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Chapter 1: Forty-Six

Forty-six years old. Two hundred employees. One rule.

The rule is that I do not.

Twenty-seven years in mechanical contracting, sixteen running Ezenwa Mechanical, which I started out of a van with my uncle’s second-hand gauges. That is the company history and you are not getting more of it. The rest is more honest. Six foot three, two hundred and forty pounds, built by work. Grey hard at the temples and harder in the beard, and the beard went before my head did. A back that clicks on the first three stairs and then behaves like nothing happened. A right knee with no opinion whatsoever about going up a flight and a great many opinions about coming down one. Hands out of all proportion to the rest of me, knuckles gone thick, and two fingers on the left that stopped straightening all the way around 2009 and are not going to start now. Four pairs of reading glasses, none of which I can locate. A corner office I never sit in. And one thing I want, which is to stop eating dinner standing up over the sink of a kitchen I remodeled myself. There are two more.

Then the policy. I have recited it at a lunch table every few months for eighteen years, in the tone of a man reading a safety notice, and I have never written it down. A man who writes that down expects to need it.

Halyna Sydorenko was twenty-four years old, five foot five, built like a dare in a pencil skirt, and the moving weight of her chest pulled her fitted blouse tight as she reached overhead. Her copper-red hair was twisted up and pinned and behaving itself at half past eight in the morning, and she had been my executive assistant since March. On the ninth of July she was at her desk with her back half turned to me, up on her toes, hanging a wall calendar accounting had finally sent up.

Low heels on the carpet, planted apart, because she was on her toes and not steady. Short legs, thickening into strong thighs that pressed together when she came down off her toes. She settled the question of whether a woman needed to be tall. The skirt pulled smooth over her ass when she reached higher, then carried that line into hips that went wide and heavy on both sides of her, with no slack left in the fabric anywhere. I have spent my life looking at load and where a thing fails first, and I could have told you the seam.

Her waist. I am not going to describe her waist on its own, because it does not exist on its own. It exists as the narrow part between.

Her chest. She was reaching up, so it went up with her and then came back down without her, swinging under thin cotton on a schedule of its own, and the third button was carrying a load it was never rated for. She buys those blouses a size up. She told Berni so once, in front of me, without a scrap of embarrassment, as a fact about the world. It had not solved anything.

Her throat, her collarbone, the freckles thinning up over the top of her chest. Her mouth, with a company pen chewed flat in the corner of it. A band of freckles across the bridge of her nose that nobody ever remembers to mention.

Then her eyes, already on me. Bright green with a hard dark ring around the outside of the iris, and once you have seen that ring you cannot stop seeing it. She held it while she pushed the calendar nail in with the heel of her hand.

“It’s crooked. I know. I’m going to fix it.”

“It’s fine.”

“It’s four degrees off and it’s going to bother you at three.”

She was correct. It bothered me at three.

Everybody in that building calls her Hallie. I have never once managed it. It comes out of my mouth as Halyna, all four syllables, like a man reading off a document, and she has never asked me to stop.

Here is the arrangement, in one paragraph, and then I am done with it. She ran my calendar, my phone, my week and most of my judgment about what was worth my time. She had a spare set of my keys since March because I lock myself out of things. There was a coffee on my desk at four minutes past eight every morning that I never ordered and that was always what I actually wanted, and I never asked how she knew. I filed it under competence. It is not the interesting part.

At half past nine I sat down in the quarterly review with eight other people and read the same margin number off the sheet four times without retaining it. Twelve point four. I had my glasses on for once. That was not the problem.

The problem walked in at nine forty in a high-vis vest over a company polo, which is what Wendell Prusak does instead of knocking.

“Library’s down,” he said, at the volume he uses for everything, including funerals. “Rooftop unit. Denny’s on site, says the compressor’s shot. Two days minimum and he’s not even sure of the part.”

“How hot in there?”

“Ninety-one on the second floor and there’s a summer reading thing with about forty kids in it.” Wendell has four children and no volume control and is genuinely upset about anybody’s discomfort anywhere. “They’ve got the front doors propped.”

Eleven thousand dollars, two days, forty children in a heat wave, and a twelve-year-old chiller I specified myself. I stood up in the middle of somebody’s sentence about margin.

“I’ll go.”

Nobody argued. They have learned.

Pulling out of the tower garage, I saw a grey sedan at the curb across from the exit ramp, a man behind the wheel looking at his phone. Chrome dealer frame around a demo plate, the kind every third car downtown wears. I gave it the same attention I gave the clearance sign overhead, which is to say I saw it and did not read it, and then watched the sedan vanish in my mirror as I turned toward the library.

The roof of the Brindley Public Library in July is black membrane in direct sun and the heat comes up through the soles of your boots. I rolled my sleeves twice. I always roll them twice, which puts the burn on the inside of my right forearm out where the world can see it, a strip the width of a thumb off a steam line in 2003. People look at it. Nobody asks. Denny Reber met me at the unit with his gauges on, having already said the thing out loud and now wanting the world to agree with him.

“Head pressure’s fine,” he said. “Suction’s forty-two and it’s cycling off on low. It’s the compressor.”

“Maybe.”

I put my bare hand flat on the suction line and closed my eyes.

That is the part people find strange, and I do not care. Everything I know about machines I know because at some point I put a hand on one and shut up. The line should have been cold enough to hurt. It was cool. Barely. Frost on one small ugly patch at the outlet of the expansion valve where there had no business being frost, and the whole coil beyond it starved.

“Superheat,” I said.

“I didn’t take superheat.”

“No.”

Twenty-six degrees of it. The compressor was doing exactly what it had been designed to do. It was pumping nothing, because the valve in front of it had stopped opening. A three-hundred-and-ninety-dollar part and ninety minutes with a torch instead of eleven thousand dollars and two days.

I turned around to send Denny for the valve and Halyna Sydorenko was standing in the shade of the stair penthouse in low heels on a gravel roof with a cardboard box in both hands. She had come out on her own, in that skirt, up a ladder well and out a hatch, twelve minutes after I left the building.

“It’s the right orifice,” she said. “I called the supply house from the car. They had two.”

A thermostatic expansion valve, correct model, correct tonnage, new bulb, fresh strainer. Not what Denny had asked for, and not what I had asked for either, because I had not asked for anything yet.

“How did you know?”

“Because I read things.” She set the box on the parapet. “The tech notes came through at eight fifty. He wrote a suction pressure and no superheat and then wrote the word compressor with an exclamation mark. You don’t put an exclamation mark on a diagnosis you’ve actually done.”

She delivered it flatly, mildly annoyed on behalf of the machine.

“That’s good work,” I said.

“I know.”

And she held my eyes for about three seconds past the point where anybody normal lets go, with her hair already coming loose at the temples because it does not last past two on the coolest day of the year.

I brazed the valve in with my shirt stuck to my back and a hundred and one degrees off the membrane at my face, and she stayed the whole ninety minutes, in the shade, with the box.

At some point I patted my shirt pocket, then my back pocket, then went for my truck.

“Here.” She had them out of her bag before I had straightened up. Reading glasses. Mine. A pair I lost in May and mourned briefly.

“Where did you get these?”

“You left them on the parts counter.”

“In May.”

“Yes,” she said, and put the pen back in her mouth.

The second thing, since we are still doing the inventory: I would like somebody to be in that house when I get to it. There is a third and I am not saying it yet.

Pulling back into the tower garage a little after one, no grey sedan at the curb, I saw her small car already in its bay two rows down from mine, and told myself I was thinking about the school district file.


Chapter 2: Four Months

Here is what a diagnostic hand looks like when it is pointed at the wrong system for four months.

The coffee. Four minutes past eight, every working day since March, correct every single time, including the days I only found out what I wanted by tasting it. I never asked. I wrote the word competence over it in my head and moved on with my morning, which is roughly the same as putting a hand on a running compressor, hearing a bearing go, and deciding the machine sounds enthusiastic.

The window unit. In April she mentioned to Berni at the counter, once, in passing, that the air conditioner in her apartment had died and the landlord was a philosopher about it. I heard it through a doorway. On the Friday evening I bought a twelve-thousand-BTU unit, told Berni to put it against the shop’s miscellaneous line, carried it up three flights of a walk-up on Vessey myself, and fitted it into a sash window that had been painted shut at least twice. I was in that apartment forty minutes. I looked at the window, the sill, the outlet and a bathroom doorframe I caught my shoulder on going past it, and I did not look at one other thing in there, on purpose. Then I went back down the stairs and left. The reasoning went like this: an employee who does not sleep makes errors, errors are expensive, therefore the unit is a management decision. I sat in a truck outside a supply house and sold myself that, in complete sentences, with a straight face.

The parts counter. Every time I came off the elevator on nine and walked past her desk, the counter dropped a note or two for about two seconds. Never silent, only lower, the pitch of a room adjusting itself around something. I concluded that people are odd about the man who signs the checks.

May. Three weeks where she stopped putting her hair back up after lunch. She twists it at nine and it is down by two, every day of her life, and for three weeks she let it stay down, heavy and loose and copper all the way down her back, and in the same three weeks I stopped scheduling anything after two in the afternoon. I did not make that connection in May. I made it in July, at a desk, alone, with a phone in my hand, and said a word out loud in an empty office that my mother would have had something to say about.

There is one more item and it does not belong in the catalogue, because it happened before any of this was anything, and because I never told her.

In March a Wexler Motors demo unit came through our lot on an errand about a fleet quote, and I came around the counter and Halyna’s hands stopped on her keyboard. Both of them. Flat on the keys, not typing, for four seconds. I counted them without deciding to. In April I refused Wexler Motors’ four hundred thousand dollars of service work on three dealerships and told Berni we would not take it. She looked at me over the top of her glasses and made the call herself.

Berni made the call. I went back to the quarterly file and never put the reason in writing.

At half past four on the ninth of July I sat in the office I do not sit in, with the door shut, and did arithmetic on the calculator app on my phone, thumbing the two numbers in twice to be certain of them.

Forty-six. Twenty-four.

Twenty-two.

I looked at that number longer than a man needs to look at a number he already knew. I put the phone face down on the desk, where I put a figure I had decided not to see again, and gave myself a short lecture. Eighteen years of reciting the rule had left me one role in the story, the old fool whose voice the other men perform afterwards. Across the glass, a twenty-four-year-old was doing an excellent job for a company she did not own. Whatever was happening inside my skull would stop there.

I delivered all of that to a man who had carried a window unit up three flights of a walk-up on Vessey in April, and he was not persuaded either.

Berni Delisle came to the door at five with her bag on her shoulder and her cardigan on, in July, because the tower runs cold enough to hang meat in.

“I’m going,” she said. “The Kolarik boys are still in your Thursday slot next week and I’ve left it there.”

“Fine.”

“Something’s going to have to move eventually,” Berni said, over the top of the glasses, and let that sit there one second longer than the sentence needed, and left.

I decided it was about the schedule.

At six forty the servers went down.

Everything on the ninth floor stopped at once and stayed stopped: the file share, the scheduling, the dispatch mirror, the thing that lets a purchasing manager see whether there are four hundred feet of two-inch copper in a warehouse across the river. Two hundred people were about to arrive in the morning and be unable to do anything, and the man we pay a retainer to for exactly this did not answer his phone.

Radu Bartos did not answer his second phone either. What he had was an away message, and I made the night man at the Flats read it to me over the desk phone.

“I am at a wedding in Cleveland through Sunday. For anything urgent, please contact me at this number.”

“Read it again.”

“I am at a wedding in Cleveland through Sunday. For anything urgent, please contact me at this number.”

“It’s the same number.”

“It’s the same number,” he agreed.

The floor emptied in eleven minutes. I timed it out of professional interest. Nobody could do their job, so everybody discovered somewhere else to be, and I stood in a hallway and listened to the elevator run six times.

Halyna did not leave.

I came out at ten past seven and she was still at her desk with the emergency lights on the far side of the floor and the lamp on hers, her chest shifting against one forearm as she wrote at the desk edge. Then I started at the floor and came up, because that is where I have started since the roof.

Low heels off under the desk, one of them on its side, and her bare feet crossed at the ankle above them, calves strong, thighs pressed together and filling that chair from arm to arm. The skirt had ridden up an inch and a half over the flare of her hip; when she shifted to turn the pad, the fabric drew tight over her ass before narrowing at the waist for about four inches and then nowhere else. Her chest rested against her own forearm at the desk edge, doing something to the front of that blouse I have no intention of describing to you politely. Throat. Freckles. Her mouth closed around the corner of a pen.

Her eyes had been up before I came out of the office. They stayed exactly where they were for the next twenty minutes.

“Do we own a fax machine,” she said.

“Somewhere.”

“I found it. It’s in the room with the banners.” She turned the pad around. A list, numbered, because everything she does is numbered. “Nobody can work tomorrow, so I moved everything that needs a screen to Monday and everything that doesn’t to eight. The service board runs off paper out of the Flats. Wendell’s got a whiteboard and I’ve told him the columns. The school district wanted the submittal by close of business and I called them at six fifty and they said Tuesday’s fine, they were surprised anyone called.”

Twenty minutes. Unasked. While I was on hold with a man at a wedding.

“You handled all of that in twenty minutes,” I said. It was still not enough, but at least it was specific.

“I know.” The pen went back in her mouth.

Her phone lit up on the desk between us. She read the screen, left it lying there, turned it face down, and resumed the submittal without losing her place. Her fingers closed harder around the pen.

I did not ask.

I went back into the corner office I never sit in and stood at the glass with the lights off. Nine floors down the mouth of the garage was throwing yellow up onto the street, and the building underneath me was empty except for two people who were both pretending to have a reason.

I could hear her chair.

I started a sentence in my own head, which was, the only person still in this building is, and I did not finish it.


Chapter 3: In Order

At twenty past nine at night she came into my office with two coffees.

Consider that. Twenty past nine, empty building, servers dead, and a woman walks in with two hot coffees. She had gone down nine floors and out and across and back up to do it, and neither of us was going to sleep before two. I took mine. Whatever else you decide about me, start there. I took the cup out of her hand and said thank you like a man with no idea what building he was standing in.

Her hair was all the way down, pushed back off her shoulders so the heavy front of her blouse moved differently when she walked. It had been down since two, as it is by two every day of her life, but there is down and there is down.

And she was wearing red lipstick.

Four months of workdays, meetings and elevators, and I had never seen red on her mouth. She had put it on in the last ten minutes, in a dark building, for the only other person left in the tower.

I worked that out in about a second and a half, as quickly as I would catch a fan running backwards, and the floor of my own office went out from under me while I was still holding a paper cup and saying thank you.

She put her coffee down on the corner of my desk. She put herself down next to it.

She sat on my desk. Front corner, facing me, in a skirt, low heels off the carpet, palms braced on the wood either side of her thighs. In four months she had never sat on anything in that office but the chair. The lamp was behind her, the floor was dark, and I could hear the server fans through the vent, running for nothing, cooling machines that had already died.

I gave up four months of restraint and looked at all of her, starting at the floor. The heels hanging off her toes. Her legs, short and strong, crossed at the ankle in the air, thighs spread flat and wide against my desk. The flare of her hip against the wood and the seam of the skirt taking it. Her waist, gone in hard against all of that and holding the whole shape together. Her chest, heavy, sitting forward and low with her weight back on her hands, and with her weight on them the third button had pulled its hole open into a long oval and the freckles ran down out of sight through it. The flush already up her throat before she had said one word. Her mouth, red, closed. Then her eyes.

Green, with the dark ring holding all that color in. They waited at the top of my scan as if she had counted every stop on the route. They did not move once.

“I’m going to say some things,” she said. “I’ve put them in order. If I don’t do it in order I’ll lose my nerve on the second one, so don’t interrupt.”

“All right.”

“One.” Her voice was lower and slower than it is at work. She talks like that when a thing has been planned. “I want you to stop pretending you don’t look at me. You’re bad at it. It’s been four months and I’ve kept a list.”

“Halyna.”

“Don’t interrupt. Two. I want you to lock this door and put me on this desk, right here, where I’m sitting, tonight.”

The air handling was off. I remember that specifically, because I could hear everything, and there was nothing in that room to hear except her.

“Three. I want your mouth on me before anything else happens, and I want you to take an absurd amount of time about it, because you are a man who finds out what’s wrong with things by putting his hands on them and listening, and I have thought about that more than is reasonable.” She did not blink. “And then I want you to spend an unprofessional amount of time on my tits. Because I’ve watched you not look at them for four months and I want to see what happens to you when you’re allowed to.”

I had a paper cup in my hand and no idea what to do with it.

“Four. I want to find out what a man who has been that polite for four months is like when he stops. I’m not delicate. I’ve been handled carefully my whole life by people who then forgot I was in the room.”

Somewhere underneath all of that, the part of me that has spent twenty-seven years listening to machinery was still running and still filing. It reported that my pulse was up, that I had put both hands behind my back at some stage without instructing them to, and that in ninety seconds of this I had not said the word no. I took the reading and did nothing with it. I have condemned a chiller on less.

“Five.” Her chin came up half an inch and her eyes held mine. “I want you bare. I want you to stay inside me tonight and every time after tonight.”

The fans in the vent. My own pulse in the side of my neck. Twenty-two years, and a numbered list, delivered in the exact cadence she uses to tell me the school district needs the submittal by Tuesday.

I run a company on structure. By item five, the cup had buckled where my fingers held it, and coffee had found the seam.

“Say it again,” I said.

Her mouth parted around a sound she did not make. Then her eyes narrowed, and she started again without asking what I meant.

“One. Stop pretending.” Slower this time. “Two. On this desk. Three. Your mouth, and then my tits, and take your time with both. Four. Stop being careful with me. Five. Nothing between us and you don’t pull out.” She breathed out. “Six.”

“There wasn’t a six.”

“There is now. Six. Afterwards, you say something out loud about it. I don’t care what. I’ve spent my whole life being useful to people who never once said what I was to them.” Her voice dropped further. “I’m not going to be a thing that happened in a building.”

Then she reached out and took me by the wrist.

She took my wrist with the practical grip she used on a tool, turned it over, opened my fingers with her thumb and set my palm on her thigh, above the knee, on bare skin under the hem of that skirt.

I could feel her pulse in it. It was going far too fast for a woman sitting still.

Three seconds. I counted them, matching the four seconds her hands had stopped on a keyboard in March, and my whole hand covered most of the width of her leg, and her skin was hot, and nobody moved, and the fans ran in the vent.

I took my hand back myself.

“I’m forty-six years old,” I said. “I’m too old for this.”

“Good.”

“That’s not an argument, Halyna.”

“It’s the whole argument.” Anger or seriousness always sped her up. “You are the only man in that building who has never once explained my own job to me. Four months, and not one time, and I would have noticed, because everybody else does it before lunch. I want the man those twenty-two years made.”

She said that sitting on a desk with a coffee going cold beside her hip, and I did not have one thing in the world to put against it.

“You are the best thing that has happened to that ninth floor in nine years,” I said. “You read a tech’s notes on your own time and got in a car with the right valve before I had a probe on it. I have two hundred people and one of you.”

“Obie.”

“No,” I said.

She planted both hands on the desk and stopped moving.

“On Monday morning you still work for me.” I made myself say the rest plainly, because half of it would have been worse than none. “You sit forty feet from my door and I sign your paycheck and I decide what your week looks like. There is no version of that I am willing to be. Not tonight, not for one night, not for a night we agree never happened. Not in this building and not out of it. The answer is no, and the reason is your job, and the reason is not going to change.”

The words left a taste like a bitten tongue. I kept both hands behind my back until she moved.

Halyna looked at me for a while. She got off my desk, straightened her skirt with two hands as she does forty times a day, and picked up her coffee.

“Okay,” she said.

Her voice went flat and precise. She squared the coffee cup to the desk edge before she turned away, the same small preparation she made before calling a supply house back a second time.

“Backup finishes at eleven,” she said from the doorway. “Somebody should be here.”

She went across the dark floor in her low heels. The stairwell door shut behind her.

I sat down in the chair at my own desk in the office I never sit in, with a cold coffee in front of me, and listened to the fans cool nine racks of dead machines.

I could still feel her pulse in my hand.


Chapter 4: Seven In The Morning

There was a cardboard box of her desk on the hood of my truck.

Two minutes past seven, level two of the tower garage, Halyna leaning against the driver’s door with her chest rising against her folded arms with every breath.

Flat shoes, not the heels. She had never intended to go upstairs. Bare ankles.

I stopped where I was, in the ramp lane, forty feet short of my own vehicle.

Four months of watching her cross carpet in low heels, and flat on concrete she stands differently, back out of the arch, everything set down solid, and at seven in the morning I was being handed a second version of her with no warning. Pants instead of the skirt, and her legs inside them, heavy through the thigh and not narrow at any point on the way down. A skirt hangs off a woman. Narrow pants have to go around her, and these pulled over the soft weight of her ass before the line widened again at the hips. Where she leaned into my truck, one hip went past the door and took the seam with it.

Her waist above it. I could have closed both hands around that. I could not have got either of them near her hips.

I crossed the forty feet, and she stayed exactly where she was and let me do it.

Her chest against her own folded arms, pushed up and forward by them, which is not a thing a man is supposed to notice at seven in the morning in a parking structure and which I noticed at forty feet. Her throat, with the color already climbing it, and nothing had happened yet.

Her mouth, with no pen in it, and at that hour that meant she had not been to a desk and had not been to bed either.

Her eyes had been on me since the top of the ramp and had not moved off me once.

She had not brought me coffee. I understood that before I understood the box, and it did a great deal more damage.

“Morning,” she said.

“You’re early.”

“I’ve been up.” She unfolded her arms. “Five things, then one question.”

“Halyna.”

“One. I resigned at eleven forty last night. Email to Berni, copy to you, effective immediately, no notice, which costs me two weeks of pay I would rather have had.” Flat. Itemized. Not one pause anywhere in it. “Two. At six fifteen this morning I called Ivo Kolarik and accepted the dispatch manager job at his north yard. He offered it on the second of July and I turned it down. I start Monday.”

The concrete, the sodium light, the smell of a garage in July, and I had not had coffee.

“Three. Forty minutes out on gravel, in a trailer with a window unit. Twenty-six trucks and a board run badly for six years. I’ll be the youngest on that yard by nine years and the only woman on it, and I’ll spend twelve months proving I didn’t get it sideways.” She took a breath. “Four. Twenty percent more money, and I’d have had to take it eventually anyway. That part’s mine and I’ll explain it another time.”

“Halyna.”

“Five.” Her voice went down. “I liked working here. I liked the people at the counter and I liked knowing what your week was before you did. I gave that up at eleven forty from my own kitchen table with my shoes on, it was correct, and I would like exactly no credit for it.”

Then she put a set of keys in my hand. My office, my truck, the spare set she had carried since March because I lock myself out of things.

“So. Any further objections?”

I did not have any.

Kolarik would sooner eat his own jacket than ask my permission for anything. She had found the one objection I could live with, removed it in eight hours, and left me admiring the workmanship while I stood there without coffee.

“No,” I said. “I don’t.”

“Okay.” Her hands were not steady. She put them behind her against the door.

“Your hands are shaking.”

“They’re not.”

“Then tell me what it cost.” I kept both hands at my sides in that garage at seven in the morning, with a box of her desk on my hood. “When I put my hands on you it will not be here and it will not be a thing we do once. I want that said before you drive away, because you have been the only person in this for four months and you are not going to be the only person in it for one more day.”

She pressed both palms harder against the door. “Two weeks’ pay, a job I liked, and any chance of pretending I wasn’t serious. Worth it.”

She looked at the floor, and she had not done that once since I came down the ramp, and then back up, and the flush had got to her face.

“Then don’t make me wait till Monday,” she said.

She put the box in her own car and drove up the ramp.

I stood in a parking garage at four minutes past seven in the morning, holding my own keys.

At eight forty Kolarik called.

“Obiora. I have hired the best person in your building.” Audibly leaning back in a chair. “Six fifteen in the morning she called me to say yes. Twenty years I have tried to take somebody off you and you gave me the only one that mattered.” A pause of enormous and completely fake innocence. “Was there some particular reason she was so keen to be out of there? Anything at all?”

“Goodbye, Ivo.”

“I am asking as a friend.”

“You’re asking as a man in a shirt he has had since 2004.”

He was still laughing when I hung up.

At ten past nine Radu Bartos called from Cleveland to tell me the servers had come back up on their own in the night, that he had been thinking about us, and that he would be reachable all weekend on the number in his away message. I thanked him for the number.

The rest of the day was two hundred people finding out. It went down the chain like water finding a crack, and by eleven the parts counter had gone quiet twice when I walked past, once more than usual.

Wendell Prusak came to that counter at half past two and put a coffee in front of me, which he has not done in eleven years.

“Best thing that could have happened to Hallie, boss,” he said, at the volume he uses for parades. “She was wasted up here. Wasted.”

The counter stopped talking.

“Answering your phone,” Wendell explained into it, warmly, with four children’s worth of goodwill and no reception whatsoever, “like a woman with nothing else going on. Who’s doing your coffee now?”

Berni Delisle closed a drawer.

Twice I told Berni to kill the building badge. Both times she said she would get to it, wrote nothing down, and lowered the glasses one deliberate millimetre. Berni has not forgotten an instruction in fifteen years.

At twenty to eight the building was empty again and the stairwell door opened. She had come back for the last of her things, about a mug’s worth, and neither of us pretended that was why.

She had not come back in the flat shoes and the yard clothes. Low heels. The dark pencil skirt pulled over her thighs and ass as she crossed the floor, swaying once before she stopped. That is the one item in that woman’s wardrobe that has never pretended anything to anybody. A blouse buttoned to the third, with the two above it open onto her collarbone and the freckles I had spent since March not looking at. Her mouth was bare, her green eyes fixed on mine. She had dressed for this walk across a dark ninth floor, and I said nothing about it at all.

She put the box down and stood in the middle of the carpet with the blinds open behind her and the whole city out there, the river, the yard lights in the Flats, one lamp on my desk.

“Say the thing you said in the garage,” she said. “I’ve thought about it four hundred times and I want to hear if it’s the same.”

“When I put my hands on you it will not be for one night.”

“Shorter,” she said. “Same.” Her thumb stopped worrying the side seam of her skirt.

“You have not moved off that square of carpet since you put the box down,” I said. “You did not have to be in this building tonight. You came back across a dark floor in the heels and the skirt to hear one sentence again in case eleven hours had changed it. Your thumb has been pulling that seam since you walked in.”

“You’re not supposed to be able to see that.”

“I find faults for a living.”

She pinched the loose thread flat against the seam and missed it twice.

“Okay. I’m saying mine again, because apparently that’s how we do this, and I want it said before anything, not after.” Her chin came up. “Lock the door and put me on that desk. I want your mouth on my pussy first. Then open my blouse and use your mouth on my tits. After that, sit in your chair and let me ride you facing you. And when you finish I want you to do it inside me and stay there afterwards. I’m not on birth control. I haven’t been since March, and I want you knowing that before you touch me.”

“The desk, my mouth on you, my mouth on your tits, then you ride me in the chair,” I said. “Say it again.”

She did, slower and filthier, with her eyes on mine.

“Good.”

I locked the door.

I crossed the carpet, got my hands under her thighs and picked her up.

The noise she made was half a word and then nothing. Her hands went hard onto my shoulders. Her legs came up around me like she had been planning that part too.

She is five foot five and heavier than she looks and I carried her four steps and sat her on the edge of my own desk, and she was still making that noise into my neck.

“Do that again later,” she said.

“Yes.”

I got the skirt up over her hips with both hands, because there is no other direction that skirt goes, and everything under it came off inside out and went somewhere by the printer, and neither of us went to look. I got down on the floor of my own office, on my knees, in the shirt I had worn all day with the sleeves rolled twice, and put her thighs over my shoulders.

They are heavy, her thighs. Solid all the way through, no gap anywhere, and when you push them apart they go with a reluctance that is its own event. I put my mouth on her pussy and she said God about four times and then stopped talking altogether, which for Halyna Sydorenko is a medical emergency.

I took my time, because she had told me to and because I had four months to make up. She was wet before I got there and she got wetter. She tastes clean and slightly of salt and runs hot the way she flushes, everywhere. I put two fingers in her and kept my mouth on her clit and listened, and adjusted, and listened, and at some point a heel came up onto my shoulder and dug in and her hand went into my hair and closed.

“Don’t stop. Don’t. Do not stop, don’t, don’t, don’t.”

She came on my mouth with her whole back off the desk and her thighs clamped on my head so hard I lost most of the sound of it. She held me there through the rest of it, both hands in my hair, saying something that was not words, and when it let go she dropped back onto the desk with her arms out and laughed at the ceiling, loud and completely unattractive, and I stayed down on my knees on that carpet a good deal longer than I needed to, listening to it.

“Okay,” she said, to the ceiling. “Okay. Wow. Okay.”

I got the shirt open. That took a while, because my hands are not built for buttons and because I took my time, and she watched me do it with her head up off the desk, and stopped laughing.

The blouse came open and everything under it came forward with it, freckled across the top, straining sideways out of a bra that had never been more than a suggestion, riding up and settling again with every breath she took, and none of it apologizing to anybody for anything. I got the bra out of the way and put my mouth on her and did not come off her for a good five minutes.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, you have been thinking about this.”

“Four months.”

“Tell me.”

“I have been thinking about your tits since the second week of March,” I said, into them, “in meetings, in a truck, on a roof, in a bid meeting with twelve other people at the table, and I have never let myself finish the thought.”

“Finish it now.”

I finished it. Both hands, my mouth, the flat of my tongue, her nipples hard enough to be a separate problem, her hands in my hair holding me down against her and the flush coming up out of her collarbone and over everything. She talked the whole time, half instruction and half commentary on the state of me, and I did not care.

She sat up, set one palm against my chest, and pushed me back while her other hand opened my belt.

“Chair,” she said. “Sit down. I’m going to ride you facing me, exactly like I told you.”

“Facing me,” I said. “All the way.”

I sat in the chair I never sit in, with my pants open.

She came down onto me facing me, her own blouse hanging open off her shoulders, the skirt still shoved up around her waist, nothing else on her. She got a hand down between us and put my cock where she wanted it.

Then she took it. Slowly, all the way, one long descent, her forehead against mine and her mouth by my ear.

“God,” she said. “Okay. That is a lot of cock, Obiora. That’s, okay. Give me a second.”

I gave her four. My hands were on her hips and the size of them next to the width of her waist was doing something to me I do not have words for at forty-six or at any other age.

She started to move. Slow, upright, watching my face, because she always watches my face. Six inches away, green, the dark ring gone almost black at that distance, and she was reading me item by item the way she reads a schedule, and it did not go anywhere, not once, not for a second, in my own chair in my own office with the city out the glass behind her and her chest moving in front of my face with every single stroke.

She quit moving. All the way down on me, settled, not one inch of her going anywhere.

“Second week,” she said. “Tuesday. The bid meeting with the school district people. I leaned over the table to hand you the addendum.”

“Halyna.”

“What were you thinking?”

“That’s not fair.”

“It’s completely fair. I’m not moving.” And she did not. She sat there on me, full of me, hands on my shoulders. “Tuesday. Finish the sentence.”

“I was thinking,” I said, “that you were in a white blouse and you leaned across the table and I could not see the number on the page in my hand, so I put my glasses on to have a reason to look down, and I sat there another forty minutes with my hands spread on the table and my mind entirely somewhere else, and afterwards I went down to the Flats and rebuilt a compressor I did not need to rebuild.”

She started moving again the second the sentence stopped.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Did you send Denny back to the library?”

“Monday. He’s changing the strainer himself.”

“Good. He needs to see why he was wrong.”

She said all of that while moving on my cock in my office chair, because work remained work and Halyna Sydorenko had never abandoned a useful thought in her life.

After that it went. Loud, and faster, and sloppy, and the chair got involved in ways it was not designed for, and I got my mouth back on her chest and stayed there. My hands were under her, taking her weight, lifting her, and she liked that and told me so twice, at volume.

“Out loud,” I said. “Before. I want it in words.”

“Don’t pull out.” Her voice broke in the middle of it. “Don’t. Inside me. Stay in and cum in me and don’t you dare move afterwards.”

“One more time.”

“Finish inside me, Obie.”

“I am going to finish inside you,” I said, “and I am not going to move afterwards.”

She locked her arms around my neck, put her face into my shoulder and came a second time with everything in her clamping down. I went with her, buried as deep as that chair allowed, and stayed there. Her last broken sound struck the side of my neck and took the strength out of both my legs.

Neither of us moved for a long time.

Then the chair made one last noise about its working conditions. I eased her off me, got my shirt off, and took us down to the office floor against the desk. Her skirt stayed on. My shirt went around her shoulders, sleeves hanging past her hands, while she sat on the carpet with her back to the desk and her shoes somewhere near the printer.

Four months of looking down at that woman in doorways and elevators and on a black roof in a hundred degrees, and now we were sitting on my office floor with her in my shirt, and I want it noted that I did not stand.

“You’re at eye level,” she said.

“I’m aware of it.”

“Don’t get used to it.” She made an attempt on the blouse, got about two thirds of a result out of it, and abandoned the project. The blotchy pink was still coming up out of her collarbone and had no intention of leaving for an hour. “I’m going to have to walk past the parts counter on Monday. Except I’m not. God, that’s a relief.”

“Halyna.”

“Mm.”

“I meant what I said in the garage.” I put a hand around her waist, thumb at her navel and my fingers most of the way round to her spine, which is a measurement I had taken by eye across forty feet of parking garage that morning and had been waiting all day to confirm. “This is not a thing you got out of me on your last day. You are not walking out of here with a story about the old man. I want you at my table and I want you in my house and I intend to be a nuisance about it for a considerable length of time.”

She looked down at my hand around her waist, then back at me.

“That’s a six,” she said. “That was my six.”

“I know it was.”


Chapter 5: The New Policy

I wrote a new policy in my truck on Larkspur Street at eight minutes to twelve on a Tuesday, in block capitals, on a blank index card out of the glovebox where I keep index cards for model numbers.

It said:

	NO.

	SEE 1.



I read it twice. It required one. I put it in my shirt pocket and got out of the truck satisfied that I had taken decisive action.

Four days since Friday night. She had started at the north yard on Monday at six, and I had a photograph on my phone of a dispatch board with nine magnets on the floor underneath it and a message that said: this is the board. these are the magnets. on the floor. where they live, apparently.

Her hand was in the bottom corner of that photograph, holding one of the magnets, and I sat in a truck on Larkspur and thought about her at six in the morning on forty acres of gravel in steel-toes and a company softshell zipped to the throat and standing off the front of her all the way down, being looked at by twenty-six men who had not yet worked out what had arrived.

I wrote back that she would have it rebuilt by Friday, that twenty-six men would hate her for about six weeks, and that after that not one of them would be able to remember it any other way. I looked at what I had sent for a while afterwards. I do not do that.

Muldare’s is the ground floor of the old Cattlemen’s Bank building: brass rail, dark booths, a paper menu unchanged in a decade except for the prices, overprinted so many times the paper has gone furry. The back booth is ours. Eighteen years for me, longer for some of them.

On the way in I put my credit card in the hand of the woman at the host stand and told her to take whatever came to the back booth before it got there. Nobody at that table has managed it in twenty years.

Five of them were in. Ozzie Muldare owns the place and sits at the end where he can see the room. He calls that hosting. It is watching. Heavy and florid and in a proper shirt every day of his life, including the day he had a kidney stone. Auggie Pettibone was against the wall taking up the space of two men, grey-blond, the back of his neck the color it has been since he was nineteen, both forearms written on by eighteen years of walking iron. Roland Fenner had his glasses on the end of his nose, solder burns across the backs of his fingers, a grey ponytail he should have cut in 1998 and never will, and a folded piece of paper in front of him. Dwight Sarver had come straight from the shop in the apron he forgets about four days a week, gold leaf under his fingernails since the nineties.

Zoran Vukovic was on the outside of the bench, dense and thick through the neck, forearms off a man who winches things for a living, dark hair he cuts himself and it shows, wearing a yard jacket with the Vukovic Towing patch on it in July. His phone was face down beside his water glass.

“He’s here,” said Ozzie. “Nine floors of glass and he still gets here last.”

“There’s a garage between me and this building.”

“There’s a garage between everybody and this building.” Ozzie put his hands flat on the table. “That garage was designed by a man who hated cars.”

“Level two takes a full minute in the elevator,” said Auggie.

“Forty seconds,” I said.

“Take the stairs, then,” said Auggie.

“I have a knee.”

“He has a knee,” Ozzie told the table, with feeling, as though somebody had asked. “Five years of this knee. Five years. I have a hip and I have never mentioned it.”

“You mention it every Tuesday.”

“I mention it in passing,” said Ozzie.

The food came. It always comes, whether you order or not, and the menu is decorative. Roland unfolded his paper and asked whether anybody knew why a Wurlitzer two hundred would run fine cold and start wandering once the room got warm, and five men looked at him, and Ozzie said, “Roland,” and Roland folded the paper up again with no hard feelings whatsoever. He can fix anything with a coil in it and he cannot fix a conversation.

Then Ozzie started, because Ozzie starts.

“I had somebody in on Saturday looking for a job on the floor,” he said. “Twenty-five, twenty-six. And her mother knows my sister.” He tapped the table twice. “And I said what I say. I do not hire anybody whose mother can report me to my own sister. I do not date staff. Twenty-six years I have run that room and it has held.”

“Nineteen ninety-eight,” said Auggie.

“That was not staff, that was a supplier.”

“She delivered your fish.”

“She delivered my fish,” Ozzie agreed, “in a professional capacity.”

He got his laugh, then leaned across at Auggie with the look of a man producing a document.

“2009,” he said.

“Don’t.”

“I would rather,” said Ozzie, in a voice a foot below his own and a great deal slower, “put my hand in a bandsaw than have one of my own people looking at me across a Christmas table.”

“I was thirty,” said Auggie.

“You were thirty and you stood up to say it. He stood up,” Ozzie told the table, which knew. “In a restaurant. To make the point.”

That happens every few months and it is never less funny, and Auggie takes it beautifully, because he is the biggest man any of us knows and the gentlest, and he made that speech with total sincerity and has never tried to walk it back.

Auggie tore a roll in half and changed the subject without looking up.

“You hear about Vandergrift,” said Auggie, through a roll. “Out at Coyle Bend. Left his wife in May. There’s a young one involved, works at the credit union.”

“I heard something.”

“He’s fifty-three,” Auggie said. “She’s thirty-one.”

Somebody did the sum out loud, and it was Auggie, and the number he said was twenty-two.

“Twenty-two years,” he said, shaking his head, not unkindly, in the untroubled way of men agreeing about somebody who is not in the room. “You cannot do that. That is not a marriage, that is a hostage situation with better food.”

“He’ll be seventy when she’s forty-eight,” said Ozzie.

“He’ll be dead when she’s fifty-five,” said Auggie, “and she’ll have spent the best twenty years of her life doing his tablets.”

Roland said his own father had been nine years older than his mother and it had worked out fine, and nobody heard him, because Roland says the useful thing at the wrong volume.

The verdict went around with the bread. I chewed one roll for ninety seconds and used most of the concentration I had available.

And Zoran Vukovic looked at me over the top of his coffee cup.

That is all he did. He did not say anything, he did not so much as move his eyebrows. He looked at me for about two seconds longer than a man looks at another man who is eating, then put the cup down and turned his phone a quarter turn where it lay face down, and I did not lift my eyes off my own plate until somebody else spoke.

Zoran runs a twenty-four-hour tow yard in the Flats, sleeps in four-hour blocks, has towed every man at that table and has never let one of us pay. He turned the phone another quarter turn.

“I’ve got a night dispatcher,” he said, to no one, a minute later.

It came out flat. Flatter than the sentence needed, and half a second late arriving, and Zoran Vukovic has never in his life been late to a sentence.

“Since when?” said Auggie.

“A while.”

“Any good?”

“Yes.”

“Where do you put a body at that hour?” said Auggie. “You’ve got no beds in that yard.”

“Office couch.”

He drank his coffee. The whole subject, opened and closed by the same man in the time it takes to put a cup down. Three questions, five words, and not one of the words was an answer. I left him to his coffee.

Ozzie said he had a pastry chef coming from Copenhagen in the fall, if she did not change her mind. Auggie asked about the fish.

Then Dwight Sarver, who had said about nine words in an hour, set his coffee down.

“I’ve been careful for eight years,” he said.

He was not talking to anybody in particular. He said it the way he sets a dish down, or a straightedge, flat and without ceremony, in the middle of a conversation about something else entirely.

“Eight years next month. Very careful, very tidy, up at five, shop by six, home by seven.” He turned the cup a quarter turn on the table. “Marguerite would have had something to say about it by about year two.”

Eight years at that table, and it is the only time I have heard him say her name.

Nobody made a thing of it. Ozzie said something about the fish after a decent pause and the table went on, and Dwight put a piece of bread in his mouth and looked out at the room.

Very careful. Very tidy. Up at five, shop by six, home by seven, eight years of it.

I sat there with an index card in my shirt pocket that said the same thing in five words.

Out on Larkspur at ten to one the sign shop had its shutter half up and a window under masking three doors along, and across the river the crane at Auggie’s yard and the stacks and the water doing nothing. The tower stood up out of the end of the street like a filing cabinet somebody left in a field.

I got in the truck and read both lines of it again.

	NO.

	SEE 1.



I put it back in the pocket.

That evening at eight, going for my keys, I found my credit card back in the outside pocket of my coat, unswiped, with a wrapped mint sitting on top of it.

I ate the mint.


Chapter 6: Cold Aisle

Sixty-four degrees, and a noise like four hundred men whispering at once.

The unit that keeps the tower’s basement server room alive had tripped on high head pressure three times that week and the vendor was a week out. Nine racks, four tenants, and a machine that was going to shut itself off in the night out of self-respect.

So at nine on Thursday evening I was on my back on a basement floor in a good shirt, my right arm inside a panel to the shoulder and a flashlight in my teeth. Any one of forty people on my payroll could have done it. I sent none of them.

“You’re wearing the good shirt under it.”

I had not heard the stairwell door. Nobody hears the stairwell door in that room. She had been sitting on an upturned crate beyond the cooling unit’s open end panel for the better part of forty minutes, out of my line of sight, the strained front of her blouse moving over the vendor’s last service ticket on her knee. I had spent every one of those minutes on my back on a basement floor with a light in my mouth, congratulating myself on being alone in a building.

“They’ve billed you for a contactor,” she said. “There isn’t a contactor in this machine younger than six years. There’s a line for the contactor, and then there’s a second line for the diagnostic that established the contactor was fine.”

“Yes.”

“You paid it.”

“In April.”

“Obiora.”

There were two coffees standing on the grating by my boot. They had been there the better part of forty minutes, they had gone stone cold, and I had not seen either of them arrive. Nine floors below the desk it usually lands on, thirteen hours off its usual time, and still exactly the one I would have asked for if I had ever asked for anything.

A hand came over my chest and took the index card out of my shirt pocket, which I had forgotten was in there and about which I could do nothing whatsoever, because my right arm was inside a machine to the shoulder.

She read it out loud, flat, in the voice she uses to give me a schedule.

“One. No.” A pause. “Two. See one.”

She did not laugh. That was the worst part. I heard her turn it over to check the back and find it blank, and then read it a second time to herself, as though the meaning might have improved on a second pass. Then she put it back in the pocket and smoothed the pocket flat with two fingers.

“Would you like to hear amendment one,” she said.

“Not yet. I’ve got a machine open.”

“That’s fine. I’ll do it in installments.” Paper turned. “One. The policy is void.”

There is no dignified way to receive that lying on your back with your shoulder inside a fan cowl.

“Halyna.”

“I’m not going to argue with a piece of card, I’m going to overwrite it. Keep working.”

I got my arm out of the panel and left the rest of me exactly where it was, because I had lost the ability to make a decision about my own posture.

She was standing over me by then with her building badge held up between two fingers like a raffle ticket.

“Six days,” she said. “Nobody has killed this. It still opens the loading door, the stairwell, the ninth floor and this room. I have tested all four.”

“Berni says she’ll get to it.”

“Berni is a wonderful woman and I hope she lives to be a hundred.”

And I looked at her the way I always look at her, except upward, off a basement floor, which put every part of it at a different angle.

Low heels on grating, a foot from my hip. Ankles, calves, then the thighs, where a man flat on a floor stops being able to pretend anything, in a skirt not built for the angle. From down there the skirt had a much harder job and was visibly losing it, cut across the underside of her ass and then hauled wide to get around her hips, the seam doing all the arguing. Waist. Her chest, from underneath, a view I had not had, heavy and full and coming forward off her before any other part of her did, thin white cotton dragged tight across the underside of it and gone cold to look at in that room. Throat, collarbone, freckles over the top of it. Her mouth, with the chewed pen out of it for once and something already loaded behind it. Her eyes had been on me since before I got my arm out, and from down there the ring around all that green looked drawn on with a pen.

I had expected six days apart to make her careful again. It did the opposite. Everything about her in that room ran louder than it had on the ninth floor: shoulders back, chin up, top button open, taking up all the space her body actually occupies instead of the amount a room usually allots her.

“You’re different this week,” I said.

“I’m the same. I’ve just stopped doing the other thing.”

“Then don’t start it again. You are better like this than anything else in this building, and I have been thinking about it for six days on the state road.”

“Two,” she said, before I had got to the end of that, which is what she does with a plain sentence. She puts another one on top of it fast enough that nobody has to sit with the first. “I’ve been on a gravel yard since Monday with twenty-six men who think I’m a joke, and I have thought about your hands roughly every ninety minutes, and tonight I would like to be the one doing something to you for once.”

“You’re building to something.”

“Obviously I’m building to something. Fix your machine, Obiora.”

She sat back down on the crate in a skirt, in sixty-four degrees, with a cold coffee in both hands and her ankles crossed, and waited, and kept her eyes on me the whole time.

Somebody had told me it was the compressor. Somebody always tells me it is the compressor. I got the light back in my teeth and went in again, put two fingers on the fan speed controller, felt the linkage, and found it seized solid at the closed end of its travel with the coil behind it packed with six years of the grey felt that basements make.

I came out with my sleeve filthy to the elbow and sat up.

“Fan controller stuck closed, coil packed solid with dust. Ten-dollar part.”

She counted on her fingers. Actually counted.

“Eleven words,” she said. “Do you know what you look like, lying on a floor in a hundred-dollar shirt with your arm inside a machine, telling me in eleven words what four people in an email chain couldn’t say in nine hundred?”

“Tired.”

“Silver,” she said, and laid her hand along the side of my head where it has been going grey since I was thirty-nine.

The flashlight slipped from my fingers and rang once against the grating. I stayed on the floor. Her palm moved once over the short hair at my temple, slow enough to erase the machine from my attention.

“Three and four,” I said.

“Now?”

“Now.”

She came off the crate and up onto her knees on the grating in front of me, and I saw her flinch at the metal and pretend she had not.

“Wait.”

I got the shirt off, filthy sleeve and all, folded it once and put it down in front of me.

“Knees,” I said.

She pressed one knee into the folded shirt, then the other. Her fingers dug into her own skirt before she looked up.

“You make it very difficult to be indecent with you,” she said.

“Three and four.”

She put her knees on my shirt. Her voice dropped and slowed.

“Three. I want you in my mouth, and I want to take my time about it, and I don’t want you to help. Four. Then I want you to finish on my tits, on purpose, looking at me, and say something about it while you do it.”

I set both palms on the grating and leaned toward her without closing the last foot. The fans shredded the first sound she made.

She lasted about four seconds.

“In my mouth, slowly, and you don’t help,” she said, louder, over the fans. “Then on my tits, looking at me, and you talk the whole way through it.”

“All right.”

She undid my belt with both hands and took her time about it. She took my cock out and looked at it for a while first, actually looked, with the aisle lights going blue and green on one side of her face, and then said, “Yes,” to it rather than to me. “That’s about what I thought.”

My grip slipped on the grating. She noticed, because her mouth curved once before she put it on me.

Slow. One hand at the base and the other one spread out on my thigh, her eyes up the entire time, holding it when she took me deeper than I expected and holding it when I said her name. She keeps eye contact past the point of comfort and then keeps it further, and on her knees in a cold aisle it stopped being a habit and became a weapon.

“You’re not saying anything,” she said, off me, still looking up.

“I’m concentrating.”

“On what?”

“On the fan controller.”

“Liar.”

She got both hands into the front of her blouse and opened it herself. Three buttons, then she gave up on the fourth and pulled it, and it went. The bra was front-hooked and came apart under her thumb, and she shrugged the whole arrangement back off her shoulders and let it hang at her elbows.

There is more of her than a room prepares you for. The status lights took her in blue and let her go again, and everything they found came forward off her chest and stayed there, freckles thinning out over the top of it, veins faint under skin that had been sitting in sixty-four degrees for half an hour. The cold had done what cold does: both nipples up hard and dark, gooseflesh standing across the whole upper curve of her, one bead of condensation off the rack line running down onto her shoulder that she did not so much as look at. All of it moved when she breathed. It moved considerably more when she shifted her knees on my shirt. I had a hand on the rack cage behind me before I knew I had reached for it.

“Now I want your cock between my tits,” she said. “I want to hold you there with them and use my mouth at the top until you finish across my chest and throat.”

“Between your tits, with your mouth on me, until I finish on you,” I said. “Say it again.”

She got through it a second time over the fans, every word of it, and made me watch her mouth do it.

“There you go,” she said.

She took me in both hands, put me between them, closed them around me, and started to move.

She set a rhythm slower than the fans. Her forearms tightened from either side, closing soft skin around me, then eased enough for the cold air to reach every wet inch before she drove upward again. At the top her mouth took over. At the bottom she held me buried between her breasts and watched the pressure travel into my jaw.

The rack fans pushed a constant vibration through the grating and into her knees. It came up through my palms too, one planted behind me and one locked around the cage wire. Every time she leaned forward, the metal clicked against my grip. Every time she drew back, her collarbone shone where she had wet herself and the flush spread higher in spite of the cold.

I have put cooling into operating theaters. I could not tell you one thing about the sound in any of them. I could have identified the bad bearing three racks down with my eyes closed, if she had left me enough sense to care.

I had been talking a moment before. I remembered the beginning of a sentence about condenser airflow. It stopped in the middle of the word airflow and stayed stopped.

“You are not blinking,” she said, conversationally, without breaking pace.

“You were explaining something to me. About the fan.” She bent and dragged her tongue through the slick she had made, once on each side, then pressed in again. The next upward stroke took my breath before her mouth took me. “Head pressure. You were doing eleven words. What happened?”

“Nothing happened.”

“You lost the sentence.” Delight sharpened every word. “Your hand went for the cage and you forgot the rest of the clause.”

“That is not a diagnosis.”

“It is the only one you have got. You told forty people what to do before nine this morning. Nobody killed my mail either, and Berni knows exactly what she has not got around to.” She changed the angle of her forearms, and the pressure went from distracting to ruinous. Her attention stayed on my face, not on the act. “You were flat on your back with your arm inside a machine tonight and told me what was wrong with it in one breath. Try now.”

I got about four words out. The fans took two. She took the rest.

“There it is,” she said, pleased with herself. She slowed until each pass became a separate decision I had to endure. “Admit it.”

“I cannot get through a sentence,” I said, “and you knew that four months ago and you have been waiting.”

“Since about the twentieth of March. Look at me.”

I did. By then it was the only instruction in the room I could manage. Her hips drove the rhythm from her knees; her forearms controlled the pressure; her face stayed lifted for every word she took out of me. Over the fans I told her about the three weeks in May when she stopped putting her hair back up after lunch and I stopped scheduling anything after two in the afternoon and did not let myself notice why until July. About the forty minutes I spent in her apartment in April fitting a window unit, looking at the sash, the sill and the outlet and at nothing else in that room, on purpose, the whole time. About the expansion valve she carried up a ladder well and out a roof hatch in low heels before I knew I needed it. Her mouth closed around the next stroke. That finished the sentence for me.

She said “keep going” twice. I kept going. And I finished on her chest and up her throat, a great deal of it, and she took all of it with her mouth open and her eyes on me and did not blink until it was over.

She looked down at herself, laughed, and wiped my cum off her collarbone with the back of her wrist.

“I have a shirt.”

“You have your shirt under my knees, Obiora.”

“I have another one in the truck.”

“Of course you do.”

Twenty minutes, at forty-six, is a duty cycle I had no business running, and I would like to say I got there on discipline. What actually happened was that she leaned back against the rack cage with her blouse hanging off her elbows, said, “I’m not finished,” and turned around.

She put both hands on the cage door and arched. Deep, all the way through the small of her back, hollow at the base of her spine, and pushed the skirt up herself.

“Words first,” I said.

“Take me standing from behind. Lift me against this cage and fuck me there.” She looked at me over her shoulder. “Then don’t pull out. All of it inside me. You know I’m not on anything. This time I need you to hear why I want you to do it anyway.”

I had a hand on the back of her thigh and it went nowhere at all. Nothing in that aisle moved except four hundred whispering men.

“Standing, from behind, against the cage,” I said. “Say it again.”

“I want you behind me, holding me up while you fuck me. And I want it to take.” Her voice had gone rough. “I want the result. That’s why I’m asking.”

I got one arm around her ribs and lifted her most of the way off the floor, because she is five foot five and the cage door is not a height that works otherwise, and because I wanted my hand where it was, spread right across her, holding her up. That is what two hundred and forty pounds is actually for.

There was nothing to work at. She was soaked, and she took my cock in one stroke, and the sound cut through the fan noise and came back off the rack doors.

She was loud. The room is loud enough to take it, which she had also worked out. She braced and swore at the ceiling and told me what to do twice, both times more precisely than I was managing it. When she came, her pussy clenched around me in hard pulses, her thighs shook against my supporting arm, and her voice broke against the fan noise while both hands went white on the cage. I stayed in and finished the way she told me to, and she got a fistful of my hair and held me against her until I was done, and for a while after.

We sat on the floor between two racks in sixty-four degrees, her in my filthy shirt with the sleeves eight inches too long, both of us cold, drinking the coffee she brought down, which was also cold.

“Backup starts at nine thirty and runs to eleven,” she said. “The room’s loudest between nine forty and ten twenty. Nobody comes down here in that window because there’s nothing to see.”

“You scheduled this.”

“Obviously I scheduled this. I schedule everything, you know what I’m like.” She drank the cold coffee. “What was your mother’s house like?”

She turned without warning, from backup windows to Enugu in the space between two swallows.

“Enugu,” I said. “Concrete, a red roof, a mango tree that produced nothing anybody wanted to eat. She’s eighty-one, she’s still in it, she will not leave and I have offered four times.”

“Do you call her?”

“Sundays.”

“Does your voice change?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” she said, and put her head on my shoulder on the floor of a server room, and I sat there in my undershirt with a woman in my ruined shirt and could not remember the last time anybody had asked me a question that was not about a building.

We came up at eleven. At the top of the ramp, across from the garage exit, there was a grey sedan against the curb with its parking lights on and a man in the driver’s seat.

Her hand stopped halfway to her bag.

Two seconds of it, and the rest of her stopped with it, and then it all started again and she said something about roadworks at the county line and kept talking, at a slightly higher pitch, all the way to her car.

“Halyna.”

“Mm.”

“What’s the car?”

“It’s nothing,” she said.

I stayed between her and the ramp and waited for a different answer.


Chapter 7: Grey Sedan

I started with Berni, at eight, at her counter.

“The badge is still live.”

Berni finished the line she was writing on a purchase order, capped the pen, set it square to the edge of the counter, and brought the glasses down the chain about an inch.

“There’s a backlog,” she said.

“Fifteen years and you’ve never had a backlog.”

“It’s July,” said Berni, and picked the purchase order back up, and I stood at that counter a second longer with nothing whatsoever to say.

Then I asked her the actual question.

“There’s a grey car parking on the far side of the exit ramp in the evenings. Have you seen it?”

She did not ask me why. “Three weeks. Maybe four. Sometimes it’s on Vessey, outside Hallie’s.”

“How do you know it’s on Vessey?”

“Because my sister lives on Vessey,” Berni said, “and I have eyes.”

The garage attendant took more work and about nine dollars, and by ten past ten I had a plate number written on the back of a parts ticket. Wexler Motors demo plate.

It took me under a minute after that, and none of it was clever. In March a Wexler unit came through our lot and Halyna’s hands stopped on her keyboard for four seconds. In April I refused four hundred thousand dollars of dealership work on nothing but that, and never told anybody why, including myself.

Preston Wexler the third. Twenty-six. Three dealerships on the state road with the name on the sign and a photograph of a father and a son in the lobby of the biggest one.

I sat on it all day, which is the only thing about this I would change.

At quarter past six I went down to meet her in the garage, because my truck was at the Flats shop with a tire off it and she was picking me up.

I took the elevator. It is nine floors and it was a Friday and I am forty-six and I have made jokes at that table about my knee since I was forty-one. There was no reason on this earth to take the stairs. The indicator lit and the doors closed.

The elevator in that tower takes forty seconds from nine to two. Auggie says a minute; Auggie is wrong. I said forty seconds out loud at a lunch table three days earlier like it was a joke about a parking garage.

The doors opened on level two.

She had parked in the corner under the low part of the ceiling where the sodium light is orange and bad. I saw her from the back first, forty feet away, and the fast pull of her blouse across her chest told me something was wrong before I saw his hand. Low heels. Legs. The flare of her hip against the door of the car. Her waist, and a man’s hand next to it.

Then the rest of it arrived at once. A man standing over her with his hand flat on her chest, on the sternum, above everything, pushing her back against her own car door with his weight behind it, head tipped a little to one side, talking to her in an ordinary conversational voice at a volume meant for one person.

I crossed the garage. Forty feet, and it was not fast, and every step of it was my own breathing and the specific fact that I had spent forty seconds in an elevator.

He let go before I got there. He had all the time in the world and he used it correctly: took his hand off her, stepped back a full pace, and turned around with both hands coming up, open, at shoulder height, already smiling.

“Whoa,” he said, pleasantly. “Whoa. Hi.”

Six foot, thin through the shoulders, a quarter-zip in July, boat shoes, a watch, a tan that came from somewhere other than being outside for a reason. He looked like a man on his way somewhere better and was not frightened of me.

“Trip Wexler.” He put a hand out, and when I did not take it he laughed, entirely without embarrassment, and put it in his pocket. “You’re Ezenwa. I know the sign. My dad’s got two of your rooftops. Bad ones, apparently.”

“Get away from her.”

“I am away from her.” He was. That was the trouble. A pace and a half back with his hands where I could see them, and Halyna upright against her own car with her arms folded. Anybody arriving now would see one man put his hands on another, and it would be me.

“Halyna. In the car.”

“We were having a conversation,” Trip said, in the same warm tone, “and I’d like to finish it, because she’s very hard to get on the phone. You always were,” he told her, fondly. “Fourteen months and I never got you on the first ring.”

“Now,” I said.

“Sure.” He put his hands up again, then turned back and said, in the exact voice you would use to tell a man his tail light was out, “She’ll have given you the list, right? She does a list. Numbered.” He smiled. “Ask her for number four. She’ll read it out flat, like a delivery note. That never stops being funny.”

My fingers opened at my sides. The old calluses felt cold against the garage air.

Halyna stood one pace behind him, pressed to the car, and his smile waited for me to make him right about me. I left the distance between us untouched.

“Leave,” I said.

“Sure.” He started walking backwards toward the grey sedan, still smiling, entirely unhurried. “Nice to finally meet you. Genuinely. She used to bring you up constantly, which I did find interesting.”

“Leave.”

“You know the thing about a building this size,” he said, from twelve feet away, walking backwards, “is that a man can only be in one part of it. You’ve got what, two hundred people? Nine floors? A yard across the river?” He got the door open without looking at it. “You can’t be everywhere, Mr. Ezenwa. I’m looking forward to the parts of the week you’re not around for.”

His car cleared the ramp and vanished into the daylight.

Halyna had not moved off the side of her car. One hand worried the driver’s-door handle without opening it. Her jaw worked once before she spoke, fast and exact.

“Don’t,” she said.

“I haven’t said anything.”

“You’re about to be kind and I will genuinely lose it.”

“All right.”

Then she said it, to the floor, fast and exact, because she gets more precise when she is furious and not less.

“When the doors opened I was relieved. That’s the part. I stood here with his hand on me and I heard the elevator and I felt relieved, like a person in a movie, like somebody who needed a big man to arrive, and I have never needed anybody to arrive in my life. I hate that it happened in my body without asking me.”

She pushed her hair back off her face with the flat of one hand, and it came forward again, and she left it. Her eyes stayed on the concrete.

“Fourteen months,” she said. “It was real, and I’m not embarrassed about it, and I’m not going to pretend I was tricked, because I wasn’t, I liked him, he’s funny in a room. It ended in January. There was a party and he took hold of my wrist and turned it, and there were nine people standing close enough to see it, and every single one of them decided they hadn’t.” She looked up. “Do you understand what that does? Nine people.”

“Yes.”

“Three weeks with the car. Vessey mostly, sometimes here. He doesn’t do anything. He sits. And he calls from numbers I don’t know, and I’ve been counting, because I count things.” Her voice did not change at all. “Two hundred and forty-one since the twenty-sixth of June.”

There was nothing in my mouth that was any use.

“Two hundred and forty-one,” I said. “You kept working, changed jobs and rebuilt that board while he tried to make himself the center of every day. He didn’t manage it. And needing me in that garage didn’t give him one inch of your life back.”

She dragged the door open too hard. “Don’t make this tidy for me.”

“I won’t.”

“You’ve told nobody.”

“I told somebody in February,” she said. “Within a week it was a thing about me. What I’d done, what I must have said, whether I’d been clear. So no. I’ve handled it on my own for three weeks, and I’m angrier about the handling than I am about him.”

“Where does he live?”

She looked straight at me.

“No,” she said. “I know exactly what that question is for, and no. And don’t go looking.”

I held out my hand. “Do you want me to drive?”

She looked at my palm for a second, then put the keys in it herself and got into the passenger seat. I drove her car badly, because it is a small car and I am not.

On the ramp, with the barrier going up, I said the only thing I had.

“I have made nine jokes about my knee since March and I have taken that elevator twice a day.”

It was the funniest thing said in that garage. Nobody laughed.

Halfway across the bridge she asked me what I was thinking. I kept my eyes on the lane and told her.

“I am going to find out where he lives, and I am going to go there, and I am going to speak to him myself, and then it will stop.”

“That’s not a plan.”

“No,” I said. “It’s a schedule.”


Chapter 8: Say It Again

“What is that?”

“It’s rice.”

“Obiora.”

“It’s going to be rice.”

At half past ten at night, in a kitchen I gutted and rebuilt myself in 2016, with cabinets I hung and a range I chose after four weeks of research, I stood over a pot and produced something with the color and structural integrity of grout. I can braze copper in a crawlspace at an angle no man should be asked to work at. I have diagnosed a four-hundred-ton machine by ear from across a plant room. I cannot cook.

She ate it. All of it. Two helpings, out of spite, the heavy spill of her chest resting against the table edge while she watched me over the bowl. Bare feet under the chair. Strong legs planted wide, her ass pressed into the chair as she leaned for the pot, hips filling it, waist turning, then her chest, throat, mouth and dark-ringed green eyes coming back to me in order.

Before that she had walked my house, shoes still on, room to room, without asking, the way an estimator walks a building, narrating in a level voice with no mercy in it whatsoever.

“New wiring. Old plaster. You did the wiring.”

“2013.”

“Bathroom’s newer than the wiring and older than the kitchen.”

“2015.”

“Roof.”

“2019.”

“Floors are original and you’ve had them up, because the boards in the hall run the wrong way and somebody put them back.” She stopped in the dining room. “This table’s had four dinners on it.”

“You’re guessing.”

“I’m not. It’s got a bloom on the finish that only happens if nothing ever sits on it.” She put two fingers on it. “It’s a very good table, actually. Somebody spent money on this table.”

She opened the door to the back bedroom. It is a bedroom with no bed in it: a workbench, a vice, three tool chests and a fully rebuilt fifteen-ton semi-hermetic compressor on a pallet on the floor of a house on the west side, because I needed something to do with my hands one February.

“Right,” she said.

“It runs.”

“It’s in a bedroom.”

“It runs beautifully.”

She stood in that doorway with her hand on the frame, then turned to the plaster, wiring, floors and table I had worked on for fifteen years.

“Who was all this for?” she said.

I had an answer and could not get it into the hallway. She waited long enough to know I had failed, bent down, took off her shoes one and then the other, and left them beside mine by the door. She did not ask again.

At half past twelve she was standing at the foot of my bed and I was in the doorway with a towel, and she said, “I don’t want to be handled tonight.”

“I haven’t handled you since the garage.”

“You’ve been careful with me since the garage. All day. Walking around me like a man carrying a full cup.” Her voice dropped and slowed. “So here it is, and it’s different from the desk, and I want to say why first. Somebody put his hand on me tonight and I did nothing, and I have been in my own body all day like a tenant. I want you to put your hands on me until it’s mine again. All night. Not gently.”

“The last two words,” I said.

“Not gently.”

“All right.”

“And the light stays on,” she said. “I want to be looked at by somebody who isn’t pretending he isn’t looking.”

So I put the lamp on. The window on the river side was already open and doing nothing whatsoever about the heat, which is July in this town.

I sat down on the end of a bed that is too big for one person and asked her to take her clothes off standing up, and she did.

The blouse first, whose buttons she had already ruined on Thursday, pulled over her head. The bra after it, off in two movements and dropped without looking where. The skirt last, unzipped at the hip and worked down over the flare of it with both hands, because that is a two-handed operation and always has been, and then everything else, and then she stood at the foot of my bed under a sixty-watt bulb with her hands at her sides.

Five foot five and every ounce of it arranged as a personal insult.

Bare feet on the boards I put back the wrong way, toes turned slightly in. Short legs, strong all the way up, no gap at the top of the thighs and never has been, a heaviness through them you do not get from a gym, you get it from fifteen years behind a counter making change for your mother. The hips going out wide from nothing, the whole shape of her, and the soft heavy curve of her ass turning the light. The little roll of her stomach, freckled at the sides, which she did not suck in and never has. Her waist, going in hard above the hips and out again before you had finished looking at it.

Her breasts, and I am going to spend the paragraph on them, because she made me. Heavy and full and low and pale, with the weight actually in them, moving very slightly with nothing but her breathing, freckles running out about a third of the way down and stopping, faint blue veining under the lamp, nipples large and dark pink and hard in a warm room for no reason except that she was being looked at and knew it.

Her collarbone caught the lamp in a thin sheen. Heat colored the hollow above it, then climbed her throat one uneven patch at a time.

Her mouth, open a little.

Her eyes, green with the dark ring, on me, not moving.

“Now talk,” she said.

“I have been in a business for twenty-seven years where you can look at a thing on paper and know what it is going to do,” I said. “You are not like that. Every time you come into a room I have to start again.”

“Okay.” Her voice had gone. “Consent, in order, because I’m not letting that go. One. Put me on my back and use your mouth until I come. Then I want you on your back and your cock in my mouth. Two. Put my ankles on your shoulders and fuck me there. Three. You’re going to end up inside me and you’re not going to pull out, same as always. Four.” She stopped. “Four’s new and I’m going to make you say it and not me, and I’m telling you now so you can start thinking about it.”

“One and two again,” I said.

“Your mouth on me, mine on you, then my ankles on your shoulders while you fuck me.”

“That is exactly what I’m going to do. Come here.”

She came.

A desk and a floor of grating do not give you what a bed gives you, which is time.

I got her on her back, pushed those thighs apart with both hands, and got my mouth on her wet pussy, and then I did not go anywhere for a long time. Both thighs over my shoulders, my forearm across her stomach holding her down, because she had asked for that, and my tongue on her clit for a very long time while she went from talking to swearing to a low continuous noise with no shape in it. She came like that with both hands in my hair and her heels on my back.

She got the heel of one hand into my chest, pushed me onto my back, and returned the favor. She took every bit as long about it as I had.

She started in the middle and worked out to the edges, as she reorganized anything, and she was in no hurry about any part of it. Her mouth, both hands, and at one point the warm weight of her breasts laid across my thigh while she worked lower and watched what it did to my face. She pinned my leg beneath one forearm, echoing the hold I had used on her stomach without commenting on it. Her hair was everywhere and she kept pushing it back with the side of her wrist and losing it again.

She talked most of the way through it, off me and on again. How long she had been thinking about doing exactly this. What my hands look like on a rail at eight in the morning. That she was going to keep going until I said something, and that she could wait.

I said something. It was not a full sentence.

“There he is,” she said, and kept going.

I made her stop a long time before I wanted her to.

She came up my body and kissed me with my own taste in her mouth and hers in mine and said, “God, we’re disgusting,” happily, into my jaw.

I got her under me and put her ankles up on my shoulders.

It is not a position that works for two people the same size. It works for us. She is short in the leg and I am not, and it folds her nearly in half and puts everything about her in front of me at once, and when I put my cock in her she made a sound like she had been dropped a foot.

“Oh. God. Okay. Okay, that’s, oh.”

“Too much?”

“Do not stop, I will end you.”

So I kept going, and I went slowly about it, all the way out and all the way back in, because at that angle I could watch every inch of it arrive.

Her thighs were pressed against her own chest with my shoulders holding them there. There is no gap in those thighs anywhere and there never has been, and folded up like that they made a shelf, and everything else about her sat on top of it and moved. The freckles on the tops of her shoulders were four inches from my mouth, so I put my mouth on them. She had one heel hooked behind my neck and one hand braced up on the headboard, and every time I got all the way in she made a noise that started out as a word and gave up on being one.

“I want to hear it,” she said.

“I have got you folded in half in my own bed and my hand goes from one hip to the other,” I said. “I took that measurement off you in March and I have never once been able to put it down.”

“More.”

“You take everything I give you and then you ask a question about it. Twenty-seven years of people going quiet at me, and then you.”

“God. Keep going.”

I got my hand around the back of one of those thighs where it was folded up against her own chest, the whole spread of my palm on it, and held her there and moved and watched what happened to her tits.

They went with every stroke, up toward her collarbone and back, all that weight, and the flush had come out of her throat and gone all across the tops of them, blotchy pink from the hairline down, and she was watching me watch it.

“You’re not even looking at my face,” she said, wrecked, from somewhere under her own knees.

“No.”

“Good.”

She planted both hands on my chest and shifted one knee free.

“I want on top now,” she said. “Keep your cock inside me while I turn, then let me ride you upright.”

“On top, upright,” I said. “Show me.”

She got there without either of us coming apart, and sat all the way down on me.

That is her position. Upright, slow, watching my face, taking her time, her tits right there in the lamplight moving with every drop of her hips. I got both hands up and filled them, and she put her own hands over the backs of mine and pressed them harder in and rode me like that, my hands trapped under hers, for what must have been ten minutes.

“Do the thing,” she said. “The thing you say in the morning. About my work.”

“That’s good work,” I said.

She laughed and lost her rhythm entirely and had to start again and I have never wanted anything more in my life.

“Does the compressor in the spare room actually need to be in the house?” she asked, still moving over me.

“No.”

“Good. Keep that answer.”

Then she got off me, turned around and went down onto her elbows.

There is a mirror on the closet door in that room. She turned her face sideways on the pillow so she could see it. So she could see me.

“Behind me now,” she said. “Put your hand on my back and fuck me while we watch each other in that mirror.”

“From behind, watching you,” I said. “Say it again.”

She did. Rougher.

I got behind her, took her from behind with one hand spread across the deep hollow at the base of her spine where she arches, the heel of it down on her ass, and the other around the front of her hip, and watched her in that mirror while I did it, and she watched me back with her hair everywhere and her mouth open.

My hand missed its grip on her hip when I saw us in the glass. Everything the position took away from me, the glass handed straight back. My own hand, enormous and dark, spread out across the small of her back. Her tits hanging heavy underneath her and swinging forward on every stroke, freckled across the top, catching the lamp. Her face sideways on the pillow with her hair in ropes across it. And her eyes finding mine in that glass and staying there, green with the dark ring, the white showing all the way round them, and never going anywhere else in the room.

“You keep looking at me in it,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Good. Don’t stop.” She pushed back onto me hard and got a fistful of the sheet. “I spent four months watching you not look at me in a building with glass walls.”

She got her weight up onto one forearm and turned her chin another inch toward the glass.

“Tell me what you want,” she said.

“I want you.”

“No.” She pushed back onto me, hard. “That’s the polite one. The actual thing. In English. I’m not saying it for you. I’ve said everything else in this room and you’re saying this one.”

I could not.

I got as far as the shape of it twice and my mouth quit both times, and I lay over her back in my own bedroom at forty-six years old and could not make four words come out in order.

She eased her weight forward until the movement between us ended, braced on her elbows and watched me in the mirror. The fan clicked at the edge of its turn, came back and stirred her hair. She waited.

“I want to get you pregnant,” I said.

“Again.”

“Halyna.”

“Look at me and do it again.”

“I want to get you pregnant,” I said. “I want it to be mine and yours, and I want to do it now.”

Her body clenched around me before she found her next words, and my grip slipped from her hip to the bed.

“Then don’t pull out,” she said, and her voice had lost its structure completely. She had stopped numbering things. She had started asking. “Don’t pull out, don’t, cum in me, do it, get me pregnant, say it back to me.”

“I’m going to get you pregnant.”

“Say it again.”

“I’m going to give you exactly what you asked for,” I said, with my palm laid over the small of her back and the other hand under her. “Every drop.”

She got a hand back and pulled my wrist around to her stomach and held it there.

Then she came. She went rigid from the shoulders down, gripped me in a long slow squeeze that would not let go, and rode it out with her knees sliding wide on the sheet. Her forehead went down on the pillow, her back arched under my palm, and the sound she made stayed loud until her voice gave out.

I finished all the way inside her with her legs locked back around mine, and stayed there afterwards, because that is the arrangement. She reached down and held me in.

We stayed exactly like that, both of us breathing, until my arms started having an opinion about it. When I could talk I put my mouth against the back of her shoulder and said it, and it came out as a schedule rather than a compliment, because a schedule is a thing I can actually say.

“You’re going to live in this house,” I said. “You’re going to sleep in this bed. You’re going to take my name. You’re going to have my baby, and I am telling you now so that you cannot say later that you were not warned.”

“Noted,” she said, into the pillow, in a voice with nothing left in it.

“Halyna.”

“I said noted. Write it on a card.”

Afterwards I got water and a towel and put the fan on.

The fan is an oscillating floor fan from about 2004, and I own a commercial mechanical contracting company, and there is no air conditioning in my house.

“You,” she said, flat on her back with the sheet around her knees, glowing pink from the hairline to the tops of her breasts and not looking like that would change any time soon, “install cooling. For a living. For hospitals.”

“It’s a dry heat here at night.”

“It is not a dry heat, Obiora, we live on a river.”

“The house has good cross-ventilation.”

“You have a fan from a gas station.”

“It’s a good fan.”

She laughed at the ceiling in that unattractive way she has and I lay there holding a towel and a glass of water with nothing to say in my own defense.

After a while she said, “Do you know when I decided about you?”

“March.”

“Week two. There was a foreman on a call about a bad diagnosis, and you were in a room with nine people and you could have taken him apart in front of all of them and been right.” She had her arm over her eyes. “You said thanks for calling it in. Then you drove out and did the job yourself and let him tell the room he’d caught it. I was on the phone to the client while it was happening and I heard both ends.”

I lay there and went through sixteen years of foremen.

“I don’t remember that.”

“I know you don’t,” she said. “That’s the entire point of it.”

Then she was quiet, and I put my hand flat on her stomach and left it there, and she put hers on top of it, and neither of us said one word about why, and she went to sleep like that in about four minutes with her mouth open.

I did not.

The answer to her question, which I could not get out in a hallway, is this. I bought that house in 2011 with a wife in it, and she was gone by the spring of 2015, and there is no villain in that story and I have never bothered anybody with it. I rewired it and roofed it and re-floored it and rebuilt the kitchen, all of it in the order you do the work for a full load rather than a light one, and there have never been more than three people in it at once. In my trade you size the plant for what is going to be in the building, not for what is in it today. I have been sizing that house for fifteen years for a load that was never specified, and at half past two in the morning on the eighteenth of July I lay in the dark with my hand on a twenty-four-year-old woman’s stomach and specified it.


Chapter 9: What She Wants That Isn’t Me

I went to the Saturday market with her in daylight, on Larkspur Street, in a city of a hundred and eighty thousand people where I employ two hundred of them, and I made that decision on purpose in a truck at eight in the morning rather than letting it happen to me at ten.

There is a version of the next year in which I only see her in buildings after they empty, and a man who accepts that version has already decided what she is to him.

She came out of the walk-up on Vessey at twenty to nine, her chest tugging the thin cotton dress taut with every step down the iron stair.

Her copper hair was in a knot that was going to last an hour. Flat sandals. I had not seen those on her before. Bare legs, thick and strong and freckled at the knee, and daylight is an entirely different proposition from a desk lamp. A cotton dress in dark green skimmed over her ass, went wider at the hips, found her waist and then stood open at the top buttons on freckles and shadow, on a public street, at twenty to nine in the morning. What that dress was doing at the front of her made no attempt to be a secret about it. The freckles across her collarbone and shoulders were out in the open. Her mouth held no pen, a condition apparently reserved for Saturdays. Her eyes met mine through the windshield from thirty feet, green with the dark ring, and she came around the front of the truck rather than break the look.

“Two trays of pierogi have to be on that table by half nine or she gets loud about it, so we’re not stopping for coffee,” she said, getting in mid-thought. She has never started a conversation at the beginning. “No face.”

“What face?”

“You had a face on.”

“I have one face.”

Lesia Sydorenko has had the same folding table on the same corner of Larkspur for twenty-two years, an apron over everything, a scarf over her hair, a steel cash box she opens with one hand without looking. Pierogi in trays, holubtsi in a foil pan, a paper sign in marker. Five foot three, thick through, the same forearms her daughter will have in twenty-seven years and the same green eyes with the softness taken out.

She clocked me in about four seconds.

I watched her do it. Height, shoulders, the hands, then the beard, then the grey at the temples, then the arithmetic, and the arithmetic took no time at all.

“Halyna,” she said.

I have heard that name said on the ninth floor a hundred times, by me, in the ordinary way. This was a different word. It came off that table at a temperature that would take enamel off a bathtub.

“Mamo,” said Halyna.

“Halyna.”

“I heard you the first time.”

There was a customer, and Lesia served her, and made change out of the box without looking, and let four full minutes go by before she looked at me. That is a long time to stand on a sidewalk.

I bought twelve pierogi and four holubtsi, ate them standing up on the curb off a paper plate, and answered when she asked. Standing up is how I eat everything, and they were extremely good.

She came out from behind the table and stood in front of me with a cloth in her hands.

“How old are you,” she said.

“Forty-six.”

She did not react.

“Does she work for you?”

“She did,” I said. “She doesn’t now. She left a week ago Friday and took a job at a competitor forty minutes north for more money, and she did it in eight hours, on her own, without telling me she was going to. And before that I told her no, and the reason I gave her was her job.”

Lesia’s hands stopped.

Nothing else happened. She was folding a cloth and her hands stopped moving, and stayed stopped for about two seconds, and then went on folding.

I had watched her daughter’s hands do that before, on a keyboard on the ninth floor in March.

“Twelve pierogi is not enough,” she said, and went back behind the table.

“Mamo, he ate them all standing up on the curb like a dog.”

“I saw.”

Four doors along there is a shuttered storefront with brown paper taped inside the glass and a real-estate sticker gone yellow in the corner.

Halyna stopped in front of it with her arms folded, and then, without any ceremony, took a binder out of her bag. Three inches thick. She has been carrying it since March.

“Nineteen hundred a month, triple net, seventeen if somebody signs five years,” she said. “Twelve hundred and forty square feet. There’s a grease interceptor already in the slab from when it was a fish place, which is the only reason any of this is possible. Hood and make-up air is the big number.” She turned the page. Everything numbered, everything in her handwriting, three quotes clipped to the tab. “Three-compartment sink, hand sink, walk-in, and the walk-in is why the whole thing has to be against that wall.”

“I have looked at four hundred submittals this year from people who do this for a living,” I said. “That is better than any of them.”

“It’s a binder, Obiora.”

“It has three quotes and a grease interceptor in it and somebody’s name on a window.”

She turned to the back, where there was a mock-up of a window, drawn by hand with the lettering colored in with a pencil.

It said SYDORENKO.

Not her name. Her mother’s.

“That’s both your names,” I said.

“It’s hers.” She flattened the page down with her thumb. “My dad left when I was nine. That’s the whole file on him.”

She turned it back to the numbers.

“Eighteen more months of saving. Give or take four, depending on what the yard job pays out, which is what the twenty percent was actually for. That’s the part I said was mine.” She closed the binder on her forearm. “And I’m not telling her until it’s real, because if I tell her now she’ll spend eighteen months talking me out of it, and she’ll win, because she wins.”

I took out my checkbook. There was no thought involved anywhere in it. I have four hundred thousand dollars of margin on a bad year and my hand was inside my coat before I had decided anything.

“No,” she said. She did not raise her voice and she did not soften it either. “If you write that check then in ten years, in a bad week, when she and I are shouting at each other over a schedule, one of us says it. And it stops being mine. Those are the two sentences and I’ve had them ready since the fourth of April, because I knew you’d do that eventually.”

I stood on Larkspur Street with a checkbook in my hand and put it back in my coat.

“You’re right,” I said.

“I know I’m right.”

“I’m saying it out loud so you’ve heard me say it.”

And that is when Ivo Kolarik came down the sidewalk with a bag of tomatoes, because everybody in this city is at that market on a Saturday, and detonated my April.

“Hallie!” Sixty-one years old, tall and stooped, delighted with himself before he had arrived. “Five days. Five days on my yard and Petrusek says the board has columns. Columns!” He turned to me without pausing. “Obiora. You look like a man eating in the street.”

“Ivo.”

“He is very quiet today,” he told Halyna. “He is quiet because you cost him nothing and gained me everything, and because my people are quoting the Wexler dealerships again, which everybody in this town has been chasing since the spring.”

Halyna said, “What?”

“The Wexler service work. Three buildings, four hundred thousand. They have been asking three outfits for it since April.” Kolarik laughed, delighted to be handing us a fact he assumed we had both owned for months. “Obiora turned them down himself and would not say why. Four hundred thousand dollars in a bad year and he told them no. No!”

There was a pause that went straight past Ivo Kolarik, because he was looking in his own bag at his tomatoes. He said something about his wife and the traffic and went on down the street.

Halyna stood there holding a three-inch binder against her chest with both arms and looked at me.

“April,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You’ve never had a bad word about that family in front of me. Not on Thursday, not in the garage, not in the truck.”

“No.”

She swallowed. “Why?”

“Your hands stopped moving. In March.”

Six words. I would have got it into four if I could.

Her grip tightened around the binder until the cover bowed. She kept searching my face for the joke and found none.

“Four hundred thousand dollars,” she said.

“It’s a number on a page. There are other numbers.”

“You didn’t know anything. You didn’t know his name. You just saw my hands stop and you turned down a man’s father’s company and you were never going to tell me.”

“No, I was not.”

She put the binder down on top of a newspaper box. That is the only reason I could do what I did next.

“I’m going to say three things,” I said, “and I have not put them in order, which I know is going to bother you.”

“It’s already bothering me.”

“I’m going to keep you.” I had a paper plate in one hand with one holubtsi still on it. “I want you in that house. I want to marry you, and I have not got a ring, because nine days ago I had a policy. And I want a child.”

I had to stop for a second on that one, on a sidewalk, in front of a fish van.

“I said the breeding version of that in my own bedroom last night, with the lamp on and my hand on you, and a bed is an easy place to say a thing. So here is the nonsexual one, out here, with the light on it. I have wanted a child since I was thirty-four years old and I have never said it to my mother, a doctor, or one man at that table in eighteen years of Tuesdays. I am saying it to you, in the middle of the day, where a hundred people can watch my mouth move.”

She looked at the plate. Then at me.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. And yes.”

“All three.”

“All three, in that order, and you proposed to me holding a plate of my own mother’s cabbage rolls, which I intend to tell at every social occasion for the rest of my life.”

I put my hand on the side of her neck. She put her forehead against my chest in the middle of Larkspur Street on a Saturday. Then she pulled back, scrubbed once under her eye with her knuckle and hit me on the arm, hard.

“Say the thing you haven’t said,” she said, on the way back to the truck.

“What thing?”

“You’ve had a face on since Kolarik walked off and it isn’t about the money.”

I stopped on the sidewalk.

“I’m going to be seventy-two,” I said, “when that child is twenty-six. Seventy-two, if I am lucky, and my father was not lucky. I have done that arithmetic more times than I am going to admit to you, including in the truck this morning, and I have never put it in front of another person, and I am saying it now because you asked me to.”

She looked at that number the way she looks at a lease figure.

“You’re doing that sum like the other option is you at twenty-five, and it isn’t.” She did not blink. “I chose the man who protected a foreman from his own mistake, lost four hundred thousand dollars because my fingers stopped, and tells me the truth when it frightens him, and I chose every one of those years along with him. The other option is nobody, and I am not going back to it.”

Then she took the last holubtsi off my plate and ate it.


Chapter 10: I Went To Him First

“I’m looking for a car I saw,” I said. “Grey four-door, dealer plate, D-nine-nine-one. It was parked on Vessey and I clipped the mirror pulling out. I’d rather handle it directly than go through anybody.”

The service writer at Wexler Motors was called Dooley and had a headset on and a screen he was not using.

“D-nine-nine-one,” he said, typing. “That’s a demo. That’s Preston’s.”

“Preston.”

“Trip. The owner’s son.” He was still typing. “He’s not in today. He’s not in most days, if I’m honest with you.” He turned the screen a fraction. “You want me to text you the address? He’s up off Ridge Vale, the townhouses behind the golf place. Number six. Just don’t say it came from me because he’s funny about it.”

Ninety seconds. I have spent sixteen years hardening the way my own company handles information, and I got a man’s home address out of a dealership in a minute and a half from somebody who was, at the same time, trying to sell me an extended service plan on a truck I did not buy there.

“It’s a 2019,” I said.

“Right, but the powertrain’s the expensive part.”

“I rebuild powertrains.”

“Sure,” said Dooley, “but not this one,” and printed me a brochure.

Halyna asked me on Friday not to go looking for him. I told her nothing all weekend. On Monday morning I drove north with a thermos on the seat anyway, and the knowledge sat beside the coffee for every mile.

Ridge Vale is new. Beige townhouses in a curve, saplings in cages, a golf course behind a fence. I parked in the driveway of number six at twenty past nine in a white Ezenwa Mechanical truck with the name on the side in letters ten inches high, turned the engine off, and sat there.

Forty minutes. I stayed behind the wheel, left my phone facedown and drank from the thermos while a man three doors down did something unnecessary to a lawn. In 2012, a creditor parked a flatbed across my shop for a day and a half. I remembered the diesel ticking as it cooled and how food had turned to plaster in my mouth.

At two minutes past ten he came out.

Trip Wexler came out in a quarter-zip and boat shoes with a coffee of his own. He read the lettering on the truck, smiled into the cup, and strolled down the drive while I got out.

“This is great,” he said. “This is genuinely great. Did you do the sign-writing yourself?”

“Preston.”

“Trip.”

“I have one thing to say and then I’ll go.”

“By all means.” He leaned against the corner of my own truck, which I did not expect, and drank his coffee.

“I’m forty-six,” I said. “I have a company that runs without me for a week at a time. My mother is in Enugu, my ex-wife lives in Michigan, and there is nothing in my life you can take, break, tell anybody about or arrange to have happen to me.” I let it sit for a second. “What I have is time. I have all day. I have every day. Whatever hours you decide to spend on Vessey, I have more of them than you do, and I will spend all of them, for as long as this takes, and I will never once be in a hurry.”

He sipped his coffee, examined the golf fence and laughed warmly, as though a friend had surprised him over dinner.

“That’s a hell of a speech,” he said. “Did you write that in the truck?”

“Go inside, Preston.”

His name went long in the middle and hard at the end, the stress falling where my mother put it when she was done asking. Trip tipped his cup toward me as if toasting the accent.

“No, I mean it, it had a rhythm.” He drank his coffee. “But what happens? You hit me in my own driveway? In daylight? With your company on the truck? My dad’s name is on three buildings on this road.” He opened both arms, leaving the coffee balanced in one loose hand. “You came here to stand around and make me imagine consequences. I’m not very imaginative.”

He stood eighteen inches from a man twice his width, coffee loose in his fingers. My keys cut four grooves into my palm. His hand did not tremble enough to ripple the surface in his cup.

“How old are you again,” he said. “Forty-six?”

“Yes.”

“And she’s twenty-four. So that’s what, twenty-two?” He said the number without any weight at all, the way you read a temperature. “My dad’s fifty-eight. He’s got a girl who’s twenty-nine, been four years now, she does the marketing. Lovely. Really lovely.” He nodded, agreeing with himself. “And I’ll tell you what I’ve watched for four years, since we’re being honest in a driveway. She is not with him. She is with the boat and the house on the lake and the fact that he’ll go first and she’ll be forty-two with a settlement and her whole life left.” He looked at me kindly. “Hallie’s very organized. You’ve noticed that. She had my father’s business worked out in about two weeks and she never said a word about it to me, and I thought at the time, God, she’s sharp.”

A mower moved behind the fence. I rolled the truck key against the thick skin at the base of my thumb until the metal hurt. He had landed on the number I had carried since half past four on the ninth of July.

“I’m going now,” I said.

“Sure.” He pushed off the truck. “Honestly, this’ll be a great story. I’m going to be telling this in about four hours.”

I got the door open.

“Oh,” he said. “Tell her that patch on her ceiling’s got worse. Over the bed, from the radiator in seven. It was about the size of a hand in January and it’s a lot bigger now.” He smiled. “She should get that looked at.”

Then he went inside.

I sat in the truck at the end of Ridge Vale for twenty minutes with my hands on the wheel.

He had told me when: whenever I was not there.

I drove back to town and did two things.

At half past ten that night I took the old deadbolt off the door of a third-floor walk-up on Vessey and put in a proper one, a hardened cylinder and a two-and-a-half-inch strike into the stud rather than the trim, which is where every cheap lock in this country fails.

She came out onto the landing while I was doing it, barefoot, in a T-shirt of mine that came to her thighs and lifted with the quick rise of her chest. It disguised nothing, and I got about as far as her knees before she started.

“You went,” she said.

Bare feet on boards that want sanding. The legs, then the hip taking that hem out on both sides and holding it two inches higher there than anywhere else on her, which is a fact about my own company’s promotional apparel that I did not need to learn. Her ass shifted under the hem when she planted one foot on the landing.

“Yes.”

“To his house.”

Above all of it the shirt hung clear of her for about the width of a hand, which is her waist and the only slack anywhere on the garment, and then it had to travel a considerable distance back out to get over her chest, which had nothing at all underneath it doing any work. The freckles at her throat were pale and sharp.

“Yes.”

“I asked you not to.”

Her mouth flat. And her eyes, which had been on me since the door opened, with nothing friendly anywhere in them.

“You did.”

She folded her arms. “Say the rest.”

“I went anyway, I knew what I was doing, and I am not going to dress it up as concern,” I said. “That’s the whole of it.”

“Right.” She unfolded her arms and sat on the top step, leaving the door open behind her. “I’m not angry that you went. Get that part straight now, because you will have it wrong by Thursday. I’m angry that I found out from a lock.”

“That’s fair.”

“I’ve had three weeks of managing a thing on my own and the worst part was that nobody knew, and then the man who does know went off and did something about it and didn’t tell me either.” Her voice was going fast, and fast is how she is angry. “So now I’m the person it’s happening to twice.”

“You’d have worked it out too,” I said. “If I’d told you on Saturday you’d have had a better plan than mine by Sunday lunchtime, and I knew that, and I went anyway.”

“Don’t be charming at me while I’m angry.”

“I should have told you on Saturday.”

“Yes, you should.”

“And you should have given me the address on Friday.”

“No.” She put one bare foot against my toolbox before I could close it. “I kept his address from you because I knew you would go. You kept the visit from me because you decided I couldn’t be trusted with your decision. Those aren’t the same.”

The driver slipped against the screw head. I reset it with my left hand. “You’re right. I should have told you. No trade.”

She moved her foot, but her shoulders stayed hard. “Finish the lock. I’m still angry.”

I set the strike plate while she watched. When the last screw seated, she tested the bolt herself. “That’s a better lock than the one on the outside door.”

“The outside door is next week.”

“Obiora.”

“It’s a bad door.”

From Monday lunchtime, I stopped using the elevator.


Chapter 11: I Take The Stairs

Zoran Vukovic brought one of my own service vans back to the Flats shop at half past seven on Tuesday morning, on the flatbed, with the near-side wheel off it.

“Four this morning,” he said. “State road, past the county line. Your boy did the right thing and left it locked.”

I told him to send me the bill. He said no, the way he has said no to every man at that table for twenty years.

He lowered the van on his own in six minutes, dense and thick-necked in a Vukovic Towing yard jacket in the middle of July. Then he stood at the flatbed with his hands in his pockets and looked at me a while longer than one man looks at another.

“Grey four-door,” he said. “Dealer plate. It sits on Vessey most nights, nine till about one. Sometimes it’s on Hurd, around the back.”

A man who runs a tow yard that never closes reads plates the way I read compressor noise.

“I can put a truck there. Nights. Nobody would know what it was.”

“No,” I said. “Thank you.”

He nodded once, climbed into the cab, and pulled the flatbed out through the shop gate.

At twelve minutes past six that evening I came out of my office, went past Berni’s dark counter, and pushed the stairwell door with my shoulder.

I had not been in that elevator since Monday lunchtime and I had told nobody why. The stairwell in that tower is concrete and painted grey and smells of the paint, and nobody uses it.

Nine floors down.

I have made a joke about my knee at that lunch table every second Tuesday since I turned forty-one. It is a joke about a man who has spent twenty-seven years on ladders, in crawlspaces, on roofing membrane at a hundred and one degrees, and it is a joke because the alternative is describing what a knee like that feels like on a downward flight.

The joke stopped being a joke on the fourth floor. By the second floor I had my left hand on the rail and I was going down the way an old man goes down, one step at a time, and my back had clicked twice, and I was breathing through my mouth.

I hit the crash bar at the north end of level two at fourteen minutes past six.

One elevator serves that garage. Its indicator announces the departure from nine, then gives a man on level two forty seconds. When Trip turned at the crash bar, his face told me he had been watching the wrong doors.

The stairwell opened behind the ramp column, ninety feet from her car, at the wrong end of his plan. She comes down off the gravel on Tuesday afternoons with the week’s paperwork, because Kolarik keeps his front office two floors under mine, and she still parks in the bay she has had since March, because it is free and because nobody has ever asked her to stop.

He had her wrist in his left hand and his phone lit in his right, held down along his thigh. Her own phone was face down on the roof of the car beside her hip, buzzing against the metal, because he had been calling her from six feet away while he stood there. Steel-toes planted on concrete, work pants grey to the knee off a yard she had been on all day, legs set, hips against the car, waist twisted toward the arm she was trying to pull back. The front of her softshell moved far too fast with every breath. His grip held her wrist tight against her body. Her throat was red, her mouth moving in a low hard voice, and her dark-ringed green eyes stayed on his face.

She was not shouting. He was laughing.

I do not remember crossing the ninety feet.

He heard me at about twenty and turned without letting go, got his face into the pleasant shape he keeps for these occasions, and started a sentence.

“Oh, hello, are we doing…”

I had moved compressors up stairwells with a strap and a friend since 1999. I had never boxed and nobody had taught me how to stand.

He swung first. That is a fact and it is also the reason I got to finish it: he let go of her wrist to do it, came off his back foot the way a man does who has only ever seen this done on a screen, and hit me flush on the left cheekbone, and it hurt, and it did absolutely nothing else whatsoever.

He swung again as I got a handful of the quarter-zip. That one went in under my left arm, hard enough to take half my breath and make something give along the ribs. I walked him backwards into the concrete column.

Walked. Four steps, with all of my weight going through him, and he had nowhere to put his feet and nothing to brace against, and the second his back met the column the whole arrangement came apart, because he had no idea what to do when a thing that big had already arrived.

I hit him twice. The first one caught him high, on the jaw and the corner of the column at the same time, which is where the damage on my side came from, and the second one landed properly and put him on the deck.

My right hand struck jaw and concrete together. The sound came dull through the column. Pain had not arrived, but the third and fourth knuckles no longer sat where they belonged.

He came up off the concrete on one elbow with his mouth open and blood coming out of his nose onto a pale blue quarter-zip and made a sound like a boy.

Then he got up and ran, sideways, with one hand out for the wall, sixty feet to the grey sedan, and he could not get the door open the first time.

Under twenty seconds. His cut-off sentence was the last thing said in that garage.

I stood in the middle of the garage and could not get a full breath. The shot under my arm had done more than I understood while it happened.

It was another full minute before I looked at my own hand.

Halyna reached me somewhere in that minute. She caught my forearm and turned it over while saying my name. The third and fourth knuckles had gone flat; swelling lifted the skin between them while I tried and failed to bend two fingers.

“That’s broken,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Sit down.”

“If I sit down I’m not getting up.”

“Then stand there.” She went into my coat pocket while I was saying it, took my truck keys out, put them in her own pocket and did not mention it. My truck was two rows over. I was not going to be driving it.

If Trip called anybody, he would have to put his father’s name beside the blood on his shirt. I did not think he would.

She drove.

I sat in the passenger seat of her small car with my knees near the dashboard and my right hand against my chest and my ribs doing something interesting every time we crossed a joint in the road, and I looked at her, because there was nothing else to look at.

Her steel-toes on the pedals, far too big for the job. Work pants she had been on a gravel yard in all day, grey to the knee. Her hip against the seat. Her waist, turned as she checked the mirror. Her chest going up and down far too fast, the seatbelt cutting a diagonal across it. Her throat blotched red all the way up, the bad kind of flush. Her mouth moving, saying nothing. Her eyes dead ahead, wet at the bottom lid and absolutely furious.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“Shut up.”

“Halyna.”

“I am so angry,” she said, to the windshield, “that I could take this car through a bank window. I’m angry at him. I’m angry at you. I’m angry at me, because I stood there for nine seconds after he grabbed me before I even got a hand up, and I’m going to be angry about that for a year.” She changed gear too hard. “And I’m angry that you took the stairs and didn’t tell me you’d started taking the stairs, because I could have worked out what that meant, and I want you to know I could have.”

“All right.”

We went two blocks. She put the wipers on for no reason and turned them off again.

I had a sentence ready about the nine seconds. I could not have got it out around a rib, and it was not mine to hand her in a moving car anyway, so I sat there with my hand against my chest and let her drive.

“You broke your hand on a man’s face for me,” she said, “and I have never been so furious with anybody I intend to keep.”

The urgent care on the north side takes ninety minutes and a form with forty boxes on it, and by the time we got out I had a splint from mid-forearm to the knuckles over fractures of the third and fourth metacarpals, three cracked ribs nobody can do anything about, and a great deal less dignity than I arrived with.

She filled the form in for me, because I could not hold a pen. Sideways on a plastic chair, clipboard on her knee, handwriting getting worse down the page.

“Nine seconds is fast,” I said.

She did not look up. She did three more boxes at the same speed, and then her hand stopped moving on the fourth one and stayed stopped for about two seconds, and then went on down the form.

“And how did this happen?” said the clerk at the intake desk, typing.

“I caught it in a rack.”

“A rack.”

“Pallet rack. In our warehouse. The upright came down.”

“Uh huh.” She looked at my hand, then at my face, where the cheekbone had come up nicely, then at my hand again, and there was something happening at the corner of her mouth that she was working very hard on. “And the ribs?”

“Same rack.”

“That’s some rack,” she said.

Halyna stood behind my shoulder for all of it, nodding steadily along to a story that was not true, and when the clerk asked whether I had lost consciousness at any point Halyna said, “No, he’s like this normally,” without any change of expression.


Chapter 12: One Hand

“We’re going to mine,” she said in the parking lot of the urgent care, with my truck keys already in her pocket and my truck still in the tower garage. She had thought about it.

“Mine’s bigger.”

“I know how big yours is, Obiora, I have measured the spare room.” She got the door for me, and I enjoyed that considerably less than she did. “Two reasons. One, you’ve been in my apartment twice and both times you were fixing something and left. I want you in it as a person. Two.”

“Two.”

“Two, I want to stand at that window at ten o’clock tonight with you behind me and look at an empty parking space.”

Third floor of a walk-up on Vessey. Twenty-eight steps, and they took some doing with three cracked ribs, and a door with a new deadbolt in it that I put there the night before.

Her apartment is two rooms and a kitchen you can touch both sides of. A rug she likes, a chair she found at a curb and reupholstered badly, four photographs of her mother’s counter at four different ages, the binder on the table, and a twelve-thousand-BTU window unit in the front room, running.

She stood at the window with her arms folded for a minute and looked at a length of empty curb under a street light, and I stood behind her and said nothing, and she did not need me to.

Then she turned around, the front of her softshell heaving over her chest with every breath.

Steel-toes, still, because she had come off the yard into a garage and then into a waiting room and had not had a minute of the day to herself. Shins above them, dusty.

Legs planted apart, feet square. Nothing in that apartment was going to move her off that piece of floor.

Her work pants pulled over her ass as she came off the window, then widened into the full flare of her hips.

“You’re doing the thing,” she said.

“I am.”

Above the hips the softshell was pulled in hard at the drawcord and had manufactured her a waist out of nothing at all. Her chest under it with the zip halfway down, rising too fast, the way it had been rising since the garage.

Her collarbone. The flush high on her throat that had not gone down in four hours. Her mouth, back to pressed flat the second it had finished with me.

By the time I got up to her eyes she had not blinked once. The ring around all that green had gone hard and dark. She waited with her weight forward, already impatient for me to catch up.

She put her hand in my shirt pocket.

The index card came out with blood on it: a brown smear across the bottom right corner, dried, and one thumbprint. She read it out loud, flat, in the exact voice she used in the server room.

“One. No.” A pause. “Two. See one.”

The card was funnier with blood on it, though both our faces stayed still. She put it back in my pocket and smoothed the pocket down with two fingers the way she does, and got the first aid box out from under the sink.

Two knuckles above the splint were split open, with a lot of garage-floor grit in the cuts. She put my forearm on her knee and cleaned it with the little pads out of the box, one at a time, working across, and she took her time.

Then she cried.

Her chin buckled once. Two clean tracks ran down her face while the antiseptic pad kept moving over my knuckle. She sniffed hard, glared at me as if I had arranged the tears personally, and said something under her breath in Ukrainian that I did not ask her to translate.

I kept quiet. She finished cleaning the cut and did not have to take care of my reaction too.

When she had finished the last knuckle she put the box down, kept hold of my wrist, and looked up.

“Right,” she said. “I’m going to say what’s happening tonight, in order, because that’s how we do this, and because if I don’t get it out now I’ll think about it too hard.”

“Halyna.”

“One. You’ve got one hand.” She turned my splinted one over on her knee, gently, and put it down. “Two. You’ve got three cracked ribs. That means you can’t lie on your front, you can’t take your own weight on that arm, and you’re not lifting me anywhere, and I have seen you lift me and I’m going to grieve for it.”

“Three.”

“Three is that you’re going to stand still and let me do all of it, all night, and I’m going to enjoy it more than is decent, and it’s not because you’re hurt.” Her voice dropped. “It’s because you went down nine flights of stairs on a knee you make jokes about, and I’ve had it in my head for four hours, and I want to do something about it with my mouth.”

“The last one,” I said. “Louder.”

“With my mouth,” she said, at a volume that carried, in an apartment above a street where a grey car was not parked. “On the inside of the front door, because I’m not making you walk anywhere. And then in there, and I’m on top for all of it, and you’re not going to argue about that because you physically can’t.”

“All right.”

“Four.” She stood up and put her hands on my shirt. “Four, at some point tonight I want your mouth on me, properly, and I’m not going to sleep without it, and I’ll say when. Five, I’ve got two more things and I’m saving those.”

She started on the buttons.

I could not do them. Not one. I had dressed that morning as a person with two working hands and had not thought about the way back out.

She undid them slowly on purpose, got the shirt over the splint by turning the cuff inside out, and then got my belt and my pants with me standing in the middle of her front room saying nothing.

“You’re going to have to buy shirts with no buttons,” she said.

“I have shirts with no buttons.”

“Those are undershirts, Obiora.”

She put me against the inside of the front door, but she did not kneel. Not yet. She caught my left wrist and planted my good palm high on the wood above her shoulder. The position locked my back to the door and kept me from twisting through the ribs.

“Keep that there,” she said. “If it hurts, you tell me. You do not prove anything else tonight.”

She pulled her softshell and shirt over her head while she stood between my boots. The bra followed. Street light through the blinds laid pale bars across her chest as it settled free, each breast pulling low and forward before she lowered herself to the rug. The sight arrived before the act this time, without blue status lights or a machine to hide behind.

“One of the two things I saved,” she said. She pressed both forearms against my thighs, using them to steady me rather than herself. “My tits. No hands, yours or mine. Then my throat, properly, and you hold my hair while I do it.” She looked up the whole length of me. “Then back here, and you finish on me, and I want to be a mess when you’re done.”

“Your tits, no hands. Then your throat, with my left hand in your hair. Then back between them until I finish on you.” The door handle dug into my hip when I shifted. “Say the part about my ribs again.”

“You stay against the door and tell me if it hurts.” She held my eyes. “You came down nine flights for me. You don’t get to make the landing harder now.”

“All right.”

She wet the deep valley between her breasts, leaned her weight into my thighs and trapped my cock without touching it with either hand. Her knees drove the motion from the rug. Up, until her mouth closed over the head. Down, slow enough that the door carried every small failure in my balance. My splinted arm hung at my side, useless. My good palm stayed spread on the wood where she had put it.

“You keep reaching for me with that splint,” she said around the next upward stroke. “You did it in the waiting room. You did it on the stairs. You can’t fix what happened in the garage by breaking the rest of yourself.”

“I know.”

“No, you know machines. This is different.” She drew back until only the head rested between her breasts. “Tell me where it hurts.”

“Left side. When I twist. Not like this.”

“Good. That’s useful.”

She rose, held me at her mouth for one wet pull, then released me and sat back. The denial hit harder than movement. Before I could protest, she caught my left hand and put it into her hair.

“Now my mouth. Hold on. Don’t push until I ask.”

She took me slowly, deeper on each descent. The door kept me upright while her throat worked around me and her nails scored the backs of my thighs. When she wanted more, she tapped twice against my leg. I tightened my fist in her hair and gave her the pressure she had named. Her eyes watered. They never left mine.

She pulled off with a rough sound, wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist and said, “Again, because I watched you hit concrete for me and I need one memory from tonight where your strength does exactly what I ask.”

“Tell me.”

“Hold my hair. Let me take you. Stop when I tap once.”

I repeated it back. She went down until her nose pressed into me, held there while my ribs fought for a shallow breath, then tapped once. I released her immediately. She coughed, laughed once at herself and shifted forward before I could bend to help.

“Door,” she said sharply. “Stay on it.”

Then she enclosed me between her breasts again. Faster now. Wet from her mouth, slick across her pale skin, street light breaking over freckles and the hard points of her nipples. She used her forearms and the drive of her hips, still refusing her hands, and watched the strain travel through my jaw.

“This is what I wanted,” she said. “I never wanted your company or your nine floors or the office you don’t sit in. I wanted the man who came out of the wrong door at the right end of that garage and crossed ninety feet of it for me. Now stand there and let me take care of what that did to both of us.”

My good palm slid down the door into her hair. She accepted that correction. When I said her name, she closed her mouth over the head and held me between the full weight of her breasts until I came across her throat, chest and chin. The door shook once behind me. She braced both forearms harder against my thighs and kept me upright until the last pulse passed.

She stayed on her knees, marked and flushed, and looked down at the evidence under the street light before looking back up.

“Stay against the door,” she said. “I’m not done looking.”

The bed in that apartment is a double with a headboard of four flat slats. She put me on my back on it, propped on two pillows because I could not lie flat, and got the rest of my clothes off. She stood beside the bed with her thumbs in the waistband of everything that was left and did not take it off.

“Ask me for something,” she said. “You haven’t asked for one single thing since the parking lot and I’ve noticed.”

“Come up here.” I got my left hand around the back of her thigh and pulled, which with cracked ribs was an interesting decision. “You are not doing all of this. You put my mouth on your own list and told me you would say when. Say when.”

“Now,” she said. “God. Now.”

“Knees either side of my head. Hold the headboard.”

Her palm came down on my chest, careful of the ribs, and stayed there.

“You’ve got three cracked ribs.”

“I have three cracked ribs and a mouth that works perfectly. Say it back to me.”

“I’m going to put my knees either side of your head,” she said, in a voice with the bottom falling out of it, “and hold the headboard.”

She did.

That is a view I intend to keep. Her over me in a street light, both hands high on those slats, all of her above me at once, the soft roll of her stomach, the heavy hang of her chest with her arms up, looking down past all of it with her hair forward around both sides of her face. She lowered herself onto my mouth. I got my left hand onto the front of her hip and held her exactly where I wanted her, tongue flat on her clit, and she rode my face with her forehead down on her own knuckles and told me precisely what she wanted in complete sentences until the sentences stopped.

She came like that with her thighs shaking either side of my head and both hands white on the headboard.

“Right,” she said afterwards, still hauling air in through her nose. “That’s enough of that.”

She came back down my body, straddled me, and paused with both hands planted on my chest.

“Are your ribs going to be all right?”

“No.”

“Useful answer. I’m going to ride you now, but not upright. You’re staying against those pillows, and I’m leaning forward so my weight goes into the mattress beside you.”

“You ride me folded over me, with your hands taking your weight off my ribs,” I said.

“Yes.” She planted both palms beside my shoulders and lowered herself onto me by inches, watching my face for pain until her hips met mine.

She kept her body low, hair curtaining us off from the room, her ass lifting and settling while her arms made a narrow cage around my head. From underneath I had her face four inches from mine, the street light moving along her back every time she came down, and the deep hollow above her hips under my one useful hand.

“Did you call your mother Sunday?” she asked without slowing.

“Yes.”

“Did you tell her about me?”

“No.”

“Are you going to?”

“This Sunday.”

“Good. Give me your bad hand. I want it above your head against the slats while I ride you, and I want to hold it there so you don’t try to use it.”

“My bad hand above my head, with you holding it there,” I said.

“Exactly.” She took my right arm, the splinted one, moved it up against the headboard slats above my head, held it there by the wrist, and leaned down over me on it.

“Stay,” she said.

“That’s my bad hand.”

“That’s why it’s up there.”

She rode me like that, leaning on my pinned wrist with her tits six inches from my face, and told the garage back to me. The stairwell door opening where the elevator should have been. My shirt at ninety feet. The sound of my boots before she trusted what she saw. Her mouth stayed an inch from my ear, and each detail tightened my focus until there was no apartment beyond her voice.

“You came down nine floors on that knee,” she said.

“Yes.”

“For me.”

“Yes.”

“Talk about me. Now. While you’re doing that.”

“You saw that stairwell open ninety feet away and you were still fighting him when I got there,” I said. “You drove me across this town with your eyes full and got every turn right, and then you filled in forty boxes on a form because I could not hold a pen. You are the best thing that has ever come into my life and I am never going to be reasonable about you again.”

“Yes.” Her voice came apart on it. “Yes. God. Okay.”

She came like that, hand still on my splinted wrist, forehead down on the slats above my head, and everything in her locked and shook and let go, and she made a noise into the wood that the neighbors certainly heard.

She released my wrist, caught my left one and drew my hand down to the base of her throat.

“Second thing I saved,” she said. “Roll me onto my side. Get behind me and fuck me there with your hand at my throat. Don’t squeeze. I want the pressure of it, and I want your mouth at my ear.”

I held still. “On your side, me behind you, my hand at your throat and my mouth at your ear. Say it again.”

She said every word again, slower, while my palm waited against her collarbone.

Then I got my left arm around her ribs and rolled us both over.

It hurt considerably. I did it anyway.

I got her onto her side with her back against my chest and her ass pushed up into me, which is the only arrangement that works when one arm is out of service and the other has a job to do. Left hand spread across her throat, not squeezing, just there. My mouth at her ear.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s it.”

“Now the words.”

“Don’t pull out.”

“And the other one.”

Her fingers tightened in my hair. The request came low and rough, stripped of every numbered edge.

“Breed me. Right now.”

My hips drove forward before the damaged ribs could object, and the bedframe struck the wall.

“Again.”

“Breed me,” she said, into my forearm, and got her hand back into my hair. “Right now. Tonight. Cum in me. All of it. That’s what it’s for, that’s what I’ve wanted it for since the desk. Please, daddy, do it.”

“I’m giving you all of it,” I said into her ear, my palm warm across her throat. “Hold me inside you. Take what you asked for.”

“Good. Good. Now.”

I finished in her with everything I had left, all the way in, holding her back against me with a forearm across her chest and my splint jammed uselessly under a pillow, and she reached down and kept me there, and I could not get a full breath and did not care.

Afterwards she got a bag of frozen peas out of the freezer and put it on my hand. Then she brought me water, wiped us both down with a towel, and settled the peas back over the splint.

We ended up half-sitting against the headboard, because I could not lie down, with her under my left arm, and she talked for about fifty minutes. The dispatch board. A mechanic called Petrusek who has been hiding a good torque wrench in a locker since 2019. A woman at the county line who sells bad coffee out of a trailer and is beloved. Her mother’s opinion of chain restaurants. The correct way to freeze holubtsi, and it is not the way I would have done it.

Ten minutes into it my left arm came down off her shoulder and my hand settled low across her stomach, the whole spread of it, and stayed for the rest of the fifty minutes. She kept talking. The four words she had said in that bed less than an hour before could wait.

Somewhere in the middle she found the old steam burn on the inside of my right forearm and ran her thumb over it about forty times without asking what it was.

Nobody had talked at me like that in eleven years. I had forgotten how much I missed it until the peas began melting on my hand in an apartment on Vessey.

At some point she said, “That unit’s a better unit than the one in your bedroom.”

“That is my unit. I bought that unit.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s what makes it funny. You bought me twelve thousand BTU in April and you sleep under a fan from a gas station.”

“It was a good fan in 2004.”

“Obiora.”

I did not go home.


Chapter 13: The Table

I did not warn them.

I thought about it for a week and then decided that a phone call the night before would be a man asking permission, and I have never asked that table for permission about anything, including in 2009 when Auggie stood up in a restaurant.

She met me outside on Larkspur at ten to twelve, having driven forty minutes down the state road on her lunch, the third button of her blouse pulling with every breath as she changed her boots in the cab of her own car with the door open.

Steel-toes off, bare feet on a floor mat with a radio on it. Then the low heels she keeps in a bag under the seat, and the whole of her went up an inch and a half, and the shape of her calves changed with it.

She came up out of that car ass first, because there is no other way out of a small car for a woman built like that. The door frame caught the skirt over the full curve before her hips cleared it, and the seam took what that seam always takes.

Above it there was a waist, briefly, doing nothing whatsoever to interrupt the argument underneath it.

She shut the door with her hip, which is also the only way that door shuts.

The blouse she had put on that morning in a trailer with a window unit was doing the thing that blouse does at the third button, which is losing. Gravel dust on her collarbone. No flush yet.

Her mouth was bare, the chewed pen turning between her fingers.

Then her eyes got to me, green with the dark ring, a good second before the rest of her did.

“How do I look?”

“You look like the only person in that building who has read anything.”

“Which building.”

“Either one.”

“Good,” she said, and put the chewed pen behind her ear, which is where it lives when it is not in her mouth.

Muldare’s at noon on a Tuesday. Brass rail, dark wood, a paper menu with the prices overprinted four times. I walked her down the length of it to the back booth with a splint on my right hand from the middle of my forearm to the knuckles, and I took the length of that room slower than I have taken it in eighteen years, because of the ribs.

All five of them were there.

“Gentlemen,” I said. “This is Halyna Sydorenko.”

I have spent twenty-seven years listening to rooms for a living. A plant room tells you everything that is wrong with it in the four seconds after you shut a fan down, and those were the same four seconds, and I heard every one of them separately.

Ozzie went first, because Ozzie is first at everything. He stopped in the middle of a word, and the word was about a fish delivery, and the back half of it stayed in his mouth with nowhere to go. His face did not fall. It did the other thing, the thing a face does when the news turns out to be about the man wearing it: his eyes came off her and went round the booth one man at a time, all five of us, taking a reading, and then came back to me and stayed there. Twenty-six years of that speech, and he was already counting who was left.

Auggie’s silence was physical. He spread both palms flat on the table either side of his plate, the way a man braces when the scaffold moves under him, and he said nothing, and I watched him decide in real time, at visible cost, not to say the thing he had ready. Six foot five, the gentlest man any of us knows, holding a sentence in with his hands.

Dwight’s had a job in it. He set his fork down without a sound, lifted the bread plate out of the open place beside him and moved it to the far side of his own, and slid an inch down the bench. He made room. He did it before anybody had established that she was staying, and of the five of them he was the only one who did one thing with his hands that was for her benefit, and it took him about two seconds and he never mentioned it afterwards.

Zoran did not move at all. He looked at her, then at the splint on my right hand, then at me, and turned his phone face down on the table beside his water glass. That is the whole of his vocabulary. Standing there watching him do it, I understood that he had worked this out a good while before a flatbed on a Tuesday morning, that he had said nothing about it to anybody, and that if I ever asked him he would answer me and I would come away knowing less than I went in with.

And Roland read his piece of paper.

That is the fifth kind, and it is not a silence at all. It is a man who has genuinely not registered that anything has happened: glasses down the end of his nose, lips moving slightly, one finger on a penciled component number, in a booth that had stopped breathing around him.

The kitchen bell rang twice. Nobody at our table moved.

Then Roland Fenner looked up from his folded piece of paper, over the top of his glasses, at me, and said:

“Obie. On a Wurlitzer two hundred, if the vibrato’s fine cold and goes wandering after twenty minutes, that’s the capacitor in the oscillator, isn’t it, not the reed bar?”

Nobody made a sound.

“Because I’ve had that thing on the bench two weeks,” said Roland.

Ozzie Muldare made a noise like a drain.

He got his napkin to his face, failed to contain the sound, and put his head down on his forearm. His shoulders hit the booth back hard enough to rattle six water glasses.

“Roland,” said Auggie, wheezing.

“What?”

“Roland.”

“It’s two weeks,” said Roland.

Ozzie got himself under control at some cost, sat up, wiped his eyes, apologized to the table generally, took a drink of water, looked at the splint on my right hand, and went again.

Halyna sat down on the outside of the bench next to me, put her bag under the table, and put a hand out to Roland.

“Hallie,” she said. “It’s the capacitor. If it’s fine cold and drifts warm it’s always a capacitor.”

Roland unfolded his paper, moved his fork off it and pointed to a penciled component number.

Ozzie recovered, ordered and settled. Four minutes later he met Auggie’s eyes across the booth and folded over his napkin again.

“Don’t,” said Auggie.

“I have said nothing.”

“You’ve got a face.”

“I am eating,” said Ozzie, and shook for ninety seconds.

Auggie took his own share of it beautifully. He always does.

“Two thousand and nine,” he said to Halyna, unprompted, with enormous dignity, “I stood up in a restaurant. This restaurant. And I said I would rather put my hand in a bandsaw.”

“And?”

“And I have been extremely consistent,” said Auggie. “Unlike some.”

Dwight Sarver did not join any of it. He waited about half an hour, until the table had gone off onto the county road resurfacing, and then leaned across the corner of it and said one thing, quietly, to her and not to me.

“When you’re ready for a sign,” he said, “come to me. I’ll letter your mother’s name on that window myself and I won’t take money for it, and I’ll be annoyed if you argue.”

She did not ask him how he knew about the window. Neither did I. Larkspur Street is six blocks long and Dwight has hand-painted most of it.

“All right,” she said.

Zoran left at ten past one, before anybody else, which he does about a third of the time. On his way past he stopped at the end of the booth and put his hand out and she took it, and he looked at her for a second.

“Good. He was lonely.”

Four words, and he was out the door.

Ozzie said, “He’s been leaving early since June,” and drank his coffee, and nobody followed it up.

By half past one Halyna Sydorenko had three men arguing about a dispatch board.

Auggie runs nine crews, Ozzie has forty covers and a kitchen, Roland has himself and a bench, and all three were leaning in at a woman half their age who had drawn a grid on the back of the paper menu with a chewed pen and was explaining, in order, why a board arranged by crew is a board arranged for the convenience of the person writing it.

“By truck,” she said. “Not by man. The truck is the constraint. The man is a variable.”

“The man is not a variable, Hallie,” said Auggie.

“The man is absolutely a variable, Auggie, he calls in sick.”

“The truck doesn’t call in sick.”

“The truck,” said Halyna, “sometimes does,” and Auggie put his hand over his face, because he has thirty-one vehicles and she had him.

Auggie drew a second grid and found the problem she had missed: two trucks shared a specialty rig that could not sit in both columns. Halyna took the pen back, split the constraint into its own row and handed him the corrected menu.

“Better,” Auggie said.

She nodded. “It is now.”

I sat there with a broken hand while the argument continued around her revised grid.

Then Auggie tried to pay. He folded four twenties lengthwise and put them under the edge of his plate while the coffee was coming, without looking at anybody, the way a man does a thing he has been planning since the weekend.

The table let it go past. Roland refolded his paper. Ozzie found something to say to a server about the fish after all. For about a minute nobody in that booth said anything to anybody.

Into that, Auggie said, “Your parts counter’s got a book running. I buy sheet off you people. I hear things.”

I put my coffee down.

“A book on what.”

Four men looked at me as though I had just asked what a wrench was for.

“You,” said Auggie. “Berni’s holding it. Wendell put in eleven dollars because he can’t count, and he took August.”

“August,” I said.

“Wrong month,” Halyna said. “You walked me in here in July.”

At nine that night Auggie called me from the cab of his own truck. The twenties were in his cupholder, still folded lengthwise.

“Not again,” he said.


Chapter 14: Halyna

Five weeks.

The splint came off on the eleventh of August. The hand does not close all the way and will not for about a year, and the man at the follow-up used the word stiffness. That is what doctors say when they mean permanently. I can hold a wrench. I cannot hold one the way I held one in June. The ribs still catch on the fourth step of anything and I have stopped mentioning it.

Two men left Ivo Kolarik’s north yard in the five weeks after the garage. One walked after Halyna put his false job time beside the truck’s telematics and asked him which clock he preferred. The other repeated a comment about her on Thursday; the following Tuesday she repeated it back in front of the yard and offered him one chance to say it with his name attached. He chose the gate. The board is now organized by truck. The remaining mechanics stopped testing her a week sooner than the six weeks I predicted, a discrepancy she has raised with me on four separate occasions.

Ivo Kolarik has called me about that board four times. The fourth one went like this.

“Obiora. The board has columns.”

“You have told me about the columns.”

“I am telling you again. And I have stopped saying I stole her,” he said, “because it sounds a great deal better if she chose,” and hung up before I could agree with him.

There is a key to my house on her ring, and clothes in the back bedroom on a rail I put up in an afternoon, next to the workbench and the fifteen-ton compressor that still runs and still lives on a pallet on the floor, and she has begun referring to that room as “your friend.”

On the twenty-second of August the brown paper came out of the windows on Larkspur.

She was standing in the middle of the empty floor when I came in with a tape measure, her open softshell hanging from the heavy rise and fall of her chest. I stopped in the doorway and did the thing I have done since a library roof in July.

Boots she had not bothered to change out of, steel caps gone grey at the toe, and in a building with nothing in it yet you can hear a woman cross a floor. I have known that fact all my working life and never had an opinion about it. Bare legs above them, one shin marked pink from a week of climbing in and out of truck cabs. Standing the way she stands on that yard, weight down through both heels, everything about the room already decided ten minutes before anybody else got there.

Her hips, and the only thing in that room to set them against was the doorway I was standing in, which they would have filled, and I stood there working out by how much. A folded dispatch sheet rode in her back pocket where it had been since six that morning, out on the curve of her, moving when her weight went over onto the other foot. Above that the belt line of her pants ran dead straight for a hand’s width with nothing pushing at it from either direction, and that is as close as that woman ever comes to admitting she owns a waist.

She had the softshell open, both halves of it hanging off what they cannot go around. Flat daylight through a bare front window, no lamp to blame and no fittings on the walls to pretend I was studying, and I got as far as her chest on the first pass and no further, which has been the case since March and was not going to correct itself in an empty building. Yard dust on her forearms and up in her hair. Her collarbone. The freckles. A pen in the corner of her mouth, held there by the teeth, already loaded with the first thing she was going to say. Her eyes, green, the ring gone hard and dark in that light, and they had been on me since before I got the door shut behind me.

“Twelve hundred and forty square feet,” she said, around the pen. “The hood goes there.”

“You did this in five weeks,” I said. “I have watched people with three times your money take two years and end up with a room that doesn’t work. This one’s going to work.”

“Don’t get sentimental in an empty building, it echoes.”

It was not my money, and she would want that in numbers, so here it is in numbers. Her raise at the north yard is twenty percent, enough to carry the storefront’s monthly rent without draining the build-out account. Five years of her own saving sat in that account, untouched. And Lesia Sydorenko had eleven thousand four hundred dollars in a coffee tin, put there in cash since 2011, and nobody in that family knew about it, including her daughter.

That money did not make a finished shop appear in August. It turned eighteen more months of waiting into an eleven-week schedule from Lesia’s yes to opening day.

She told her mother on the second of August. Lesia said no. She asked again on the ninth and Lesia said yes, and the yes was one word and then went straight on to an argument about the position of the sink. On the twenty-second they were two weeks into the eleven: lease signed, brown paper down, rough-in under way, front door still locked to customers.

My part in it is exactly one thing and it is the right one. The hood, the make-up air, the three-compartment sink, the hand sink and the walk-in, done at cost by my own crews on Saturdays, because that is the specific help she will take and because it is the thing I actually am. I did not write a check. She would not have taken a check. She took nine hundred feet of spiral duct and four men who owe me favors.

I was up a stepladder at half past nine that morning with a bad right hand, holding a section of ductwork against a ceiling with my forearm.

“Get down,” said Wendell Prusak, at a volume you could hear on the sidewalk. “Boss. Get down off there. Your hand’s broke.”

“It’s healed.”

“It is not healed, I have seen you open a door.”

“Wendell.”

“I’ve got four kids,” said Wendell, “and I would not let one of them up that ladder, and you’re older than all of them put together.”

I got down off the ladder, and Halyna, who had heard the whole thing from the front of the shop, did not say a single word about it. That was worse.

Lesia came at noon with a cool box and fed nine men.

She has never thanked me for anything and I do not expect her to start. She looked at the sink packaging, and the walk-in panels stacked against the wall, and at her own daughter with a tape measure.

Then Lesia rested both hands on the lid of the cool box. The line of men waiting for plates edged forward; she let them wait.

“Halyna takes nothing from anybody,” she said, to nobody in particular, in a completely level voice, “but this once, my Halyna will let us give.”

Then her hands started again and she handed out plates.

Nobody commented. Halyna kept the tape measure against the wall, but the metal blade bowed between her fingers. When she turned, she aimed the first words at me and had to begin them again.

“The hood. Six inches left.”

Berni Delisle came by in the afternoon, on a Saturday, in a cardigan, with a bag of pastries and the accounts of a criminal enterprise.

“The book,” she said.

“Berni.”

“Started the fourth of May. Forty-one entries at ten dollars, except Wendell Prusak, who put in eleven and chose August. There’s a slot for the month it becomes public knowledge.” She put the glasses down the chain an inch. “The pot is four hundred and eleven, because some people went in twice and one of them cannot count.”

“Who won?”

“Denny Reber,” said Berni. “He had July.”

“Denny Reber condemned a compressor in a library that was fine.”

“Yes,” said Berni. “He is a poor diagnostician and an excellent judge of character,” and ate a pastry.

That evening we stopped at Vessey, because the lease still had a month on it and there was a box of things.

The bad outside door went in on the third Saturday of August, four weeks after I told her it was next week. She has barely used it since, on account of never being at Vessey any more, but the woman in apartment seven left a card under my wiper blade about it.

She came out of the kitchen with a pharmacy bag pinched shut in one fist, went into the bathroom and left the door open. I followed and wedged one shoulder against the four-foot doorway because there was nowhere else for a man my size to stand.

She sat on the edge of the tub, put it on the tank and fixed her eyes on the tiles.

“How long,” I said.

“Three minutes.”

“How long has it been?”

“Fifty seconds.” She looked at the tiles. “Say something.”

“The extractor in here is undersized.”

“Obiora.”

“It’s a hundred-cubic-foot fan in a room that wants a hundred and fifty.”

“I know,” she said. “God. I know it is.”

At three minutes she picked it up, looked at it, and put it back down on the tank, and said one word.

“Two.”

Then she said, “There’s two lines,” as if the first version had been unclear, and planted both hands on her knees.

My knees struck the tub before I knew I had bent them. My palm caught the cold tile and I sat beside her because my legs had withdrawn from the discussion.

Nothing clever got said in that bathroom.

“I wanted this before it happened,” I said. “Since I was thirty-four. I stopped expecting it and kept building the house instead.”

“I know. You said it on a sidewalk holding a paper plate.” She covered the test with her palm, then uncovered it again. “I wanted it too. I did this on purpose, Obiora.”

“So did I.”

I put my hand flat on her stomach.

There was nothing there. There is nothing there at five weeks gone, and I knew that, and I put my whole hand across her anyway with my thumb near her hip and the stiff fingers not quite closing. She covered my stiff hand with both of hers, and we sat on the edge of a tub in a room the size of a cupboard.

Then she started laughing.

“What?”

“I’ve done the arithmetic,” she said.

“Halyna.”

“When this kid is twenty-two, I’ll be forty-six.” Her laugh struck the tiles and came back twice as loud. “Which means in twenty-two years I turn into you. I become you, Obiora. Same age, same job, probably the same knee, and you’ll be sixty-eight and sitting there being smug about it, and I am going to be insufferable, and you have brought this entirely on yourself.”

She slid down beside me onto the bathroom floor.


Epilogue: The Overlook

The nineteenth of December, and the house on the west side has a car in the driveway that is not mine and has come back to the same spot every night since the last week of September.

The back bedroom has no compressor in it. There are four clean squares on the boards where the pallet stood.

The compressor went to the Flats on a pallet jack in October, under protest, and the room has a wall color I did not choose and cannot argue with. There is a second toothbrush in a glass. And there is a chair in the corner of my bedroom, wide and low and with arms. It arrived in November. Nobody has explained it, and it is not for me.

My right hand aches when the weather turns, and it will do that for the rest of my life. It took me three weeks to notice the pattern. She noticed in the second week and started leaving a wheat bag on the radiator in the mornings without mentioning it, which is exactly the trick I pulled on her in April with a window air conditioner, and I have not been allowed to say so.

There is a ring on her hand, and it has been there since the fourth of October. It took me eleven weeks to find one, because she is on a gravel yard five days a week with twenty-six mechanics and there was no version of this where I put a thing on her hand she would have to take off to do her job or explain to a man holding a torque wrench. It is flat, heavy, not delicate, and it does not catch on anything. She is twenty-four and I am forty-six, and there is nobody left in either of our lives still doing that sum out loud.

And Sydorenko’s has been open on Larkspur Street since the twenty-fifth of October, eleven weeks after Lesia said yes, with a hood that moves twelve hundred cubic feet a minute and a three-compartment sink against the wall where it had to go, and the name across the window in gold leaf, laid by hand by a man in an apron who would not take money for it and who was annoyed when she argued.

I drove us out to the overlook above the Flats at four in the afternoon, in the snow, and then at the top of the last rise I pulled over, got out, walked around, opened her door and put the truck keys in her hand.

“You’re joking.”

“You’ve had them once before.”

“I gave those back,” she said.

“You did.”

She looked at the keys in her palm, in the dark, with the snow coming across the headlights.

“You’re going to be unbearable about this,” she said, and got in the driver’s side.

She had to bring the seat forward four notches and she still drove it with both hands high on the wheel, up the middle of the road, at about fifteen miles an hour.

The overlook is a gravel pull-off above the river with a rail and a trash barrel and a view of the whole of Foundry Flats, sodium lights and stacks and the black line of the water, and the tower on the far side with nine windows lit on a Saturday. She put the parking brake on, killed the lights, left the engine running for the heater, and turned in the seat to look at me.

I looked at her, and the first thing I registered was her heavier chest shifting under the sweater as she turned, her coat hanging open around it.

Boots, because it is December and she is not an idiot. Her legs, in jeans, one knee up on the bench seat.

Her hips, wider than they were in July, taking up more of that seat than they used to. I do not have the words for what that does to me and I have had five months to find some.

Her waist has stopped being a waist. It is a curve now, running from under her arm to the top of her thigh without pausing anywhere on the way, and I have watched it arrive week by week from about four feet away.

Her coat has not fastened since the first week of November and she wears it open over everything with total unconcern.

Under it a sweater. Under the sweater, five months of it: the bump, high and hard and completely unmistakable.

Above the bump her chest, a different shape now and a different weight, and I have been handling that development extremely badly in public.

Her collarbone. Her mouth.

Then her eyes, and the dark ring around the green has not softened by one degree, and they were on me and staying there, exactly as they were on a roof in July.

“Stop it,” she said.

“No.”

“You’ve been looking at me like that in the cereal aisle.”

“I’m aware.”

“Okay,” she said. “Right. I’ve got a list.”

“Of course you have.”

“One. That seat has to go back, and it doesn’t go back far enough, and I’ve measured it.” She had. On the phone in her hand there was a photograph of a bench seat with a tape measure across it. “Two. I’m five months pregnant, which nobody in the design of this vehicle anticipated. Three. I want to do it anyway and I’ve wanted to since about Tuesday, and I’ve been thinking about the arrangement, and I think the seat goes back and down and I lower myself onto your cock facing that way.”

“Facing away.”

“Facing away, against your chest, because I can’t fold and you can’t have my weight on that hand. I move, you use your hands, and you stay inside me when you finish.”

I put my palm on the lever beneath the seat. “Where does my bad hand go?”

“On the bump. Flat. The other one goes wherever you lose your mind first.”

“You move. My right hand stays flat on the bump. I stay inside you at the end.”

“That’s the whole request.”

“Good,” I said.

“God, that’s good. Do it again later.”

Getting there took four minutes and was not dignified.

The seat back goes down by a lever under the front edge, which is exactly where a five-months-pregnant woman cannot reach, so I did it from the side with my bad hand and got it wrong twice. Her coat came off onto the dashboard and then slid off the dashboard. Her boots stayed on, because it was nineteen degrees outside and she is a practical person. The steering wheel is closer than anybody remembers a steering wheel being. At one point she braced a hand on the glass to reposition and left a clear print in the fog.

“This is the least erotic thing that has ever happened,” she said, halfway.

“You raised it.”

“I raised it because I am extremely turned on, Obiora, not because I’d thought it through.”

Then she got her jeans off one leg, got her back against my chest, and lowered herself down onto my cock in the front of a truck with the heater roaring and snow going sideways across the windshield. For about fifteen seconds, the heater was the only sound in the truck.

“Oh,” she said. “Okay. Yes. That’s the one.”

I got my arms around her from behind.

The architecture of it was simple. My left arm across her chest, my right hand flat and low on the front of her, on the hard curve of it, and both of them working now, one of them badly. She reached down and put her hand over the one on the bump and left it there, and neither of us said one word about that, then or afterwards.

She moved. Slow, because slow is what that arrangement allows, and because she is heavier now and unhurried about everything, and the whole truck moved with her on its springs. I could see all of it from behind and over her shoulder at once, the bump, her chest above it, my own hands, and there is no angle in this world I would trade for that one.

“Right,” she said, conversationally, about a minute in. “Numbered. One. Everything is more sensitive than it was in July and I mean everything, and my clit is a different piece of equipment entirely, so mind what you’re doing with that hand. Two. I’m going to be much louder and I’ve decided not to be embarrassed. Three.” She got her head back on my shoulder. “You can’t stop touching my tits. I know why, I know how much bigger they are, and I’m going to be merciless about it for another four months. Four. The walk-in went in half an inch out of square on Thursday and I can see the gap every time I unlock the shop. At some point this week you’re coming down to look at it.”

“Now?”

“No. But it was on the list and I wasn’t going to lose it.”

“I have never once won an argument with a numbered list,” I said.

“Say something about them.”

I put my mouth at her ear and filled both hands. “Your tits are heavier than they were in July. Fuller, softer, warmer. I can’t close a hand around one anymore, and I’ve given up trying.”

“More.”

“You know exactly why they’re like this. So do I. You’re carrying my child in the front seat of my truck, and I haven’t had a normal thought since the middle of September.”

Her hips rolled harder against me. “Tell me what you’re doing right here. In order.”

“I’m holding you against my chest so the seat takes your weight. My right hand stays over our child. My left hand keeps your sweater up and works your clit at the speed you choose.”

“Slower than that.”

I obeyed. “When you come, I’m keeping you seated on me until the truck stops moving. Then I’m fastening your coat, driving home and installing the car seat you claim does not need installing until February.”

“It does not.”

“The box has been in my hall six days. It has become personal.”

She swore, caught my hair and rolled harder over me. “Keep talking about the part before the car seat.”

“I’m filling you here, with my hand on the proof of what happened the last time you asked, and you will feel every pulse against this seat.”

She stopped being able to say anything at all, and swore at the windshield, and got a hand back into my hair and pulled.

The glass went opaque from the bottom up until the Flats, river and tower disappeared. Dashboard light climbed under her breasts, curved over the hard rise of her belly and caught my hand spread across it. Her head rested on my shoulder, throat open, flush reaching her jaw despite the December cold.

“Faster,” she said. “No. Slower. God. Both.”

“Which.”

“You choose. I’ve made every decision since March.”

“That is not true.”

“It is completely true. Faster.”

“You said slower.”

“I said both, Obiora. Keep up.”

“Look down, Halyna.”

She looked down, because she takes an instruction about twice a year and this was one of them. My left arm across her chest with everything in it. My right hand flat and low, and hers on top of the back of it, and the whole of what we did in July sitting under both of them in the dark.

“Oh,” she said. “That’s not fair.”

“No.”

“Do not take that hand off me.”

I got my left arm under her chest, took her weight and changed the angle by an inch. Her instructions broke into one unfinished curse, then a low sound against my jaw.

She came with her back arched against my chest and her head turned into my jaw and both palms planted on the dashboard. She went tight around me in one long grip and stayed there, working through it in slow waves that ran all the way up her back and into my arms, and one palm slipped on the glass before she caught herself. A truck cab is not a room, and there was nowhere at all in it for a sound like that to go.

“Don’t move,” she said, straight away, still going. “Don’t. Stay in. Cum in me. I’m already carrying yours, and I want this too, for exactly the reason I wanted it in July.”

“Say it.”

“Because it’s yours and it’s staying in me.” Her voice was completely gone. “Now, Obie.”

I finished inside her with both arms locked around her and my hand flat on the front of her, and she held both of them there afterwards and went on holding them.

We sat in a fogged truck for a long time with the heater going and the snow coming down over the yard lights of the Flats, and I had my hand where it had been the whole time.

Then it moved.

Once. A definite thing, small and hard and unmistakable, right against the flat of my palm, and I did not say anything for a while because I did not have anything.

“That’s the third thing, Halyna,” I said.

She did not turn around. She put her hand over the top of mine again, in the dark, in a cab with the windows gone white.

“I know,” she said.

The index card is taped inside the sun visor on the driver’s side of that truck. It has been there since September and I did not put it there.

It still says:

	NO.

	SEE 1.



And under that, in her handwriting, in ballpoint, in block capitals:

	OVERRULED. 7:02 A.M., 10 JULY. H.S.


The house has ducted air conditioning in it now, put in during October by four men I employ, who enjoyed themselves for two solid weeks. The oscillating fan is in the back bedroom, pointed at the wall, plugged into nothing, and I am not getting rid of it and she has stopped asking.

Last Tuesday at Muldare’s all six of us were in the back booth, and Zoran Vukovic left before the coffee came round. He said about nine words in the hour before that. He turned his phone face down twice, which he does when he is thinking, and the second time he looked at the wall for a while. Auggie asked whether he was still running that yard on four hours a night and he said he was. Ozzie asked who was covering his nights and he said somebody was. For six weeks now, his night dispatcher has been sleeping on the couch in the office of a twenty-four-hour tow yard in the Flats, and Zoran has not once said her name.


Thanks for reading.

Cole Cross here. A couple of ways to get more:

	Visit my website. Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow me on Amazon. The simplest way to keep up with new releases.



On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.

Cole Cross
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