prescription there.”

Donny opened the side door and got out. He walked to the dentist’s office and tried to open the locked front door. Eddie rolled down the window. “He’ll be driving up in a few minutes. You want us to wait with you?”

“I’ll be okay,” he said.

“And don’t leave, man, or you’re fired.”

IN THE CARPORT Houston got out of the van, took his bike from the garage, and rode off. Russell came from the kitchen and carried the bucket of brushes and rollers to the basement while Eddie took a shower and changed. For dinner they ate cheese omelets and Tater Tots, and when they had finished, he and Russell walked four blocks to the house of a retired elementary school teacher named Mrs. Miller, where Russell was tutored in math and English.

The frail old lady took Russell inside, and Eddie walked another five blocks to Marie’s. He sat in the empty bar, ordered a tequila and a beer, and again thought of his sister. There had been a small wake for her at his mother’s house. At it were Eddie, his mother, a cook and waitress from Byways Café, Kathryn’s friend from high school, and his aunt Frances and uncle Ronnie. Eddie and his mother spoke, and afterward Frances set out food. The whole thing was done, the few people gone, in under two hours.

Eddie had planned to go back to Scottsdale, but his aunt Frances told him that Ronnie’s painting business was failing. Ronnie had taken out loans on the business that he couldn’t pay back, he was behind on three jobs, and Frances was in the process of losing the house she had bought with her first husband, Leo. So Eddie began painting for Ronnie and soon took over the business. Frances kept her house, divorced Ronnie, and Eddie started his new life in Portland as a painter.

Around his neck was a chain that ran through a ring of Kathryn’s, a silver band with a blue stone. He kissed the ring and put it back under his clothes. He looked at the bar clock, finished his drinks, and walked back to Mrs. Miller’s house.

THE NEXT MORNING Eddie drove Russell to Byways Café. They sat in a booth at the back of the small diner. On the walls were commemorative plates from different cities and states across America. A waitress with red hair gave them menus and waters and poured Eddie coffee.

“We’ve never been here before, have we, Eddie?”

“No,” Eddie said. “I only come once a year, but I used to eat here a lot because my sister worked here. It was her birthday yesterday, and I always try to come here around her birthday.”

“She doesn’t live in Portland?”

“Nah, not anymore. She died a long time ago. But you would have liked her. She was a cool waitress, man. And she would have loved you. I know that.”

Russell looked around the room. “I like it here, Eddie.”

“Yeah,” he said, and leaned back. “It’s a good place. Remember that house we painted by Joe’s Cellar?”

Russell shrugged.

“Well, she had an apartment just up the street from there.”

“Did you live there, too?”

“No, but I used to visit. I used to . . .” Eddie’s voice cracked and tears welled in his eyes. He stopped and took a drink of coffee. “Do you know what you want to order?”

“Can I get pancakes and waffles?”

“Nah, man, just pick one. You don’t want to throw up in the gym.”

Russell nodded.

“And you still like going?”

“I like Berta.”

“She seems tough.”

“I like her dog, Tiny Tom. Every time I hit the bag, he barks. He doesn’t bark for everybody, just me.”

“Really?”

Russell nodded.

“Well, I’ll get to watch that today. I figure we do the first bid, and I take you to your class, and then we’ll do the second. All right?”

The boy nodded, the waitress came, and they ordered breakfast. When she’d gone, Russell said, “Can I ask you a question, Eddie?”

“Sure.”

“If I got two boats and glued them together, one on top of the other like an egg, so no water would get in, do you think I could get to an island that way?”

“I’m not sure. Are you going to have a motor?”

“I’m going to put in a pedal system, like a bike that turns the prop. That way I don’t have to worry about gas.”

“That would be a lot of pedaling, man.”

Russell nodded.

“I don’t know enough about boats,” Eddie said. He took a pen from his coat pocket and handed it to the boy. “Draw what you’re thinking on the napkin. And you might need a sail of some sort because it would be boring as shit, pedaling all day long.”

“I’d have to pedal all the time?”

“Probably every second you’re awake. You’d get to stop to go to the bathroom and eat lunch, but that’s about it. And don’t forget to put a window in. Without a window, you’ll go nuts.”

Russell took the pen and began drawing what looked like two rowboats stuck together. Eddie drank coffee and watched. Two boys at Russell’s school had been bullying him. Russell’s mother had gone to the school and talked with his teacher, and Eddie had called both boys’ parents, but somehow it continued. “I’m thinking a balloon might be the way to go.”

“A balloon?”

“That’s what I’d do,” Eddie said. “That way you don’t have to pedal, there’s no sharks, and the wind just takes you to the island.”

“Sharks?”

“Yeah, there’s a lot of sharks out there.”

“What if I get a leak and it crashes into the ocean?”

“Maybe you put your boat on the bottom of the balloon just in case. That way, if you fall to the sea, you just start pedaling.”

BEHIND THE ST. Johns liquor store was a gray cinder-block building that held a martial arts and boxing gym. Eddie passed it one day and saw a sign that read: Kids’ Classes Every Saturday—Noon and signed Russell up. The boy had been going for three months, and now Eddie sat in a plastic chair near the door and worked on a bid while Berta, a thick woman with a dyed pink military haircut and sparkly pink sweats, took three girls and two boys through a maze of obstacles around the gym.

“There’s a bloodthirsty tiger about to get you,” she yelled. “So don’t stop or he’ll eat you!” The kids laughed and screamed and ran. After that they took turns on the heavy bag and then the little bag, and when Russell’s turn came, Berta’s dog, Tiny Tom, barked with each hit he gave. Eddie watched, finished the bid, closed his eyes, and nodded off.

“Did you see me?” Russell asked.

Eddie opened his eyes. “Of course. I was just resting my eyes. You’re right, her dog barks every time you hit the bag. But not when the other kids do. And you’re getting better, you hit the small bag almost every time, and you did great at the obstacle course.”

Russell smiled.

“You do it really fast.”

“You think so?”

“Yeah.” Eddie stood up. “You ready to go?”

“Are we gonna get the pizza for Donny now?”

“Yeah,” Eddie said, and they left the gym. They walked down Lombard, past Two Rivers Bookstore, Jower’s clothing store, Marie’s, Affogato coffee shop, 3 Tracks guitar shop, and Slim’s. They passed Tienda Santa Cruz, the vacant lot that used to be Dad’s bar, the closed-down Man’s Shop clothing store, Pattie’s Home Plate Café, Blue Moon Camera and Machine, and then crossed the street and walked by the Vinyl Resting Place, where the old man sat next to the window reading a book.

At Signal Station Pizza, they each got a slice and waited for Donny’s order to be ready. When it came up, they walked to Houston’s garage apartment, where Donny now lived. He came to the door in plaid blue pajama bottoms and a white T-shirt that read Corrigan’s Lost Highway in green cursive letters. His right eye was again visible, his face was less swollen, and his skin was less yellow. Inside, the TV played a hockey game. Houston’s bed and couch and table were still there, but in the middle of the room, sitting on a layer of cardboard, was a torn-apart Honda CB125.

“How you feeling?” Eddie asked.

“Better,” Donny said. “He had to go back in my mouth and get some more stuff out.”

“It was still broken in there?”

“I guess.”

“Well, we got you pizza. I wasn’t sure what you’d want or what you could eat, but I know you like pizza. Do you think you can get it down?”

“I’ll get it down,” he said, and gave Eddie the thumbs-up sign and took the pizza box. “Thanks, you guys.”

“And he put you on antibiotics?”

“Yeah.”

“Remember, you gotta eat when you take the pills. And no booze, and remember to take the whole bottle. Don’t quit taking them just because you start feeling better. And tell Roger you can’t start until next weekend. You should stay in bed.”

“I will. He told me the same thing. Did you know he believes in UFOs?”

“Yeah,” Eddie said. “Wait until you start painting his guesthouse. All the UFO shit he collects is in there. His wife left him over it. At least that’s one of the reasons.”

Donny put the pizza on the kitchen table. “You want a slice?”

“No, we’re good, we just wanted to make sure you were all right.”

“Thanks, Eddie, thanks, Russell. I’ll be ready to go on Monday, boss. Don’t you worry about me.”

THE MANSION WAS in Oregon City, on the Willamette River. A middle-aged couple from San Francisco had purchased the property and wanted the interior completely repainted: trim, doors, walls, and ceiling. The house had six bedrooms, a formal dining room, two oak-paneled studies, an indoor lap pool, an outdoor lap pool, and a servant’s quarters above the garage with its own kitchen and bathroom. Eddie took photos of each room, wrote out its rough size, and he and Russell counted windows and doors.

“I think this is the nicest house we’ve been in, Eddie.”

“Yeah, it’s a pretty great place, all right,” Eddie said as he wrote notes on a yellow pad.

“Why would they have two swimming pools?”

“I don’t know.”

“And they have three bathtubs.”

Eddie nodded.

“And a hot tub.”

“Yeah.”

“Did you count the windows, Eddie?”

“Yeah. Thirty-six.”

Russell became excited. “Did you remember the basement windows?”

“Shit, I forgot those. How many were there?”

“Six. So there’s forty-seven windows.”

“Forty-seven?”

“You forgot the place above the garage.”

“Goddamn, you’re good at this. I hadn’t gotten to those. You’re right, there are five windows in the servant quarters. Forty-seven total.” Eddie leaned against the kitchen counter and kept writing.

“We should live in a place like this, Eddie.”

“I don’t think it’ll happen for me, but maybe you’ll get a place like this someday and let me visit.” Eddie stopped writing. “Double-check the doors. There should be seventeen. If the count holds up, we’ll get the hell out of here and go visit your grandmother.”

ON SUNDAY, RUSSELL and Eddie left the house to see the seven-thirty showing of Captain Marvel at the St. Johns Twin Cinemas. It was dark, forty degrees, raining, and the two walked side by side and silent down the sidewalk. A white Honda Civic with gold rims and a rattling straight muffler blared by, but Russell didn’t look up, and when they came to a bald man in shorts and flip-flops sitting on the back bumper of a flat-tired van cooking hot dogs on a hibachi, Russell didn’t seem to notice. He didn’t even acknowledge the three small dogs in matching orange neon coats that came from a house to a chain-link fence and barked frantically at them.

He hadn’t spoken to Eddie since they’d met with his mother in her kitchen two hours earlier. Now he walked with his head down, his feet dragging across the concrete, his hands clenched in fists. When they came to Lombard, Eddie stopped. “All right, man, I can see the movie theater from here. You won’t have a good time if you don’t tell me what’s going on. You’ll just sit there and stew, and you won’t get the full effect of the movie gal we’re seeing. What’s her name again?”

“Captain Marvel’s real name is Carol,” Russell whispered.

“They sure have a lot of these movies.”

“We don’t have to go if you don’t want to,” Russell said, and he turned and began walking back toward the house.

Eddie caught up to him and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “That conversation with your mom really got you rattled, huh?”

Russell shook his head.

“Come on, it’s colder than shit out. What’s going on?”

Russell wouldn’t look at Eddie.

“Is it what she said about your brother?”

Russell shook his head. “She said she didn’t care about him anymore.”

“She didn’t say that. She just said there was nothing she could do. He’s gonna be locked up until he’s eighteen and then probably longer after that.”

“She said she’s not going to visit him, Eddie.”

“I know. A lot of people get forgotten when they’re in prison.”

“Is Curtis gonna be forgotten?”

“I don’t know,” Eddie said.

“And now she’s moving to Atlanta.”

“She said she’s not sure she’ll stay there. All we know is that Dixie got a job down there and she’s going with him. As far as I know, she’s not selling the house. She’s only renting it out.”

Russell began sobbing. “She’s going to forget me, too, Eddie. She is . . . and . . . and she’s not going to come back. I know she won’t. I could tell by the way she hugged me and started crying. She never cries, not ever.”

“We don’t know that for sure. We just have to go off what she said, and what she said was that she was gonna be down there for a year or so and wasn’t sure what she’d do after that.”

“I just want the balloon.”

“I know you do.”

“Please, Eddie.”

“I don’t blame you, man. I don’t. But we don’t have a balloon.”

“And . . . And you’re gonna leave me and you’re gonna move in with her and you’ll take Early and you’ll forget me and . . . I don’t have the boat part yet . . . And I can’t have the boat because I don’t know how to swim. And you didn’t let me have my airplane and you didn’t let me have the motorcycle and you didn’t let me have—”

“What are you talking about?”

“I hate you,” Russell screamed. “I hate you. I hate you. I hate you. I hate you.” His face was red, and his hands were again clenched in fists.

Eddie knelt in front of him. “Why would I leave you? And who am I going to move in with?”

“Sharon,” he cried, and looked at the ground.

Eddie hugged Russell. “Man, you’re fucking crazy. Slow down and take a breath. You always forget to breathe. So do it now. Take a deep breath.”

Russell took a breath, let it out, and took another.

“First, you’re not going anywhere,” Eddie said. “I’m your guardian now. Your mom is still your mom, but she’s going to Atlanta. So I’m going to look after you. She and I have been talking about this for a while, but tonight was the first time you heard anything about it. And it’s a lot to hear, I know. I’m sorry. But all this doesn’t mean she doesn’t love you. She’s just, well . . . Shit, Russell, I don’t know what she’s doing with Dixie. I have no idea what sort of guy he is, but her leaving doesn’t mean she doesn’t love you, she’s just . . . She’s just doing what she’s got to do. But you and me, we’re lifelong friends. And now by law I’m responsible for you. I’m not going anywhere and you’re not going anywhere. And you’re forgetting something, you invited Sharon to the movie. I didn’t. Don’t you remember being on the phone flirting with her, telling her to come to the movie?”

Russell shook his head.

“You don’t remember?”

“No.”

“I swear to God, you’re a little Houston.”

Russell looked at Eddie. He tried not to smile but he smiled.

“Did you or did you not invite her?”

“I invited her, Eddie.”

“And didn’t you invite her to breakfast last weekend?”

He nodded.

“Look, I like Sharon. She’s a classy woman. You think she’s cool?”

Russell nodded. “She made the pie and the cookies and she likes Early and I like her dog.”

“And she likes you. But she’s just a new friend. We hardly know her. I like her, I admit that. She’s hard not to like. But tonight was your plan, not mine. You just gotta relax. She’s not moving in and you’re not moving out. And my house is your house and Early is your dog as much as mine. We ain’t changing shit. You just got a lot going on and it’ll take a while to process.”

Russell wiped his eyes. “You don’t have to take care of me because you have to. I’ll leave if you want me to, Eddie. I can go right now, and you’ll never have to see me again. Not ever.”

Eddie laughed. “Jesus, you’re a stubborn little dude. You gotta listen and start believing me. I don’t want you to leave. You’re with me now, that’s the way it is. You worry too much. You gotta let me do the worrying, okay?”

Russell nodded.

“What do you have to do?”

“I have to let you do the worrying.”

“Good man. Now, let’s get going or we’ll miss the movie.”

They began walking again.

“So what’s Captain Marvel’s power, anyway?”

“She can fly really fast and she’s stronger than anybody and she can sense danger.”

“How can she sense danger?”

“I’m not really sure.”

“Where is she from?”

“A different planet somewhere . . . Do you think she’s real, Eddie?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you think Berta is as strong as Captain Marvel?”

“Maybe. She seems strong.”

“Do you think Berta could pick up a car?”

“Maybe.”

They passed the Wishing Well Chinese restaurant and then crossed the street and walked by Moonshine Hair Studio and the Blue Bird Tavern and the closed-down New Portland Rose and the shuttered Anna Bannana’s coffee shop. They came to the old movie theater with the lit-up marquee that said St. Johns Twin Cinemas and, below, Captain Marvel.

“Why won’t they let Early come to the movie?”

“I don’t know, they just don’t like dogs coming.”

“Can I get a Sprite?”

“Nah, man, you already had one. You’ll be bouncing off the walls if you have another.”

“Can I get M&M’s?”

“Maybe, but I have a question before we go in. You really can’t swim?”

Russell shrugged.

“Really?”

“I’m sorry, Eddie.”

“I didn’t know that.” Eddie opened the door to the theater. “We’ll have to work on that. I’ll have to get you some lessons.”
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