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Chapter 1: Eleven Days

I promised her father I’d look after her.

He did not specify how.

Eleven days into it I was standing in my own kitchen at nine at night, counting how many showers she’d taken off the recovery time of a forty-gallon water heater, and I knew exactly how that sounded. I knew it then. I know it better now.

Start with me, because I’m the least interesting part of this and it won’t take long. My name is Dermot Strother. I’m forty-three. Six foot four, two hundred and fifty pounds, most of it shoulders and the rest of it a gut I’ve stopped negotiating with. I ran into burning houses for fourteen years in a county where that mostly means grass fires and car wrecks, until a floor on Sperry Street quit under me and took my knees with it. I have two knees now and they hold opposing views on every subject including stairs, and they are both wrong. Now I own two bays and a gravel lot on the landing at Kinross Bend, and I fix outboards, generators and farm rigs for people who have run out of other ideas. I drink one beer a night on the porch rail. I go to bed at nine. Nothing happens to me. I mean that as a design specification. It is the entire point of me, and I built it deliberately, one uneventful evening at a time, for eleven years.

Junie Petrosyan is twenty-two years old and five foot one, with near-black hair wound up in a knot that no elastic in this county survives a full shift of, very dark eyes with a hard rim around the iris, and a chest that had recently become a subject of general discussion in a town of two thousand people. She is Garo Petrosyan’s daughter. Garo has been my best friend for twenty years, since a seized outboard in 2006 we should never have tried to save. Junie is no relation to me. Not blood, not marriage, not anything a form anywhere would recognise. She is my friend’s kid, and she has been a fixed point in my life the way the lock and dam is a fixed point, and she has been handing me the right socket before I asked for it on the floor of my shop for years.

I want that flat on the table before anything else happens: I had never once thought about her in a way I’d need to apologise for. At seventeen, twenty, and twenty-two, she had never once crossed my mind that way. Two weeks before all this I could not have told you the color of her eyes.

The arrangement was Garo’s. He took a four-month pipeline job out of state at the end of June, and the one-room apartment over my shop had been empty since the last tenant left a chair and a smell behind. Junie needed cheap for the summer while she saved for a marine diesel certification downstate. So she took it, waited tables three shifts a week at the diner on the levee road, and did my invoices for the rest of the rent, which was her idea and a bad deal for her. Thirty feet of outside staircase between her door and my roll-up. Forty yards of gravel from my roll-up to my kitchen, and both of them walkable barefoot.

Day eleven, I had a 90-horse on the stand with a customer’s opinion attached to it. The opinion was that the powerhead was fine. I pulled the lower unit, put a screwdriver against the case and my ear against the screwdriver, and turned the flywheel by hand.

“Shift shaft,” I said.

“Sheared or twisted?”

“Sheared.”

Junie was already holding out the half-inch deep socket. She’d been standing at the bench with her arms folded, which I registered without thinking about it, and she put the socket in my palm and then didn’t move away.

“You’re not going to tell him the powerhead’s junk,” she said.

“Powerhead’s fine.”

“Powerhead’s an ’02 and it’s got a hundred and ten pounds on number three, Dermot. You’re going to fix his shift shaft and he’s going to be back in October and you’re going to eat the tow.”

“He’ll pay the tow.”

“He hasn’t paid the invoice from May.” She said it the way other people say the score of a game. She’d been in my books four days by then and she already knew more about my business than I did. “You want me to tell you what he owes you, or you want to keep doing that thing where you look at the ceiling?”

I was looking at the ceiling. I put the socket on the nut and let her have it, because she was right, and because the sound of her being right was the best thing that had happened in the shop all summer.

She was wearing a zipped hoodie. Grey, mine originally, migrated to Garo’s truck a decade back the way clothes do. It was August. It was ninety-four degrees in the shade and the shop is not in the shade, and she had worn a zipped hoodie every day for eleven days, and I had counted them without once deciding to.

My phone buzzed at four with a voicemail from Garo, who has never in his life left a voicemail under two minutes.

“Dermot. Dermot, it’s me. Listen, hot as hell out here, they got us on nights now which is fine, I like nights, the food’s terrible. Listen. She doesn’t eat. You know this. She’ll tell you she ate, she didn’t eat, she had a coffee and a piece of gum. So feed her. I mean, don’t make a thing, just put food where she is, she’ll eat it if it’s there. Okay. Okay. Anyway. Love you, brother.”

He has signed off like that for twenty years. I have never once managed to say it back. I have said “yep” into a phone approximately nine hundred times.

At six, a customer came in for a carburettor he’d left in April. Junie handed it across the counter and then stayed back there, and stayed back there, and was still back there ten minutes after he’d gone.

At seven her phone buzzed twice on the bench. She turned it face down without looking at the screen.

There was a man named Halbert in that house on Sperry Street. I got two people out of it and I did not get him, because he went back in after a dog and I was on the wrong side of a floor when he did. I have not said his name out loud in eleven years. I’m saying it here once because it explains the shape of everything after: I fix things now. Things can be fixed. People are a different department and I transferred out of it at thirty-two.

At dusk I sat on the porch rail with the one beer. I have one beer a night and I have an explanation for why it’s one, involving a pump on a boat trailer in 2015 and a set of stairs, and it has never survived contact with another human being. Across the river flats you can see the old creamery water tower, and there is a light burning in it every night of the year. Nobody in this town admits to going up that ladder and changing that bulb, and it has never once gone out, which means somebody is lying, and my money that night was on Purdy at the co-op, who has never volunteered a fact in his life.

At nine I went up the outside stairs to swap the breaker in her apartment, because the panel is original and the panel and the window unit have never agreed about anything.

She opened the door four inches and stopped it on the chain.

“Breaker,” I said.

“It’s fine.”

“It trips every time you run the air with the hot plate.”

“So I won’t run the hot plate.”

“Junie.”

“I’m fine, Dermot.” Her voice was flat and fast and pitched wrong, and her arm was up across her chest, and behind her the shower was running full blast in a one-room apartment where I could see the entire rest of the room over her head. She was crying quietly, the way you do when you have been doing it a while and have got the technique down.

I stood there in the dark on somebody else’s landing with a breaker in my hand and about nine things I could have said, and I have thought about all nine of them since.

“All right,” I said. “Leave the air off tonight.”

I went back down the stairs. I sat on the rail and did not drink the rest of the beer, and I listened to the water run over my head for another twenty minutes.


Chapter 2: Twelve Showers

By ten the next morning she had been in the shower four times.

I know that because a forty-gallon tank takes about seventy minutes to come back, and because I washed my hands at the utility sink four separate times and got cold water four separate times, and because at some point in there I stopped being a man washing his hands and became a man collecting evidence. I’d like to tell you I was worried. I was worried. I was also counting, and the counting had a quality to it I did not care for.

She would not come out from behind the counter. Kemp Dyer came in for the carburettor she had handed him the day before, because Kemp forgets what he does with things. She talked to him six minutes with the counter between them and her arms folded over the front of the hoodie, and when he leaned over to take the part she leaned back an equal distance, like two magnets with the same end pointed at each other.

At ten I said we were going to the diner. She said she wasn’t hungry. She got in the truck.

Dell Turcotte runs the all-night place on the levee road and has never once let a silence go by unaccompanied. He gave us four unbroken minutes on his fryer: the element, the thermostat, the man from Cairo who came out to look at it and stood there and looked at it, the price of shortening now against the price of shortening in 2019.

“I’m talking too much,” he said. “That’s a thing I do. Sorry. I know I do it. My mother did it. She’d talk about talking, which is worse, and here I am doing that exact thing, so.” He pulled the towel off his shoulder and wiped a counter that was already clean. There is a pen behind Dell Turcotte’s ear that I have never once seen him use. “Pie?”

Junie ordered pie at ten past ten in the morning. Then she ate half my eggs off my plate without asking, the way she has since she was tall enough to reach the table, and she told Dell that his fryer was fine and his thermostat was fine and his problem was that he was frying wet potatoes, and Dell went quiet for the first time since the Clinton administration.

Then she laughed. It was the first time in eleven days, and I noticed that too, which tells you how the counting had been going.

Then the boy in back dropped a tray of steel dishes on the tile.

Her arms came up across her chest before the noise stopped bouncing. She held them there while everybody in the place looked over and while everybody in the place looked away again, and the laugh was gone out of her like a light switched off from another room, and she said she’d wait in the truck.

On the drive back we argued about the Boudreau outboard, a ’94 that wants gaskets, a water pump, and a man’s whole weekend.

“Two hundred in parts,” I said.

“Two-forty. Plus your Saturday, which you price at nothing, which is the actual problem with this business.” She had her feet up on my dash, and they did not reach it comfortably, so she was more or less folded. “The same motor with a fresh powerhead is nine hundred on the classifieds right now. Two of them. I looked.”

“He wants his motor.”

“He wants a working motor. Men are sentimental about aluminum.” She wound her hair up, lost the elastic, wound it up again. “You’d fix a boat for free if it looked sad enough.”

Her phone went off twice on the bench seat between us while she was saying it. She turned it face down on the vinyl without looking, and went back to what a water pump kit costs at three counters inside forty miles.

She was funny. I’d known that in the abstract for years, the way you know a friend’s kid is smart. Sitting in that truck I caught myself cataloguing it, and I did not like the file it was going into, and I put my eyes back on the levee road where they belonged.

At the shop a black truck was sitting at the far end of my lot with a light bar and one brake light out. It idled there ten minutes. Nobody got out. Nobody came in. It pulled away and I had the plate committed before I’d decided to, which is thirty years of a habit that started with parking on fire lanes.

Junie was behind the counter again by the time I came in from the bay.

“You all right?”

“I’m fine.”

“You ate half a fried egg.”

“I’m good, Dermot.”

At three: “I’m okay.”

At six, standing in the doorway of the bay with her arms crossed and her shoulders up around her ears: “Nothing’s wrong.”

Her phone went again while she stood there, and she had it face down on the parts counter inside two seconds, the way you swat at something that has been landing on you all week.

Four constructions in one day. I counted those too. I did not decide to become a man who counts things about a woman half his age. I woke up one morning eleven days in and found the accounting already underway.

I went to bed at nine.

At eleven forty I was awake because somebody was knocking on my kitchen door, and I had been asleep exactly forty minutes, and those were the last forty uninterrupted minutes of sleep I got that summer.

She was standing on my step barefoot. No shoes, the knot on top of her head half out of itself with pieces of it stuck flat to her neck, arms locked across her chest and her hands gripping her own shoulders. The sweatshirt was grey and it was soaked through the front in two dark blooms that had run together into one, and it was warm out, and she did not need a sweatshirt, and she was crying and absolutely furious about crying.

“Don’t say anything,” she said. “Don’t. Let me do it.”

I did not say anything.

She shut her eyes. That’s how she did it, with her eyes shut and her chin up.

“It’s been eleven days. It started the third of the month and it hasn’t stopped and it’s getting worse, and I’ve been doing it myself in the shower with my hands and my hands are too small and I can’t get it out, and it hurts.” Her voice went up and got faster. “Sore is too small a word. It feels like something’s going to split and I can’t sleep on either side and I can’t lie on my front and I can’t stand up straight after about four in the afternoon, and today I couldn’t get this off over my head by myself and I sat on the floor of that apartment for an hour and forty minutes in a wet sweatshirt because there is nobody else.”

She opened her eyes.

“I need you to do it,” she said. “With your hands. I need you to get it out of me.”

I stood in my doorway in a t-shirt and gym shorts with my hand on the frame.

“Say it again,” I said.

Her chin came up another inch. “Are you serious.”

“Say it again.”

I want to be precise about why, because I’ve had eight months to be precise about it. I made her repeat herself so she would hear the choice in her own voice. Her pain had gone far enough. Politeness, stalling, and doubt had nothing to do with it; Junie is the last person in this county who says things she doesn’t mean. Every finger I laid on my best friend’s daughter would answer words she had spoken out loud in my doorway. Then it would be a thing she had done instead of a thing that had happened to her.

She stood there. She got about four seconds of glaring done. Then she planted her bare feet on my step and said it slower, and flatter, and looking right at me.

“I want you to put your hands on me and empty me out, because I can’t do it and it hurts and I trust you. That’s the whole thing. That’s it.”

“All right.”

She said it fast, like she wanted it over with. “I was on a medication for years that shut this off, but the refill got away from me in June because the money went into the program fund, and apparently my body took that personally.”

“Money went to the program,” I said.

“And we’re unrelated in every direction.” She said it hard. “You’re my father’s friend. That’s the full connection, and nobody’s got any paper on either of us. Which is the problem, Dermot, do you get that? You’re free to close this door. My dad would put you in the ground for saying yes and you’d let him.”

“Probably.”

“So.”

I stepped back and held the door open.


Chapter 3: The First Night

Neither of us knew where to stand.

My kitchen is one room with a table in it, a stove I keep clean because I eat off it, and a bare light over the sink. She got as far as the middle of the floor and stopped there, dripping onto my linoleum, and would not sit down. I understood that. Sitting down would have made it a thing with a beginning.

So I turned a kitchen chair around backwards and sat in it, and it took me about a second and a half to work out why I was doing it. Sitting made me smaller. Standing up in that room I am a wall with a beard on it, and she was five foot one and soaked and holding her own shoulders, and the last thing that kitchen needed was more of me above her.

“I’m going to boil a jar,” I said.

“You’re going to what?”

“Boil a jar.”

I keep quart jars on the shelf over the parts bench for gear oil and hardware, and I had one in the house because I’d been meaning to take it back down. I put it in a pan of water on the stove and stood there with my arms folded while it came up, and no part of that was necessary and I have never regretted it. I had decided ten seconds earlier that this required a sterile container. I could not have told you what for. A man does what he knows how to do, and what I know how to do is prep a job and lay my tools where I can reach them, and if that meant boiling a Ball jar at midnight then that is what it meant.

I put a clean towel over my shoulder. That was necessary. That one I stand behind.

She watched me do all of it. When I turned around she was still planted on the kitchen floor with her arms crossed.

“Can you get it off?”

She tried. She got the hem up to her ribs and her arms up, and then the wet cotton locked around her and she made a sound that had nothing to do with modesty, and I got up and took the bottom of it in both hands and peeled it off her the way you get a wet shirt off anybody, one steady pull, keeping my forearm between the fabric and her chest so it came away clean.

Then I looked at her, because there was no longer any version of that night where I didn’t.

Small bare feet on my linoleum, one on top of the other. Up short thick thighs that touched all the way down, the frayed edge of a pair of cut-offs. Wide soft hips and the round of her ass against the edge of my table. A waist that only looks that small because of what flares out under it and what sits above it, and what sat above it was the whole reason she was in my kitchen. Heavy enough to drag at her small frame even while she stood still, the skin drawn tight and shining under the light over the sink, faintly veined at the top of the swell, the nipples dark and standing out hard and wet, and a thin trail already running down her stomach and soaking into the waist of her shorts. It went up her throat next, the flush, sternum to jaw, warm olive skin gone damp across the collarbones and a scatter of small dark moles on the left one I had never had any reason to know about. What was left of the knot was hanging on by one turn of the elastic. Then her mouth. Then her eyes, dark all the way through with that hard rim around the iris, and already on me.

She did not cover herself. She stood there and let me look and her feet were planted apart and I don’t believe she knew it.

“Touch me,” she said. “Please.”

“Say what you want.”

“Dermot.”

“Say it.”

“I want you to milk me.” Her voice dropped when she said it. It went low and it went slow, and she said it carefully, like she was making sure it got across accurately. “I want your hands on me and I want it out. Now, please.”

I put my hands on my knee and said, “Come here.”

She came. I got one arm around her ribs and lifted her. She came off my floor with almost no effort, and I set her sideways on my thigh with her legs over one side of it. Her feet swung six inches clear of the linoleum. We both noticed. She looked down at her own feet and then at me and something went out of her shoulders that had been in them for eleven days.

I ran a cloth under the hot tap and wrung it out and laid it over her, one side at a time, because I had no idea what I was doing and warm seemed right. The heat soaked through the cloth into my palm. The cotton smelled clean until her sweetness warmed through it. Underneath, the hard tightness softened by degrees, enough that her shoulders dropped and her grip on me loosened.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, that’s.”

“Yeah?”

“Do the other one.”

I did the other one. Then I took the cloth off and put my hand on her.

She looked down at my hand and said, “Jesus, your hands are so much bigger than I thought.”

The temperature in my kitchen changed right there. She watched my face. I kept my hands where they were.

I worked out the mechanics the way I work out anything, which is slowly and with too much thumb at first. She told me. She said higher, and then she said back from the nipple, and then she said there, and her voice went out on the middle of the word. The first of it came in a thin arc and hit the side of the jar and rang on the glass, and after that it came in pulses, and I held the jar under her with my off hand and worked her with the other. She made the only sounds in the room for a while.

The sound was pure relief, low and long and open-mouthed, and she heard herself make it and went scarlet from the sternum up.

“Oh my God,” she said. “Ignore that.”

“No.”

Then it got away from me, and the jar stopped being any use at all. It ran over my fingers and down my wrist and off my forearm, over the ropey burn scar that runs up the inside of that arm from the wrist to the elbow and has been there eleven years, and it was warm, warmer than I expected, and it soaked the front of my shirt where she was leaning, and it smelled sweet and faintly like her skin, and I put the jar on the table and used the towel for about four seconds and then quit bothering with the towel.

She got a fistful of my t-shirt in her hand.

“Sorry,” she said. “It’s everywhere. It’s on you, I’m sorry, I’m making a mess of your.”

“You’re doing this right,” I said.

She stopped talking.

“You held it eleven days and you did it on your own and you came down here and said it out loud.” I switched sides, one hand under, one hand working, and her back started to come off my chest. “That’s a hard thing to do. You did it right. You’re doing this right.”

She grabbed my wrist. Both hands, small on my forearm, and she did not pull it away. She held it exactly where it was and pressed it harder into her.

“Say that again,” she said. Low. Careful.

“You’re doing good.”

Her spine went. That’s the only way I can put it. Her back arched hard off my chest, her head went back, and the elastic slipped halfway out of that failing knot but caught again near her nape. Most of her hair stayed gathered. One heavy section spilled over my forearm, damp against my skin, and pulled across the burn scar when she tipped her head farther back. Her thighs locked around my leg through my shorts, and she came, with my hands nowhere below her waist and nothing else touching her anywhere, and she came shaking and quiet with her mouth open and the last four inches of it running down both my forearms while she did it.

She stared at me through the whole thing and she never once shut her eyes.

Afterward she sat on my thigh, breathing, with her hands still around my wrist.

“That’s not,” she said. “That doesn’t happen.”

“Apparently it does.”

“Shut up.” Her voice was wrecked. “Shut up. That was your hands. That was you saying, that was the, oh my God.”

She tried to stand and her legs did not participate. I put one hand flat on her back, and my hand covered her from her waistband to the middle of her shoulder blades, and I picked her up off my thigh one-armed and set her on her feet, and then held her upright with one hand spanning her whole ribcage while her knees came back online.

“Okay,” she said, to the floor. “Okay.”

I got her a towel. I got her one of my shirts off the back of the door, and it hung to her knees and the sleeves went past her hands, and she rolled them four times and stood there in about four feet of my shirt looking like nothing that belonged in my kitchen and entirely like something that did.

Then she said she was starving.

So at one in the morning I fried two eggs and put them between bread, and she sat on my counter with her wet sweatshirt in my sink and her bare feet swinging clear of the cabinet doors and ate the whole thing in about nine bites.

“This is a bad sandwich,” she said.

“It’s an egg sandwich.”

“It’s an egg sandwich made by a man who owns one pan.” She pointed at my table with the crust. “That table’s older than me. That chair has been repaired with wire. You know your house has one chair in it? For one man? Your house is a hide.”

“You’re eating in it.”

“I’m eating in it in your shirt,” she said, “on your counter, at one in the morning,” and then she stopped, because we both heard where the sentence was going, and we spent about eight seconds staring anywhere else and then looked at each other anyway.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Don’t.”

She got down off my counter with a hop and went out the door and across the gravel barefoot, and I stood in a kitchen that smelled like milk and gear oil with a quart jar on the table and both my forearms shining to the elbow.

Then I said, out loud, to nobody: “That was a one-time thing.”

Call that Rule One. Declared at 1:14 a.m. on the fourteenth of August.

She knocked again at eleven the next night. And the night after that, and the night after that, and by the fourth night I had stopped boiling the jar and started leaving the porch light on.

Rule One, time of death: approximately twenty-two hours.


Chapter 4: Rule Two Through Rule Six

Rule Two: shop only. If this was going to be a thing that got done, it would get done under a work light, with a bench between us and the rest of my life.

Rule Two died at nine forty the same evening, because it rained.

Rule Three: hands only. Rule Four: lights on, no soft anything, no lamp on the floor like a man setting a scene. Rule Five: no talking during. Rule Six: nothing after, meaning she goes back up her own stairs afterward and I don’t stand there watching to see that she gets there.

Rule Five lasted nine minutes. Rule Six lasted about as long as it takes a woman to fall asleep sitting up on a workbench. Rule Four I broke myself, on purpose, on the fourth night, because the overhead in the shop makes everybody look like a corpse and I wanted to see the color come up her throat properly. I made every one of these rules with the full and correct understanding that I was not going to keep them. A man who makes six rules in a week is building a fence around a house that is already on fire, and taking his time about the post holes.

Saturday I put the rebuilt 40-horse on the transom of my johnboat and went out at first light to run it, and Junie came because she was already awake and because she does not trust me to hold the tiller and the tach at the same time.

Getting into a johnboat at forty-three with two knees like mine requires a two-stage negotiation and, regrettably, a witness. She watched me do it and said nothing whatsoever, which from her is a form of screaming.

“Say it.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You’re saying it with your whole face.”

“I’m just admiring the process,” she said. “It’s like watching a man get out of a bathtub in reverse.”

She ran the tiller. She sat in the stern in one of my flannels with the sleeves rolled four times and her knees up, and she took us down past the lock at a quarter throttle with her hair coming out of its knot one piece at a time, and I sat on a bench seat with a tach in my hand and my knees complaining in stereo and I watched the river instead of watching her, for whole seconds at a time.

Past the creamery, Ike Sturdevant was standing on his dock doing nothing in particular, and lifted two fingers off the wheel of a truck he wasn’t in. Ike says about eleven words a year and eight of them are “yep.” Past that, the gravel dock, where the gantry crane was already running at six in the morning with Makeda Ballentine in the box, swinging a bucket over a barge without hurrying and without missing, which makes the rest of us look like we’re guessing.

Two dark circles came up through the front of my flannel while she was steering. She looked down at them, and looked at me, and shrugged with one shoulder, and kept the tiller where it was.

That’s the day I stopped thinking of it as a problem to be solved.

The water tower stood up over the flats with the light still burning in it in full daylight.

“Somebody’s got to be changing that bulb,” I said.

“Purdy,” she said.

“That’s my thinking.”

I asked him that afternoon at the co-op. Purdy is sixty-something and sun-cured down to about a hundred and forty pounds and he has a seed cap so faded you can’t read the company. He took the question the way you’d take a question about your wife.

“I ain’t been up that ladder in nine years,” he said.

“I’m not saying you have.”

“Nine years, Dermot.”

“All right.”

“Nine,” he said again, as if I had disputed the number.

So that’s Purdy off the list. This town has a light burning in an empty tower and one man who is personally insulted you noticed.

Back at the shop, Junie was doing arithmetic out loud at my counter with a pencil, which is how she thinks.

“Four hundred and twenty,” she said. “That’s what I’m short. Deposit’s due November first, program starts the second week of March, and the residency’s down at the coast for eleven weeks, which is another thing entirely, but November first is the thing that’s real.”

“You’ve got a shift Thursday.”

“I’ve got three shifts a week and I’m doing your books for rent, and if you’d invoice like a grown man I’d have another six hundred to work with.” She put the pencil behind her ear. “I’m not asking my dad. I asked him for money once, when I was nineteen, and he gave it to me in about four seconds and then he called me every day for a month to see how I was doing with it. I’d rather sell blood.”

I said nothing. I have never in my life been so aware of my own checkbook and it took every bit of what I have to keep my mouth shut, and I want credit for that, because it did not last.

Here’s a thing I noticed that week and put down immediately. This is the third time in my life I have heard of a woman in this county with this exact situation. Third. In a town of two thousand people, in a county where the biggest employer is gravel. I turned that over twice, called it a coincidence, and put it back down. Some things you do not pull the cover off, because there’s nothing under there but more county.

The hoodie was gone by then. She came down into the bay on a Tuesday in one of my shirts with the sleeves rolled and nothing under it, and she stood out in the center of the lot in daylight where the levee road could see her, and she stayed there.

Two customers that afternoon.

The first one was Kemp Dyer, who looked exactly once and then looked at the outboard for the rest of his life and asked me three intelligent questions about a water pump, and I could have kissed him on the mouth.

The second one said something. He said it to me, sideways, with a laugh in it, while she was fifteen feet away with her back turned, and it was about what she’d been putting in her coffee. It took me about four seconds to answer and what I came up with was, “Your impeller’s shot.”

It was the single worst sentence ever constructed by a man in this state. I have replayed it since with better sentences, dozens of them, some of them very good. What I said was, “Your impeller’s shot,” and then I stood there with a wrench in my hand while he laughed and paid me and left.

Junie did not mention it. She rebuilt my parts wall that evening in complete silence and moved every quart of two-stroke oil eighteen inches to the left, which is where they should have been for eleven years.

At dusk we drove up to the diner and the black truck was parked across the levee road with the light bar and the one bad brake light, nose out, engine off, a man in the cab with his cap on and his phone in his hand.

She went flat. That’s her tell. Everything in her face just stopped moving.

“Corbin Reddick,” she said. “Twenty-four. A year of my life. He left the first week of August.”

“Why.”

“Because of this.” She didn’t gesture at herself. She didn’t have to. “He found out and he made a face and then he said it out loud, and then he left. He left. I didn’t get to leave, he did it first, and I’ve had to live in this county with that.” Her voice was flat and fast and low. “He’s called me nineteen times since the third. He’s got pictures of me on that phone from March.” Her jaw went sideways once. “He asked for them and I sent them and I’m not going to explain why, because you already know why.”

“Has he called since?”

“Every day,” she said. “Every single day.”

The truck sat there through dinner and through our walk back. It pulled off the shoulder about four seconds after we did and went the other way, and I sat at a stop sign in the dark for longer than a stop sign requires.

That night she came in at eleven and stood in the doorway of my kitchen with the porch light on behind her.

“I want to ask you for something else,” she said. “And it isn’t your hands.”


Chapter 5: Not Hands

She did not finish that sentence in my kitchen.

She got as far as “and it isn’t your hands,” went the color of a stop sign from the sternum up, said “never mind, I’m tired,” and walked back across the gravel at a speed I would describe as tactical. I stood in my doorway with the porch light on for four minutes afterward, holding a dish towel.

She made me wait a day for the rest of it. In fairness, I make her say everything twice, so we were about even.

The next evening I was pulling the roll-up down at ten past seven and it was still hot enough that the concrete was giving the day back. She came down the outside stairs barefoot in my flannel and ducked under the door before I got it to the ground.

“Leave it,” she said.

I left it half open. She stopped with her back against the workbench and both palms braced on its edge.

“I want your mouth on me,” she said.

I stopped with my hand on the door.

“Not your hands. Your mouth.” Her voice had gone low and slow the way it does, and she was looking at a point on my chest. “I want you to do it with your mouth and I want you to take it, and I’ve thought about it for four days and it’s all I’ve thought about, and I feel insane, and I don’t care.”

I pulled the roll-up all the way down. It came off my palm and hit the concrete and rattled in its track, and the shop went from evening to work light in one second.

Then I walked back to the bench and stood in front of her with the drop light over her head.

“Say it again,” I said.

“You are such a bastard.”

“Say it with the light on you.”

She lifted her chin and said it, slower, all the way through, in nouns and verbs, and she watched my face while she did it. She held my eyes every time in that shop, all summer.

“All right,” I said.

I got both hands on her waist and lifted her onto the workbench in one motion, setting her far enough back from the edge that she had to lean toward me. Her feet left the concrete without a push from either one. She made a small noise she did not intend to make. Sitting on that bench she came to the middle of my chest. I had to lean down to her and she had to reach up to me, and that difference is the whole architecture of every good thing that happened in that shop.

The flannel was already soaked in two circles the size of my palm. She got it off herself and dropped it on the bench beside her and did not cross her arms over anything.

Heavy. Tight. Shining under the drop light, the skin drawn and faintly veined at the top, both nipples dark and standing and already beaded. Her hair was still up and losing badly, one heavy piece of it already down the side of her neck. She’d gone nine hours because I’d been out at the co-op all afternoon and she is stubborn to the point of self-harm.

“Hurts,” she said.

“You waited too long.”

I put one hand under to take the weight, because she cannot hold that weight up herself and I can hold it in one palm, and I put my mouth on her.

The first pull, she made the sound. The relief sound, the low open one she was mortified about the first night and had stopped apologising for by the fourth. It came out of her and went up into the roof of my shop, and I heard the swallow in my own throat and the taste came sweet and warm and thin, and I want to say something dignified about that moment and there is nothing dignified about it. I drank what came out of her and I did not stop and my hand came up to take more of the weight and I worked her with my mouth until it ran down my beard.

Her hands got into my hair and made fists. She pulled. She dragged my head against her and held it there, which is her yes said without words, and she said, “God, don’t stop, don’t stop, other side, do the other side.” One hand left my hair, closed around my wrist, and held my supporting palm tight under her, pressing it into the heavy underside exactly where she wanted the weight taken. I switched and it started running out of the first one down her stomach, unattended, straight down into the waistband of her shorts. Her other hand stayed in my hair. I let the spill run.

She came like that. Nothing below her waist touched, my hands nowhere near her, both of them full of her.

She came fast, faster than she had any night before, and afterward she sat there with her head back and her hands still in my hair and said, “Oh my God, that was, that took no time at all, that’s humiliating.”

“No it isn’t.”

“It’s four minutes, Dermot.”

She looked down at me, then planted both hands behind her on the bench. “Put your mouth on my pussy too.”

“Say it again.”

“I want you to lay me back, take off my shorts, and put your mouth on my pussy.”

“Lie back on the bench,” I said.

She went down on her back on my workbench, flat, with half her knot slipping loose and a thick section hanging off the edge while the elastic held the rest, and I got both hands on her hips and dragged her down the bench to the edge, and she said “oh” on that exact syllable she says it on, and I got her shorts off her and dropped them on the floor.

I could hold her whole thigh in one hand. I did. I put one hand around the back of each thigh and lifted and opened her and put my mouth on her pussy, and she went absolutely silent, which from Junie is the loudest sound there is.

She was already soaked. My beard was already soaked, from the other end of her, and now both of those things were true at once and the smell of my own shop was gone, replaced entirely.

I took my time. My one advantage over every twenty-four-year-old in this county: I am not going anywhere, my knees hurt regardless, and I have nothing else scheduled. I stayed on her clit with my tongue flat and let her set the rhythm with her hips, and I held her open with hands that covered her from hipbone to hipbone, and she got one heel on my shoulder and one hand splayed on the bench and the other fisted in my hair again and came with her back arched clean off the wood and a noise that started in her chest.

And she leaked while she came. Both sides, straight up and over, running down her ribs onto my bench.

She lay there afterward, breathing, with her arms out.

“Bench is a catastrophe,” she said.

“Bench has seen worse.”

“Bench has never seen this.”

Then she rolled off it onto the floor mat and got on her knees in front of me, and she had to reach all the way up to get my belt open, and both of us felt the scale of it immediately. She looked up the whole length of me with her chin tipped and her chest still running onto her own thighs.

“Look at the size of you,” she said, low and careful and completely serious. “I want your cock in my mouth. I want you to help me take it.”

“Say it again.”

She held my eyes. “Put your cock in my mouth and help me take as much as I can.”

I helped her.

I put one hand in her hair and one hand flat under her jaw and gave her about as much as she could take, and she took more than that, and she did not break eye contact once, not through any of it, and there is no version of me left that will ever forget the sight of her looking up at me on the floor of my own shop, chest shining, chin tipped, both hands wrapped around what she could not get her fingers around.

“Where do you want it,” she said.

“On you.”

She pulled her mouth off me and said, “You’re wrong,” and put it back, and got a hand around what she could reach, and that was that argument concluded, and she won it the way she wins all of them, on the merits.

I got out one full sentence before I went, and the sentence was this:

“You’re the best thing that’s happened in this shop in eleven years, and you’re taking me exactly the way you decided you would.”

She swallowed, and then she made a sound around me, and then her whole body locked and shook and she came again, on her knees, with both her hands occupied and nobody touching her anywhere at all.

She sat back on her heels afterward, wrecked, with her mouth open.

“You cannot do that with words,” she said.

“I can, and I’m going to keep doing it.”

“That’s cheating. Words shouldn’t be able to do that.”

Rule Three: hands only. Time of death, seven fifty-one p.m., the nineteenth of August. Cause of death, the deceased’s own mouth. No suspects.

I picked her up off that floor with one arm under her and one behind her knees and carried her out the side door and forty yards up the gravel to my house without setting her down once. I kept my grip fixed and walked at one steady pace while she put her face into my neck and said something about my back that vanished against my skin.

She fell asleep halfway through a sentence about the floor mat, with one hand flat on my chest. She was out before I got her shoes off. She wasn’t wearing shoes. I checked anyway, which tells you what kind of shape I was in.

I lay awake next to her for two hours doing arithmetic about her father.

Twenty years. A seized outboard in 2006. A man who has left me four hundred voicemails and has never once asked me for anything except this. A fist from Garo Petrosyan would have made a tidier story. Lying there with his daughter asleep on my arm, I feared the ten-year version: that she would have to explain me to somebody. That I would turn out to be the thing that happened to her the summer she was twenty-two. I feared exactly that. I said it at two in the morning and again the following week, to be sure I still meant it.

He came in at nine the next morning.

I heard the truck before I saw it and knew the brake light before I turned around. He came through the open bay with his cap on and his phone in his hand and a smile like a man walking into his own kitchen.

“Morning, sir,” he said.

I am forty-three years old and I have been called a lot of things. I have never in my life wanted to hit somebody as badly as I wanted to hit that boy for “sir,” and he said it twice more before he left.

He asked for a prop repair neither of us believed he wanted. He asked what I’d charge to true a stainless three-blade with a bent ear, then said the number back to me twice, pleasantly, like a joke we were sharing, and he did not have that money and both of us knew it. I stood there holding a prop shaft I had no reason whatsoever to be holding, for a solid five minutes, because I had picked it up when he walked in and could not work out how to put it down.

The whole time, he had the phone in his hand with the screen turned slightly toward himself. Halfway through he turned it a little further, so I could see there was something on it, and not what.

Then he smiled at me.

On his way out he stopped in the lot and looked up at the outside staircase.

“She’s done a nice job up there,” he said. “You take care now, sir.”

My hands shook for a full minute after the truck pulled out. I stood in my bay and watched them do it and did not put them in my pockets.

That afternoon I carried everything she owned down those stairs in daylight: two duffels, a milk crate of books, a toolbox that weighed more than the books, and a lamp. Levee road traffic went by the whole time. I took my time and kept my eyes off the road, and I set her lamp on my kitchen table and told her why: there is one door on that apartment, there is no phone signal in it, and a black truck knows where it is.

She did not argue. She looked around my kitchen for a second.

“Where’s the second bedroom,” she said.

“There isn’t one.”

She nodded slowly, and picked up her toolbox, and carried it into mine.


Chapter 6: The Parking Lot

September went by the way a good month goes, which is to say I could not give you much account of it afterward. The rules died off in numerical order and I stopped numbering the new ones. The leaking turned into weather: she would be arguing a parts markup in my bay when two dark circles came up through the front of my flannel, and she would finish her point while I stood there wearing it. Twice that month a black truck with one bad brake light came past my lot, slow, and did not turn in, and both times I stood in the bay door until it was gone and said nothing to her about it.

By the middle of September she had found two thousand three hundred dollars.

She found it by going through eleven years of paper in a coffee can and discovering that the man who owns the business does the work, orders the parts, eats the cost and then forgets to send anybody a bill. Forty-one invoices. Some of them from 2019.

“This one,” she said, holding up a grease-transparent sheet, “is a rebuild. A full rebuild. You did the whole lower unit and the seals and you never sent it.”

“Bill Ronsard’s had a bad run.”

“Bill Ronsard has a pontoon boat with a canopy.”

She had the whole can dumped out on the bench, sorted into stacks with washers holding them down. My filing system has worked for eleven years: receipts go in the can, and when I need one I go through the can. The can is also the first aid kit, because in about 2016 I put a roll of tape and some gauze in it and never revisited the decision.

“This filing system is a hostage situation,” she said.

She sent all forty-one. Twenty-two of them paid inside nine days. That week my two bays took in more money than they had in any month of the previous two years, and she was so smug about it that she started saying “we” about the shop, and I heard her do it and said nothing at all.

Garo’s second voicemail came in on a Tuesday.

“Dermot. Hey. Listen, it’s nothing, but that apartment’s got that old smoke detector, the one with the, you know, it beeps. Test it, would you? Nine-volt. She sleeps like the dead, that girl, she’d sleep through the actual house. Also is she eating? Don’t ask her. Just tell me. Okay. Okay, love you, brother.”

I stood in my kitchen with his daughter’s toolbox on my floor and her wet shirt over the back of my one chair and listened to a man three states away ask me to check the smoke detector in an apartment nobody had slept in for four weeks.

I said “yep” into a phone that wasn’t connected to anything.

Thursday afternoon, Delbert Voight came for a group 27 battery and Junie carried it out to his truck.

She can carry a group 27. It weighs sixty pounds and she’s five foot one and she gets it against her hip with both arms and hitches it, and she has never once let me take it off her, and I have learned to stand there with my hands empty and my mouth shut.

I was in the bay with a torque wrench on a head bolt when I heard the truck door not open.

Corbin was standing between her and the tailgate. She had sixty pounds of battery against her hip and he was standing close enough that she could not put it down without putting it on his boots.

I came out of that bay fast enough that my left knee quit under me halfway across the gravel, for one step, and I got there anyway, and a forty-three-year-old man crossing forty feet of gravel at speed is not a thing anybody should have to watch.

By then he had her wrist.

He had it low, pleasantly, the way you hold a friend’s arm to tell them a story, and she had gone completely flat and still and had not made a sound.

“I’m just talking,” he said to me, easy, smiling. “We’re just talking, bud.”

He had the phone up in his other hand, screen turned to her. She looked at it and then away from it.

“Three thousand,” he said, to her. “Out of the till, out of the drawer, I don’t care. Or you come back and quit the act. Or every man in this county gets a look, starting with your dad, because I’ve still got his number in here from Christmas.” He said all of it in the exact same voice he’d used to say “morning, sir” in my bay the month before. “Nobody has to be upset here. I’m being reasonable. Nobody wants a cow in the family, Junie.”

Then he put his hand flat on her chest, through her shirt, to make a point about what he meant by it.

I had a torque wrench in my right hand, eighteen inches of steel and about four pounds of it, and I thought about it clearly in the two steps it took me to get there, with all the time in the world.

If I hit that boy with a torque wrench, I go away. Maybe briefly. Long enough. And then she is in this town alone with him, and nobody is standing in this lot but her.

So I dropped it in the gravel.

I took him off her by the collar with one hand and put him on his back with the other, and the phone went out of his hand and skidded under Delbert Voight’s truck. I stood over him. He looked up at me and stopped smiling for about one second, and that one second was the only honest moment that boy had all summer.

“You put your hand on her,” I said. “That’s twice you’ve been on my lot.”

That’s all I said.

He got up. He laughed while he did it, brushing gravel off his elbows, still pleasant, still friendly, cap knocked sideways and that chipped tooth showing.

“You have got no idea what you’ve stepped in, sir,” he said. “None. Have a good one.”

He picked his phone up off the gravel, checked the screen, blew on it, got in his truck and drove out slow with one brake light working.

Delbert Voight stood four feet away for the entire thing and looked at the ground. The kid pumping fuel at the landing looked at the ground. That’s this town: two witnesses, four eyes, both pairs pointed at their own boots.

Junie put the battery in the truck bed. She did it because she was still holding it.

Then she came inside and stood at the center of my bay with her arms at her sides, and she had four marks coming up on her wrist, one for each finger, already going purple at the edges because she bruises like a peach.

Her eyes stayed dry.

“Say something,” she said.

“Your wrist.”

“It’s a wrist. Dermot.” Her voice was flat and fast. “You want to know what’s actually wrong with me right now? The wrist is the smallest part.”

“All right.”

“For about four seconds I believed him.” She said it to the parts wall she’d rebuilt. “He said that word and for four seconds I stood out there in your lot and thought, he’s right, that’s what I am now, that’s the whole story of me from here on out. Four seconds. And I know better. I know better and it still got in, because it always got in, that’s what a year with him was, it’s a year of him telling you the sky’s a different color until you’re checking.”

She had been standing in my bay ten minutes by then with her arms at her sides and the front of her shirt going dark in two circles, and she had not noticed and would not have cared. That is what I mean: the wrist was the smallest part.

I ran cold water on a shop rag and held it out and she took it and put it on her own wrist.

My hands were steady the entire time. Both of them. Steady while I talked to her, while I got the rag, while I picked my torque wrench up out of the gravel. A month earlier they had shaken for a full minute over a polite conversation. Now a man had put a hand on her in front of me and mine were as level as a table.

I have thought about that a lot since. The steady hands scared me worse than the shaking ever had.

I did not call the sheriff. I want to be plain about it, because somebody always asks. It is four miles out to the Bellow Road. I know what he drives and I know what the truck sounds like, and by Thursday afternoon I had already decided what I was going to do and roughly when. That got decided standing in gravel with a rag in my hand, before I said a word to anybody, and she did not know for four more days.

That night she came out of the shower and stood at the end of my bed in nothing at all, still wet, wringing her hair out over one shoulder and twisting it back up on top of her head while she said it.

“I want you to fuck me. Tonight. All of it, no stopping, and I want you to finish inside me. I’ve thought about it for a week and that’s what I want and I’m saying it out loud so it counts.”

There is not a man alive who wanted to say yes more than I did.

“Not tonight,” I said.

She stared at me.

“I want to. I’ve wanted to for a week and a half and you know it.” I sat up. “A man put his hands on you in my lot at two o’clock this afternoon. Today belongs nowhere near this. That’s mine to say no to and I’m saying it.”

She stood there for a long moment with her hands at her sides.

“That’s the most decent thing anybody’s ever done for me,” she said. “I hate it.”

“I know.”

“I’m going to ask again tomorrow.”

“I’ll be waiting.”


Chapter 7: All of It

She told me the whole thing the next morning, unprompted, sitting on my counter eating toast off my plate.

The year of it. How he was funny the first three months and then he was funny about her. How he could take something she was certain of at four o’clock and have her unsure of it by six without once raising his voice, and how she used to lie in bed afterward reconstructing conversations to find the exact place it turned. How he left the first week of August, four days after her body started, standing in the door of her old apartment with his cap in his hand saying it was not what he signed up for, and then the word.

She said all of that in about four minutes, flat, no decoration, chewing.

Then she said, in the exact same tone, and I have never heard anybody deliver a bigger piece of information smaller:

“I never let him fuck me, by the way. Him or anybody. It got close about six times and I stopped it every time and I could never explain why. Religion and fear had nothing to do with it. It just never felt like enough of anything, and I couldn’t say that to him because he’d have taken it apart.” She licked butter off her thumb. “I’ve never had a good reason for stopping before. That’s the part I’ve been thinking about.”

I sat down. My knees would have done it anyway in a second or two, but I want to be honest and say I sat down.

“Ask me tonight,” I said.

“I’m asking you now.”

“Then ask me properly.”

She put the plate down.

“I want you to fuck me,” she said. Low. Slow. Careful, the way she gets, making sure every word lands where she’s aiming it. “I want it to be you, today, in your bed, with the light on. I want you to go all the way through with it and save the careful part for the beginning. And when you finish I want you inside me. No pulling out. This time or any time after this, and I’ve done the arithmetic on what that means and I know what week it is and I want that too. I want you to put a baby in me.”

The refrigerator ran. Somewhere out on the landing a truck went over the cattle grate.

“Say the part about not pulling out again.”

“You heard me.”

“Say it.”

She held onto the counter edge with both hands and she said it again, slower, and by the end of it her voice had dropped so far it was mostly air, and her feet had planted apart on the cabinet door and she had no idea they had.

“Come here first,” I said. “You get to hear what it means up front.”

She came and stood between my knees.

“I’m keeping you,” I said. “Your father, this county, anybody else: none of them gets you back. That’s the first thing.”

She looked up at me with her hands still spread on my chest.

“That sounds like a man keeping a rental tiller,” she said. “Like there’s a deposit on me and you’ve decided to eat it.”

“Second thing. I’m paying that deposit in November.”

“No.”

“You’re going to that program. You’ll go in March, you’ll do the residency, I’ll drive you down and I’ll drive you back, and you get the certificate and me both.”

“I said no.” Her hands did not move. “My program stays mine, Dermot. I’ll take the ride. I’ll take the truck and the gas and you sitting in a motel for eleven weeks like a lunatic. The deposit is mine. I’ll take a loan against the spring and I’ll pay it and it’ll be miserable and it’ll be mine.”

“That’s a bad deal.”

“It’s my bad deal.”

We compromised badly. She accepted the truck, the gas and the motel. I lost the deposit entirely. The four hundred and twenty would be a loan against her spring shifts, signed in her name and repaid by her. I got no vote on those terms beyond hating them.

She was wearing exactly one of my socks for that entire conversation. One sock. Singular. She had lost the other somewhere in my house and refused to discuss it.

Then I stood up and took her clothes off her standing at the center of my bedroom with the afternoon coming through the window, and I took my time about it.

The shirt. Then the shorts. Then the elastic out of her hair, which I did myself, with two fingers, because I had been watching that knot come down one piece at a time for five weeks and had never once been the reason. It came down all at once and heavy, past her shoulder blades. She put a hand up to it out of habit and made herself put the hand back down. I had never seen it down in that room, and it changed what she was standing there being.

Then I stood back and looked at her, in order, from the bare feet up: the short strong legs and the thighs that touch, the flare of her hips, the round of her ass, the waist, the soft belly she has never in her life apologised for, and then the rest of her, heavy and drawn tight and glossed at the tips, and the flush already climbing out of her sternum into her throat, and the scatter of small dark moles across her left collarbone, and her mouth, and her eyes with that hard dark ring, on me.

I looked long enough that she put her hands over herself.

I moved her hands. Put them back down at her sides, one at a time, and kept looking.

“Don’t,” she said.

“You asked for the light on.”

“I know what I asked for.”

She stopped talking after that, which meant I could keep looking.

Then she found her voice again. “Before you fuck me, put your mouth on me and take the pressure off.”

“Say it again.”

“I want you to nurse me first. Both sides. Then I want everything else I already asked for.”

I put her on her back on the bed. She is small enough that the middle of my bed is a country to her, and she went into it and put her arms up over her head, and everything on the front of her lifted when she did it, and I stopped and looked, because it is worth stopping for and I was not on a schedule.

I put my mouth on her first. Both sides, unhurried, because she had been full since midmorning and because I did it every time we were in that bed together. It came warm inside of a minute and ran down her ribs into my sheets, and she got a fist in my hair and held my head where it was, which is her yes with no words in it.

Then I got over her on my forearms, with my knees complaining about the whole enterprise, and went in slow.

Slow because it was her first time and because there was a lot of me against a very small woman, and I wanted her to remember it right. She said “oh,” three or four times, and the third one broke halfway through. Her hands came off the pillow and gripped my forearms and held them exactly where they were.

I gave her about an inch at a time. Every time her breath changed I stopped and did not go on until it came back. My whole weight was on my elbows, both knees were filing a formal complaint, and I would have stayed there until the light went off the river.

“You can stop being careful,” she said.

“No.”

“Dermot.”

“Not yet.”

“I’m not going to break.”

“I know exactly what you are. Say it again in five minutes and I’ll believe you.”

I kept it slow and watched her face, and about ninety seconds later the change went through her, the whole length of her, the exact moment her body quit doing arithmetic about what was happening to it. She stopped bracing. She got her heels around the backs of my thighs and pulled.

“Now,” she said. “Now, now.”

So I gave her the rest of it.

“That’s it,” I said. “Good girl. You’re taking all of it.”

“All of it.”

“All of it, and you’re doing it right.”

Her eyes had been on mine from the start, wide open, that dark ring around the iris standing out the way it does when the rest of her stops functioning. Then they went unfocused and shut, which she does not do. Ever. I told her so, and she dragged them open again and got a hand on the side of my face and held them there by main force. Nothing had ever flattered me more.

She came the third time I put my full weight into her: her back up off the mattress into that deep hollow, both hands locked on my forearms, mouth open with no sound in it for the first two seconds.

And the second she went, the milk went with her. Both sides at once, hard, up over her ribs and across that collarbone and onto my chest and down between us, warm and running, and everything from my sternum to hers went slick with it.

She got about four words of an apology out.

“Sorry, God, I’m all over your.”

“Don’t.”

“It’s on the sheets, it’s, Dermot, that’s the mattress, that’s going to.”

I put my hand flat in the milk on her own chest, and let it run out over my fingers where she could watch it go.

“That’s yours and it’s mine and I want it everywhere,” I said. “On me, on the sheets, on the floor. I’m not being careful about it and neither are you. Say the next thing you want.”

She got a breath.

“Pick me up,” she said. “I want you to pick me up and hold me up and do it like that. I want my feet off the floor.”

“Say it again.”

“Lift me off this bed, hold me against that wall, and keep my feet off the floor while you fuck me.”

I got one forearm under her ass and stood up off that bed with her, still in her, and my knees made an unrepeatable noise, and I carried her three steps to the wall beside the door and put her against it.

Her whole weight went onto my forearms. All of it. Her feet hung a foot and a half off my floorboards with nothing underneath them anywhere. She looked down at that gap, then up at me, and the noise she made was not one I had ever had out of her before.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, you’re barely working at it.”

“It doesn’t cost me anything.”

Her legs tightened around me.

I fucked her against the wall of my bedroom with her back flat on the plaster and her legs around what she could get around, which was not much of me, and her arms up around my neck. I never moved my feet. Every stroke went up into her instead of forward, which is what that position does, and I had the use of that for the rest of the afternoon. There is a picture of my father’s boat on the other side of that wall. It came off its nail during that stretch and hit the hallway floor. It stayed there that day and the whole next week.

Her chest was against mine for all of it and there was no keeping any of it dry. It came out of her every time I put her back into that plaster, down her front and mine and in between where we were joined, and not one thing was done about it by either party.

She talked through all of it. She had stopped being embarrassed about anything by then, and there is no describing what it is to have a woman say these things two inches from your ear in that low, careful, dead-serious voice, like she is reading you a part number and needs it written down right.

“Don’t you dare pull out.”

“I’m not.”

“Say it properly.”

“I’m not pulling out of you. Today or any day after today.”

“Good. Deeper. As deep as it goes, and then stop moving and just be in there.” Her arms locked around my neck. “Finish in me. All of it, right up in me. That’s what it’s for, that’s what I asked for, and you made me ask twice, so don’t you get careful on me now.”

“I’m not being careful.”

“I know. I can feel that you’re not.” Then, slower, right against my ear: “Say the rest.”

“I’m going to put a baby in you,” I said, “and then I’m going to marry you, and I’m going to tell your father myself.”

“Say the first part again.”

“I’m going to put a baby in you.”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. Now.”

I got both arms all the way under her and pulled her down onto me at the same time I drove up, and went as deep as I go, and then stopped moving entirely and held her exactly there.

I finished inside her against that wall. I felt every pulse of it go out of me and into her, and I did not shift one inch for any of it, and I kept her pinned where she was with her feet nowhere near my floor. She went completely quiet, and put her forehead down on my collarbone and left it there.

We stayed like that until my knees began putting their case. Then we stayed like that a while longer.

Then I carried her back to the bed still inside her. Three steps. Two of them fine and the third one wobbly.

She laughed into my neck the whole way.

If I could keep one sound out of that entire summer, it would be a woman laughing into my neck, filthy and ruined and delighted, while I walked her across my own bedroom without pulling out of her.

I put us down sideways on a set of sheets that were beyond saving and stayed where I was.

“Don’t move yet,” she said.

“Wasn’t going to.”

Afterward I did what I know how to do, which is a job. Washcloth, hot, wrung out. A glass of water she drank half of and spilled the rest of on my chest. The good pillow under her, the fan on her side because she runs hot, and a second towel because the first one had lost.

She cried a little, about a minute in, quietly, with her face against my ribs. Then she laughed at herself for it and called herself a name I won’t repeat and wiped her face on my chest hair, which she said was the only thing my body was actually good for. Once she fell asleep on me, I lay there doing arithmetic about a black truck four miles out on a road I could get to in nine minutes if I knew which single-wide it was parked behind.

“Bed’s finished,” she said, sometime after that.

“Bed’s fine.”

“That bed made a sound in the middle that I heard and you didn’t. That’s a structural opinion, Dermot. That bed has an opinion about us now.”

I lay there with her asleep on my chest and my knees telling me what they thought about being stood up on.

And around one in the morning she said, mostly asleep, into my collarbone: “We should put the good light over our bench. The one with the arm.”

Ours.


Chapter 8: What I Intend

I burned four pork chops on a Sunday and proposed to her over the smoke alarm.

The alarm in my kitchen is hardwired and it is the loudest object I own. I had the pan smoking, the window up, and a dish towel in my hand, waving it at the ceiling like a man flagging down a train, and she was sitting on the counter with her feet swinging, watching me do it, in my shirt and nothing else.

“You want to hear what I intend,” I said, over the noise.

“Is it about the chops?”

“I’m keeping you.”

The alarm went on going.

“I’m going to marry you. I’ve got about nine hundred dollars and a shop and two knees between us and I’m going to do it anyway. I’m going to put a baby in you, which you already asked for, and I’m going to pay something toward that program whether you take it or not, and we’ll fight about that until one of us dies. And I’m going to tell your father myself, before anybody in this town gets to do it for me.”

The alarm stopped. The silence in my kitchen after a hardwired smoke alarm quits is a physical object.

“Yes,” she said. “To all of it. Obviously yes.”

“All right.”

“Now can I say something about that as a speech?” She was already counting on her fingers. “You proposed to me during a kitchen fire. You did it with a dish towel in your hand. You listed your knees. You put the baby in third, after the marrying, which, structurally, is a choice. And the last thing you said, the actual last thing, was about my dad. That’s your closer. That’s what you left me on.”

“It’s the part I’m afraid of.”

“I can tell,” she said, and got down off the counter and put her face against my chest and stood there for a while.

Then she said, “Those chops are a war crime,” and nobody had said anything funnier in my house in eleven years.

The recipe took the blame. It called for a covered pan and a heat it declined to specify, and a recipe that won’t commit to a number is a suggestion wearing a recipe’s clothes. I have put that to three people since and gotten nowhere.

The rules, by then, had reached Eleven.

Seven was no talking about her father in that bed, which I broke in that same bed on the same night I made it. Eight was that I’d sleep on my own side, which is a rule for a bigger bed than mine. Nine was that I’d stop leaving the porch light on, which I have still not fixed, and which is still on. Ten was that I’d stop counting.

Eleven was: tell Garo before somebody else does.

Rule Eleven is the only rule in this entire story that I kept, and the reason is that it was the only one that cost me anything to keep.

Later, at the table, she got awkward on me, which she almost never does.

“Can you.” She stopped. Started again. “The thing you say. When you’re. Can you say it now, when nothing’s happening?”

“What thing.”

“You know what thing.” She went red from the sternum up and talked faster. “The thing where you tell me I’m doing it right. In that flat voice like you’re reading a torque spec. That’s the part. That’s the part that does it to me, more than your hands, more than any of it, and I hate that I know that about myself, and I hate more that I just said it out loud at your kitchen table with a mug in my hand.”

She stared at the mug.

The smartest thing I did all summer was not make it a moment.

“Forty-one invoices,” I said. “That can sat on my counter since the day I opened the doors and you emptied it in a week, out of pure spite, in a business you don’t even own. You fixed something I couldn’t. You took that whole mess apart and made my shop work.”

She shut her eyes and her whole body went still, and she sat there with her hands around a cold mug for about ten seconds, and when she opened her eyes again she said, “That’s an unfair thing to say,” in a completely different voice.

Then she said, “You’ve gone greyer at the sides this month. That’s me. I did that.”

“That’s forty-three.”

“That’s me,” she said, and looked about as pleased with herself as I have ever seen a person look.

We fought about the deposit again after that, and she leaked straight through the front of my shirt about a third of the way in, both sides, dark and spreading, and she kept arguing tuition while I stood there wearing the evidence. Nobody had warned me about that part. It became the weather. She stood in my kitchen arguing loan interest with her arms folded under the whole soaked mess of it and made her point about compounding, and won, and only then said, “Have you got another shirt, this one’s ruined,” and by then the shirt was mine again anyway.

Garo’s third voicemail cut through the argument.

“Dermot. Hey. So they’re talking turnaround, might be a week off before the month’s out, I’d come home, see my girl, see you. Hey, is she still doing your books? She’s better at that than she thinks she is. Don’t tell her I said that, she gets weird.” A pause with wind in it. “She sounds good, brother. She sounds good on the phone. Whatever you’re doing over there, keep doing it. Love you.”

Junie was standing eighteen inches from me in my shirt at the time.

We let that sit there for about half a minute.

Monday I went and got an address.

There is a way this gets done here and it does not involve anybody writing anything down. I went to the co-op scale house first because everything in this county gets weighed eventually, and Cass Beaudine leaned out of the window and thought about it and said the name was familiar and that he’d seen the truck out past the old feed lot, but he wasn’t sure whose place, and that was all Cass had.

Purdy was in the yard. I asked him again about the tower.

“I told you nine years.”

“You made that clear.”

“You’re going to keep asking me.”

“Probably.” I looked up at it. In daylight it looks like a water tower with a light in it, which is exactly what it is. “It’s a solar unit. It’s got a little panel on it somewhere and it charges all day and nobody’s changed a bulb since 1990.”

Purdy looked at me for a long moment with genuine pity.

“It’s incandescent,” he said. “You can see it from the road. It’s yellow. Ask me again and I’m going to start charging.”

Then I went down to the landing and asked two people, and then at four I went to the diner, because everything in Kinross Bend that isn’t weighed at the scale house passes through Dell Turcotte.

Dell talked for eleven minutes. I have thought about it since and I stand by the number. I got the transmission out of his brother-in-law’s Silverado, the man in Cairo who rebuilt it, what that man charged, what that man should have charged, a digression about the man’s wife’s restaurant, and the fryer again.

Buried inside all that, without changing speed or tone, he said: “Reddick boy’s renting the single-wide back of the old feed lot on the Bellow Road, the one with the propane tank in the yard. Black truck. He don’t get up before nine, I know that because he comes in here at eleven and orders breakfast off the lunch and complains about it.”

Then he went back to the transmission for another four minutes.

Nobody called anybody. Nobody wrote anything down. That is how this town does it, and if you cannot understand it from the outside, then you have never lived anywhere small.

Four miles out. Nine minutes if I’m not in a hurry.

That night she said her piece.

“You’re going out there.”

“Yes.”

“Dermot, you’re forty-three and your knees are a rumor and he’s twenty-four and he’s got a reach on you and he’s a coward, which is worse, because cowards pick things up.” She said it flat, no crying, doing arithmetic out loud the way she does. “You get this once, because you’d go anyway and then I’d be a woman who begged and lost. Don’t go.”

“I’m going.”

“Of course you are.” She looked at me for a while. “The first aid kit’s the coffee can. There’s tape in it and gauze from about 2016. I put a cold pack in it yesterday.”

“Yesterday.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Yesterday.”

At five in the morning I lifted my keys off the hook, and behind me the porch light was still on.


Chapter 9: Bellow Road

Before that, I stood in the bedroom doorway for a while with the keys in my hand.

She was asleep on her front with one arm off the edge of the mattress and her knot flattened sideways against the pillow, loose strands everywhere, and the sheet under her was soaked through in a dark circle about the size of a hubcap, and had been for hours, and she had slept straight through it.

Six weeks earlier that had been a problem to solve. Standing in that doorway at ten to five in the morning it was the reason I was putting my boots on.

I did not wake her. I went out and shut the door with the handle turned so the latch wouldn’t click.

There is a canvas bag behind the seat of my truck with a tire iron in it, a proper one, twenty-two inches of drop-forged steel, and it was in that bag the whole way out and it was still in that bag when I drove home. I want to explain the reasoning, because I did the reasoning out loud in the cab at five in the morning like a lunatic.

Partly, I wanted to drive four miles with only what I had on the ends of my arms. Those hands needed to be enough, or I had no business going.

Mostly, a tire iron is a thing you have to explain afterward. Hands you never have to explain. Hands are just what happened.

I pulled out at five and parked beside the closed bait shed at the landing for forty-nine minutes. The wait had one purpose: enough daylight to see both his hands when he opened the door. At five forty-nine I put the truck in gear.

The Bellow Road goes out past the old feed lot and turns to chip and gravel, and the sun was coming up over the flats behind me and putting my own headlights to shame. The single-wide sits back off the road with a propane tank in the yard, a satellite dish on a post, and a black Silverado nose-in with the light bar on top of it.

I parked behind the truck, which meant it was not going anywhere, and I stood in the yard a second because my knees needed the second after a nine-minute drive, and then I went up the three steps and knocked.

He opened the door in boxer shorts with a beer bottle in his hand at four minutes past six in the morning.

That told me most of what I came to find out. Whatever the last few weeks had been for him, they had not been good.

“Sir,” he said. Even then. Even in his own doorway with his hair sideways. “That’s a surprise.”

“I want the phone.”

He laughed. He looked back over his shoulder into the trailer like there was somebody in there to share it with, and there wasn’t, and then he leaned on the frame and said, “Five now.”

“Five.”

“Five thousand. It was three on Thursday. Prices went up, that’s the economy.”

Then he came out onto the step, and he did it fast, and there was a socket bar in his other hand that had been behind the door the whole time.

I will tell you what a fight looks like between a forty-three-year-old man with two ruined knees and a twenty-four-year-old with a longer reach and the high ground of a porch step. It looks like a negotiation conducted too fast for either party to open well, and nobody would pay to watch it.

He hit me first, across the forearm I got up, and it went dead to the elbow. He hit me the second time on the ribs on my right side while I was still coming up the step, a full swing with his shoulder in it, and I heard my own ribs go. I heard it happen before I felt it, a sound out of my own body like somebody stepping on a crate, and there was a bright half-second in there where I thought about how much trouble my death was going to make for Garo.

Then I got a hand on him.

That is the entire fight. That is all of it. I got my left hand into the front of him and closed it, and after that his reach and the socket bar became irrelevant, because I outweigh that boy by seventy pounds and I have spent twenty years carrying compressors and coils of hose up ladders, and once I have a hold of something it goes where I put it.

I put him through his own doorway. He went over a coffee table and I went down onto him with my whole weight, which is a thing I could do exactly once, and my ribs made their opinion known and I did not care, and I took the bar out of his hand and threw it behind me and I got my forearm across his chest and knelt on him on a floor that smelled like old carpet and beer and cologne.

He stopped laughing somewhere in there.

“Phone.”

He got it out of the couch cushions with his hand shaking and unlocked it and I took it and did not look at it.

“Now you do it,” I said. “One at a time. And you tell me what it is before it goes.”

I made him say them. Every one. He had to name each photograph out loud in his own voice, in his own trailer, on his own floor, before his thumb went down on it, and there were nine, and it took a long time, and by the fourth one he had stopped being pleasant for the first time all summer and started being a twenty-four-year-old who was going to cry.

When it was done I put the phone in my pocket.

“You deleted them.”

“I did,” he said.

“Yep.”

Then I said the one thing I had driven out there to say, and it has nothing to do with any law that has ever been written.

“It’s four miles from here to my lot,” I said. “You know what I drive. I know what you drive. I’m in that shop every day from seven until six, and I’ll be in it when I’m sixty, and I don’t ever move. So you’re going to be looking at that truck of mine every day of your life until you leave, and I’m not going to do one thing about you as long as you stay away from her. That’s the whole arrangement. There isn’t a second part to it.”

He lay on his back on the carpet and looked up at me, and he found one more card.

“I already sent them,” he said.

I stood there.

“Sent them Friday. You’re too late, bud.”

He might have. He probably hadn’t. He was on his own floor with a busted lip and a dead phone, and it was the last thing he had left to throw. I stood in that trailer with two broken ribs and could not tell whether he was lying.

I got out to the truck and got in it, which took a while.

Halfway back I had to pull over on the levee road, because breathing had become an activity requiring planning, and I stayed there for ten minutes with both hands on the wheel, content to remain in the cab.

The water tower was straight ahead of me across the flats with the light burning in it at half past six on a bright morning.

“Somebody lives up there,” I said out loud, to nobody, in a parked truck, with two broken ribs.

It was the worst theory I had ever produced, and I said it with total conviction, and I want it entered into the record alongside the solar panel.

My phone buzzed in the cup holder. Garo. Two minutes and forty seconds.

“Dermot! Brother. Hey. Listen, food’s the same, weather’s worse, they got a man out here from Beaumont who whistles, all day, one song, and one of these nights I’m going to put him in the river. Anyway. Ask Junie if she wants me to bring that stereo out of the storage unit. She’ll say no. She always says no. Bring it anyway. And when I get in we’ll have a coffee and you’ll tell me what you’ve been up to over there.” Wind. A laugh. “Nothing, right? Twenty years, brother, nothing ever happens to you. All right. Love you.”

I sat on the levee road and listened to that twice.

Then I drove to my shop and walked into my own bay at twenty past seven with my knuckles split open and blood down the whole front of my shirt.

Junie was at the counter with a pencil behind her ear. She looked up. She took one look at me and did not ask a single question.

She went past me, put both hands on the roll-up door, and hauled it down.

Then I heard the lock.


Chapter 10: Locked Door

The contents of the coffee can, as of that morning, in order of removal: forty-one paid invoice stubs she had put back in it out of spite, a roll of electrical tape, a roll of two-inch cloth tape, four gauze pads with the paper gone brown, a tube of something for burns with the date rubbed off, a cold pack, and forty cents.

“This is your first aid kit.”

“It’s had gauze in it since 2016.”

“That reassurance needs work.” She had my right hand down on the bench under the drop light, picking gravel out of my knuckles with a pair of needle-nose pliers she’d sterilised in a lighter flame like a woman who has watched too many of the wrong movies. “Hold still. Your hand’s the size of a dinner plate and I’ve got about nine square feet of it to do.”

Then she cut my shirt off me, because I could not lift my right arm above my chest, and looked at what the socket bar had done to my side, and went quiet.

“Two,” I said. “Maybe three.”

“Sit up straight.”

She taped me. She did it badly. She got the tape too high and then too low and then wound it in a way that put a fold of it across the exact worst place, and by the end I was breathing worse than when she started, and I let her do all of it.

I want that noted, because it is the only smart thing I did that week. I could have taped my own ribs one-handed better than she did in the dark, and if I had, she would have stood there in that shop with a man’s blood on her counter and nothing to do with her hands.

“How is that,” she said.

“Good.”

“Liar.”

“It’s good, Junie.”

She stood back and looked at me on that bench with my shirt cut off and tape around my middle and my knuckles scrubbed raw, and she folded her arms, then unfolded them, and could not work out what to do with her hands, which is what she does when she has decided something and has not said it yet.

“Ask,” I said.

“You’ve got broken ribs.”

“Ask anyway.”

She planted her feet apart. She did not know she’d done it.

“I want you to use me,” she said. “I’ve been standing here for twenty minutes and that’s what I want. I’ve been thinking about it since you walked in with blood on your shirt and I’ll admit every second of it.” Her voice went low, and slow, and careful, the way it does when she has decided the exact words are going to matter. “I want to be your hucow. That’s the word. I said it before you. I want you to bend me over that bench and milk me while you’re inside me and handle all of it hard.”

The shop was very quiet. Somewhere out on the river a towboat put its engine up a notch and brought it back down.

“Say it again.”

“I want to be your hucow.”

“Once more, and then tell me what you mean by it, because I’m not touching that word until I know.”

She looked at the floor for the first three words and then at me for the rest of it, which is how she does everything.

“I want to be your hucow,” she said. “And what I mean is this. He used a word about me in your parking lot with his hand on me, and I stood there and believed him for four seconds, and I’ve been carrying those four seconds around for five days like a rock in my pocket. It’s his word. It’s in my head in his voice. And I don’t want it in his voice anymore, so I’m taking it and I’m saying it out loud in my own, right here, to you, because you’re the one who boiled a jar.” Her chin came up. “In your mouth it makes me the biggest thing in the room. That’s the difference. He said it to make me small and you make it large enough to fill this shop. So yes. I want to belong to you and I want you to handle me like I do, and I want it now, before you stiffen up and can’t.”

I got off that bench in two stages. She watched me do it with her face completely still.

“Take that shirt off,” I said.

She took it off. It came away wet through and she dropped it on the concrete, and she was full enough that the skin had gone tight and shining and both sides were already running, and she stood at the center of my shop under the drop light and let me look for as long as I wanted.

“Turn around.”

She turned around and put her hands on the bench, and I got a hand on the back of her neck and walked her down until her chest was flat on the wood and her ass was up, and her back went into that hollow all on its own without being told, and her heels came up off the floor, because nothing in this building puts her feet where she wants them.

I put my hand flat between her shoulder blades. It went most of the way down her back. I left it there and she pushed up into it.

“You’re already wet.”

“I’ve been wet since you walked in here bleeding. I told you that.”

“Say what you want again.”

“Milk me,” she said, into my own workbench. “While you’re in me. Both hands. And don’t stop until I tell you to.”

I wound her hair once around my fist. It is heavy enough that once is all you need. Then I got her shorts off and dropped them and put myself into her from behind, all the way, in one, and she made a sound with her mouth open against the wood and her hands went flat and white on the edge of the bench.

I gave it to her the way she asked for it. Hard, all the way through, nothing shortened, my hips against her ass and the whole bench carrying every hard stroke, and the sound of that in a two-bay shop with the door down is not a sound I will be describing to anybody in this county for the rest of my life.

The bench walked. That bench is welded steel with a vise bolted to one end; moving it should require a jack. It traveled a good foot across that concrete over the next few minutes, an inch at a go. I found it out afterward from the four clean lines it dragged through eleven years of floor dust.

I had both hands on her waist by then, pulling her back onto me every time, and I could see exactly what they were doing to her: marks coming up on both sides, one for each finger. She turned far enough to catch the nearest one at the edge of her vision, then pushed back into my grip and made it darker.

Then I got both arms under her and lifted her chest clean off the bench and put my hands where she had asked for them.

She was full. She had been full since before I left, because I had been out on the Bellow Road at six and it was gone eight by then, and it came the second I put pressure on her. It went everywhere. Down the front of her, down both my forearms to the elbow, across the bench top and over a socket set and a torque wrench and everything else living on it, off the edge and onto the concrete in a steady run, and I worked her with both hands the entire time I was still moving in her, one side and then the other and then both together, and she could not do one single thing about any of it.

Her right hand came off the bench and closed around my wrist. She held my forearm against her and pushed my palm harder into the full weight of her, keeping it exactly there through the next stroke. Then her grip slipped, but the instruction had landed.

She had nothing to hold onto and nothing to stand on, both my hands were occupied with the exact part of her that takes her apart, and there was no arrangement of her body that got her out from under it. She had asked for exactly that, in words, twenty minutes earlier, on my shop floor, in daylight.

Her arms gave out. They went at the elbow, all at once, and she came down onto her forearms with her forehead on the wood and took it, and what she was making then had no words in it anywhere.

“Please,” she got out. “Please, please.”

“Please what.”

“Say it. Say the thing. Say it, I want it, I’m asking for it, say the thing you say.”

That night was the first time she asked for it out loud. She had confessed to it at my kitchen table with a mug in her hand and gone the color of a barn, then left the asking alone.

“Anything else?” I asked.

“Get me off this bench,” she said. “Hold me against the roll-up door with my feet off the floor, and say it while I’m up there.”

“Say it again.”

“Lift me completely off the floor, put me against that door, and tell me I’m doing it right.”

So I pulled her right up off that bench.

Both arms under her, her whole weight on my forearms, and I stood up with her, and my ribs made a sound I heard from the inside and I did not stop for it. Three steps, and I put her back against the roll-up door, feet clear of the concrete by a foot and a half, nothing underneath her anywhere but two arms. The door boomed once in its track when she hit it and then went on rattling in that track every time I moved, the whole way through, like something in the building was keeping count.

Her legs had nowhere to go. Her hands went up over her head against the corrugation and then came back down and got into my hair, and she was still running down both our fronts, and it was on the door behind her and on the concrete under my boots.

“Look at me,” I said.

She looked.

“You want to know what you are? You’re a five-foot-one woman who insists on hauling a group 27 battery out to a truck herself. You went through eleven years of my paper and found two thousand three hundred dollars I’d given up on. And twenty minutes ago you took a word off a man who used it to make you small and you put it in your own mouth on my floor, out loud, twice, because I made you. You’re the toughest thing that has ever been in this shop. You’re doing it right. You’re mine. And I’m keeping you for good.”

She came on the word. My hands had gone still and my hips had gone still, and it was the sentence that did it, and I felt the whole of her lock around me and let go, and it came out of her at the same time all down both our fronts, and she got her arms around my neck and put her mouth by my ear.

“Yours,” she said. “Say it again. I’m your hucow.”

And she laughed. Right through it, still coming, still shaking, hanging off my arms at the center of my own shop with the door rattling behind her, she laughed into my neck.

“Finish in me,” she said. “In me. That’s what it’s for.”

I did. I got both hands under her and pulled her down onto me and went as deep as I go, and then I stopped moving entirely. I held it there and I held her there, both feet a foot and a half off my own floor, and the door behind her went quiet for the first time in ten minutes, and I felt every pulse of it go out of me and into her. Neither of us moved for any of it. She stayed exactly where I had put her, because there was nowhere else in the world for her to be.

“I’m keeping you,” I said, with her still up. “I’m marrying you. That’s the arrangement and there’s no second part to it either.”

Then my ribs quit.

There was no warning about it. My right side simply declined, and we went down onto the floor mat in a way that had no dignity in it whatsoever: me first, on my back, badly, with a woman on top of me and a noise out of me that I have not repeated since, and both of us slick to the waist and the whole front of us covered.

She got her head up off my chest.

“Are you all right,” she said.

“Yep.”

She started laughing again and it made her cry, or it was the other way around, I could not tell and neither could she. She was shaking, the way a body does when a great deal has happened to it in one week and it picks the wrong moment to mention it.

I got a moving blanket off the parts shelf, one-armed, which took some doing, and got it over both of us on the floor mat, and lay there under it with her on my good side and my ribs filing their complaint.

“Are you all right,” I asked her.

“No.”

Five minutes later: “Are you all right.”

“Ask me in a minute.”

Ten minutes after that, with her hand flat on the tape around my middle: “Are you all right.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Yeah. I actually am.”

We stayed on that floor a long time. She talked, mostly. She told me the tape was going to have to come off and go back on properly, and that the bench had moved and I owed her a floor mat, and that she was going to have to burn that shirt, and at some point she asked me how bad the ribs were.

“Cracked, maybe,” I said. “They’ll be fine in a week.”

Five weeks later they still hurt. She knew it while I was saying it, and she let me say it anyway, and that was the first time in my life she looked after me instead of the other way around.

Her phone went off on the workbench.

She got up off that floor mat with the blanket around her, dripping onto my concrete, and read it, and turned it around so I could see the screen from the floor.

Thursday. Tell Dermot I want to borrow that pressure washer, the yellow one.

Twenty years. Four hundred voicemails. That man has never once been late for anything in his life, and his timing is the only thing in this world I would call reliable.

“He’s coming Thursday,” she said.

I lay on my own shop floor under a moving blanket with two broken ribs and looked at the ceiling.

“No,” I said. “I’m calling him tomorrow.”


Chapter 11: Thursday

I called him Wednesday night at nine, from the porch, with the beer I did not drink.

“Come to the house,” I said. “Not the shop. When you get in.”

Garo Petrosyan has never in twenty years let four seconds of a phone call go by without filling them. He let four seconds go by.

“All right, brother,” he said, and hung up, and that was the shortest thing that man has ever said to me.

Junie was in the doorway behind me.

“I’m telling him,” she said. “Me. It’s my business and I’m not going to stand in a kitchen while two men discuss me in the third person, because I’ve had twenty-two years of that and I’m done.”

“Your part stays yours.”

“Then say why you need to go first.”

“I want to go first.” I turned around. “You can take it off me any time you want and I’ll shut my mouth mid-word. But I made that man a promise in June and I broke it, and the breaking of it is mine, and he should hear it from the one who did it.”

She thought about that for a while.

“Fine,” she said. “On one condition. I get the last word. Both of you stop when I take it.”

“Done.”

He came at ten past eight on Thursday morning. He is five foot nine and built like a fire hydrant, and he came through my kitchen door with his arms already open, the black moustache he has had since he was nineteen and the good watch he wears even to bed, and he is smaller than you would expect from the voice, and that does not help at all.

I stopped him before the hug. I have thought about whether that was cowardice. It was the only mercy in that kitchen and I took it.

“Sit down, Garo.”

He looked at me. Then he looked at his daughter, who was standing at my counter in one of my shirts with her hair up and her arms at her sides, clear of the counter, in a kitchen with one chair and a woman’s toolbox on the floor and a woman’s lamp on the table.

He did not sit down.

So I told him. All of it, in order, in plain words. The eleven days and the hoodie in August and the counting. The door at midnight and what she asked for and how I made her say it again before I touched her. What I did that night and every night after. That she has been in my house since the twentieth of August, and in my bed, and that it had become a decision I made once and never revisited. The ring I bought in Cape Girardeau two weeks ago that I cannot afford and that is currently sitting in a coffee can in the shop. The two ribs. The floor of a single-wide on the Bellow Road and the reason I was standing on it.

I got about that far.

He hit me once, in the mouth.

He is fifty pounds lighter than me and he has hands wrecked by twenty years of pipe, and he put everything he had into it, and it turned my head about forty degrees and split my lip against my own teeth.

Technically, it was a good punch. He got his hip into it, which most men don’t. On reflection, it was a poor punch, because he threw it at a man fifty pounds heavier who was standing still and waiting for it. I revised my assessment downward over the following week as the swelling came in evenly rather than in one place, which is the sign of a man who has not hit anybody since 1998.

I stayed on my feet with my hands at my sides, got my mouth back where it belonged and finished the sentence he’d interrupted, which was about the phone and the nine photographs, because he needed the end of it.

Then Junie said, “That’s enough.”

She said it quietly. Her voice had stayed low her whole life, and it stayed low there.

“You want to hit somebody, hit me,” she said, “because I’m the one who went down those stairs. I walked across that gravel at midnight and I knocked on his door and I asked him. Out loud. In words. And he made me say it twice, Dad, which nobody has ever done for me in my life, and if that’s the part you can’t stand then that’s your problem and not his.” She put her hands flat on my counter. “I’m twenty-two. I’ve been paying my own way since I was eighteen. I’ve been in love with exactly nobody until this August and I know the difference. You’ve spent my whole life picking me up and moving me out of the way of things, and this is the first man I’ve ever chosen knowing exactly what I wanted, and I picked him, and you can be angry at me about it for as long as you want. But you’re going to be angry at the right person.”

The refrigerator ran.

Garo Petrosyan sat down at my table.

He sat there for a long time with his hands on his knees, and there was a wet patch coming through the front of the shirt she was wearing, both sides, and not one of the three of us looked at it, because by then that was simply the weather in my house.

“Ten years,” he said, finally, to me.

“What?”

“Ten years.” He looked up, and there it was across my own table, out of a man with a black moustache and wrecked hands: his daughter’s eyes in a completely different face, the same dark all the way through, the same hard rim around the iris. I have not had a worse second in my life. “I don’t care about the rest. I don’t like it, I’m not going to like it at Christmas, but I don’t care. This is what I care about. Ten years from now. You’re fifty-three, you got no knees, she’s thirty-two and she’s got a career and a kid on her hip, and it’s a Tuesday and nothing’s happening. Are you there?”

Nobody had ever asked me that. I had asked myself a version of it every night since August, in my own bed, with his daughter asleep on my arm. A fist from Garo had always been the easy part. The real fear was being the thing that happened to her the summer she was twenty-two, the mistake she’d have to explain to somebody in ten years.

“Yes,” I said.

He looked at me for about six seconds.

“Okay,” he said.

Then he asked whether I’d cleared out the second bay yet, because I’ve had a dead skiff in it since 2021 and a man can’t run a business like that. Then he asked when the wedding was, and said his cousin does the food and I do not get a say in the food. Then he looked at his daughter’s stomach in a way that made her throw a dish towel at him.

Then he said, “Can your knees handle a toddler?”

“No,” I said, through a lip that had gone the size of my thumb.

“Good,” he said. “Then I’m around.”

That whole conversation happened with blood in my mouth. I spat in my own sink twice during it. He waited for me both times and resumed where he’d stopped.

Nobody had sent anything to anybody. Garo had not had one photograph, one text, one call. What Corbin Reddick told me from his own floor was the last thing he had left to throw, and it was worth what everything else he said was worth. His truck was gone off the Bellow Road by Sunday and his uncle put the boat up for sale at the landing on Monday with a piece of cardboard in the window. The boy’s part in this ended there.

Friday we went to the diner.

Kinross Bend worked that way: you could decide a thing in a kitchen, but until you carried it into Dell Turcotte’s place at half past ten in the morning and sat down at the counter with it, it had not happened.

Dell came down the counter with the pot and stopped in front of us and looked at my lip, and my knuckles, and the way I was sitting, and at Junie in my flannel with her hair coming down.

“Well,” Dell said.

That word could have gone either way, and this town is small enough that I would still be paying for the other way.

“About time,” Dell said. “Twenty years I’ve been watching that man eat pie by himself. Two eggs, hon?”

Ike Sturdevant lifted two fingers off the wheel of a truck he was sitting in outside and did not come in.

Two women at the far end of the counter said something kind, one of them twice. A third one said something else, not quietly, about her father and about the shop and about how convenient the arrangement was.

Junie kept her eyes on Arlene. I sat there with both hands around a coffee cup and every instinct I own telling me to open my mouth, and she never gave me the opening and never needed to.

“It’s very convenient,” Junie said, turning around on her stool. “I do his books, and I’ll tell you what, Arlene, before I got in there he hadn’t invoiced anybody since the Obama administration. Man had two thousand three hundred dollars in a coffee can. So yes, I’m getting fed and he’s getting solvent, and one of us is doing considerably better out of it than the other one, and it isn’t me.”

The counter laughed. Arlene laughed. Dell laughed so hard he had to put the pot down.

Then the whole counter went back to eating in unison, like a hymn ending, and that was that.

Three weeks later, in October, she came across the shop while I had the compressor running and said something I did not hear.

I shut it off.

“I said I’m late,” she said, in exactly the voice a person reports the weather in.


Chapter 12: All Summer, and After

April, and the river was up and brown and moving fast enough to be interesting, and there was light off it coming through our window at ten past six in the morning.

She was seven months along. She was five foot one and seven months along, which was a distribution problem, and she was heavier everywhere: heavier in the hips, heavier in the thighs, and considerably heavier where she had already been the loudest thing in the county. She leaked worse than she had in August, had not apologised for it since about the second week we were doing this, and kept a towel on her side of the bed the way other people kept a book.

Her hair was down most days by then. She said putting it up was one more thing and she was out of things. It lay across her pillow and half of mine that morning, all of it, and I was still getting used to it and expected that to take a while.

She woke me up by taking my hand off my own chest and putting it where she wanted it.

“That’s a gesture,” I said, into the pillow.

“I know.”

“Gestures aren’t words.”

“I know that too.” She got my hand flatter against her and her voice dropped into that slow careful register that had been undoing me since the night she stood on my step. “I want your mouth on me and then I want you inside me. In that order. I’m saying it out loud because you’d only make me.”

“That’s right.”

“Also I’m going to need a minute to get over there. My center of gravity’s a rumor now. There’s a fourteen-inch gap between me and you and it’s the hardest fourteen inches in this county.”

I rolled onto my side and got her against me and did what I had done nearly every morning since August: took the pressure off her.

It took ten minutes by then. In August it had taken four.

On my side, one arm under her head, my other hand supporting her from underneath because she could not carry herself there any more and had quit pretending otherwise, my mouth on her, and no reason on this earth to be quick about it. The light came up off the water and moved along the ceiling the way it did in April, and I watched it do that in between one side and the other. She had a hand in my hair, loose at first, with her thumb going. Then it slid down and closed around my wrist, holding my supporting palm snug under the full weight of her while my mouth stayed busy.

She talked through the first half of it, because the joke belonged to her by then and she knew it.

“Three weeks and we’re both living in a motel down at the coast,” she said, “and you can be the one who explains the towel situation to housekeeping.”

I said nothing, on account of my mouth being occupied.

“That is a lot of beard,” she said. “That is an unregulated quantity of beard. Somebody ought to look into it.” A pause. “Don’t stop, though.”

Then, further down and a great deal lower: “God. Okay. Okay, that’s the one.”

Then she stopped talking altogether, which was how I had always known.

“Other side,” she said, after a while. “Slower. Slower than that.”

I gave her slower. It came heavy and warm and it got past anything the towel was going to be able to do about it inside a minute, down her ribs and onto the sheet and along my forearm, and not one thing was done about it by either of us.

She came like that, quietly, with her fist tight in my hair and her back going into that hollow it had gone into since the first night, and I did not stop, and she said “keep going” twice, and I kept going a good while after the second one.

“All right,” she said eventually, to the ceiling. “All right. Move. I’ve got plans.”

Then she got on top of me, which was the only geometry that worked by then, and it took a while and involved a certain amount of swearing at pillows.

“Don’t help.”

“I’m not helping.”

“You’re hovering. You’ve got helping hands. I can feel them hovering.”

“They’ll be there when you want them.”

“That’s hovering, Dermot. That’s the definition.” She got a knee where she wanted it. “Everything from here is improvisation.”

She tried the angle once, stopped with her thighs trembling, and planted her ringed hand flat on my chest. The river light flashed across the band when she looked down at me.

“Now,” she said. “Help me. Put your hands under my ass and hold me up while I come down on you.”

I put my hands under her ass and held her clear of the strain, because at seven months her back would not hold her up for four minutes and I could hold her up all morning, and she sank down onto me with her hands flat on my chest and made that sound on that syllable she had made it on since the first night in my kitchen. Each time she lifted, I took her weight through my forearms. Each time she settled, the full warm pressure of her closed around me again.

The bump sat between us. I put a hand flat on it and she put hers over the top of mine and pressed, and then took both our hands off it and told me to get back to work.

I talked to her the whole way through it, unasked, the way I had since October.

“That’s it. Right there. Take your time. Keep that slow roll when you come down.” My hands under her, taking most of her off her own back and letting her come down onto the rest. “Look at me. Don’t shut them.”

She looked at me and held the stare the entire time, wide open and dark all the way through with that hard rim standing out around the iris, the thing she did that I would not have traded for anything.

“You completed every week of the online winter block at my kitchen table with your feet in my lap, and you got in on your own money. In three weeks you’re going down there with all of that on you, and you’ll have the best hands in that building inside a week. I have watched you do harder things than this before breakfast.” My thumb found the mark on her hip where my hand goes. “You know exactly where to put your hands, and you finish every job you start.”

She came the second time on the sentence, the way she did, with her hands sliding out from under her on my chest and her forearms taking the fall, and the ring on her left hand went flat against my sternum and stayed there. Everything came out of her at once and ran down between us. Her hand stayed flat on my sternum. Mine stayed under her.

“Finish in me,” she said, on about four separate breaths. “You always. That’s what we do. Do it.”

I got both hands under her and held her exactly where she was and finished inside her, deep, and then stayed there with her sitting down on me and both my arms sparing her back the strain, because that was simply what we did and there had not been a day since September when it was any other way.

Afterward I got one arm around her and lifted her off me and set her down on her side of the bed, one-armed, without shifting my grip. She weighed a good deal more than she had in August and it took about the same amount of effort.

We both noticed. I knew she noticed because she went still for a second.

Neither of us said one word about it.

My right side still clicked when I reached above my head, the yellow had gone out of my knuckles around Christmas, and the second one had healed crooked. The split in my lip had left a pale notch where Garo’s punch opened it. She lay there afterward with her hand on my right forearm, running her thumb back and forth over that knuckle and then on up the inside of the arm along the old burn scar, and thinking about something else entirely while she did it.

She was asleep again by twenty to seven, and the shop opened forty minutes late, which was not a record.

I fried eggs at eight. She ate hers and then most of mine, standing up, out of the pan, and told me the pan was the problem and always had been.

Garo came by at ten with a bag of pastries and sat on my couch with a coffee at what I estimated to be eighty percent forgiveness, which was where he intended to stay. By then, he had started hugging me. About once a month, he stopped halfway through the hug in a way that let me know we both remembered August, and then he finished it.

He looked at the door off my hallway and raised one eyebrow at me over the coffee.

“Second bedroom,” he said.

“Yep.”

“I thought there wasn’t one.”

“There wasn’t.”

I framed it in November, wired it in December and painted it in February with my ribs still telling me about the Bellow Road every time I reached over my head. She stood in the doorway the whole time offering structural criticism. He knew all of that, had decided the eyebrow was a thing he got to keep, and was right. He would still be doing it when the kid reached high school.

Junie reached past Garo for a pastry, and the ring tapped against his coffee mug. I had done that badly.

I bought it in September, in Cape Girardeau, from a man who could tell exactly what I was and gave me his second-worst deal. Then I carried it around in a coffee can for four months, because the shop was busy, and then because it was Thanksgiving, and then because I could not think of anywhere in Kinross Bend that deserved it.

I did it in January, in the shop, at four in the afternoon, with the compressor running.

She said yes before I got to the end of the sentence. Then she made me finish the sentence anyway. Then she made me shut the compressor off and say the whole thing over from the beginning in the quiet, standing there with her hands out, and I did, and it was worse the second time, and she had told that story at the diner nine times and it got worse every time she told it.

The ring did not fit. It went back twice. The second time the man in Cape Girardeau said, and I quote, “Sir, is this the same ring?”

The residency was due to start in three weeks, down at the coast, eleven weeks of it. She had gotten in on her own money, with the deposit she had paid on the thirty-first of October out of her own account and her own shifts, and she had made a point of showing me the receipt and then a point of putting it in the coffee can.

I had put new tires on the truck. I was driving her down and driving her back and sitting in a motel with my knees up for as much of the eleven weeks as she would tolerate, which was a negotiation we were still having.

That evening we sat on the porch, her with her feet in my lap because they swelled by then, and across the flats the old creamery tower had its light on.

“It’s a cell relay,” I said. “The county put a relay up there and the light’s just part of the box.”

“There’s no relay on that tower, Dermot.”

“There could be a relay on that tower.”

“You said solar in September. You said a man lives up there.”

“I’ve refined it.”

The porch light was on behind us. It had been on since the sixteenth of August and burned all day too, because turning it off in the morning would mean somebody had decided something about the night. Neither of us was going to make that decision.

Dell Turcotte hired a night cook back in October.

I had met her twice. She was loud, faster than anybody Dell had ever had back there, swore like a man falling off a roof, and the week before she had told me my truck sounded like a bucket of forks. Dell said she was the best hire he had ever made and he could not get her to take a break.

She had been working that hot kitchen in a zipped jacket for a week.

I knew exactly what that meant, and I had decided, for the first time in my life, to mind my own business.

I gave myself about a day.


Thanks for reading.
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Hope you enjoyed the story.

Cole Cross

[image: ]

OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Copyright


    		Chapter 1: Eleven Days


    		Chapter 2: Twelve Showers


    		Chapter 3: The First Night


    		Chapter 4: Rule Two Through Rule Six


    		Chapter 5: Not Hands


    		Chapter 6: The Parking Lot


    		Chapter 7: All of It


    		Chapter 8: What I Intend


    		Chapter 9: Bellow Road


    		Chapter 10: Locked Door


    		Chapter 11: Thursday


    		Chapter 12: All Summer, and After


    		Thanks for reading.


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87






OEBPS/image_rsrcXD.jpg
MILKING MY BEST
FRIEND'S DAUGHTER
IIMME






OEBPS/image_rsrcXE.jpg





