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			For Randy

		

	
		
			
				“Swim upstream.”

				—Sam Walton

			

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			1.

			Winter 1979–Fall 1981

			It was December 24, your routine parade of customer service snarls: the woman who tried to return the Connect 4 set that had clearly been cracked by a human foot (It was like that when I took it out of the box). The two teenage girls in identical flares who’d attempted to shoplift mascara—teenage girls were legion: if you let one lift, they’d all lift—and began to cry when Gerald from security stepped in. By the time Fran arrived at the toy aisle to see a man and a woman wrestling over the store’s sole remaining Atari VCS, their big seller that year, she’d been smiling for so long that her cheeks felt like meat.

			After the standard Alright, folks, who had it first? then the ensuing He took it out of my cart and Oh bull and Sir, if you keep that up we won’t sell it to you and I ain’t never shoppin here again y’all got too expensive anyway, Fran had to call Gerald away from the comfort of the security nest and his Penthouse Forum—again—to escort the man, face appropriately pruned, to the parking lot.

			She was relieved to hear Josiah pick up the intercom receiver at 7:55: “AttentionBakerTaylor’sshoppers the store will be closing in five minutes please make your final selections and approach the front forpurchasethankyou.” Click.

			Fran cruised by the front. “Warmth, Josiah.”

			“What, you want me to hop back on and tell them I love them?” The late holiday closure was new (the radio promo was Fran: Now open ’til eight Christmas Eve!), and she’d had to put her oldest boys on register: Josiah stared at her while Sam, younger by four years, tried to suppress a smile with his fist. Josiah had come home from his first semester at college insufferable—Henry Miller and Norman Mailer tucked under one arm, with a new favorite expression, uttered in response to anything from reruns of Mannix to pound cake: a cool not to my taste.

			For a holiday that was supposed to make you feel good, she was always surprised at how tired, how irritable, how empty she felt at its end. She’d had a strip of twine pulled taut in her gut since the week before Thanksgiving, and the closer they came to the twenty-fifth, the tighter that twine became, the dull roar of the holidays swelling into the jaw-clenching panic it always, inevitably, became. And she hurt. The pinch in her spine, the strain in her left shoulder she’d acquired unloading cases of pop, and always, always, her jaw. She hurt, all over.

			Fred appeared, holding the door open for a couple hugging packages to their chests. “This one ain’t been good this year,” he commented to the man, who chuckled and placed a hand to his woman’s back. Fran caught her husband’s eye and here he came, hustling over. Eager to please, today.

			“Could you start straightening?” she said. “I’m trying to get us out of here by a quarter after. I have to start cooking.”

			Fred hated shelf duty, secretly considered it housework. But, “Yes, dear.” Then he fell into step beside her and picked up the threads of their conversation, pre–Atari blowout. “This is a big chance.”

			“It’s a big risk.”

			“One worth taking.”

			She headed for the stockroom, winding her way through home and garden, hardware, kitchen goods, linens, health and beauty. Tidying up. Though there wasn’t much need—other than an emptied pop can in the wrenches and a shipment of Pert that required a serious realignment, the mess was relegated to the toys.

			“Say what you want to about how it’s gone downhill in the past few years,” Fred said from behind her, “Emmerson’s is a solid name. We could really do something with them stores.”

			In makeup, she saw a Rubik’s Cube lying among the blushers. Handed it to Fred. “Jack’s on board to do this?”

			Jack, currently on his Miami hiatus to, as he put it, build up the salt to stare down the rest of a Kentucky winter, likely with a drink in his hand and a faceful of suntan lotion. Fred, with a bounce—“Jack’s on fire to do this.” The word emerged as far. “He thinks we can put up part of the capital. Apply for a loan pretty easy for the other half.” She parted the stockroom doors. “I’m just trying to get you to see it. We’ve got to move quick on this thing if we’re thinking serious about it.”

			“So you’ve mentioned.” She grabbed the closedown checklist and went into the shelves. Hot Wheels up top, Big Wheels down below. They typically aimed to keep overstock at a minimum, but the toys: they could not be caught short this week, not at this branch, on this side of town, the disposable income side of town. Fred started again: “We got the next board meeting in two weeks. We could—”

			The doors flew open. “Ow,” Birdie yelled.

			Benny: “Not like that, dingus. You gotta, like, pitch it.” A thock. Boxes toppling to the floor. Her youngest two were winging those high jumpers at each other again, the superballs they sold for a dime apiece in the vending machine by the cart stand alongside gum and yo-yos that snapped and sailed treacherously free within an hour of use. Another cry, another deflection from Benny: “That one was your fault. You got in the way.”

			“Y’all quit,” Fred bawled.

			Fran refolded the checklist. “Honey. Could you go straighten? Please?”

			“Right.” Fred looked down to find himself still holding the Rubik’s Cube. He placed it on a shelf and turned, telling the kids “Quieten down” as he left.

			Fran retrieved the Rubik’s Cube, craned out. “I told you all to quit that. You’re gonna break something.”

			Birdie lowered her throwing hand. She was seven, still little enough to be sorry. Benny was ten, let his arms hang by his sides. “When do we get to leave?”

			“Not long. After closedown.”

			He huffed. “We still have closedown?”

			“When have we not had closedown?” Fran rolled past them: dump trucks, dreamhouses. More of those Penny P. Buckle dolls that pissed themselves when you pressed the navel. When she turned, Benny was staring at her reproachfully. Fran snapped her fingers, held one hand out. “Give it, please.”

			He sighed. Slapped two superballs into her hand.

			“That it?”

			“Yes.”

			It wasn’t. But Fran held up a finger. Fixed Benny, then Birdie, with an unblinking gaze. “Behave. I mean it.”

			Through the double doors (on the wall: a framing of the Herald article from when they’d opened this branch: she and Fred, arm in arm in front of the Baker-Taylor’s placard with all four kids in tow—Josiah and Sam sedate, but toddler Birdie poised to bite Benny, who held a pair of rabbit’s-ears above her head) and back onto the floor. She took a pen out of her pocket and scrawled a note on her hand—Call vending on the 26th—then surveyed the central power walk, the sale items facing out, pegboard trimmed with ribbons and garlands. Empty. Extended holiday hours were a tall order for Lexington, a city that shut down entirely the night before Christmas, its population relegated to home or church services. There was the faint hum of holiday music, a reel-to-reel played on repeat every single day since November 23. Tinny renditions of “Silver Bells” and “White Christmas” she now heard perpetually, just south of her actual thoughts. Like to drive you crazy, and she wasn’t the only one. She’d heard Sam in the kitchen that morning humming the one about roasting chestnuts, perfectly mimicking the warp in the tape that smeared Jack Frost nooo-ipping at your nose.

			She motioned to Josiah to shut off the reel-to-reel. It cut mid-note. Gauzy silence.

			Gerald yawned, shoved hands into the pockets of his coat, taking long strides. He reached the front doors and locked them. “Gerald,” Fran called out, and produced the envelope from her pocket. “Merry Christmas. Thanks for taking the new shift. I can do walk-through.”

			“Thanks, Mrs. Taylor.” He lofted a hand to them all as he strode toward the back.

			Fred had passed straightening duties on to Josiah and Sam, who were edging along, nudging stock to the front (“Neatly,” went the refrain, all through their childhoods, “all in a row like this, see?”). From the parking lot, the phantom sounds of sedan doors buckling shut, engines chopping to life. Like magic: Fran could feel her blood pressure ticking down.

			Fred, approaching with his own envelope, fatter than Gerald’s. He didn’t like housework, but he liked cash-out. “Say,” he said, “how about we call up Jack tomorrow and we set up a meeting?”

			She looked out over the empty floor—lights partly extinguished, resulting in a dim, pleasing half glow. Saw the floating forms of her boys at work. This was the magic hour. She tried to see the good in things, and this part of the day—it was good. She wanted to enjoy it, and so she nodded.
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			Christmas morning. Benny and Birdie, piling onto their bed with giggling pssts. Birdie sitting on her father’s chest, hair sticking up five different ways toward heaven, yelling, “Morning, Fred.”

			It was a red-letter year: an Atari purchased from their own stock, a gift for everyone, it was emphasized, as well as the new World Book set for 1980, a heavy stack behind which Josiah disappeared for two hours. A drafting board for Sam. Lightsabers for Benny and Birdie: “And so help me, you two are sleeping in the yard if there are any ER visits,” Fran warned.

			For Fran, from Fred: an emerald ring, a great, pear-shaped thing on a gold band. Not something she would have chosen for herself, but it would garner compliments.

			“That’s nice,” Josiah said. “Who helped you pick it out?”

			Fred scowled. Fran needled him with a look—don’t—before saying, “My goodness. Thank you.” She tried it on, resisting the urge to run the numbers. She leaned over and kissed him, lest his high mood fail, lest the day fail.

			Fran waited until she was in the kitchen to remove the ring and put it back in the box.

			She was forty-two years old and had recently decided that love was obligation. Service. If her life was testament to anything, it was that. How lucky they were, Fran thought—a reprimand to herself—for it was luck that had done this. Four healthy children. Poor, to middling, to downright upper-middle class, judging by their ’78 tax returns, and all within twenty years. They had reasons to be thankful—more than most. And thanksgiving would be expressed with the precise ritual she was carrying out now: a work dance, on her feet, performed through bone-wilting exhaustion.

			Her throat tightened. She and Fred didn’t talk about it—the few key ways in which this holiday was hard. She felt a sudden, powerful wave of indebtedness to her husband, for loving this holiday when she couldn’t.

			She swallowed the tightness away and made a list: broccoli casserole, mashed potatoes, shucky beans. Luce was to bring cornbread, the cushaw pies. A Jell-O mold in the shape of a wreath shivered in the back of the fridge.

			And here came Fred. “Glad you liked the ring.” He sat down at the breakfast bar.

			“Could you get the cherries out of the fridge for me? Red and green. They’re on the door.” Somewhere, there was a Polaroid of the first ham horn she’d ever dressed, pineapple rings, cherries, and all, cribbed from a display she’d seen in Collier’s. He rose. Corked his finger to unearth a fat one. He only went after the red. The green, he left alone. Everyone left the green ones alone.

			From the living room, the strains of “Frosty the Snowman.” Neither of them spoke for a moment, but Fran could feel Fred ramping up. “I was thinking about the board meeting,” he told her. “We need to get going on this. Mergers happen fast, Frannie. But just think. Could be six weeks, and then?” He clapped his hands, then spread them out in front of him, giving her a small, openmouthed smile.

			Fran grabbed her can opener, cranked. It gave her a toothy, mercenary feeling to discuss a buyout, though the term Fred had been slinging around was acquisition—something he’d picked up from one of his trade magazines. Theirs was a small company, and Emmerson’s was only slightly larger: twenty stores, last count. They’d met the owner, Don, at a Discount Retailers Association conference when they were two stores pushing gently at the idea of a third. He’d encouraged them to branch out. Don had been kind when he hadn’t had to be, when he had nothing to gain in return, and that, Fran knew, was rare, especially in those furtive rooms where everyone scrabbled for primacy. She recalled seeing Don earlier that year and worrying over his new slenderness. Well, there you had it: the debt diet.

			She couldn’t help but see men like Don Emmerson as a cautionary tale; that her husband failed to see this was one of the great mysteries of her life.

			“This is an opportunity,” Fred said, narrowing his eyes. “You gotta want it.” He extended a fist, squeezed.

			She lifted the can and drank the juice, staring at him over the rim. It was late enough in the morning for Fred’s hair to begin to curl against the Brilliantine. He tilted his chin low, closed one eye, took her in—a not unappealing look. But she didn’t like the expression on his face: boiled, desirous. It made her recall something Jack had said privately once: that what Fred lacked in worldview, he made up for with hunger. “Hell, maybe it’s better,” he’d said. “You can get you a lot of mileage out of hunger.”

			She gently placed the can on the counter. Fred saw the look on her face. Froze.

			“You need to listen to me,” she said, low. “We got that mortgage on headquarters. We can’t just let the lease run out if we change our minds. And we spent more than we needed to on that commercial.”

			“We’re seeing big returns on that commercial.”

			“And those northernmost Emmerson’s branches. Michigan? Cleveland? We don’t know a damn thing about the Rust Belt.”

			“We learn. Hire people to help.”

			“We don’t have the money.”

			“That’s what the loan is for.” He drew a deep breath. “This could double us.”

			“And it could turn that home office into a big old playground for Benny and Birdie. They could chuck as many superballs as they wanted to then.”

			There was a creak on the stairs. Fran put finger to lips. Part of the charm of their little farmhouse on Liberty Road—she could monitor where each kid was located, right from her kitchen. She made a guess: Sam. Quietly: “We’re in the middle of a recession, Fred, if you haven’t noticed.”

			“We’re a discount store in a recession.” From outside, the sound of tires on gravel: Luce. “Why don’t you talk it over with your sister?” he suggested. “Luce’ll tell you. Little extra money, we could plug in all them good ideas you’ve had.”

			He placed a hand on her arm.

			“Backlit signs for the storefront. Big, bright letters you’ll be able to see from the road.”

			“No more red?”

			Fred paddled one hand. “Pink, purple, polka dots, whatever. And a snack bar.”

			Here, Benny’s head emerged. She’d guessed wrong. “Get an Icee machine,” he barked.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Luce swept in with an armful of shopping bags, calling, “Hello hello,” then leaned over to kiss Fran on the cheek. Fran smelled cinnamon, the cold from the outside on her jacket. She was dressed in a way Fran would never entertain for herself: slim blue jeans, those coy Loretta Lynn boots. Once, Sam had asked Fran how it was that Luce was so much older than she—eight years, nearly, to the day—and wore jeans, while Fran never did. It irritated Fran; the question he’d really asked was how was it that Luce was younger than Fran. She could have told him: it was because she hadn’t had children.

			But having her sister in the house soothed her. She felt her shoulders unshuck as she watched Luce produce pies, a salad. “You save me,” Fran said. “Every year.”

			Luce fixed her with a look she knew intimately—flared nostrils, a single, lifted brow. “I just pull my own weight,” she said primly, then yelled, “Boys. Come unload the car.”

			A thud, a curse from the living room. Without turning, Luce called, “Merry Christmas, Fred.”

		

	
		
			2.

			After dinner, Sam brought Luce another gin gimlet. “Thank you, doll,” she said. Josiah had cut her off two drinks ago. They waited until he walked away to trade information.

			“His kids don’t want it,” Luce said.

			“Why not?”

			“Too much to do. Emmerson’s isn’t big enough for them to not work their tails off.” Luce reached out, ran a thumb over the emerald ring. “It used to be a richer concern, you know. Old Don’s been married twice, and those divorces did not come cheap. Alimony on the second one near about broke him.” Luce shrugged. “I hear Don Junior’s a surgeon. They’ll be fine.”

			Fran mulled it over. “Think the board wants it?”

			“They might.” Luce rolled the edge of her tumbler over her lip. “We could manage it, you know. We got a good debt-to-equity ratio.”

			“Looks good on paper.”

			“If you’re asking me my opinion here—”

			“I am,” Fran said.

			Luce smiled.

			When she was seventeen years old, Luce had moved from Vice, Kentucky, to the largest city she knew: Lexington. She did it by herself with money she’d managed to hide from their father by burying it in a Ball jar at the rear of their property. She’d taken off one Sunday when the rest of them had gone to church and she’d stayed behind, feigning ill. Took the train to Lexington, used the money to stay in a women’s hotel, and found work in an insurance agency owned by a widow named Fugate whose husband had been dead for decades and whose only son had been killed in the Battle of the Bulge. Luce made herself into a daughter to Ethel Fugate, and what was a daughter if not indispensable? When she left Luce the business, Luce made herself a small fortune: unheard of, for poor white trash—Luce’s term—from Vice. She also lived alone, which she liked; she kept a series of boyfriends on retainer, ranging in age from a hippie-adjacent thirty-year-old art teacher to the taciturn Judge Barnard with his white mustache. Once, Fran asked her if she hadn’t considered marrying the judge, a widower with no children.

			Luce had winced, given her collar a tug. “None for me.”

			“No?”

			“I refuse,” she’d said, “to give up having a bed to myself.” She’d lifted a brow at Fran, who had also grown up sharing a bed with three sisters. Fran had relented; it was hard to sleep sandwiched between a kicker and a chronic masturbator.

			Fran examined her gift from Luce: a buttery leather purse, silken lining. Pale cream. She relished the softness, resisting the urge to sink her nails into it.

			Luce took Fran’s empty mug, trickled gin into it, handed it back. “Goes good with that new door knocker of yours. This thing with Emmerson’s goes well, you could have you a whole closetful.” She lowered her voice. “There’s a lot of virtue to keeping to your lot and making it grow, Frannie. But look at you all. Sixteen stores. Three states. You’ve built something nice. You left downtown to get away from Woolworth’s, and that was smart, going out into the suburbs. You’ve made an identity for yourselves. But now you’ve got a chance to—push.”

			“We could lose a lot,” Fran murmured. “Not everything, maybe. But a lot.”

			“There are ways of reducing risk.”

			“So you are saying yes. Do it.”

			Luce shrugged, almost as if surprised at herself. “I think so.”

			Fran looked to Fred, fiddling with a series of cords coming out of another gift “for the family”—a VCR that nearly dwarfed the coffee table, with flippers for rewind and play. It occurred to her that Fred was letting this happen. He knew that twenty minutes with Luce was more convincing to Fran than three days with him.

			“I don’t know if I trust the board,” Fran said. “They’re a fast bunch. Though Jack’s as quick as they come.”

			“And Keckley.”

			“Him too. Cautious. I like Keckley.”

			Luce winked. “Me too.”

			Fran rolled her eyes.

			“Looks like Robert Mitchum.”

			“So you’ve said.”

			Luce beamed into space. “Imma take him over that big long table one of these days.” When Fran sighed, put her cup to the side, Luce whispered, “Look at that.” She nodded toward Josiah, studiously bent over a World Book. “Look at what one semester at Vanderbilt has done with him. Not just college. That kind of college. Can you imagine? That, for all of them?”

			That was the moment Fran voted yes. Luce had spoken to her center—the reason she rose every morning. Fred had always lit up at the prospect of competition. You couldn’t let him into a Monopoly game without the evening combusting. But for Fran, winning was not the point of work. The point was something bigger and holier, something without a name—or rather, with four different names. Josiah was becoming a person neither she nor Fred could ever have been, with a rich, alien life they would never have, and even if they did have it, they would never know how to inhabit it. But her four children: they could. And they would never feel bad or guilty about having it. They would simply live it as theirs.

			Who you were, she knew, was at least half what you had been told you were. The other half was you struggling against, or succumbing to, that very thing. And most simply succumbed.

			“I have never said this before, and I’ll probably never say it again,” Luce whispered, “but it wouldn’t hurt, just this one time, to listen to what your husband has to say.”

			Fred fumbled with cords, softly cursing. Josiah reached over with an expression of extravagant patience and ticked a knob. The box glowed orange from within.

			“Cool,” Benny breathed.

			Baker-Taylor’s had broadcast its first holiday commercial that year. The actual filming had taken place in the fall, with Fred hiring a small crew from a local news station. Fran had been hesitant—it had cost a tooth-grinding amount of money for airtime—but Fred had sailed ahead, sending it out to four surrounding markets. As a result, sales were at an all-time high. Fran had seen the ad twice in passing during the eleven p.m. WKYT newscast, and both times she’d experienced an ambient warmth, a sort of out-of-body awareness that her name was on TV.

			“Jack’s flying back in tomorrow,” Luce said. “We can meet after closedown. In the meantime—” She picked up Fran’s cup, gazed within: half full. “Lord, you really don’t like Christmas, do you?”

			It was a quick, standard promotional: grainy stills of Norman Rockwell holiday dish sets, Isotoner driving gloves for men and women, Cannon bath towel sets, and of course, the Atari gaming system for only a hundred and twenty-five dollars.

			“I can’t believe folks’ll pay that much for a game,” Luce said.

			Fred stared at the screen, entranced. “Credit.”

			At the commercial’s close, a pretty blonde cashier—an employee, specifically chosen by Fred and Jack—handed a package to a smiling customer, then turned toward the lens. She brightened, as if seeing an old friend. (They should have paid her, Fran had argued. Fred hadn’t even considered it, of course: wasn’t the chance to appear on television payment enough?) There was the cashier’s grin, adorably bucktoothed, before the screen rolled over, red with white font, and Fran’s reassuring alto: “Baker-Taylor’s: Your Heart’s Desire, for Less. Visit our new branch on Nicholasville Road in Lexington.”

			Josiah leaned over with hawkish interest. “Who’s that?”

			“Cashier,” Sam said. “Winchester Road store.”

			“Jack said find the blondest blonde,” Fred replied, shrugging.

			Josiah sniffed. “Little too blonde, for my taste.”

			Sam: “Rewind it.”

			As Fred bent over, Fran noticed his chest rising and falling visibly. He planned to screen the commercial at the next board meeting: the real reason he’d bought the VCR.

			“Can we watch Star Wars now?” Benny said.

			Josiah: “No.”

			A superball shot out and hit him in the shoulder. Birdie screamed. Fran knocked her drink back.
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			The next day: “That’s downright devious,” Luce told Fran.

			A slam of the home office door. The call: “Y’all talking about me?” The luxurious wrestle of a trench being sloughed off. And here came Jack, striding down the hallway, fingers fiddling the air. He peered around the kitchen door at them, deeply tanned, golden hair crested into a puff. He was dressed in a suit, no tie—but when the suit was that nice, Fran thought, no tie was really required. And to think: when they were kids, he’d had one pair of overalls to his name. He looked every inch their investor and attorney. “Hot damn. Frannie brought a cheeseball.”

			Luce put a hand on her hip. “Where’s my present, cousin Jack?”

			“Sorry, babe. Couldn’t fit a Cuban busboy into my suitcase.”

			The home office was on the outskirts of Lexington, next to a Chevron: green hills to the east, Interstates 64 and 75 a psychic rushing at the edge of the senses. The building was so new that the interior still made Fran’s sinuses burn with glue tang. One floor with a front desk and waiting area, then Fred’s office, the biggest, looming at the front left, with Fran’s following. The big boardroom lined the west side: a long, glimmering cherrywood table, seating for fifteen. Recessed lighting—Jack had giggled at Fran’s suspicion: “It ain’t gonna go up in flames,” he’d said. “Lord, I can see your worries like a stamp, right across your face.”

			That Jack was even there was a bid of confidence. Jack had become the wealthy scion he should have been at birth by marrying an heiress, though Vivian—the daughter of the owner of the biggest department store in Nashville and the granddaughter of an early L&N railroad investor—was so decent that you’d never know. Viv met Jack overseas—he’d been enlisted, and she’d been on a semester abroad from Smith. Fran and Fred had benefited from the link; at least some of that wealth had gone into starting Baker-Taylor’s.

			“Fran’s thinking Fred should do the board meeting without her.” Luce ripped open a sleeve of saltines.

			Jack stole a cracker. Winked at her. “Does she. Interesting.”

			Fred, wandering in with an unopened bottle of Heaven Hill. “That ain’t necessary.”

			Luce brushed past, put four plates on the boardroom table. “She thinks it might help with—you know.” She nodded to the opposite end of the table, to where the Combs crew typically roosted.

			Jack took a dig at the cheese. “This because of what Combs said?”

			“What did Combs say?” Fran asked.

			They’d tripled in size in the past decade, and Viv aside, they’d needed investors to make that happen. Being who they were, the Taylors could count on being ignored by old money—campus-building, street-named-after-them, horse-farm-family money. So they’d attracted the attention of a cluster of particular newly monied men—do-it-on-my-own money, proudly-college-degreeless money. These men wore glinting cowboy boots. They wore rings. Big rings. They told sullen stories about visiting private clubs and being mistaken for waiters. They lobbed dark anecdotes back and forth, competing for who’d had the most miserable childhood. And these men had a say in the future of Baker-Taylor’s.

			Among them, a man named Hal Combs was the unofficial ringleader. Combs Auto Sales had recently morphed into Combs Buick-GMC-Plymouth. Hal had money to throw around now—but instead of smoothing the chip on his shoulder, success had only chinked that chip deeper.

			“What did Hal say?” Fran repeated.

			Jack rolled his eyes. “Said Frannie wore the pants.”

			Fred’s face went ruddy. He opened the bottle and, wordlessly, went out to get the tumblers.

			“It’s not a bad idea then,” Fran said. Louder, “He was just trying to get under your skin, Fred.”

			Luce collapsed into a chair and held her open palm toward Jack, who slid a cigarette compact from his breast pocket and gave it to her. “He don’t need a reason to dig his heels in,” she said. “Fran being in the same room breathing the same air is a reason. Wouldn’t hurt to have her sit this one out. They don’t want to hear it from the wife.”

			Jack took the chair next to her and bared his teeth in Luce’s direction. “Yeah, you’re bad enough.”

			Luce, their first investor and largest shareholder. She’d held on to her early-days shares with her teeth, delighting, Fran suspected, in Fred’s frustration: Luce, he was fond of saying, was pushy. Luce leaned over and slapped Jack’s knee. “What are you doing, flashing shin like that? They’ll think you’re giving it away.”

			“You would know.”

			And with that, the four of them assumed the circle they’d been making for two decades: Luce and Jack, within poking distance of each other. Fran, flanked by Luce, with Fred to Fran’s other side. Jack almost always held an end spot on his own, munching up all the space he could, smoking, eating, fussing with hair or tie or watch. But today he sat up with purpose, pointing a cheese knife at them. “Alright. We’re doing this. Can I walk into the board meeting with that?”

			Fred looked at Fran. She would need to return the look before he would reply. She turned to meet him: his wide, anxious eyes, a small shaving nick on the curve of his jaw. She gave him a tight smile.

			“I reckon we are,” Fred said.

			They were quiet. Then Luce shifted. “Board meeting in, what, a week and a half?”

			“And sissy won’t be there,” Jack added.

			“No.” Fran reached over to grasp a can of pop. Opened it, began to pour it softly into a tall glass. It was giving her courage, being at this table. “We know what we want from them already. I’ll go take care of some store visits and other things, and trust Mr. Taylor here to do the rest. But let’s talk about what comes after. We get board affirmation. Then what? We go to the bank?”

			“We get the loan,” Fred supplied. “Keckley’s gonna help with that.”

			Jack shifted and raised his eyebrows. “He went to boarding school with the loan officer.” At boarding school, Jack did a quick overenunciation. “I don’t think we’d have an issue anyway, but he’ll add some sugar to the proceedings.”

			“Don’t hurt to have, what, the grandson of a former governor on hand?”

			Jack: “Lieutenant.”

			“We need to build a strategy right away, then,” Fran said, newly bolstered. “I think we have been, for years, talking about things we’d like to do. Now’s the time to start getting cost estimates.” She looked to Fred. “You love expansion? I love it, too. But we gotta work our way there. You want that third Louisville branch? A couple up in those new little developments between Cincinnati and Columbus? Gotta earn it first. We need to get on the road, Fred. Make some visits to those stores up north, make personnel changes.” She held his arm. “We bring the Emmerson’s stores under our wing,” she said gently. “We blend the family. That’s the only way this’ll work.”

			“Blend the family,” Fred said. “I like that.”

			Luce tapped her pencil on the table. “You all know what’s happening out in places like Michigan right now? Discount store’s gonna come in handy, sad as that is.”

			“She’s right,” Jack said.

			“Just as well,” Fran told them. “Because we can’t have any setbacks here. We just can’t.”

			There was a moment of quiet. Fran felt a slight swelling of pride. No one would know better than she how hard that was for Fred: to acknowledge the monster—failure—in the room. His hope could be lovely; it could also be delusional.

			Jack was in his thoughts, tongue prodding inner cheek, cranking the ring on his pinkie finger. “Another budget we draw up is for marketing,” he said. “Last commercial did well. We need to start thinking about another one to broadcast to the new markets.” He ticked a finger back and forth between Fran and Fred. “Get ready to get real visible, mom and pop.”

			Fred straightened up a bit. But Fran dipped her head, stirred in her chair. Luce beamed at her. “You’re gonna show up so good in a commercial, sissy.”

			“Can I just say,” Jack added, “how impressed I am with how daring Frannie’s being about all this?” He tapped the table, grinning. “Frannie Faye, our faithful, risk-averse shepherd. I get a lot of pleasure, thinking about you running a multimillion-dollar company. Gonna be big time.”

			“Oh shit,” Fran grumbled. But it made her feel better, to see Jack playing with something this big, this scary, in the same way he played with everything.

			Fred cleared his throat, leaned forward. “Someone has to call Don Emmerson.”

			Fran felt herself deflate. So much for Fred uncurling himself. Silence, before she said, “It’s going to be me, isn’t it?”

			Fred frowned at her. “He loves you. He won’t tell you no.”

			“He can’t afford to tell anyone no,” Luce said.

			“I could do it,” Jack said. “I don’t have any feelings about it one way or the other.”

			Fran closed her eyes. Jack would be an iceman in that call. “No,” she said. “I can do it. But thanks.”

			Jack shrugged. “Alright.” But he clocked the look. Gave her a small smile: an old, sad understanding between them. Put the practical in front of Fred and he’d oblige, but leave it for him to locate on his own and you’d be waiting a lifetime. Jack, in consolation: “Sis, you don’t know how ready y’all are. Good thing your husband does.”

			“We’re ready,” Fred said. Took Fran’s hand, impulsively, in his.

		

	
		
			4.

			The night of the board meeting. Fran left for the store visit while Fred was still in the shower, making stops to halt Birdie’s ritualistic consumption of a jar of marshmallow creme and to remind Sam about supper in the fridge.

			This store was the second one they’d ever opened—Baker-Taylor’s Number Two, in a large U-shaped strip mall flanked on all sides by tidy, modest homes, sidewalks, the odd kid still noodling his bike around in the cold. It was the last vestige of the urban before Winchester Road intersected with New Circle, the beltway that wound all around the city, spoking the connecting roadways extending from downtown: Harrodsburg, Nicholasville, Tates Creek, Richmond, Leestown. It was a star, her kids had decided. They’d made their business on that star’s outer spokes. Fred had believed that strip malls were the future. He chalked it up to parking. “People ain’t gonna walk if they don’t gotta,” he’d said. And he’d been right.

			The real reason she was visiting Number Two: Fred had laid down a warning with the GM, Pat Walden, back in the fall. Pat Walden was a curmudgeon with bitter politics and a penchant for throwing a drunk on major holidays, and he’d been absent more often than not for the past six months. One of them needed to fire Pat. “Want me to?” Fred had offered, but she’d shrugged: “I’ll be there anyway.” And of course, the first cashier she saw—Tanya, she recalled—told her that Pat had called out sick again, and had directed the team to navigate the biggest return day of the year until his glorious resurgence.

			“Did he mention I was coming by?” Fran asked the girl.

			“He said to tell you sorry.”

			Fran gritted her teeth. “I’m sorry, too.” She looked at her watch. A quarter after seven. Another fifteen minutes before the board meeting started. Goddamn Pat. “Thank you, Tanya. How was your Christmas?”

			A tall, angular boy in a Baker-Taylor’s smock jogged up the aisle—all cheekbones and wrists, like Sam. He took a deep, whistling breath, face ashen. “Tanya, your brother’s a plumber, right? Think he could make an emergency stop?”

			Tanya, wide-eyed: “Um, why?”

			The name tag: Dewayne. “What’s going on?” Fran asked him.

			“Ah.” He scratched his neck. “We’ve had—kind of an explosion.”

			Fran grabbed her purse and followed Dewayne through the swinging double doors, then cut a hard left at the sign that she’d lettered herself, years ago:

			Never Stack Leaning Merchandise! And

			Check Your Ladders! Use the “One Foot Rule.”

			Lift:

			1. Back Straight

			2. Knees Bent

			3. Use Your Legs.

			Then, a smell so intense it seemed to reach out and push them back. Fran knew: it was the men’s employee restroom toilet, Old Chokey. She covered her mouth and nose. Dewayne did the same.

			Fran toed the door open, eyes tearing, and saw a sturdy figure, sleeves rolled up, smock shed, two hands to a plunger, frozen in front of the bowl. The event reverberated through the air—shock, stink, and on her front, an unspeakable mess. She turned to them, eyes wide, mouth bunched shut. It was the blonde from the commercial.

			How did it reach that far? Fran thought to herself.

			The blonde opened her lips, grimacing. Thought better of it. Pressed them back together again.

			“No no no,” Fran said. Reached into her purse, produced a stack of pink tissues. Handed them to the blonde. To Dewayne: “Honey, could you go to the baby section and get us some wipes? Just grab a couple of packs.”

			Dewayne blinked.

			“It’s fine,” she told him. “I’m Mrs. Taylor. Just put it on my tab. Go on now.”

			The blonde closed her eyes in sinking recognition: Wonderful.

			“I have come,” Fran said, “at just about the worst time. Sorry about this.”

			The blonde nodded.

			“We’re gonna get you cleaned up,” Fran told her. “And then I’m gonna give Pat Walden a dung shower for letting this happen.”

			The blonde cracked a smile.

			Fran located a towel—“Here, I’ll be right back”—then took to the floor to grab a sweatshirt, sweatpants, brassiere, socks, guessing at the sizing. When the register girls shot looks at one another, Fran called, “It’s seven-thirty. We’re closing early. Tanya, make the announcement. Dewayne, go up and get Julius. Tell him we need him for door duty.”

			When she returned, she found the blonde scrubbing herself vigorously with the towel, her shirt in the garbage. “I could put that in the washer,” Fran told her.

			“No,” the woman said—a low, clear voice, one with weight. “It’s old. Maybe my pants, though.” She wrapped herself in the towel, bra straps visible. She scowled. “I can smell myself.”

			“I don’t notice a thing,” Fran lied, opening a pack of baby wipes and handing them to her.

			“Thank you.” The blonde craned over, began scrubbing her arms. Fran turned to pick through her purse, feeling silly. This highfalutin bag of Luce’s was absolutely ridiculous, in this scenario. “I wish we had a shower or something, but all we got’s that industrial sink.” She kept digging, finally located the great rind of keys. “I didn’t catch your name,” she added. “Though I do remember you from our Christmas commercial. You were terrific, by the way.”

			“I’m Wendy Patterson. I’m the AM here.” Her face flushed. “And I suspect Pat promoted me to cover for him while he played hooky.”

			A tap at the door: Dewayne. “Plumbers’ll be here in an hour,” he told them. “Tanya’s brother. He said it sounded like a sewage blockage? Something about compressed air?”

			“And I bet they’ll charge us double for telling us so after hours,” Fran said. “But thank you, Dewayne.”

			As the doors shut, Wendy said through her teeth, “I swore Pat said he called someone to fix this.” Sniffed her forearm. Blanched.

			“Oh, I believe you.” Fran chose a key, unlocked the utility door, and turned around to pull on a pair of rubber gloves. “You want to come over here? It’s all right. I ain’t looking. Just want to get the manure off you.”

			Wendy scratched her neck, shivered. Considered a moment before stripping off her pants, rolling them up. “I didn’t know we had a washer-dryer combo here,” she said.

			“Oh yes.” Fran held her arm out blindly. “This was our second store, you know. We got these cheap from a motel out on New Circle that was shutting down. We lived in an apartment back then. Place was so small, we left them here. We’d bring laundry to work with us.”

			Then, Fran turned slightly to the side and caught a glimpse of Wendy Patterson—bare-legged, arm outstretched to hand over a sock—and something jolted inside her.

			She had lived a life that many would call sheltered. This, to the amazement of her children. Josiah had once termed her and Fred’s childhoods standard-issue deprivation, and though she hadn’t cared for the fashion in which Josiah had said it, she supposed the statement was, in a way, true. Her father had been, among other things, a substandard farmer. Couldn’t make the grass grow, she would say with inscrutable cheer, leaving it at that. Fran’s mother, largely invisible; when visible, silent. The children knew not to ask about her, either. Even Birdie, who knew nothing, knew this.

			The truth was, Fran was inwardly, endlessly caught short by the world. Privately, the volume of her ignorance plagued her. She had not known what it felt like to put one’s foot into an ocean until the summer before, when she and Fred had traveled to the Discount Retailers Association conference in Virginia Beach and she’d made him stop so she could, at long last, see and smell the Atlantic. She’d eaten her first banana at age thirty, and it was the most delicious thing she’d ever had: butterscotch custard velvet-zipped into its own secret sleeve. She’d chewed, staring, stunned: there were breathtaking things in this world. Other points of unknowing: she’d never fallen asleep in a house by herself. Neither kissed nor held hands with anyone but Fred. Certain questions of self-satisfaction had been answered through sheer friction, the accident of Fred’s body on hers. She often marveled at the landscape of marriage, comparable to a wide property at dusk: the light at the center, illuminating the known, then ebbing toward the outer borders of night until, finally, a dark beyond. Before this moment, Fran might have called this blindness a thing for which to be grateful.

			Then Fran saw Wendy lift a foot, like a doe picking up its hoof, and, nose wrinkled, peel off one damp sock.

			Toes pinching in her pumps, eyes watering, Fran saw Wendy and was changed. The breath was pressed out of her, replaced with something warm and heavy, a pleasure that was, even now, defying containment. Everything in her line of sight was washed with adrenaline. She foamed. Somehow, she knew more.

			Wendy glanced up at her. Fran turned away, fighting to breathe. “I’m gonna start the washer,” she said.
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			Outside, it was overcast, too thick for stars. Fran walked Wendy through the parking lot. “I have to wait for the plumber anyway,” Fran told her, then paused. Fumbled for something else to say.

			But Wendy went first. “So you’re Mrs. Taylor.”

			“Fran.”

			Wendy tilted her head, taking her in, it seemed, for the first time. “Fran,” she repeated.

			In her gut, Fran felt that length of twine pull. “How long have you been here?”

			“Just shy of a year.”

			How did I miss meeting our commercial star? Fran wondered.

			Wendy was still looking at her, curious.

			“What.”

			Wendy shook her head. “Sorry. You’re not what I expected. That’s all.”

			“You expected older.”

			She shrugged. Cheeks coloring: “I don’t know about that.”

			“It’s okay,” Fran told her. “I get that a lot.”

			“Do you?”

			“Well, I’m getting up there. I couldn’t stay on my feet all day in those little flats.” She gestured at Wendy’s Keds. “You got young feet.”

			“Not much younger than yours, probably.”

			“Forty-two.” Fran leaned in. “That’s older than you, ain’t it?”

			Wendy smiled. “Like I said, not by much.”

			Fran folded her arms across her chest. Waited.

			“I’m twenty-nine.”

			“See?” Fran felt the twine pull again, her stomach turn over. There was a nervous brightness to her fingertips. If everyone was fifty percent what they’d been told they were, someone had to have told Wendy Patterson that she was somebody, and early. She found herself staring at Wendy’s face an inch at a time: the length and overlap of her front teeth, the way her top and bottom lips closed over them. The solitary dark hair on the right side of her upper lip. Then she realized that Wendy was still staring back. She spoke quickly: “Sorry the day’s been so rough.”

			Wendy sunk her hands into her pockets. “It started out bad. My four-year-old has chicken pox. Thank God my landlord is watching her.”

			She was a mother? She didn’t look like someone’s mother. They were walking slowly now. “I miss having little ones,” Fran said, “until I remember how much work they are.”

			“It might have been easier, had Pat been here.”

			Fran felt her mind click back into place. Goddamn Pat.

			Wendy squinted at Fran’s expression. “I’ve had worse bosses. Though he did force me to be in that commercial.”

			Fran stopped. “He made you do it?”

			“He said, ‘Do it or else.’ Which I assumed meant get fired.”

			“Son of a bitch,” Fran sighed. Caught herself. “I apologize. You shouldn’t have had to do it if you didn’t want to. My husband gets these ideas—”

			“It was a good idea,” Wendy said. “We’ve never been busier.”

			Fran grumbled to herself. “We’re gonna have a talk about Pat up at home office. That’s confidential. And let’s reschedule the store visit. Are you here Fridays?”

			“I’m here most days.”

			They were nearing a little Pinto crouching at the far end of the lot—rust-spotted, with a Re-Elect Carter sticker on the bumper. In the back, a bright clutter: some thick books, a pair of cowboy boots, a Cincinnati Reds baseball cap. A stack of records with foreign names and neon streaked across: Probably no Andy Williams in there, Fran thought. She noted the curve of Wendy’s cheek against the sodium light. They each waited for the other to say something. Wendy held up her wrist, sniffed. Lord, the way that pretty face twisted into a grimace. Put that into a commercial.

			“I stink,” Wendy said. “Well, it’ll make for a good story, won’t it?”

			“The kind my kids would love,” Fran said.

			And Wendy gave her a small, cautious smile before unlocking the driver’s side door. “I should go relieve my babysitter. And take a proper shower. See you soon?”

			“See you soon.” Fran watched as Wendy climbed into her car. A little chug and she churned away, a loud song with an odd, staggered beat—something like what might emanate from Sam’s room—trailing behind.

		

	
		
			5.

			On the other side of town, Fred drank a cup of coffee, stripped, slapped some Old Spice on his cheeks, chest, and behind the knees, then draped himself in the three-piece he’d purchased at the Dawahares after-Christmas sale: trousers, jacket, vest. The pine silk tie that Jack had complimented, twice. Brushed his hair. He’d worn Brilliantine to Jack’s club a few months back, had weathered a few whispers, decided the time was ripe for an update. Eyed himself in the mirror, bouncing on the balls of his feet: young enough for savvy, old enough for respect. He grabbed his cuff links from the bureau—damn, Frannie just left. He could never get these things right.

			His hand found the back of his neck, felt the scrim of sweat there. He always got this way before board meetings. It was worse today because Fran wasn’t here. Groups spooked him generally, but this group in particular—all of them eyeballing him at once—was murder. Being watched by that many people made Fred go huge and dumb and damp. “It’s an act,” Jack had told him after Fred had practically tripped over his own tongue at a meeting the year before. “That’s all public speaking is. Just pretend you’re someone else.” And Fred had tried, he really had. But he simply could not slip into another’s skin, not when he could barely find a way to wear his own.

			Downstairs, Jack was beaming at Birdie as she ate from a jar of marshmallow creme. “Sissy, you’re lookin mean with that fork.”

			She lashed her tongue out, licked. “You want some?”

			“That’s alright.” He glanced at Fred. Plucked up the bank proposal, waved it around. “Lemme read this to you.” Cleared his throat. “Baker-Taylor’s: a high-quality discount department retailer throughout the Southeast, with warm focus on its home stores in Kentucky and West Virginia. Warm focus?” He flapped the pages down. “Why’d you let Pammy write this shit?”

			“It’s fine.” Fred thrust his hands into his pockets. Checked the percolator. Empty. The boys were drinking all the coffee again. He peered into the living room. Sure enough, Benny had a cup perched on his belly as he lay on the couch, enraptured by The Gong Show.

			Jack flicked his watch from under his sleeve and rose. “We gotta go. Next time, get Fran to write this, alright?”

			Fred fingered his tie. Looked outside but did not move. To Birdie: “Go watch TV with your brother.”

			Birdie rocked forward to kiss Jack’s cheek. “Don’t get that shit on me, baby,” he crooned. “There you go. Bye-bye.”

			Fred was jiggling the cuff links in one hand. Jack saw what was needed, reached out, sandy crown of head nearly brushing Fred’s face. Buttonholes aligned, he gave Fred’s coat a survey. “I got a suit brush out in the car, too.” He shrugged on his overcoat. “Hair looks good.”

			Fred made his way to the basement door. Within, something weird, a crackled, syncopated tune, coming from the hi-fi. Strange whiffs: smoke, incense, oil paint. He always felt a little unwelcome at Sammy’s doorstep. The boy worked like his mother, intensely, with hot focus—painting, making things for hours at a time, going without sleep, lost in his own world. Someone was going to have to order the boy to bed and make sure he did it. “I’m a-goin, Samuel,” he called.

			He was met with a burbled response. Gonna need it in English, son, he thought, and opened the door, descending deeper into the haze.

			When Fred reached the landing, Sam turned, glasses at the tip of his nose, chin up to maintain balance. He was as tall as Josiah—they were both taller than Fred now—but he was hunched over in front of a canvas that he’d dabbed with periwinkle. Sam seemed to age in reverse when he removed the pencil from between his teeth: “Hey, Dad.”

			“I’m headed out, Samuel.”

			“Gotcha. Board meeting?”

			“Right.” He took a sniff. Pot or old socks? “Should be back around nine, or thereabouts.” His focus was drawn back to the canvas. In the very center, a blight he’d not noticed at first: a tiny, bruise-colored eye. Oh, he didn’t like that. Those moods of Sammy’s. The abiding blues. He was too young to have a right to that kind of grief.

			“Sure. I’ve got dinner.” Glasses nudged northward. “Be careful.”

			In the driveway, Jack stood by the Cadillac, tapping the hood with his hand. It was a ’78 Eldorado, a long, sleek torpedo of a car, dusted with infinitesimal flecks of gold. When Fred had asked, Why not red?—red seemed an obvious choice for such a car—Jack had replied, “Red is a whore’s color, Fred.”

			At the home office, they entered through the back just in time to see Pammy hustling a tray of crystal tumblers out of the kitchen. Tight skirt, unspeakably yellow blouse. “Evening, gentlemen,” she called.

			Hal Combs hung nearby, watching her. He swung in their direction, mouth slightly open. A conspirator’s grin. “Hidee, fellers,” he said, then leaned in for a better view of Pammy. Another Jackism: Hal couldn’t control his leer. “Every man has a God-given leer,” Jack said, “and if he’s decent, he’ll keep that leer quiet.”

			“I ain’t got a leer,” Fred had replied.

			“You do.”

			“Well,” Fred had relented, “not like Hal.”

			“Like you’re gonna split Pammy open and snack on her insides? No. You don’t.”

			Jack exchanged cheek pecks with Pammy. “Honey, did you get that TV set up?”

			“It’s ready,” she said. “Tape’s in the player.”

			“You’re a doll.” He turned to Fred. Held a finger up, then reached into his breast pocket. Withdrew a cigar. Handed it to him. “For later.”

			Then he turned, overcoat draped elegantly over one arm, and disappeared into the boardroom, already teeming with smoke and noise. Over his shoulder, Fred could see Tony Parsons, that odd-ass bowl cut of his curling around his collar, plaid suit in queasy tandem with the room’s wood paneling. Jim Field, loyal to the Brylcreem school: four clear comb tracks cresting back from his forehead. Fred touched his own hair. He’d made the right call.

			A hand on his forearm. Pammy. “Let’s get you some water,” she whispered, and Fred followed her into the kitchen. “How’d Mrs. Taylor like that ring?” she said over her shoulder.

			“Loved it,” he said. “You did good.”

			“I’m glad. I bet it looks just right against that hair of hers.” Pammy turned, bent at the waist to retrieve a dish towel, which she placed on the counter before filling the glass. God-given leer. Fred gave it a think: married man though he was, there was a certain pleasurable tautness he could expect to feel in a room when he shared it with an attractive woman. Acting on it wasn’t the point: the good feeling lay in being the feeling’s master, in the ability to pull its silky strings. Pammy was fun. It was what he disliked most about his sister-in-law: Luce wasn’t fun. Luce was coated with Teflon. Men just slid from her surface. It was like being insulted.

			And just as Pammy gave him the water and a disarming wink, telling him, “Good luck in there,” in bopped Luce herself, all gussied up, big blouse bow-tied up around her neck. “I’m here,” she announced.

			Hal rested against the wall. “What’d ya do, Luce? Car ain’t movin quick enough for you?” Vestige of an argument he and Luce had had months prior that nobody remembered, save for Hal.

			Luce rolled her eyes. “Least I’m not driving that motorized member you got parked out front. All those cheap bottles rolling around in the floor.”

			She sailed past them into the boardroom, where she planted herself next to Philip Keckley. Fred watched Keckley brighten and greet her, ankle crossed over knee, boyish swoop of hair over his forehead. One of their few old-money contributions, a contact of Jack’s via his wife, Vivian. Philip’s obvious attraction to Luce was the only aspect of the man that gave Fred pause.

			Fred downed his water, closed his eyes. Thought, Pretend you’re someone else. He felt, once more, the stab of Frannie’s absence.

			He jogged to his office, dipped into his bottom drawer. Pulled out the half bottle of Heaven Hill still there, took a deep swig, then capped it. Chased it with a couple of jelly beans from the top drawer.

			“Alright,” he called, entering the boardroom. “Let’s do this.”

			They began with updates: increased circulars, high initial numbers on the newest Louisville branch. Fred and Jack traded the ball: Fred emphasizing incremental growth over the last five quarters, Jack going splashy with the print ads in the Lexington Herald, the smaller local papers, the billboard towering over New Circle Road. He directed their attention to the television. “Y’all probably saw this at home,” Fred told them, “but this is our Christmas commercial for ’79. Aired on NBC and CBS affiliates here, Huntington, and Knoxville until about a week ago.”

			A bit breathless, he turned back to the VCR. How to do this? Jack smoothly stepped in, pressing Play while addressing the group. “This put us over the mark this year, y’all. We saw a huge uptick in sales. We need to do it again for the summer season. And we might wanna consider a jingle. Folks love a song in their heads.”

			Keckley laughed. “Do they?”

			Jack grinned broadly. “They might not like it, but their brains love it.”

			The screen flickered. Don’t miss these deals at your local Baker-Taylor’s! “Looks good,” someone grunted. Fred felt himself warm.

			And then, the closing: the angelic blonde passing a bulging parcel to a satisfied customer. It was her smile one saw as their tagline—Fran’s brainchild, just right from the first time he’d heard it—rolled: Baker-Taylor’s: Your Heart’s Desire, for Less.

			There were whistles, a couple of oily absoluuutelys. “Who’s that?” Hal said.

			“The young lady,” Fred said, “is a Baker-Taylor’s employee, chosen from one of our stores.”

			“Which one,” someone hooted. Luce rolled eyes and turned, discreet, to nibble at a thumbnail.

			“Alright,” Fred said over the noise. “Alright now, gentlemen.” It was time. If he didn’t do it now, he never would. “I got a proposition for y’all.”

		

	
		
			6.

			A few days later, Fred and Jack met Philip Keckley at the bank downtown: marble floors, cave-decibel echoes. Keckley did indeed know the loan officer. Their mothers had been in the DAR together, or the Garden Society, something clubby and well-appointed. The officer knew Keckley enough to ask after some book Keckley was apparently writing. They laughed together while Fred shifted in his chair, feeling a cool nip of air cut through his suit jacket. The veil between the monied, the newly monied, and the not monied was a marvel—slender, but impenetrable. He studied them, trying to appear as if he weren’t. What made the difference, he had decided, was something inside—a certain, unshakable uprightness with which one was born, never a doubt that where the fortunate person belonged was right here, that all ideas were theirs, all words their possessions: a deed to the world. It stunned Fred to realize that there were some people who moved through life this way. He thought, fleetingly, pridefully, of Josiah—his class’s valedictorian, and now, a Vandy man. The boy would be comfortable in these rooms someday, in a way Fred never would.

			He looked over to find Jack lounging back, confident enough to be bored off his ass. There were no explanations for Jack.

			“So how’d you get into discount retail, Mr. Taylor?” the loan officer asked him.

			Fred swiped a thumb across one palm, testing for wetness. “Wanted to give Woolworth’s a run for their money.”

			The loan officer took a skittering glance over the proposal. “Well, it looks like you are on your way.” Still joking with Keckley, he took a thick stack of forms from his desk drawer.
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			One two-million-dollar loan later: Fred was restless.

			The good feeling he’d expected had not arrived; instead, he thrummed with anxiety. At the home office, he riffled through applications for new postings, went over budgets with Pammy, took a phone call with a potential investor. He felt so aggravated that he fixed himself a drink and paired the scotch with a handful of gumdrops. Fran was elsewhere. It was four-thirty. At five, he’d let himself leave so he could go home and trade notes with her. If he hadn’t told Fran about it, it hadn’t happened yet.

			Whenever Fred needed to soothe himself, he thought of Walker General in Vice, and the trips he’d made—alone—to that store. Not the visits he made with his father. Like everyone else they knew, Fred’s family had owed Walker more than they could ever afford to pay off, and it squeezed something soft and raw inside him to see his father scrabble at the size of their debt. Such a visit was more or less a guarantee that someone was going to get the shit kicked out of them later: one of his sisters, belted in the mouth for leaving the porch door cracked an inch; another for humming while she swept. His father had once broken their mother’s nose for breathing too loudly during Amos ‘n’ Andy.

			But Walker was gentle-eyed and slow to speak, and he never, ever turned children away, no matter how much their parents owed. Fred loved the cool enclosure of that store, the order of the aisles. When he had a penny to spare, he’d buy Mary Janes, or root beer barrels, or, most memorably, his adored Necco Wafers. Amazing: how a purchase could flood one with good feeling, a sensation rare enough that Fred made note of it, the whole of himself already leaning toward the next time it might happen.

			The sanctity of purchase was not a concept his kids understood. Christmas: a regular orgy of stuff, but none of it transformative. Even when it thrilled them (and Fred thrilled to their thrill—Benny’s fit over that Star Wars videotape, or Sam curling, catlike, into his new pro drafting board), Fred knew it paled in comparison to what he’d felt.

			And that, he supposed, was why he was doing all of this. Getting up and sweating in front of the board, scuttling in and out of that bank with his gut on fire, in order to give his children immunity from the other feeling that lived within him: that hot, clamoring need. His essential smallness, always at his center, the truest thing he knew.

			Walker’s had eventually folded. The man had extended more credit than he could afford. There was a lesson in that, Fred thought. He caught sight of himself in the mirror as he left for the day. Straightened up, put his shoulders back. Conceded: well, the kids weren’t the only reason he was doing this.

			Pammy, pumping down the hallway. “Take care, Fred. I hope you celebrate tonight.” She winked as she settled herself back into her desk.

			“Don’t stay too late,” he told her.
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			He was greeted at home by Benny and Birdie. “We are starving. Where have you been?” Benny asked him, while Birdie ran for his leg and began, pensively, to chew on it.

			“At work. Where else?” He gently loosened Birdie. “Where’s Mommy?”

			Sam, emerging from the basement: “She said she had to work late.”

			“She said get supper for us,” Benny added. Had he gotten fatter over the holidays? Supper was the last thing the boy needed.

			Birdie gazed up at him. “Starving, dadders.”

			“Gonna make you eat possum.” Fred knelt down, did his pig impression into her hairline. She squealed.

			On the car ride to King Pizza, Birdie announced, “I have to pee.”

			“No you don’t,” Fred told her.

			Benny peered over the bench seat. “How do you know whether or not she has to pee?”

			“Don’t get smart.” To Birdie: “We’re ten minutes away. Just hold on and think about something else.”

			Benny: “When has that ever worked?”

			Fred briefly considered pulling over and slapping the tar out of him: see if that’d work.

			Sam twisted in his seat. “What’s wrong, Tweety Bird?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Sometimes she says she has to go to the bathroom when something else is bothering her,” Sam told Fred.

			Birdie softly kicked the seat. “Stop talking about me like I’m not here.”

			“Don’t kick, please,” Sam said. “Dad, are you okay?”

			“I’m fine.”

			Sam, nudging his glasses up his nose: “You look pale.”

			The Taylor kids liked King Pizza largely for the miniature jukebox at the table, along with the telephone at each booth that diners could use to call their servers. Birdie, bathroom forgotten, cuddled next to Fred. He put his arm around her. His funny little monkey girl. So much like a fourth

			(fifth)

			boy than the daughter he’d dreaded, a girl with whom he’d have no clue how to interact. But Birdie loved him, sturdily, unwaveringly. He wasn’t sure he could make that statement about any of his other children, that they loved him in that way. The Brillo pad hair was cute in the same way that her chubbiness was—almost—cute. They were going to have to reconfigure priorities in a few years. What flew at seven sank at ten, for a girl.

			“Where’s Mommy?” she said into his side.

			“Store visit.”

			“I heard Pat Walden made the toilet explode with his horse dumps,” Benny said.

			Birdie gingerly picked up the telephone. Giggled, “Horse dumps.”

			Sam took the phone from her. “That’s an urban legend. Toilets don’t explode.”

			“It didn’t explode,” Benny said. “It sort of, like, shot up. Like—” He cupped his hands, then flung them out, doing a decent impression, Fred had to admit, of a geyser giving way.

			Sam paused his sketch—Birdie’s face, phone pressed to ear—and tilted his head to the side. “How’s the merger going, Dad?”

			Sam. You had to watch that one. He had a habit of hanging close, listening in on everyone’s doings. Josiah did it, too.

			“Just fine,” Fred told him. “It’s gonna be a lot of work, but it’ll be good.”

			Benny and Birdie looked up. It startled Fred, that this was something they wanted to hear. “Merger?” Benny said.

			“It means we bought another store,” Sam told him.

			Benny looked to Fred. “That’s right,” Fred said. “We bought a little chain called Emmerson’s. They have stores in Cleveland and Chicago and Indianapolis. A few in Detroit, too. We just got the loan approved so we can go ahead and hire more folks.”

			“Rebranding,” Sam said. “Mom wants everything pink.”

			“When do you have to pay the loan back by?” Benny asked.

			Fred hedged. “Not for a long time.”

			“What if we can’t pay it back?”

			“We’ll pay it back.”

			“What happens if we don’t?”

			Birdie looked between them. “Are we gonna be poor?”

			“Get ready to eat possum,” Benny told her. Birdie looked to Fred, frowning.

			“Hush,” Fred told him. “No one’s gonna be poor here.”

			“Birdie,” Sam said, “Mom and Dad know what they’re doing. We’ll be fine.”

			The words were so tender, they made Fred uncomfortable. He was almost relieved when a waitress, livid, sailed out of the kitchen, finger flagging: “Y’all quit playing on that phone, or the next time you order horse dumps, that might just be what I bring you.”
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			They were all at the graveyard in a group—that was where they’d go as kids, the lot of them, when they could. Jack, as always, had harangued him into leaving the house, and Fred worried about his daddy getting after him about it. The man seemed to invent reasons to keep Fred under his thumb—coming up with chores to engage him, slights with which to indict him, wrongs for which to punish him. And when his father got rough, that’s when it would happen: the fits. Sometimes the man merely entering the room would set one off, causing a layer of moss to sprout over the lining of Fred’s brain, bringing everything to a terrifying softness before he fell. His mother would simply put him to bed.

			He was trying to distract himself from his worry as Jack negotiated a game of marbles. But the more he tried to distract himself, the more the world around him—treetops, headstones, his own feet—began to fuzz. He took himself into a grove of trees, leaned against a trunk, closed his eyes. By the grace of God—for that was always what it felt like when Frannie entered the room—she followed him. “Freddie John.” The whole execution of his name—he’d never shaken it. “What are you doing here by yourself?”

			He could only wag a hand at her, chest heaving. Gasping for air.

			She could not have been more than thirteen at the time, but this Frannie—long, white legs, wild red braid trailing down her back—had known. He’d never had to tell her. She simply placed her hand across his chest. Her susurration: shhhhhh. The treetops, coming back into relief. The world started, and stopped, with her—she could apply one cool hand and the spins would cease, the edges of the room would right themselves, and he could remember who he was.
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			It was upon leaving the pizza place that the wooziness he’d held at bay hit him. He blamed the half pie he’d taken down, threw the keys to Sam: “Wanna drive?”

			Newly licensed, Sam brightened, but not without another one of those close looks. “Sure you’re okay, Dad?”

			Fred didn’t even try to speak—simply nodded, let himself fall into the passenger seat.

			He rode the feeling out on the way home, made it up the drive to unlock the door, and got to the downstairs bathroom just in time for his hearing to wane: that soft curtain, falling. He pressed against the wall, slid down the tile. Victory: the children had not seen.
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			He went for years without having another, and then, a few months after Billy, he collapsed on the floor of their very first store—the little grocery they’d purchased from Quentin Gleason—one night after closing. The early years had been a good time for him and Fran. Stability, the warmth of their little home together. They’d worked hard, but there had been an excitement behind the work, a sense of momentum that had been partially the energy of youth and partially Fran: she was so sunny and strong and direct that she shored him up. Billy had brought that to an end. If they’d lost their first baby, they could lose anything.

			Jack had a store key back then: his first unofficial contribution to the company, back before he’d married into money and become himself completely. He’d stopped by after one of his classes at the law school and had seen Fred sprawled on the floor, white in the face and breathing rapidly. Jack had cursed, dropped his books, checked Fred’s pulse. “I’m calling Fran.”

			“No,” Fred moaned.

			Jack plucked up the phone. “Uh-uh. I ain’t cartin your ass back home on my own.”

			Fran had arrived, breathless, her wool overcoat over her housedress. She sat at the edge of the cot in the back room. After Billy, their physician had recommended having another child—the antidote for losing one. You couldn’t tell she was pregnant unless you saw her from the side.

			“Did you eat today?”

			He shook his head.

			“Well, what do you expect? Running on empty like this.”

			And so the fits resumed, passing in and out of his life, slamming shut the door to his waking brain, then reopening it, leaving Fred weak and miserable. They tended to occur toward the end of the day—after the housewives asking about flour brands and children clustering around the candy and university professors lingering uncertainly around the drill bits had left—and he often awakened to Jack, hair swooped back, smoking one of the cigarettes he rolled only in the privacy of known company, with store-bought Lucky Strikes in public. “Stress fatigue,” he told Fred, matter-of-fact. “Happened to a lot of guys in the service. They called it battle fatigue.” Palm, flicked toward the floor. “Try to figure out when it’ll happen. Pay attention. More time goes on, more you’ll be able to anticipate.” He turned, ashed. “That’ll help.”

			Jack had been right. Over time, Fred had developed a troubling ability to sense a fit coming on—but the dread involved in sensing its coming often made it worse. When that peculiar tightness began to lace over his chest, he would excuse himself, limp to the restroom, and lock himself in: deep breaths, eyes closed. He no longer considered himself a prayerful man, but it occurred to him that perhaps this—meditation—was something close.
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			“Freddie John.”

			He opened his eyes. He’d had the sense to toe off his shoes, but that was about it—he was still in his sport coat. He lifted his hand, made a weak wave with it.

			Fran kicked off her pumps and fell onto the bed next to him, covering her face with her hands. “Two million dollars might make me lose consciousness, too.”

			“I didn’t lose consciousness.”

			“When did it happen?”

			“After pizza.”

			“More? Less? The usual?”

			“The usual.”

			“Do me a favor. Call Dr. Palmer in the morning.”

			“No need.”

			She grimaced. Reached behind her to take her hair down. He edged closer and turned to her, inhaling the dry salt of her scalp. Immediately felt better.

			“I was just listening to the news,” she said. “Someone got stabbed on a Greyhound coming out of Nashville. We ought to get Josiah a little car. Help him buy one.”

			“You really think he needs one?”

			“Those buses aren’t safe anymore,” she said. “Maybe he’ll come home more.”

			“We can look around this week.”

			She turned, smiled. There was, in each human linking of two, an imbalance: one who gave more, felt more, hurt more than the other. Loving was a hinged object, rocking back and forth, favoring one side or the other. Love leaned. He was at the will of her mercy. Fred knew that it was typically the other way around—the way of the world, for a man to have dominion. And yet there was something soft and aching and beyond definition, in what he felt for her. They were not yet at the point where he could see the red of her hair from across the room without feeling a shiver within.

			It made him smaller, but he could only abide.

			“Did we do the right thing?” he said. Hated the faint note of pleading there.

			“Honey, you pushed for this.”

			“Well,” he said, “I know—”

			“And then you saw the number there.”

			She peered at him, one hand still covering the side of her face. That warm grimace, the expression Benny called her welp face—“As in, welp, we’re boned,” he’d said one night—and though Fred had belted him for it, the boy had hit on the meaning exactly.

			The expression melted. There it was: the shiver. “Welp,” she said. “Too late now, isn’t it?”

			When Baker-Taylor’s officially bought out Emmerson’s, Incorporated the following week, the Taylor family celebrated by taking the kids to Druther’s and weathering a minor emergency when Benny, winging balls in the ball pit, managed to hit Birdie in the head. “Congratulations,” Fran told Fred on the car ride home, cradling the sniffling Birdie in her lap.
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			Fran didn’t fancy herself an artist of any sort, or one who indulged in crafts: she had no hobbies. There was work; work was all. But the one thing she did like to make was a store layout.

			A layout was a puzzle, a space in which she could escape herself in different people: a young mother, heavy baby on shoulder, cutting a beeline to the disposable diapers only to snatch up a box of cookies nearby. The bachelor after work, arriving to buy nails or washers, spies toilet paper on special and remembers he’s out. Newly married couple lingers in the soft-goods aisle: oh, she was proud of that expansion. She’d worked on Fred for months to bring him around: Our shoppers are women. Women buy more now, and in more colors, more fabrics. The payoff: sheets, towels, bathroom rugs so plush they sent her tongue slicking along the backs of her teeth in ecstasy.

			She was seeing something new for Number Two: central power walk with subdepartments on either side in gentle, upward angles. She sketched it out, then reared back and looked at what she’d drawn: a butterfly, wings wide.
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			The following Friday, Fran combed her closet for something to wear. She tried on a soft blue pantsuit. Found it lacking. Came up with a pink dress, told herself, That’s it, stop quibbling. Put on just enough Cover Girl to dull the freckles, then left the house feeling electrically nauseated.

			At Number Two, she saw Wendy craned, swanlike, at the first island, making cash for a woman while two little girls ran circles around them. Caught Wendy saying something to one of the kids, eliciting a giggle.

			Fran waited until the woman left to enter. Wendy, eyes up: “Hey, Mrs. Taylor.”

			Fran circled the island, and then lay her palm atop the counter. Closed her eyes and inhaled. “Better.”

			“Yes.” Wendy smiled blandly. “I showered.”

			“Good day?”

			“Yes. Busy.”

			Fran let her gaze drift. Behind Wendy, Tanya and Carla on two and three. Neither a day over twenty; she was never more aware that she was the boss than when they skittered around her. She raised a hand to them both.

			Wendy unearthed a pile of bills from her register. “Carla? Tanya? Let’s do the cash-out.”

			Fran watched her flick through the stack, lick her thumb out of habit. Rear back, grimacing. Inspired, Fran thrust a hand into her coat pocket and—there it was—produced a thumb cap. She usually had one on her. It made her feel safe, having her thumb warmly, damply concealed in that way while sorting bills, mimeographs. She enjoyed removing it and waggling her thumb, raisined, at her grossed-out children.

			“Here,” Fran told her. “For your finger. So you don’t have the taste of dollar bill in your mouth.”

			At this, Wendy gave another smile, more genuine than the first. “You are always prepared.” A pause. “Thanks.”

			Fran’s stomach warmed. She plucked up her purse. “So where is your fearless leader?”

			“Pat’s in the office, I think.”

			“I better go find him. Let’s chat before you leave tonight. I have an idea I wanted to run by you.”

			“Sure.” Wendy stopped counting, restacked, started over, blinking. Leave her alone, Fran thought, and stepped back. Walked toward the stockroom: What’s wrong with you?

			Other than Dewayne breaking down boxes in the back—“Met any good plumbers lately?” Fran hollered to him, and he pushed up his glasses, grinning—the stockroom was quiet. She found Pat hunched over the crossword puzzle, chewing morosely on something. When he saw Fran, he sat up warily. Greeted her with, “Wuddent the store visit last month?”

			“Hello, Pat,” she said pointedly. “How are you?” She stepped in and closed the door slightly. Realized she should have brought Julius in with her. Pat Walden was someone Fred had hired, and Pat had made a point of responding only to Fred in his dealings with the company. There was a time when Fran might have dreaded what she was about to do. Now she simply anticipated the relief to come. Hers was a logical decision: would she ever speak to a manager in that way?

			“Pat, we’re letting you go.”

			He regarded her, blinking. Half-completed crossword in front of him. “What does that mean?”

			“It means you are being fired. There was a conversation back in the fall, Pat, remember?” she said. “We talked about the lateness and the absenteeism. We talked about how that affected your employees and the health of the store. And nothing changed.”

			He flapped the crossword closed. “I don’t believe you have the authority to do that.”

			“I absolutely have the authority to do it.”

			“Then why didn’t your husband do it when he was here before Christmas?” He rose. “Was he too distracted by the counter girls?”

			“I’m surprised you were here to meet with him,” Fran said, “with all the hooky you’ve been playing.”

			Christ, why was her life a constant battle against men like this? Fran remembered a time when she worried over the pitch of her voice, the validity of her directives. A time when she had imagined, on more days than not, that she was someone’s stand-in, awaiting the day she would be replaced by the person to whom the job really belonged. But for so many years, she’d also been the person deferred to when unhappy decisions were to be made, when boring or unpleasant tasks were to be done. The buyout would only mean more.

			“Pat, you have ten minutes to clear out your things before Julius escorts you out.”

			He stared at her.

			“I’m not afraid to embarrass you,” she told him. “I’m not afraid to make this loud. I will make this something you hate remembering, if you do not do as I say.”

			She strode back out, raising a hand to Dewayne as she did.

			At the rear of the store, quiet—the front had been locked up, the cashiers making their rounds.

			She heard Carla say: “They’re a little strange.”

			“Yeah, well, people with money are always a little strange.” Tanya. “If I had money, I’d be funny as hell just because I could.”

			When Fran cleared her throat and stepped out, Tanya and Carla went pale, each holding boxes in various stages of flattening. “Girls, go take care of the floor work,” she told them. “We don’t want to be here ’til midnight.” The girls dropped the boxes and shuffled past her, chastened.

			She pulled Dewayne in to reorganize the unholy mess the upper levels of hardware had become, changing into a pair of tennis shoes she’d brought with her to climb the ladder. As she worked, she saw Pat trundle out of the back, coat on. As he passed Wendy’s island, he slapped his keys down on the counter.

			Wendy said, “I’m not opening tomorrow.”

			Over his shoulder: “You can keep them keys.”

			“What?”

			“You heard me, dammit.” He threw his hands at the exit. Locked. He cursed, then stormed back and slammed through the double doors.

			Fran climbed down, then wandered the aisle, hands cradling her lower back. She’d been thinking of what to say all day. She stopped at a wire rack of potato chips; began, idly, to rearrange the bags.

			Wendy shrugged. “Guess he’s not opening tomorrow.”

			Fran pushed an errant 3 Musketeers into sight. “Wendy, how would you like to be GM?”

			Wendy, still brushing the hill of debris with quick, upright strokes. “Sure. I’d like that, at some point.”

			“How about right now?”

			Wendy looked up. “Did Pat quit?”

			“I let him go.”

			Wendy stared at her. Fran checked over her shoulder, then moved in. “Long time coming.” She leaned to the right, trying to get Wendy’s attention. “Is that a yes?”

			“Um.” A small half smile, as if something were occurring to her. Fran wondered what she saw. If Wendy knew the swirl at her center: the nervous energy, the anticipation. The dread. Finally: “I could use the money.”

			“That’d be a part of it.” Fran crossed her arms over her chest, took a toe to a scuff on the floor. “I tell you what. I’m about to starve. We could go get something to eat and talk on the way?”

			They waited until Dewayne, Tanya, and Carla left, then walked outside, coats open, Wendy spinning the heavy keys on her index finger. “Bet the burger place is still open,” Fran said. “You don’t mind? I got kids. All the places I know are kid places.”

			“Sounds good.”

			They cruised through a deep winter dark, passing the strip club, the boot store, low, squat nests of storefronts. The Circle 25 Drive-In. The Heavenly Hamburger was a car-side service place with a bulbed marquee that hovered, glittering, over New Circle Road. On the marquee, the Book of Isaiah: “Unto us a child is born!”

			“How’s your daughter’s chicken pox?” Fran said.

			Wendy tilted her head. “Holly’s better. My landlord, Pete? He’s the best. He dunked her in an oatmeal bath, and then he distracted her from scratching all her welts by giving her a manicure.”

			“God, that’s brilliant.”

			Wendy nodded. “Holly’s had a tough year. Had pneumonia over the summer.”

			“She okay now?”

			“Mostly. She has asthma. We’re managing it.” Wendy passed her a grateful smile. “Pretty exciting to have health insurance.”

			“We have a solid plan,” Fran told her. “We’re in good times, for a little one. Vaccines for polio, measles. Don’t have to worry about whooping cough anymore.”

			“Oh God,” Wendy said. “I had measles. It was terrible.”

			Fran nodded. “Our oldest had measles,” she said. “He and our second oldest, Josiah. They had it at the same time.” She peered at the menu. “He didn’t make it.”

			She didn’t mean to say it out loud. But when it emerged, it felt like letting out a long breath. When had she last done that? The mere mention of Billy made Fred go woozy, and there she was, running her mouth to a stranger.

			But Wendy didn’t appear perturbed. “I’m sorry. How old?”

			“Six,” Fran said. “Just—slipped away. Josiah got better, and he was the little one then, just four, so we thought, you know. Billy would make it, too.” A girl in a winter coat coasted out on roller skates. Fran cranked the window down. “But he didn’t.” Leaned out, called, “They make y’all do that in January?”

			The girl shivered. “When it ain’t raining or snowing.”

			“She should work at Baker-Taylor’s,” Wendy said.

			Fran’s gut quickened. “Oh, she should.” She turned back to the girl. “How about it? No roller skates. Just a big ugly smock.”
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			They talked job details over burgers. It was a two-thousand-dollar raise, with hiring responsibilities. “You’ll need to appoint yourself an AM, give yourself a fighting chance of not being there much over forty hours a week. Most of the time, anyway. Get you a Wendy.” Fran gave her milkshake a soft, circular spin. “Though they likely won’t be near as good as a Wendy.”

			The color rose in Wendy’s face. Quietly: “Are—you sure, about this?”

			“Absolutely,” Fran said. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

			Wendy shrugged. “I mean. I’ll do a better job than Pat, anyway. But I—I don’t know. I worry about those girls. Like at the checkout tonight? They don’t always listen to me. Never used to happen before I became AM.”

			“That’s easy,” Fran told her. “Just fire one. They’ll keep it to themselves after that.”

			Wendy stared at her.

			“I know how that sounds.” Fran chased a mayonnaise drip with a french fry. “I also know how it works, and it works good. The job, you can do. It’s just putting on that costume so that other people know you’re doing the job how it needs doing. It’s more for them than for you.”

			Wendy pursed her lips, nodded. “I think I know what you mean.”

			“You got a costume you can put on?” Fran said.

			Wendy lifted an eyebrow at her. “A few.”

			Fran felt her face go hot. But she clapped her hands. “Good,” she said, “it’s settled.”

			They pulled out onto New Circle Road. At the center median, Fran paused over the steering wheel to peer to the right. She could feel Wendy looking at her. Waited until she had made the turn to say, “What is it?”

			Wendy wavered, then said, “You are the only redhead I have ever met who can wear pink.”

			Fran turned, met Wendy’s gaze—frank, friendly. “Are redheads not supposed to wear pink?”

			“Too close on the color wheel,” Wendy said. “Usually it clashes. But on you? It works.”

			To be watched that closely: Fran’s stomach jolted, her thighs softened. There it was—the air, bending. Something slipping between the two of them. Her knees turned to absolute water. Oh, she thought.

			There was a honk. She focused back on the road. Out of the corner of her eye, Fran saw Wendy cup her hand around the passenger door’s side handle.

			In Wendy’s next paycheck, an extra two hundred dollars, the amount earmarked Services rendered: holiday commercial.

		

	
		
			10.

			Benny wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Can we go to Wildcat Comics after?”

			He’d had the day off: a strep resurgence, not the typical Benny Bluff. Fran had taken him to the doctor, then suggested a quick visit at Number Two. “We can if you hang tight while I check in. Just keep your distance from everyone.”

			“Gonna make sure the shitter doesn’t go boom?”

			“Find another word,” Fran suggested. “And yes.”

			They parked. Through the glass, Fran could see Wendy’s head at the first island and felt something chilly and sugared through her middle. She pressed a cowlick into Benny’s hair as if to smooth the feeling over.

			Benny glanced up. “Thanks, toots.”

			She gave his ear a tweak. Got after herself: For shame. Convenient, that she had Benny with her. The thought niggled at her: she was using the boy for show. But so long as she bought him a couple of those goofy magazines he loved, he wouldn’t care.

			She’d looked at Wendy’s hiring information: she was, indeed, twenty-nine. She’d earned her GED some years back, held a certificate from a secretarial school. Lived downtown in a place with a sub number: an apartment or duplex. She was young. Just trying to do the best she could. And if she knew the thoughts Fran Taylor was having about her, she’d most likely quit her job and call the police immediately.

			Yet she smiled when she saw them. “Hey, guys.”

			Of course she smiles, Fran thought. You are her boss. They smile at you because they are afraid of you.

			Wendy nudged the register shut. “I see you have an escort today.”

			Fran stared at that forgiving overlap between Wendy’s front teeth. “I do. Lucky me.”

			Benny coughed, scratched his chest. “Sarcasm. That’s nice.”

			Fran patted his shoulder. “This is my son, Benjamin. How’s it going, Ms. Manager?”

			“Busy.” Wendy stretched, bowing her chest, giving a slight, exciting extension of her neck. Beside her, Fran could feel Benny’s interest ramp. “I think it was that circular.”

			Fran leaned in. “Wanted to check the renovated staff restroom.”

			Wendy grinned. “It looks—capable.”

			Benny snorted.

			A woman approached the register, pushing a cart filled with Kibbles ’n Bits. Fran took Benny by the shoulder, stepped out of the way. “We’ll leave you to it.”

			Benny wiggled his fingers at Wendy. “Toodles,” he rasped, and Fran nudged him toward the stockroom. As they walked away, he looked over his shoulder, then gave a low whistle under his breath. Fran smacked him gently on the head.

			In Wendy’s office, Benny flopped down in a chair and began kicking out a beat on the trash can. “Can I go get the car and drive around back?”

			“No.” Fran grabbed a pad and pencil. She’d brought copies of Wendy’s new onboarding documents. She should write a note, she thought, but what? A smiley face? Wendy might wonder what that meant. She looked up to find Benny watching her. She sighed, reached for her keys. “Go pick a radio station. But no driving.”

			He took the keys and shuffled out. Fran thought for a moment before scrawling, Your new hire papers. For your files. Then, after a moment’s deliberation, I appreciate you. —FT.

			Then, she produced a thumb cap from her pocket. She placed it atop the envelope.

			Fred didn’t like her taking Benny to Wildcat Comics. In addition to comic books and baseball cards, it offered a shelf of nudies tucked into brown paper sleeves (these, Jack Willoughby had once called jazz magazines, a term that had sent Fran into a torrent of giggles). Fran didn’t see much harm; what kind of trouble could come to Benny with his own mother there with him?

			Inside, Benny went straight to the slick central rack of Mad and National Lampoon and began leafing through with such serious bend of brow that he looked uncannily like Fred.

			Fran spotted a familiar-looking wire carousel of paperbacks. She prickled, slowly drew near. A cover toward the bottom caught her eye, not so much because of its title, but because of the hourglass-shaped blonde sprawled over a bed of tousled sheets, swell of cleavage in sight. Something sexy and dissatisfied in the mouth telegraphed Wendy Patterson. Fran’s face and neck began to burn. The books had become old-fashioned in recent years. Forbidden Love. Danger City. She recalled seeing such paperbacks when she and Fred had first moved to Lexington. She’d felt awe at the fact that she was looking at something she’d never see in Vice, where the drugstore owner, Estill Hatfield, was a staunch Old Regular Baptist who’d refused to stock a variety of cinnamon candy because of the cartoon devil on the wrapper. She remembered seeing the books and feeling shock and, yes, even then, a deep-down spark of arousal, not unlike the flicker of heat she’d felt when looking at the ladies undergarments page of the Sears catalog: those straight-backed women in conical brassieres and garters. She’d secretly chalked the feeling up to aesthetics. Men weren’t as pretty to look at as women. It was, she reasoned, like looking at flowers, or bone china.

			The cashier that day was the twentysomething son, busily cleaning his fingernails with a pocketknife; she never would have even neared the books had it been the father, a man slightly older than Fred. Fran glanced at Benny, still sunk into Mad.

			The next day, Fran returned to the shop. She picked up the copy of Mad she’d seen Benny reading, and then, underneath that, stacked two of the books: the racy-looking Danger City and another called The Price of Salt.

			Again, the son was at the register. Fran prayed that he would not look at her when she handed him a five-dollar bill. He did not.
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			That spring and summer, Fred and Fran logged hundreds of hours of travel miles visiting their new stores. Neither had ever been to Michigan, or northern Indiana, before they spent time at what Fred called their “cold-weather branches.” They marveled at how people clipped their vowels in Terre Haute, the stiff cordiality of the motel clerk in Cleveland. They each kept a partially packed suitcase in their closets at all times. It made Fred’s breath catch to see a team of construction workers pry the Emmerson’s sign off an Outer Loop store and replace it with a new Baker-Taylor’s sign. The fear that they had not seen the parts of the world required to make another branch work out there began to fade.

			It was during one of these meetings with a store in South Bend that Fred realized something about his wife that turned him on: the way she shook hands. She was tall, with a nice, substantial jaw, strong all over. She could carry more than most men and was smarter about taking care of her back—“I’ve learned all the lessons in balance that pregnancy had to teach,” she said once. When she offered her hand to the store manager and he shook it, Fred could see the manager’s surprise, accompanied by something else—intrigue, maybe—at the strength of her grasp. Fred might have found it repugnant to see other women shake hands that way, but his chest was filled with something warm and quivering after.

			The magic of Jack Willoughby: there was press. The Discount Retail Trade Review came to photograph them in front of the redesigned Nicholasville Road store: Fran gripping Fred’s arm, both of them grinning, squinting against the sun. However, it was not Jack, but Vivian Porter-Willoughby (she hyphenated, something Fred had not known a body could do, before she did it) who phoned up an old childhood friend who worked at The Wall Street Journal and pitched—Viv’s term—a story: southern chain, family run, wholesome, makes a go at America. Husband-and-wife team. Kids working on the floor in little Baker-Taylor’s vests. Exactly the kind of feel-good, hard-work-yields-strong-fruit story people liked. Vivian convinced the guy to make a stop in Lexington, and she chaperoned him herself, cream-colored convertible and all, an actual scarf tied around her hair like she was Rita Hayworth, with this big grasshoppery fellow riding shotgun. The reporter was interested in—charmed by, even—how he and Frannie had built the business together. “That’s a very forward-thinking approach,” he told Fred.

			Fred shrugged. “Family business. That’s how they pay their rent, too.” He nodded toward Benny and Birdie, each sporting a newly issued magenta smock, unpacking a box of cereals.

			“This is child labor,” Benny informed the writer.

			“Inspiring,” the writer continued. “Kind of has a women’s lib bent to it. Surprising, coming from down here.”

			Fred could feel his hackles rise. “What do you mean, down here?”

			The journalist glanced up, scratched his chin with his pen. “You know,” he said. “Business can operate on some old tenets in this region. I mean, I’m from around here—”

			“You from Nashville,” Fred corrected.

			The writer closed his eyes. “A place similar to this,” he continued. “And it can be hard to find women in management roles. Especially a CEO. You’re both CEOs, aren’t you?”

			Fred shifted his weight, unsure of how to proceed. He’d been afraid of this: a reporter from some New York paper, giving what felt like a test he was about to fail. “Ayuh, but—”

			“It’s a good thing,” the writer said. “I meant it as a compliment. Might be, you know”—he churned his pen in the air—“seen as an asset to potential stockholders. Out there.”

			“You mean not in the boonies. Like us.”

			The journalist shrugged. “However you’d like to phrase it. Mrs. Taylor is a great partner, isn’t she? Obviously cares about the staff. Think she could take a minute with us?”

			The journalist took some shots of them with his Canon: Fred and Fran, arms linked. Page five of The Wall Street Journal. The article sparked a spike: shares began to sell, first with a small bump, then in a respectable stream. Their first quarter, a revenue increase. A larger one in the second.

			Calls, drives, coffee in waxed paper cups. Interviews. Late nights poring over numbers. New employees. Once upon a time, it was he and Frannie in the dimly lit back room of that first store. Now, Pammy had an assistant. There were two regional managers packed into the home office, too, with their assistant. A near-full parking lot, every single day.

			A heady time. He was often hit with the sudden urge to call Josiah down in Nashville. Share the good news. Fred’s largest, murkiest, hungriest reason of all was, somehow, Josiah. Fred harbored fantasies of Josiah’s coming to work for them. Talking comfortably with him over coffee. Going golfing, maybe. But the boy didn’t care for Fred. Perhaps this was Vandy being too much of a good thing—the boy was awfully confident about his God-given brains, and had offered more than one indication that he thought he knew a bit more than his own daddy. Their conversations over the phone were stilted, consisting mostly of How’re your courses and Fine and then brief coverage of the latest Cats game before Well, lemme put Mommy back on the horn. God knew, the kids preferred Fran.

			He was quickly learning, however—the balm for his anxieties was green.

			“You know,” Jack told him, “you and Frannie could give yourselves a little cost-of-living increase. Y’all can afford it now.”

			And to his surprise, Frannie agreed.

			“Why don’t we take a vacation?” he said. “Take the kids somewhere fun. Myrtle Beach. Or down around Daytona.”

			“My God, I barely have time to go to the doctor,” Fran told him. “Speaking of which, did you ever call Dr. Palmer?”

			“What’s he going to tell me that I don’t already know?”

			She shrugged. “How about something before you have a fit behind the wheel?” She turned her focus back to paperwork.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			The first thing Hal said: “People are watching you.”

			And then he let the remark hang there, leaving Fred to wonder whether it was good or bad. He was at Combs’s club that summer, sitting at the slick oak bar, toying with a crystal tumbler of bourbon (Combs ordered for them all), and watching the bartender’s backside do its miraculous thing. Parsons and Jim were doing the same.

			Jim, unable to contain his glee, leaped in: “Fred, buddy, you’re gonna get tapped.”

			Combs passed him a dirty look.

			“Tapped for what?” Fred asked them.

			Combs cleared his throat. Raised the sleeve of his sport jacket to reveal a cuff link—a red star and a white star, interlocked, on gold backing. The Order of the Southern Star.

			Fred gasped softly. His middle began to glow. “No kidding.”

			Hal nodded, slow. “They’re watching you. That’s all I said. You ain’t got a invite yet.”

			“But you got a invite,” Jim broke in.

			Combs leaned back. Gave Jim intense shitface. “Put your hard-on away,” he snapped.

			Jim shrank back. “Well, be up-front with a fella,” he protested.

			There was a moment of awkward quiet as Combs got himself back together. When he was ready, he said, “Make time for a drink this Friday after work. Couple of fellas want to vet you.”

			They wanted to vet him? This snagged Fred. What the hell did that mean? No mistake: he was excited. The Order of the Southern Star was an old, old brotherhood dating to just after the Civil War—a fraternal organization made up of community leaders, those of note, and influence, founded on a bedrock of strong Christian values. The Star, he knew, prized ideas of community wholeness, interconnectedness—the supremacy of the family unit, guided by strong, honest, wholehearted men. He was already phrasing the pitch for Frannie, who would hate the idea. And that was when the idea of not telling her began to surface in his thoughts.

			Because the Order was also shrouded in secrecy. Wasn’t there some story he’d heard—probably from Jack, for it smacked of the kind of nastiness that Jack found most pleasing—about Star initiations featuring a goat, and initiates having to do certain testicle-shrinking things to said goat? And the whole of the membership standing around watching by torchlight—

			As if he could read Fred’s mind, Combs said with a note of disgust: “It’s just a conversation.”

			Fred, trying for a tone of cool: “I think I could do Friday.” Then, “They wanna talk to me, they said.”

			“Oh yeah.” A little half smile. He knew he’d snatched at Fred’s heart.“Word’s got around about you, pard. You’re a man to watch.”
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			Fran had spent the larger part of the day holed up with Helen, their ancient accountant, little green visor pulled over her sight line. They were coming up on the deadline for filing their taxes, and Fred would leave her to it, thank you very much. Taxes made his brain swim and his blood pressure ratchet up; it was a shortcut to a panic, and so the numbers had always been her job. Little stuff: Frannie. Big picture: him.

			Why she tended to get a hair across her ass during tax season, he didn’t know. But she did.

			Her Fury was in for repairs, and so they left the office together that day and drove over to the school to pick up Benny and Birdie. She muttered that they would, unfortunately, have to drive over to Nicholasville Road to pick up some files needed to finish the paperwork tomorrow. “Can’t one of us run over there in the morning?”

			“Do you mean, can I run over there in the morning? No,” Fran told him.

			He didn’t appreciate the edge to her voice. But he didn’t say anything. Benny and Birdie piled in; he promised them supper at Darryl’s if they were just good, for the love of God. At this, Fran slid him a sidelong look.

			He hadn’t remembered that the Nicholasville Road branch had superballs in the vending machine until Benny was banging the things all over the place as the staff was getting ready to close down. He told the boy, several times, to cut it the hell out before he broke something.

			That’s when he noticed the mold. Back corner. At the left. Just a little, but it was there, and oh, that could get them into plenty of trouble if one of the employees noticed and started hollering about it. Then: a crash of breaking glass, the lights winking out, a scream. Birdie.

			The velvet curtain: dropped. His hearing went soft. No, he thought, no no no.

			The storage space’s central light fixture was out. Below it, Benny and Birdie stood in a circle of deeper darkness, surrounded by glass. One large shard was evident atop—by God’s grace not within—Benny’s shoulder. Beside him, Birdie held her face.

			He would never quite be sure what produced the next sound he heard, which was a gasp so deep and bottomless it sounded like a scream: Was it Fran? Or was it his own interior, collapsing? Both? For that scream felt like a life ender, for both of them. These were elements that had visited the Taylor doorstep before. It was a feeling with an echo: every wound and ache and little loss thereafter would smack of the originator.

			Fran pushed past him and ran to her, kneeling. “Lemme see, sissy.”

			Birdie keened and shook her head. Fran pulled at her hands gently. From somewhere, a high-pitched sound like air escaping a puncture: Benny, beginning to weep.

			His Birdie. She was a tough little girl. He’d expect no less—Fran Taylor being her mother—but she absorbed head thumps, wet willies, pink bellies, and even the occasional hotfoot from her older brothers. She shrugged off skinned knees with a glance around to check for witnesses. And she’d recently unveiled quite the layup. (Of course—three boys, and the girl ends up being the ball player.) The week prior, she’d wrenched a baby tooth free with a chicken-fried steak and cawed at the table, bloody little stone in hand: See?

			If she didn’t want to give up the injury, it was bad.

			She finally relented. Blood streamed down her cheek, her jaw, darkening her T-shirt. Her right eye was squeezed shut.

			Fred heard himself make a sort of noise as Fran scooped Birdie into her arms. He was locked in place, vision going watery, heart galloping. Fran turned to him, her mouth moving. He didn’t hear her. Her face, alive with rage. She was calling for her purse, which Benny retrieved. Fred watched her sprint to the exit, struggling to carry Birdie, the blood staining her blouse. Swaying, he saw them disappear.

			Benny, still keening, went to follow them. Fred called for him to stay back. The boy slowed, but progressed, ignoring him. Fred felt a weak spark of anger at his midsection. “Get back here,” he shouted, and advanced on the boy, grasping him by the neck, squeezing. He was going to beat the tar out of him. He was going to teach him to turn his back on his father.
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			Fred made a decision that evening: if the veil between life and death was this thin—for them all, but especially for things as precious as his children—then he would throw himself into the building of empire: into the swelling of the company, the swelling of himself in order to soften the world’s blows against his family. He would do what it took to shelter them.
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			Fran sprinted through that salty, noxious parking lot, still thick with traffic, Birdie’s feet dangling past her hips. Caught sight of a blood smear on her sleeve. She took a look back at the Baker-Taylor’s sign on the awning, the old red display they had yet to replace, the one upon which Fred had once insisted. “Red makes people stop,” he’d argued, and he’d never understood that it made people stop in a bad way.

			What she would remember later: she’d checked on them in the warehouse a moment before she’d dipped into the filing cabinet to find the hiring records the GM was supposed to have sent her weeks prior. She’d seen Benny slinging a bouncy ball around. She’d seen it hit Birdie. She’d snapped at them: Put those damn things away.

			They’d ignored her, of course. But then she’d seen Fred walk by—Fred, dawdling on his way somewhere. Fred, whose workday had consisted of an extended lunch with the Combs crew where they’d discussed God knows what, then some ordering, and then—who knew?—while she’d been elbow deep in the books with Helen. Her back ached, her neck ached, her eyes hurt. God help her, she felt like a child when this thought surfaced: it simply didn’t seem fair that she should hurt this much while he got to take a two-hour lunch. So she felt something pull inside her when Fred walked past the kids, surveyed Benny hurling one of the balls at something, then kept walking.

			It was a scratched cornea, nothing more. The primary source of blood had been not the eye itself, but a deep scratch above, and another just below—Birdie’s eye, in other words, had been saved by her Taylor beetle brow. Only a few stitches would be needed. The doctor on duty spoke gently, turning Birdie’s face this way and that. Fran glanced down to see that she was still wearing her rubber thumb cap. She put it in her pocket.

			Finally, the doctor spoke to her. “How did this happen?”

			She outlined the specifics while he stood over her, arms crossed, palms tucked into his pits. After a long moment, he said, “She could have lost an eye.”

			“I realize that.”

			The nurse entered and unfurled a pink eyepatch, which she slipped over Birdie’s head. Birdie giggled and gave her reflection in the mirror a few growls, missing eyetooth apparent.

			“Now, you stay away from those bouncy balls, Miss Birdie,” the doctor said. He gave Fran an even look, exhaled audibly through his nostrils, and left.

			Fran shivered as they walked through the waiting room, jaw tight with anger. When Birdie knocked into her hip, Fran touched her back softly, compulsively: making sure she was still there.

			“Gotta be more careful, Captain Birdie,” she said. “No basketball for a month.”

			“But Mommy—”

			“You almost lost your eye, Roberta,” Fran told her. “Count your blessings.”

			At home, a sick, sparking tension to the air: Benny had been belted, bad, Sam whispered to her in the kitchen. “What happened?”

			She shook her head. “Later,” she said. “Let me show you how to do Birdie’s eye ointment first, because you’ll probably have to do it for her at some point.”

			“Why can’t I do it?” Birdie whined.

			“Because I don’t trust you to do it,” Fran said brightly.

			Sam polished his glasses on his shirt. “It’s okay, Tweety Bird. That eyepatch is a cool icebreaker.”

			“What’s that?”

			“It means a conversation starter.” He glanced over his shoulder, where Fred was convalescing in the living room. Funny how the question of Why aren’t you showing Dad? isn’t even being brought up, Fran thought to herself.

			When she went upstairs, Fred followed—wanting to be reassured, to be petted. “How long’s she gotta wear that thing?”

			“As long as it takes to heal.”

			He tailed her into the bedroom, watched as she folded herself in half, touched her toes, wrapped her arms around her legs. He sniffed. Scratched something.

			“You feeling alright?” This, phrased almost as a joke. Okay, I took your bait. The trace of a smile he wore disappeared when she rose to stare at him.

			“That doctor in the ER practically called me a delinquent mother,” she said. “I halfway thought he was gonna call protective services.”

			“Oh shit.” He sighed, raked his hair back.

			“Did you see Benny with a superball? Did you see him, and say nothing?”

			“No,” he said. “Of course not.”

			She turned her face back to her knees. “I’d like to take a shower now,” she said. “Please leave.”

			“Frannie—” But he fell quiet. Eventually, he did as asked.
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			That spring, Fran and Wendy began going to lunch together once a week—most times, they would drive to Heavenly Hamburger and sit in Fran’s Fury to eat and talk out the hour. The next week, Fran found herself telling Wendy about the superball incident, blow by blow. It was the Billy story all over again—she could not quite believe she was telling this person she hardly knew about her children, about the way she’d felt when facing off with the doctor. But Wendy listened, then nodded deeply when Fran said, “I was half afraid I was going to get a visit from someone official the next day.”

			“We never really get to stop feeling implicated, do we?” Wendy said. “If most women really knew how hard it was, having a child, they wouldn’t do it.” She dropped into a whisper. Wide-eyed: “That’s why they don’t tell us.”

			Fran laughed. She could feel a pressure she’d not known she had releasing in her midsection. She’d been waiting to tell Wendy, she realized. The idea made her face burn. All the while—somewhere underneath her thoughts—she’d been thinking of Wendy.

			“How are our gigglers doing?” Fran asked.

			Wendy had met her that day wearing tight jeans and combat boots under her smock. Fran caught sight of a wide silver thumb ring as Wendy licked ketchup from her finger. “Better,” she said. “Only what, three months? Now it’s like I’ve always been there. I think they actually like working for me better. Pat never told them when they were doing something good.”

			“Positive reinforcement.”

			“Totally,” Wendy replied. “Sometimes I wonder what I would have turned into, with positive reinforcement.” She cocked an eyebrow at Fran. “A cream puff.”

			“You didn’t get positive reinforcement?”

			Wendy laughed—to her credit, it wasn’t overly bitter. “My folks don’t do that.”

			“Even now?”

			“We’re not exactly in touch,” she said. “Seeing as how I was asked to leave.” Tilted her head. Corrected: “Well, ask is a pretty kind term for what happened.”

			In the cab of Fran’s Fury, Wendy began to clarify herself—no family, but a plethora of friends, including the two men who lived next door to her. Roommates, Fran had assumed, until the scenario clicked into place: the men were lovers. Holly’s father was never mentioned.

			Years ago, there had been a woman who had sold insurance for Luce. She’d come from out west somewhere. She’d been good at her job, Fran recalled, but—different. Strong gait, hair chopped close to her head. Wore pants. In private, Luce had called the woman “Butchie,” always with a tone of dismissal. Fran recalled feeling sad every time Luce sniggered over this woman’s trousers.

			On one of the increasing number of nights she could not sleep, Fran crept downstairs and found the old medical dictionary on their bookshelf behind a fleet of Dashiell Hammett and her old copy of Rebecca. She checked the spine—1970—before flicking to the h’s and finding it: homosexuality.

			“A medical disorder.”

			She closed the book, holding her place with her index finger, then took a deep breath and reopened it.

			
				There are two main categories of homosexuality: obligatory, or true, homosexuality, and episodic homosexuality. Category will dictate the treatment and prognosis. Homosexuality is not innate, but a learned, aberrant behavior…these deviant sexual impulses are defined predominantly by general antisocial behavior, a solitary lifestyle, and unusual familial structures.

			

			Well, that didn’t apply to her, did it? She was married. She had children. This definition—it was for those who were, what, unattached? And she was very much attached. She had appendages, in fact.

			She weathered the urge to sink the dictionary into the trash. She shoved it into the back of the bookshelf instead.
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			One practical reason for their meetings—Wendy was smart. She had good ideas. And Fran liked having someone new to trade ideas with. One day, Fran brought her color swatches with her. “We’re rebranding,” she said. “For so long, we’ve had red on our signs—which is fine for lots of businesses, but hasn’t ever felt right for us. My husband made the call on that one. He said that red made people stop.”

			“Right.” Wendy blinked. In the topography of Wendy’s facial expressions, Fran had come to recognize this as a prelude to an eye roll.

			“You agree?”

			“Red’s overdone,” Wendy admitted. “And a tad aggressive. So? What are you considering instead?” She turned to Fran, expectant, milkshake poised before her lips.

			Fran reached into her purse and drew out a handful of swatches: an array of pinks, from baby soft to dark and screamy. “Ooh,” Wendy said. “Leaning into femme branding. I like it.” She flicked through, then isolated the brightest—a magenta with a neon cast. “This for signs.” She pointed to a deeper purple. “Carts and counters.”

			Later that week, Fran had a planning meeting with Fred, Luce, and Jack. Fred was a hard sell. “Pretty invites,” Fran told him. “Pretty sells.” She produced the swatch. “Amaranth.”

			Fred sighed.

			“Like the flower, Fred,” Jack said wearily. “Like those little nubbin things Vivian’s got planted out front of the house.”

			“Exactly.” Fran pointed to Jack. “Little bit pink, little bit purple.”

			“It catches the eye,” Luce said. “Fred, babe, I think it’s three against one here.”

			Fred’s arms were folded across his chest. Fran felt irritation lick her throat. He’d been trying to make it up to her since Birdie’s accident. She thought that might work to her advantage here.

			“You gotta let go of the idea that it’s sissified,” Fran told him.

			“Now, I didn’t say nothing about that,” Fred said.

			“You didn’t have to,” Jack replied. “Besides, you ain’t trying to get men to shop there. Men are useless to us. We’re selling to the wives here.”

			“We touch up the signage where we can,” Fran continued, choosing a few darker swatches. “Pick a few of the bigger branches as test runs. Invest in some neon.”

			Luce poked her. “Sissy’s been jonesing for neon lights for years.”

			Fran patted her hands together, put them to her lips. “But it’ll look so good. See?” She produced one of Sam’s sketchbooks, flipped it open. In looping cursive:

			 

			Baker-Taylor’s

			Your Heart’s Desire, For Less

			 

			“White plastic bags with that across the front.” Fran showed them another sketch. “Phase out those old red clunker carts, too.”

			“Take out that comma,” Jack said.

			Fred: “How come?”

			“Cause folks are dumb, Fred.”

			Fran could see a muscle twinge and relax in Fred’s jaw. “We talked about this. Remember? Pink, purple, polka dots, whatever?”

			He waited a beat. Then, “Alright.”

			“Redo’ll pay off.” Jack gazed into the wall, lipping his smoke. “Folks’re more like insects than you’d like to admit. They’re drawn to lights.”

			It was then that Fred took Fran’s pen, sliding the sketch pad in front of him. He uncapped, then made a scribble above the meet between the R and the S in Taylor’s. The table froze until he flipped the pad around and showed them.

			“It’s a flower,” he said. “Where the apostrophe’s supposed to be?”

			Luce tilted her chin. “I thought it was a dog’s head.”

			Fred dropped the pad. “Why the hell would I draw a dog’s head on our logo?”

			Fran beamed at him.

			Luce left and Fred climbed upstairs, bound for bed. Fran and Jack cleaned up. In the living room, Jack retrieved an empty saucer of beer cheese that sat between a dozing Benny and Birdie, the ending to Star Wars playing out on the Magnavox, and covered Birdie with an afghan. “I saw Pat Walden at Chevron,” he said to her. “Thought about invoicing him.”

			“You should have.”

			Jack tossed a Tab can in the trash. “Who’d you put in as GM over there?”

			“Her name is Wendy Patterson,” Fran grabbed a washrag and took to the counter. “She was the AM under him. She’s young. Lots of energy.” Thought of adding, She chose the amaranth. Stopped herself.

			Jack sprawled out. “Ooh, our commercial blonde. I have no doubt she’ll be a vast improvement.” He sang to the ceiling: “Vast.”

			“I know, you hated Pat.”

			“And you loved Pat? Pat was a idgit. I mean, gol-lee, Frannie, if you had a toilet you knew was a ticking time bomb, would you let the issue slide? I would not. I’d resort to an outhouse until further notice—if anything, for the sake of hardware that ain’t mine.” Jack rubbed his face.

			When she had described Jack to Wendy, Wendy recalled him from the filming of the commercial. “I swear, he looks so familiar to me,” Wendy had said. “I just know I know him from somewhere, but I don’t know where. He has the most well-toned face I’ve ever seen on a man. Do you know what kind of lotion he uses?”

			“No,” Fran had said. “But I reckon something nicer than Oil of Olay.”

			Fran winked at Jack. “You’re fretting.”

			“It’s my job to fret.” He sighed. “You think she’ll be good? Lot of business that side of town.”

			“She’ll be just fine.”

			“Well then.” He nodded. “You like her, I’ll like her. Just tell her she’ll want to take care around them board boys. When we showed that commercial at the meeting, they sounded like they wanted to eat her.”

			Fran felt herself flush. “I’ll be sure to let her know.” She ducked her head to avoid Jack’s eyes, light and unreadable, resting on her.
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			That summer, she and Luce did a store visit in Cincinnati. As they were walking out to the car, Luce said, “Want to make a stop by those outlet stores?”

			“Oh, I don’t need anything,” Fran said.

			Luce pulled back, gave her a swift, critical look. “Sissy, I got some tough love for you. Those polyester pantsuits make you look like someone’s mamaw.”

			“I’ve already got clothes.”

			“You need new things. For press. For those club dinners.” Luce leaned in. “Don’t you wanna look nice for Fred?”

			Fran rolled her eyes, but her heart gave a few gulping thumps. She ran her palms over the stitch of her pants. “You look at what I wear more than he does.”

			Luce proceeded to take them through Cincinnati, straight to a mall department store with encouraging lighting and deferential salesgirls. “You can afford it now,” she told Fran, working over a rack, surfacing with a creamy white blouse, a houndstooth coat.

			“Lots of pastels,” Fran said doubtfully.

			“Pastels soften.” Luce scowled, palming through a rack. Passed Fran a pair of Gloria Vanderbilts. And then—Fran heard the creak and lure of the leather before she saw it—a trench coat in deep gold. She reached out, fingered the lapel. She closed her eyes, smelled oil and heat. Luce grinned at her. “Try it on,” she said. “Go on.”

		

	
		
			15.

			Inspired, Fran took herself out for a haircut for the first time in twenty-five years.

			She and Luce had grown up with hair streaming down their backs, one dull, fuzzy curtain they braided and then, for public, coiled into great orange-sized buns at the tops of their skulls. After leaving home, Luce decided that she no longer wanted her hair at what she called “Pentecostal length.” Then, when Fran left home herself, Luce had given her her first major haircut, draping a man’s shirt (a mysteriously scented object about which sixteen-year-old Fran asked no questions) over her, then went to work with a long fine-tooth comb and a pair of shears.

			These days, Fran could make the cuts handily enough on her own, but she loved it best when Luce did it for her. There was something soothing, in being touched that closely, examined that minutely.

			She considered asking Luce to do something different with her hair, but she didn’t want to risk her asking why. She went to Fantastic Sam’s instead, feeling equal parts guilt and burning excitement. She shrugged at the hairdresser in the mirror. “Could you give me something—I don’t know—light?”

			The stylist gave her the Farrah.

			Luce nearly dropped her purse when she saw Fran later that week: new boots, new jeans, hair reddened and floating around her face. “Why you hussy,” she breathed.

			“I don’t look like the Partridge Family anymore. You should be thrilled.” Fran leafed through a pile of circulars that Fred, burning to buy a new house, had left on her desk: new residential subdivisions on the outskirts of the county. She tossed them into the trash.

			Luce took hold of her shoulders, turning her this way and that. “Well,” she said finally, “style’s a few years old, but it’s Lexington. No one’s gonna notice.”

			“Felt funny,” Fran said, “paying for something like that.” She picked up a few strands, let them fall.

			Luce bit her lip. “You’ll need rollers. Otherwise it’ll go flat.”

			“I know. They told me.”

			“How are you and Fred?”

			Fran sighed, slumped.

			“Don’t do that, it’s unattractive.”

			“Go to hell.”

			Luce smiled.

			“We’re fine.”

			Luce crossed her legs, glanced over her shoulder. “All these signs point to going silly shit over some man. I’ve done it. No shame in it.”

			Fran felt a cool drop in her belly. “You’re the one who took me clothes shopping,” she said, turning her face one way, then the other, suddenly struck by her chin. Too sharp? Her body was whittling itself down to nothing, each pace past forty. “Honestly, I just wanted to have hair that wasn’t so much like what Mom had.”

			“Fair point.”

			“Besides,” Fran added, “who would I be fooling around with? Who else is there?”

			Luce traced the rug with the toe of her shoe. “Philip.”

			“Christ, Luce, would you just stick him and get it over with?”

			“I am offended.” Luce pulled her shoulders back. “He is married.”

			“Uh-huh.” Fran caught herself, backed away from the mirror. “Look. Me and Fred are the same, except for constantly having heart attacks over how much we owe.”

			Luce sniffed. Examined a fingernail. “Looks like he’s lost a little weight. I don’t suppose he’d say so if he’s having those episodes again.”

			“I don’t suppose he would.” Fran let herself run her fingers through her hair one more time.
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			When she walked into Number Two the following week, Wendy’s eyes widened. “Wow,” she said under her breath.

			Fran felt woozy enough to topple over. “Went shopping,” she managed.

			Wendy gave her a knowing smile. “Looks like it was a success,” she said.
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			Wendy liked photography. She used an ancient, creaking Rolleiflex, something a friend had discarded. She showed Fran the trapdoor, the loading of the film, and then, with pride, photos she had taken of her daughter, Holly: a serious little brunette in sharp focus against a stream; or captured in midair; or crouching on a sidewalk, enticing a cat with a bit of cheese. “You ought to do this professionally,” Fran said.

			Wendy shrugged, scrunched her nose with a little smile. “It’s a hobby. I wouldn’t know what to do if I were taking a picture of something that wasn’t Holly.”

			“Wouldn’t hurt to find out, would it?”

			“Maybe I should take a picture of you,” she said. She reared back, said, “Hold it right there,” and clicked. Fran’s stomach blossomed.

			She knew money was an issue for Wendy. A little duplex like the one she lived in would go cheap. When Fran suggested that Wendy photograph some items for their holiday circular, it was to offer her a bit of extra pay as well as a way of getting to spend more time with her alone. They set it up at the Winchester Road store one evening after closing. RC Cola, the Looks 500 Vanity Mirror, and a set of Corningware dishes in robin’s-egg blue. “These will photograph well,” Wendy said, turning a teacup in the light.

			“Can I watch?” Fran settled into a chair. “I want to learn to take a picture.”

			Wendy grinned. “Okay.”

			Learn to take a picture. Fran could hear Luce snorting. But she let herself fall into watching. Wendy’s mouth was a marvel: the way it could shift from smirk to syrup in a fraction of a second. Her lower lip, that fat grapefruit slice. When she leaned forward to adjust the placement of the vinyl swatch that functioned as a backdrop, Fran caught sight of her breasts, creamy at the part in her shirt. Forgot to breathe.

			In the beginning, she’d had an excuse; she couldn’t imagine the things she wanted. Now—thanks to the books, and time musing on the idea—she could.

			Wendy poured RC Cola into one of Fred’s crystal tumblers, then tilted her head and bunched her lips in disapproval. “This isn’t going to work.”

			A flick of fear in Fran’s chest. “Why?”

			“The pop’s not gonna show up in any photographs.” Wendy placed her Rolleiflex on the desk, then crossed her arms over her chest. “I tell you what. Any way we could borrow 7UP from the inventory? And maybe some food coloring?”

			Fran jogged onto the store floor, gathering everything in the dim. They looked in vain for a bottle opener. Wendy squinted, tongue in her cheek: “Got a cigarette lighter?”

			Fran produced a Bic from her purse. Wendy steadied the bottle on the desk, then wedged the Bic under the cap and, with a sharp slap, popped it open. Took a swig before pouring a measure into a tumbler and holding it up to the light: clear and twinkling, bubbles swarming up the sides. A few drops of food coloring and the liquid plummeted to a shimmering, jewel-like depth: the idea of cola, not its inky actuality. Fran felt herself sway. Brilliant. This woman. My God.

			“We’re having a big dinner next month,” Fran said, attempting to steady herself. “Sort of a late buyout celebration. And fifteen since we bought our first store. You think you might be able to come?”

			“Sure.” She bent over at the waist, slowly, to get the perspective. Over her shoulder: “Are you okay?”

			Fran propped herself against the wall, tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “Sure. Why?”

			Wendy glanced back, amused. “You’re sweating a little.”

		

	
		
			16.

			Fred wished very much that he could trade Southern Star details with Jack. But he held back once he realized, with a satisfied start, that this made him different from Jack now. For once, he was part of something Jack was not. Jack claimed to have refused admission—refused—and when Fred had delicately slid a reference to the organization into one of their lunches that week, Jack had wrinkled his nose, said, “Oh, the faux Klan. Ravishing.”

			But the anxiety made him cave anyway. He confessed his pending acceptance to Jack that afternoon during one of their meetings. “They’re gonna toss me out,” Fred said, drumming the desk and looking down. “They’ll figure it out.”

			Jack, leaning back to light up. “What on earth will they figure out?”

			Fred shrugged, uncomfortable. Finally said, “Maybe have a fit and pass out. Or do something—stupid, I don’t know.”

			Jack, blowing a plume of smoke at the ceiling. “Look. What makes you different from them, anyway? Nothing. Well, you got better sense. This aside.” His old careworn tone—part compassion, part patronizing, the kind of voice you’d administer to a five-year-old terrified of his own closet. “Every man in that room,” Jack told him, “has something frail inside him. And the loud ones even more so. You got just as much right to be there as any one of them.” He pointed his smoke: “You remember that.”

			The initiation was a warm night in September. There were robes—red robes, Jack, he thought—and hoods drawn over faces. They’d liquored him up beforehand with midrange whiskey, and then—to Fred’s dismay—someone had a little doctored cigarette spiced up with dope making the rounds, and when it was handed to him, it was not an offer so much as a command. He verified—yes, goddammit, it smelled exactly like Sam’s room, and Benny’s, too—before taking a hit, coughing it out, and almost immediately feeling discomfort, as if every bone in his body had gone into revolt and disappeared. This only lent to the feeling of unreality and slight horror thereafter, when the actual ceremony—held on someone’s farm, a bonfire in a grove of oaks—started, and voices began speaking out of those hoods. Voices with odd familiarity: one he was positive he’d heard on a newscast, and a couple others from local advertisements. Another, he realized with a cold jolt, was an elected official, someone he’d voted for whose power was so high, so far ranging, that it robbed him of breath: This was someone who had very well kept time with the president. And there was a call and response, the men grunting athletically in time, and Fred found himself grunting with them, and he was grateful for his robe, for he was more erect and engorged than he’d ever been in bed, ever—he’d never needed anything else this badly—

			The primacy of man over hearth and fire

			The response of the men: a thunderous, group-wide Aye.

			The primacy of man over creature and seed

			The primacy of man over home and progeny

			With fairness as our jurisdiction

			With filial love and honor as our jurisdiction

			And then, that familiar newscast voice, calling his name. The man’s palm on Fred’s forehead: “Do you pledge yourself to these causes?”

			He did.

		

	
		
			17.

			The dress was a scandal—pine green, slim cut, with a slit up one side. Respectable enough from the front, but when Fran turned, there was a drop: an expanse of her naked back, one long, breathtaking muscle. Is that me? When she’d entered that evening, Vivian had zipped over to her, nose scrunching in delight, whispering, “That dress. Can I give you a suggestion?”

			Vivian linked arms with Fran and took her to a private powder room on the second floor. Directed her to a vanity—“Sit!”—produced a trove of bobby pins from her purse, and proceeded to do something quick and brilliant with Fran’s hair, pinning it up so that her back was on display. “There,” she said, patting Fran on the shoulder. “Now you’re a portrait.”

			Indeed: she was a portrait, taking a fearful look around at what she’d built. She could actually see how Baker-Taylor’s was changing, becoming something different from what it had been just nine months before. The evidence was in this room, fogged with smoke, a crush of bodies. She saw two state reps and a newscaster from a local TV station. She heard a radio personality booming out a joke from the bar, and she saw a runner-up for that year’s Miss Bluegrass pageant working the room. She saw the owner of a recent Kentucky Derby winner, and she saw employee upon employee upon employee, and they all knew her name, and she was guilty to find that she knew only about a third of theirs. At one point, she spotted Fred, tugged on his sleeve. Whispered, “We don’t know these people.”

			He grinned at her, a fine sheen of sweat on his forehead. The suit was new, and tailored just for him. It showed. She felt a stab of sadness. He was so handsome, she thought. He really was. “We do now,” he said.

			And then, a casual shooting of his cuffs. Revealed—cuff links. But not the ones she’d given him: these were a new, brassy gold, with a little ruby star on each side.

			“When did you learn to do up cuff links?”

			He glanced down. “Oh. Pammy did them for me.”

			She looked closer. “Are those new?”

			“Uh-huh.” Scanning the room.

			“Where did you get them?”

			Eyes still trained out—a slow exhale. “Well, I can tell you more about it later, but ever heard of the Southern Star?”

			She narrowed her eyes. “Aren’t they a club?”

			“A fraternal order,” he said. “They just took me on as a member.”

			“I know what they are,” she said. “Were you planning on sharing this with me at some point?”

			“Of course I was. It’ll be good for business. Lotta connections.” And here, his eyes finally met hers. An uneasy turning began to creep into her midsection. Her husband, she thought, could be an honest man—when he felt it was called for. It was the capacity for evasiveness that pressed her to be so exacting, with him. She knew this part of him, sensed the darkness it came from, and she didn’t care for it.

			Then, “I gotta go say hey to these folks, hon.” He patted her on the shoulder, then turned and, hand stretched heavenward, made his way through. Fran turned to watch him.

			She looked for Wendy Patterson for a good half hour before giving up to stand with Viv and Luce. They began to work over Luce’s date, Robin, who’d worn a dashiki and loafers. “I don’t give a damn,” Luce grumbled. “The less clothes, the better.”

			Fran ticked her head. “He’s got Benny’s seal of approval.”

			Robin was currently in a corner laughing as Benny performed a dance in which he bared his gut and gave it a great tremble. They watched as Fred, striding by, paused to yank at Benny’s collar and whisper fiercely in his ear. Fran followed Luce’s line of sight across the room to where Philip Keckley stood, scotch in hand, while his wife coolly brushed down her skirt with an expression that revealed she had not wanted to come.

			And then, between the portly newscaster downing a scotch and Mrs. Keckley perching her heel on a chair to make a buckle adjustment, Wendy materialized. She was wearing a pink silk dress, low-cut, with a glittering belt nipping her midsection. She’d done something with her hair, too—blown it out so that it fanned, soft and gleaming, around her face. She was plump and fresh and satiny all over, and she left a trail of looks as she cut through the room to reach Fran. Fran waved, the drink she was holding sloshing in her hand.

			Wendy drew near. Whispered, “You’re spilling.”

			“I was looking for you,” Fran told her, a touch too earnest.

			Still close: “It’s okay, I believe you.”

			Luce was looking between the two of them, eyes narrowed. Fran turned, said, “Here’s our GM for Number Two. Wendy, this is my sister Lucille, and this is Vivian, Jack’s wife.”

			Luce offered her palm with a small, pressed smile, then watched as Viv reached out and jostled Wendy’s hand, whispering, “Call me Viv, please.”

			At that moment, Sam passed, holding the hand of a checkout girl. Good grief, Fran thought. When Sammy fell, he fell hard—none of Josiah’s cool distance. She could time the tears for six weeks from now. When Fran beckoned, he came over. “Honey, could you check on Benny and Birdie?”

			Sam gave the cashier a glazed smile over his shoulder. “They’re fine.”

			Fran rose on her toes and looked toward the entrance. Birdie was hunched at a table in a dress, one eye shut, dealing what appeared to be a poker hand to two amused assistant managers. “Have they been sneaking drinks?”

			Sam ticked his head to the side, hummed. “Sixty-forty, in favor of?”

			Wendy laughed softly. Fran muttered and let Sam go. “I wanted to get a sitter for them tonight,” she said, “but Fred said that it was good to have them here. Goes with the commercial, he said.”

			“I like your kids,” Viv said.

			“I best not catch them shitfaced at the end of this.”

			The record on the loudspeaker, something croony and two decades out-of-date, came to a staticky halt. Then Fred was on the platform, tapping at a microphone. Even when nervous, there was a new glisten to the man. Fran chalked it up to the suit: like her dress, it made the most basic machinations of the body seem prosperous and magnetic, something you wouldn’t mind smelling.

			“Come sit with us,” Fran whispered in Wendy’s ear.

			Wendy nodded, mock serious. “Right away.” That rich teasing. She placed a hand to Fran’s arm: “Love that dress,” she said. “It was made for you.”

			They settled into a small circular booth, Wendy sliding in beside Fran, taking the end. Across the table, Luce glanced back and forth between them, brows falling into a V. There was a long tablecloth obscuring those seated from the midsection down. Fran noted this detail at precisely the moment that she registered Wendy’s thigh pressing against hers. She waited for Wendy to move away. She did not.

			The undulations of Fred’s voice stirred the background. He’d been working on his speech for weeks now and hit all the familiar beats—just under a year, with unprecedented growth in nine different states, a gag gift of long underwear from their Detroit management, three different references to family business and family ties and bonds that endure. Fran had urged him to go for index cards—You’re going to be nervous and stand-up comedians practice for years to get that good and don’t you dare try this without notes—and the cues were paying off. She saw him peering into the audience every now and again, either looking for her, or looking for Jack, who was standing at the side, on duty with arms folded across his chest, a cigarette smoldering between two fingers. As she followed her husband’s voice, she placed her hand on her own leg. Gazed down to see Wendy’s cleavage moving visibly with her breath. Fran felt the very roots of herself, creeping out into the glorious darkness.

			A joke cracked. A titter from the audience.

			Luce’s frown was burning into them from across the table. Wendy was ignoring it—she was bristling with a smile, straighter posture, a lift of her chin. Luce, needling. Wendy, deflecting.

			Almost in response, Wendy reached under the table and slowly, with two fingers, took Fran’s hand in her own.

			Fran could feel herself quiver, then go still, barely breathing. Sound crashed against the roar of their bodies: the rude click of knives, the slick of lighters, a slight whinny from the sound system. The ceiling lifted. The floor fell away.

		

	
		
			18.

			Fran barely noticed when Sam approached the table toward the end of the ceremony. He had to lean in, do a small wave. “Mom.”

			Please don’t make me get up.

			“Birdie’s sick,” he said. “And I can’t, you know, take her to the ladies’ room.” He blushed. “I tried.”

			The thought of Sam carting Birdie into the women’s restroom broke her trance. Fran heard Wendy sigh and, reluctantly, release her hand and rise to let her pass. Fran moved through the tables, legs shaking, room tilting.

			They found Birdie gray-faced and crying over the toilet. “You were supposed to watch her,” Fran said.

			Sam rubbed an eye. “Birdie is unwatchable.”

			Benny plowed into the restroom. “Why are you all having a meeting in here without me?” Spotted Birdie. “Ugh. Gross.”

			Sam grabbed him, gave him a sniff. “Dude. Were you outside toking up with Luce’s boyfriend?”

			“At least I wasn’t ralphing up cocktail weenies.” Benny poked a shoe into Birdie’s side. Birdie swatted at him and ended up slapping Fran instead.

			Fran absorbed all this through a fog. She flexed her right hand, the one Wendy had held. Felt a pointed flash of resentment for her children. Took a deep breath. Grabbed Birdie’s hand. “Stop it.” To Sam: “Watch your brother. Actually do it this time.” To Benny: “No VCR or Atari for a week, and any more sass from you and I’ll throw in a week’s worth of shifts at the store. Do you hear me? Now both of you.” She pointed at the door. “Get the hell out.”

			The boys stared, wide-eyed. Began to back away.

			By the time Fran hauled a damp, spent Birdie into the lobby, Wendy was nowhere to be seen. Luce was on her way out the door, Robin on her arm. “Roberta, were you boozing it?”

			Birdie burrowed her head into Fran’s neck. “No.”

			Luce patted Fran’s elbow. “I think your friend had to leave.” She turned, face neutral, and walked out.

			Fred, buoyant, wagged hands at a couple of GMs, then swung over, legs locked, grinning. “So how was I?” He peered at Fran. “What happened over here?”

			“Birdie’s made herself sick,” Fran snapped, then caught herself. Took a quick look around, just in case Luce was wrong. But only the caterers were left, sealing aluminum trays. “Look at all that food. I’ll need to take half to the home office so everyone can eat it for lunch tomorrow. Birdie. Stand.”

			“We can make room in the fridge at home.”

			“Easier to do it now.” And she began to stack the trays, packing Styrofoam containers into paper bags, directing Sam to the half meant for home. Sam moved quickly. Mom was pissed, and they all knew it. Except for Fred, still floating on the speech that hadn’t gone wrong. He rolled his shoulders, loosened his tie, before picking Birdie up. “Well,” he said, “if you’ve still got gas in the tank.”

			“Are you all right to drive?” Fran asked him.

			“Got a chauffeur.” Fred yawned, extended his keys for Sam to take.
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			Fran walked through the dark, barely feeling the fall chill. She loaded the Fury with trembling hands. She was tempted to sit behind the wheel, grasp for her right mind. She sat, thrumming. An eternity seemed to pass before she turned the motor over.

			As she drove, she engaged in something new—a magical sort of thinking, one in which she could steadfastly believe that she was not, moment by moment, actually doing what she was doing. Beautiful denial. I just want to be by myself, she thought as she drove to the home office. Just a night drive, she thought as she pointed the car down Winchester Road, passing the turnoff for home, gunning the Fury toward downtown. Just a walk, she told herself as she parked on the street and tapped her way across Limestone’s broken sidewalk to Wendy’s doorstep. Her light was on. Fran penetrated the warm circle. Knocked.

			Wendy opened the door, face still glossy with makeup, shed of dress: leggings, a T-shirt that read The Ramones. An open smile crested her lips. She stood to the side, letting Fran in. Shut the door behind her.

			Fran said, “I—”

			Wendy’s mouth was on hers.

			Fran froze, shocked, and then became lost. Wendy’s hands on her face, her neck. She kissed her back, trembling, timid, and then more deeply. Wendy: the sweet clean of her hair. The gentle spike of sweat underneath. The parabola of her side. The hum that emerged from her when Fran’s hand rested there. A small whirling of heat began at Fran’s center, coming to hover and glow between her legs. Almost a year, she thought, of wanting this every day. When Wendy’s wet, velveteen tongue slipped between her lips, thought fragmented and broke.

			Wendy pushed her, gently, onto the couch, her mouth to Fran’s neck, the tender place just below the nub of her earlobe. It was new, being lingered over like this. Fran let her head fall back. She moaned. Wendy shushed her, shaking with laughter.

			She let Wendy work her way back to her neck and grasp for the dress zipper. This was a leading Wendy, a Wendy who was making her wait merely because she could. Her voice in Fran’s ear: Was it good? Fran whimpered the affirmative, and the dress was freed, peeled to her midsection, brassiere loosened and falling into Wendy’s hands. Stroking, plucking, Fran felt Wendy’s mouth fall to her nipple, her tongue begin to work.

			Fran began turning her face left to right, unable to stop. Wendy moved to the other breast, one thumb remaining to run gentle circles over the first, her pelvis rocking against Fran’s thigh. Fran’s legs were wrapped around her now, and she arched and glowed and peaked, shivering, extravagant gulps of air, burying her face into the afghan that smelled of Wendy. The good feeling, warm and slightly pained, ran into all corners of her body. She shook and came, and she came again, and she was spent.

		

	
		
			19.

			Pammy dashed into Fred’s office, invite in the air: “Chamber of Commerce Gala!”

			Then he got the wave from the Lions, the Kiwanis, Rotary. It was happening. He was becoming. Spreading out beyond the boundaries of himself. The feeling was so precious that it remained nameless; Frannie didn’t care for ambition. But couldn’t there be some room for hope?
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			Baker-Taylor’s taped another commercial for New Year’s 1981. Come to Baker-Taylor’s, giving you your heart’s desire for less than ever! Jack made the argument: the entire Taylor family was a PR asset that could not be denied. Two reasonably attractive, relatable parents and enough kids to constitute a crowd? Come on. To strengthen his case, he went to Benny and Birdie and asked them if they wanted to be TV stars. Then he told Sam how much tail he would get when all those girls saw him strutting around on-screen. You ain’t gonna be safe, son. That was it: the three youngest Taylors were on board. Josiah refused until Fred threatened to yank his new car from him, at which point he relented.

			Jack enlisted cameras, lighting, and volunteer extras, drawn to the novelty of it all, the slim chance of appearing on TV. They chose the southside branch with the new signage and sparkling snack bar. The structure was simple: a toss of confetti, then Fred and Fran parting the fleshy sea amid ribbons and garlands in their new signature magenta. Fred a little more stout, a little more solid these days, but prosperous enough so his suit was cut to conceal. Fran, flame-haired, in a creamy wrap dress. She had suggested red at first, but Wendy had teased her out of the idea (naked together under a quilt in the last precious minutes before they had to rise: “Are you color-blind?” she’d said. “You’ll be one big body flush, jogging around the screen”). For all of Fred’s eagerness, Jack gave Fran the opening lines: “You’re pretty. Or prettier than Fred, anyway,” to which Fran smiled sweetly and told him, “Go burn in hell.”

			In the final cut, the text at the bottom of the screen read Mr. and Mrs. Fred Taylor, CEOs, Baker-Taylor’s Discount Stores, Incorporated. But it was Fran’s face that filled the screen. In a softer alto than one might expect, she said, “Here at Baker-Taylor’s, we consider you family. Come shop with us.” This, before the pack of children Jack had recruited fell on the toy inventory, with Benny and Birdie serving as ringleaders. (Before filming, Jack had given Benny a copy of Lord of the Flies as inspiration.) The image before the logo screen was Benny and Birdie pulling treacherous, near-vertical wheelies on BMX bikes, prompting Baker-Taylor’s branches region-wide to start chaining bikes to their displays.

		

	
		
			20.

			That year, Fred began to push for real estate.

			He tried to imagine entertaining at the Liberty Road house: making drinks for Hal and Jim and Tony in the little kitchen with the flower-pattern wallpaper, or ushering them through the living room and onto—God help us—the leather sofa with the give in the center and cracks that seeped upholstery. Fran loved the place, but he took no pleasure in the dumbwaiter in the front hallway or the old trapdoor on the front of the house built for milkman deposits. He wanted big, airy. He wanted sleek and up-to-date. When he was living in a place where he could host a party, then he would know that he had made it to wherever he was trying to go.

			But convincing Frannie would be tough. It would be the seersucker suit all over again. They’d been young—Billy, a baby. He and Jack had gone to a bar near campus after Jack finished up class at the law school. Fred had ordered them a couple bottles of Falls City, and hearing his accent, some clean-shaven college brat had asked him, Hey, bubba, how’s it feel to wear shoes for the first time? Fred couldn’t help it; he wanted that smooth, smirking face to hurt, and so he socked his fist into the middle of it, momentarily easing the sting of knowing he wasn’t passing for a local quite as seamlessly as he thought. That was strike one with Frannie—she’d scolded him, and rightfully so, when he arrived home. “You don’t know who you just hit,” she’d said to him. Strike two was the seersucker suit he purchased for himself not a week later. Something to drive him a bit further away from where and what he was—that was what he was looking for. It had been an out-of-body experience, handing the teller a wad of cash that was most of what they had in the world.

			Frannie had been livid. And when she was that angry, she went silent. He found her on their bed, curled into herself—his lovely little tuck beetle. When he pleaded with her to say something, all she said was, “I had to ask my sister for rent money.”

			“I’ll take it back,” he said.

			She rolled, looked at him over her shoulder. “Why are you like this?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Can you not just accept things as they are?” She peered at him, an odd expression on her face. He’d married a smart woman. He sometimes feared bearing the brunt of that intelligence. “Sometimes I think you’ll never be satisfied. You’ll just keep looking up from your supper to see what everyone else has.”

			Maybe she was right. These days, he was hungry—the more good news he received, the more he craved. But what was wrong with that? Sometimes it felt spiteful—the way she tried to knock his brightness down in the name of concern.

			He began looking at home listings that spring anyway. Cruising around, casually taking Fran past houses listed on the market. They found themselves in the midst of downtown one day: on a slender green side street lined with equal parts gentle rot and stunning Victorian homes—turrets, great heavy doors, placards listing historical events. The one at the end of the street with the dormer windows and carved awning could be painted Baker-Taylor’s plum, Fred pointed out to Fran. And it was for sale. And they could afford it.

			Fran squinted at the mansion. “I used to clean houses down here,” she said suddenly.

			“Really?”

			“You don’t remember? It was right after we moved here.” He watched her scan the yards. Hands went to her purse. “One was the home of a judge. The wife had three sets of china and insisted upon having them all washed, every single week. Used to call us her girls.” She craned over to light up. “I actually was a girl. Seventeen. Didn’t mind much. But some of the women I worked with were mamaws, and I bet you they did.” She exhaled a plume of smoke. “Pretty garden, though.”

			Fred pinched her arm. “Now we’re house hunting here.”

			Fran shook her head. “Whatever they’re charging for that house? I would pay the same amount to get myself as far away as possible.” She turned to him. “How about we just do some repairs to what we have? Finish the basement. Build a separate garage.”

			He sighed.

			“We won’t even need all that space in a handful of years. Sam’ll be in college. Benny and Birdie will be, too, quicker than you realize. And someday, it’ll be the two of us”—she pointed to the house—“dodging bats in one of these big old houses and getting mistaken for gardeners.”

			Other changes: one night, there was a mixer at the country club where Hal and some of the other Southern Stars had memberships. At the bar, Fred engaged in a conversation with a blonde who ended up looking frostier than she actually was—several times he made her laugh, and she’d placed her hand on his arm, the sensation hardening him in his trousers in pitifully short measure. Before he’d left for the night, the blonde had slipped him a matchbook, phone number within.

			He went to the restroom and took a long look at himself in the mirror. He wasn’t bad-looking. Maybe not conventional—no Cary Grant—but a craggy face, one with character, and a full head of hair. His features had always seemed sudden, outsized, as a youth. There was a photo of him and Frannie standing in front of the county courthouse on their wedding day. At sixteen, the nose was too large, forehead too high, ears too fleshy. But he’d shifted into slickness, at some point; he’d seen it himself, reflected in the gazes of the women who’d visit his counter at the old store to ask for his advice, as if he were more learned than they regarding cornmeal brands. It had happened to Josiah, too, just before he went to college: ganky to golden overnight. Sam, newly sixteen, was just beginning to crack his plaster.

			That he’d gotten her number at all elicited an adrenaline rush so intense it made him woozy. Still, he tossed that matchbook on his way out the door. He was headed nowhere but home. There was only one bed in which he wanted to set up residence, even now. As ever, he could only abide.

			When he reached home, he got under the covers and nuzzled Frannie’s cheek, grazing the curve of it with his lips. They’d been too tired at night to do the thing they needed to do to remain, in this particular way, married, and he felt urgency in his every limb. He pressed her hand to his cock. She stirred. He closed his eyes, plunged into velvet darkness. This time, he felt Frannie working harder than usual, her hips bucking, building toward that surge. He moved with her, feeling the joy of bringing her to her peak.

		

	
		
			21.

			In the months to come, Fran was surprised and amused to be recognized from TV: once at Fayette Mall and another time at the Golden Corral. Fran began to regularly notice lingering looks while pumping gas at Chevron, while patting her way through the apples at Kroger. Funny how she could feel the stares before she actually registered them. The coloring of face, or the quick aversion of eyes, or the eager jump: Didn’t I see you in that commercial for that store?

			It bothered Fran to be seen in this way, and to know that she was not the version of herself being sold on TV. She thought of something Jack said when they were talking about the new sodium lights for the stores—about people being insects, drawn to glow. She began to put on makeup before leaving the house, if only a minimum: a skim of face cream, a swipe of mascara. Silly, she told herself, parsing her bangs. “Silly,” she would say to anyone with her: Luce, and once or twice, Fred, who was miffed at being recognized secondarily, and only when next to Fran.

		

	
		
			22.

			Every Monday and Wednesday afternoon, Fran approached Wendy’s duplex from the back wearing a baseball cap neither of them mentioned. They had an hour to make love before Holly was due home from school. For most of their first afternoon together, Fran couldn’t kiss Wendy anywhere except her mouth. Wendy was happy to do the work for both of them—firm, instructional. They were both surprised at how much this excited Fran, how slick she was when Wendy slid her fingers inside her. The first time Wendy located Fran’s mound and tasted her, licking the soft length of it from fatty split to hood, Fran trembled and cried out into her pillow. And then, when Fran had wanted to try it the other way around, all she could do was slide down the length of Wendy’s body and simply beam at her from below until Wendy laughed and patted Fran’s head to come back up for air.

			“When did you know?” Fran asked her.

			Fran was grazing over her. Wendy’s entire body was a revelation: the slim toes, the bit of softness below the navel.

			“The parking lot,” Wendy said. “That first night. The smell would have kept most sane people away.”

			They would reclothe in the warmth and clutter of Wendy’s apartment—records and books everywhere one looked, with heavy photography collections (odd names: Meatyard, Eggleston) stacked atop a steamer trunk she’d found on the street that served as a coffee table—just in time for Holly to burst through the front door, thrilled at the sight of Fran. Unsurprising, that Holly loved her, especially after she’d corrected Wendy’s directive that she call her “Miss Fran” with Plain Old Fran. “Plain Old Fran, I knew you were here,” Holly said, scrambling into her lap. “Can I see your rings?”

			Their ritual: Fran knobbed them off, one by one, for Holly to play with. The bulbous emerald from the Christmas prior. A globular Kentucky Cluster that had become too small for Fred’s pre-arthritic knuckles. The Cluster was Holly’s favorite, the tiny diamonds twinkling in the glow of Wendy’s hurricane lamp. Thumping her head against Fran’s sternum. “It’s like a disco ball.”

			“A disco ball, huh.” Fran winked at Wendy.

			“Maybe we could meet at my house sometime,” Fran said, after a month or two.

			Wendy, doubtful: “With six people going in and out? Good luck.”

			“I hate imposing on you,” Fran said, “coming over, being in your space—”

			Wendy held up one hand. She was one of the most definitive people Fran had met, conducting whole conversations with a gesture. “I need to be honest here,” she said. “Every time I see a picture of your family, I feel my throat close up a little.”

			Fran stared at her.

			Wendy’s eyes, shifting to the side. “That—didn’t come out the way I would have liked.”

			“I should hope so.”

			Wendy leaned in. “But Fran, do you have much grounds for offense here?”

			“I don’t—”

			“Your kids are wonderful,” Wendy said, “but it’s your husband, love.” She turned. Side A of Fran’s favorite album, a record by Fleetwood Mac called Tusk, had ended. Fran watched her take it and gingerly flip it. Kimono, bare feet. “You know that last party you all had for Helen’s retirement? When he passed me and boomed, There’s our commercial star and he—you know.”

			Fred had put a hand to Wendy’s lower back briefly as he passed. Wendy, for her part, had been visibly uncomfortable. Fran had to fight the urge to tug Fred to the side and twist his wrist as hard as she could.

			“I’m only going to say this once,” she told him later. “You need to watch the handsiness with the female staff. Otherwise, you’re going to get yourself in trouble. And not just with me.”

			This had not been received well. Fred didn’t know what she was so upset about; he didn’t think a friendly hand to the waist or the back or the elbow or the shoulder was off-limits—it was cordial, it was polite, she was being too sensitive. And from there, a diatribe about women’s libbers and all the ruckus they were making—it was a bunch of old crones bitter because they couldn’t keep a man.

			“You touch another female employee,” Fran had said, “in any way, and we’re going to have a problem.” Slowly: “This is your wife telling you.”

			And with a sour twist to his lips, he’d dropped it.

			“Honey, I’m just saying,” Wendy told her. “Be honest with yourself about what’s happening here.”

			“What is happening here?”

			Wendy gazed at her for a long moment, then shook her head.
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			Fran began making little bargains with herself.

			When she drove downtown, she parked only on side streets, and she always made sure to tuck the Fury between two closely parked cars to make it harder to read her license plate. She’d scraped the My Child Is an Honors Student at LJHS! holdover from Sam’s tenure from the bumper.

			She switched to an old, shapeless watchman’s cap. She would tuck her hair underneath, pulling her collar up. She likely looked as guilty as she felt. Tried her best to loosen her stance before Wendy opened the door. But Wendy simply stepped to the side with a shy half smile. “Hi.”

			When Fran was with Wendy, she felt nothing but Wendy—smelled, tasted, wanted nothing, save for Wendy. When she was not with Wendy, she was in a new sort of hell. When they’d first started up, the whole of Wendy was still so unbelievable that it was easy, on some days, to deny that Wendy had happened at all: This exists? A dream state, private, beyond confirmation or record. Fran had never understood this ability to tuck away an entire life, but she could see the appeal: it was so nice to lose yourself in what could be.

			But reality had its way of horning in: the wild thrum in her pulse as she left Wendy’s home, the pounding in her temples as she walked—not too quickly, now—past the bar on the corner, the men sitting outside. There were questions as to how long, exactly, they could do this.
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			Other things. That spring, Wendy was going through her mail and lingered worriedly over a letter that, upon Fran’s repeated questioning, she revealed had come from a collection agency. “I’ve been through this with them,” she said. “I’m on a payment plan. They’ll get their money as soon as I make it, but that’s the best I can do.”

			Fran held her hand out. “Let me see.”

			It was from Holly’s hospital stay almost two years prior. It was the kind of number that inspired an involuntary groan from Fran: “Look at that interest rate.”

			Holly looked up from a coloring book. “What’s a interest rate?”

			Fran glanced at Wendy. “It’s when a bank or someplace loans you money, and the interest is kind of how much the loan costs. Extra money you gotta give them as you pay it off. Little bit at a time.” To Wendy: “This is criminal. They’re screwing you.”

			“Yeah.” She reached out, took Fran’s hand in hers. Turned the emerald in the light. “I ran the numbers a few months back.” A small, pained smile. “I can expect to pay it off in 1987.”

			Fran’s eyes widened. “Oh honey. We’ve got to figure something out.”

			“We?”

			Fran took her hand back. “Yes, why not?”

			Wendy rubbed the back of her neck contemplatively. Finally: “I don’t like this.”

			“You don’t like what?”

			“I can take care of myself,” Wendy said. “I can take care of my daughter. I’ve been doing it for years. This is just—a part of my life that makes me feel small. Especially when it’s playing out in front of you.”

			It pierced Fran. Wendy’s small toughness—it was one of the many things she loved about her. Now, her guilt, ever present, was twofold. If love was obligation, she had an obligation here.

			The next day, Fran stopped by Number Two. “Let’s do lunch, Ms. Manager,” she said.

			Wendy looked over her shoulder at the checkout girls, then quickly turned back. She had told Fran that Carla, not long ago, had asked her if she had a boyfriend. Wendy had brushed it off, telling her that she’d given up on men. “Oh, I know,” Carla said, and Wendy had snorted to Fran, “I considered saying, Do you?”

			They went to a small Mexican diner tucked in a strip mall behind North Broadway—one of the many parts of Lexington that Fran had had no idea existed before Wendy, along with a hidden park behind a block of Victorians bordering the college campus, and a dusty little bookstore attached to a gas station at the edge of the county with a hidden trove of far-flung art books. It only lent to Fran’s feeling that the person sitting next to her was an entire alien universe. They’d never seen anyone else they knew at these places.

			When they sat, Fran opened her pocketbook. Removed a folded check, slid it toward Wendy.

			Wendy slid it back.

			“It’s your balance,” Fran protested. “Without that ridiculous interest rate they’re giving you.”

			“No.”

			Fran held her hands up. “It’s a loan. A little bit could come out of your paycheck each pay period. And you wouldn’t have that awful rate tacked on. Those people are crooks, Wendy. They take advantage of sick people.” Fran let the hurt crease her face. “Why won’t you let me do this?”

			“Because you are not my sugar momma.”

			Fran stared. “Your what?”

			“You heard me.”

			Fran reared back and slapped the table, grinning. “Get a load of that. Me, a sugar momma.”

			“I’ve seen it,” Wendy looked down. “Happens more than you’d think.”

			Fran sobered. “Honey—”

			“Look,” Wendy said. “You have a lot more money than I do. And that’s fine.”

			“But I didn’t always,” Fran replied. “And I don’t want you living with this stone around your neck. Someone’s getting rich off of you suffering. And if I can do something about it, you better believe I will.” Fran pressed the check into her hand. “This is self-interest. I’m trying to save my best employee’s stomach lining.”

			The waitress arrived to refill coffees. Fran let go of Wendy’s hand, pressed her palms together in her lap. Waited for her to walk away, then whispered, “Good lord, would it make you feel better if I charged you interest?”

			Wendy shook her head.

			“Please accept my help.”

			“It’s charity,” Wendy hissed.

			“It’s a loan.”

			“It’s not a loan if you are fucking the loaner.”

			Their age difference—very nearly fifteen years—didn’t matter until, suddenly, it did. One day, Fran had visited the duplex and was aghast to find Wendy in sweats changing the oil on her car. “I’ve never met someone more inclined to do things for herself than you,” Wendy had laughed, “but changing out the oil offends you?” She couldn’t stop giggling the day she’d worn a miniskirt and Fran had ruled it, with a begrudging smile, a scandal. And Fran could cuss a blue streak if so inclined, but some of the words Wendy came up with were not a part of her universe. Particularly “fuck.” It was a Jack Willoughby kind of word.

			Maybe the gap was greater than age. They’d talked about voting—Fran had gone back and forth between parties, not thinking much of it, but for the past decade or so, yes, she’d registered Republican. She and Fred had both voted for Nixon, and for Reagan in ’80 (and, barring disaster, would likely vote for him again in ’84). Recently, at the home office, Wendy—making a brief appearance when Fred was out—had spotted a new framed photograph of the Taylors with a couple of legislators whose faces she’d recognized from Herald articles. They’d begun making some donations—more Fred’s doing than Fran’s, but their being business owners, she had to admit: it was a smart idea to have friends on the inside. “I’m trying to count all the teeth I see in this picture,” Wendy had said.

			Fran had taken slight offense—what did it matter how she voted? “Reagan has a real hard-on for the bootstrap narrative,” Wendy said, exasperated. “And of course you’re gonna love that idea if it worked for you. But it is not applicable to everyone.” Wary of a fight, Fran had dropped the subject. She couldn’t now.

			“That little Pinto’s been giving you trouble,” Fran whispered. “And I know Pete and Walter are your good friends, but if something happened and you had to get another place, would you be able to?”

			“What, you think I don’t lay awake worrying about these things?”

			“We could draw up a little contract if it makes you feel better,” Fran said. “Have terms of payment. Whatever makes you comfortable.”

			Wendy set her coffee down. “Does Fred know about this?”

			Fran was silent.

			“That’s what I thought.” Wendy slid the check back over. “I know you are not used to being told no,” she said, “so I’m trying to do this gently. But you need to drop this.”
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			Once, Fran reached for Wendy’s arm in the empty office of Number Two.

			“Don’t,” Wendy told her.

			“No one’s here.”

			“You do it once, it gets to be a habit.” Wendy rose. Quietly: “You’d be surprised at who thinks it’s their job to watch you.”

			Fran drew back.

		

	
		
			23.

			They’d had different lives, of course. The first couple of times Fran had asked about Wendy’s family, she’d deflected, until finally the day came when Wendy opted to tell Fran of her own accord: working people from the eastern part of the state. Her father had been in the mines and had developed lung problems early, with hacking that kept him perpetually bent in half. “They came from deprivation,” Wendy said, and Fran thought of the comment Josiah had made: “standard-issue deprivation.” Another moment in which Wendy’s tastes, habits, political leanings aligned more with those of her children than her. “I have a deep, abiding respect for how they weathered their lives. They carried the burden. But.”

			They were in bed. How long had they been doing this? Fran thought. Six months, or almost. And yet she felt she’d known Wendy for decades. Fran was turned toward Wendy. Wendy stared up, face stilled.

			“I never felt particularly related to either one of them,” she continued. “And that felt like a secret for years. It was something I knew, and was so sad over, for so long, but I didn’t know how to express it to anyone. Even if I had someone to tell.” She paused. “They were hard people. Cold. Maybe through no fault of their own.”

			Wendy’s parents had learned about her from her sister, who had seen her parked with a girl in the shade of an abandoned farmhouse on US 23. There was barely an inquiry into whether or not it was true. It was a shock, Wendy told her, to realize that what Wendy had felt, all those years—her essential difference, from her family—was mutual, that they had collectively known something that none of them would say aloud. She was told to leave. “As I was packing my suitcase? It was, like, this Samsonite someone had given my parents as a wedding gift, and they never used it because they never went anywhere. But my sister started to move her things to my side of the room. I said, Can’t even wait for me to get my stuff, can you? And she just gave me this dry little smile and was like, Nope.” Wendy glanced at Fran, rolled eyes.

			“Wow,” Fran said. “I ever see this woman, she’s in trouble.”

			“She’s in trouble already,” Wendy said. “She’s exactly like them.”

			Like Luce, Wendy was a crusader; Lexington was as much city as she’d seen, and so she went. She had a friend from school who worked the makeup counter at the Turfland Mall McAlpin’s, and Wendy stayed with her while she found a job and found, too, a good many young people like herself. Young, isolated, blackballed from church, kicked out of home. “Lexington is where every queer person in east Kentucky shows up sooner or later,” she told Fran—this, another story told from the crook of Fran’s arm, into the side of Fran’s neck, as they lay together. “Think about it. Anyone wanting a taste of anonymity without the full, isolating dosage of, say, a Chicago or an Atlanta, comes here. It’s all about relativity. You come from a town of like, four hundred. If your teachers had had your parents in school, if you can’t recall the last time you saw a face you didn’t recognize, if people hear your surname and pull up at least five different associations—church denominations, car make and model—”

			Fran smiled.

			“Then Lexington is enough,” Wendy finished. “Just enough to give you the faceless humanity you crave.”

			There she goes, saying things that would never occur to Fran. Fran felt herself flip over and glow inside.

			Wendy had had (for a few years, anyway, before Holly) a youth: a group of people, some experiences. She went to bars, shows, joined a softball league, had a string of jobs. She met her landlords, Walter and Pete, while waitressing at a diner downtown. She implied dating. She met Holly’s father at a music club called Cave System—he’d been a friend, a little bit straight and a little bit gay. One night, the two of them got very drunk, and Wendy mused that she’d never seen male genitalia; he’d twiddled his thumbs at his face and beamed: Available for hire! The condom broke, but he’d been present for Holly’s birth and helped care for her after, the three of them dozing on Wendy’s bed, with soft, downy-skulled Holly scowling in her sleep on his skinny chest. The plan was to raise Holly as friends. He’d been searching for a home to buy, something with a separate apartment so he could live close, when the wreck happened: a head-on collision on Ironworks Pike.

			The next two years were the loneliest Wendy had ever known. Money problems, exhaustion. Holly’s sudden illness, a cold that bloomed one afternoon into something thrashing and terrifying. Oxygen tent, shallow breaths—and here, Fran reached over, held her, her own breath catching in her throat at the familiarity—but there, too, such a revelation. With bills nipping at her heels, she enrolled Holly in Head Start, began working at Baker-Taylor’s, put her head down and moved up. The life she had, Wendy told her, was all hers—she had fought for it, hard.

			Fran understood, then, the exact place in which Wendy had felt the blow when Fran had offered her money. The respect Fran had for this woman. The awe.

			“You remind me of Luce,” Fran said. “She came here when she was seventeen, too. Ran away from home. Didn’t know a soul. You’re alike, you two.”

			Wendy snorted. “Yeah. I bet Luce would love to hear that.”

		

	
		
			24.

			Early that summer, the Pinto died at the side of Winchester Road. Fran made up an excuse about forgetting something at the home office and dashed out to pick Wendy up at a towing station. Wendy, face blotchy, said bitterly, “Alright. Fine. I’ll take it.”

			“It’s a loan,” Fran told her.

			“Right,” Wendy said. “And how do you plan on explaining this loan to Fred?”

			Fran hesitated. They were in Wendy’s living room, cradling cups of hot chocolate. “This is privileged information,” she said, “but Fred’s not one to go through the books. That’s always been my contribution.”

			Wendy blinked. “Really.”

			“Really,” Fran told her, feeling slightly guilty. “But that’s between us.”

			Later, it wasn’t guilt that would strike Fran. It was the shame of the incredulous look Wendy had given her at the admission. Well, Fran would reflect, what was wrong with that? It was similar to the look Wendy had greeted her with the day she’d said, “I’ll just say it. Someone was telling a story today about being in the home office and overhearing Fred calling you Mommy.” She tilted her head. “Please tell me that they were joking.”

			Of course, they had not been. Fran flapped her hand. “That’s just Fred forgetting where he is,” she said. “He does it at home. Sometimes he slips and he does it at the office.” She grimaced at the memory. “Once, he did it during a board meeting, too.”

			An expression of utter horror from Wendy. Fran had been so overcome with embarrassment she barely knew what to say. “He could have called me worse things,” she’d protested.

			Slowly: “Yes, but you are a CEO. You deserve a title that is not Mommy.” But she’d been able to tell that she’d hurt Fran’s feelings. She apologized, stroked her face. “That was unkind of me. I’m sorry. I just want better for you.”

			Fran relented: Wendy had a point.

			She and Wendy went to a used-car lot in Winchester. Wendy protested: “How do you possibly have time for this? You can barely spare an hour to come to my apartment to be ravaged.” Here, a hip bump. Fran giggled, looked behind her. Wendy was careful—no one was around.

			“I will always make time for you,” Fran told her.

			“That’s a nice sentiment,” Wendy said, “but I’ll reserve some skepticism here. Your time is ritualistically eaten from all sides.” She reached out, squeezed Fran’s arm. “I know that’s what you’d like, and what you want,” she said quickly. “But I understand that it might not always happen.”

			The salesman sized Wendy up, then shook his head: “My daughter’s about your age, and I wouldn’t let her drive a Pin-to.” He paired her with a little Ford pickup: ugly as all hell, but reliable. Fran worried fifty bucks off the price and Wendy drove it home.

		

	
		
			25.

			Luce came looking for her one Wednesday afternoon. She’d taken the liberty of peering at Fran’s desktop calendar to find the square from three to five on Mondays and Wednesdays scribbled out. “What appointments are those?” she asked Fran. “Looks like you come in early those days to make up for it.” She was applying her lipstick in the mirror, outlining her mouth.

			Fran thought quickly. “Mondays I go to the library,” she tried. “I do things I need to do in the quiet. Layouts. Inventory.”

			Luce, on her mouth: “I have noticed that Pammy and Fred talk more on the phone than they do to actual people.”

			“And when they aren’t, they talk to each other. By shouting through the wall.”

			Press, blot, stare. Fran could feel her pulse in her neck. “Wednesdays?”

			“Do you need me for something on Wednesdays?”

			Now Luce was frowning. Goddammit. She had to choose something that gave her just the right amount of shame. “A chiropractor,” Fran said, low. “Okay? I know you think it’s nonsense. But it’s actually helping.”

			Luce, hands lifted. “I think it’s fine. It’s snake oil, but—”

			“That snake oil lets me pick trash up off the floor without hollering. And if I squint, I can pretend it’s a massage.”

			A week or so later, Fred himself took a peek at her calendar: a warning from the universe, Fran thought, a cosmic nudge to be good, for Christ’s sake. “Chamber of Commerce dinner on Wednesday,” Fred said. “You got something from three to five, didn’t say what, but dinner’s at six-thirty.”

			“I can make it,” Fran said. Then, “I’ve been seeing a chiropractor.”

			Fred, without looking up from a piece of zoning legislation: “Back still bothering you?”

			“Back always bothers me.”
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			At least she didn’t have to worry about what to tell her children. They were remarkably uninterested in her life. Benny was twelve, had started middle school—a roaring social life, carousing, his impressions disrupted only slightly by the new cracks in his voice. Birdie was in the third grade now and had discovered junior pro basketball. Turned out a life of fighting with her brothers had made her fleet of foot, with impeccable reflexes for a nine-year-old. She worried over her jump shot, practicing for hours in the driveway. She began to dream of ascendance so deeply that she didn’t quite notice who was driving her to and from practice.

			Sam was not so far from college—he’d spent a weekend visiting Josiah at Vandy and had a job at the store that, Fran was gratified to see, he took fairly seriously. Sammy was different—he was sensitive, watchful, easily hurt, and Fran worried about taking extra precautions around him. But he, too, had his own world. At a holiday party, she caught him chatting Wendy up, head tilted to the side—earnest, languid. She could tell why girls liked him. Wendy was absorbing his attentions, amused, casting a sly eye at Fran as she approached.

			Fran patted Sam on the back. “Is Samuel being nice to you, Ms. Patterson?”

			Wide, toothy smile: “He’s being very nice to me.”

			And the back of Sam’s neck went red, but he didn’t walk away. He had excellent taste, that beauty boy of hers.
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			Other things: she discovered the charms of buying gifts, gifts that were expensive and intricate and beautiful. She purchased Wendy a Leica that brought tears to both their eyes. “It’s an investment,” Fran told her, and Wendy, sniffling, went to work pushing buttons, making the thing purr.

			Fran had also, queasily, begun to desire things for herself. Jewelry—no ostentatious stones, but big, heavy metals, statement rings, all Wendy-approved. A makeup arsenal that included more than one browning compact of eyeshadow. The Frye Campus boot with its solid heel and rationally rounded toe. Clothes that carved out the persona, inviting the person inside. And while she had been unnerved, in the beginning, when people began approaching her with that glassy look of disbelief in their eyes (“You were on television” came the remark over and over, as if a person on television made of flesh and organs were some kind of miracle), she came to—uneasily—enjoy it. She told herself that she liked the conversations the most: the mechanic who twiddled his fingers with satisfaction when mentioning how the hardware section was always organized just so, when he went to Ben Franklin he didn’t know where the hell he was—hammer in the nails, ladies’ soap in the power drills. The mother with too-wide eyes who told Fran that her son had given himself hives in home goods because he wanted an Icee and would not stop throwing a fit until one was had. It was all feedback: useful in its own right.

			But secretly, she was growing to like being seen. And she hated it a bit, because it made her feel like Fred. Fred needed eyeballs all the time. That had always been a part of him—she thought bitterly of the time he spent their rent money on a seersucker suit. The hours he spent on his hair alone. For years, this sour, screamy part of himself had been graciously tamped down by lack; he hadn’t gotten it, and he’d adjusted to the betterment of his character. But now, he was getting exactly what he didn’t need, and it rendered him more distracted, more…presumptuous. That buttery, schmoozy bullshit clung to him. Watching him “make connections” with crowds at parties made her skin prickle with guilt: she needed to keep better tabs on Fred. There was a part of him that believed in those commercials, that believed in the billboard of them, hovering like a Technicolor hell specter over New Circle Road. The things that were happening to them, Fran thought, were nice. But good fortune had a way of telling you a story about yourself that was just that: a story.

		

	
		
			26.

			At the close of a typical workday at the end of that summer, Fran was running numbers on the Emmerson’s loan and realized that they were less than twenty thousand dollars from paying it off.

			And not long after, while doing end-of-year accounting, she discovered that she and Fred had made, personally, triple what they’d made the year prior. Not a staggering sum to many, she thought, but to them—a sign of things to come.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Shortly after the first day of school, that year, Fran reached the house to find Luce’s car in the driveway and a completely baffled Fred in the living room, staring blindly at the TV. “Lucille here?” Fran asked him.

			Fred shook his head. The news was on—Reagan raises the debt ceiling, UK football to play Clemson. It was otherwise quiet. “Sammy’s sick,” he muttered.

			“What’s wrong?”

			Fred shook his head, lips twisting.

			“Fred, for God’s sake, you’re scaring me. What’s happened?”

			“He flipped out, that’s what happened.” His face flushed. She’d never quite seen this look on Fred before—fear, mixed with distaste. “I don’t know what his problem is.”

			In the kitchen, Benny and Birdie were unwrapping hamburgers and french fries. Benny glanced up, uncharacteristically grave. “He’s okay, Mom. Aunt Luce is with him.”

			Birdie peered at her, worried. Long eyepatch-free, but she’d taken to shutting that eye when tired or deep in her thoughts. Fran kissed the tops of their heads. Gave Benny a friendly poke: “Thanks for holding down the fort, you two.”

			“You’re welcome.” And here, Benny gave a baleful look at the living room. Something caught in Fran’s throat. So she hadn’t imagined it—this new iciness, between Fred and Benny. She ran a hand through his hair, then headed downstairs.

			In the dimness of Sam’s bedroom, Luce reclined in a papasan reading one of Sam’s paperbacks: I Have No Mouth and I Must Scream. On the mattress, Sam was curled into a fetal position. His face was unmistakably swollen. A new bristle covered his cheeks. And then, she saw it—a black eye, a fat, split lip, crusted with blood.

			Luce uncrossed her legs and stood, ushering Fran into the stair nook. “I gave him one of my Quaaludes,” Luce whispered. “He can’t hear a thing.”

			“What happened?”

			Luce shook her head, frowning. “Honey, he just—fell apart.”

			The details were fuzzy. Something had happened with the girl Sam had been seeing—they fought, or she cut things off, no one seemed to quite know what. “So he’s upset.” Fran shook her head. “You know Sammy, he has big feelings. He always has.”

			Luce bit her lip. “This was different.”

			They’d finally found him under the school bleachers, absolutely shaking, leaking from the eyes, nose, mouth. Punching himself repeatedly in the face. It had taken the football coach and the young guy who ran the in-class detention hall to stop Sam taking after himself. “He got himself good in the mouth,” Luce whispered. “Teeth are okay, though. And he wasn’t wearing his contacts, thank God.”

			The school’s front office, failing to reach Fran, called Luce, the emergency contact. And here, Luce looked closely at her. “Pammy couldn’t find the name of your chiropractor.”

			“Wasn’t Fred at the office?”

			Luce rolled her eyes. Under her breath: “He’s worse than useless, in this case.”

			Whispering: “Look, I know Fred’s not great in a crisis—”

			“He called him crazy, Fran. He wants to punish him. He also suggested military school.”

			Fran stared at her, speechless.

			“And if you’d like to verify that, your youngest two were in full earshot when he said it.”

			Fran looked to Sam—skinny arms, wrapped around himself. His legs tucked underneath him. Her beautiful, breakable boy, she thought, had been told something about himself that was a part of him now. And she’d not been there to stop it. She gazed upstairs, toward the living room, anger tightening each part of her.
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			Fran pushed her Newport store visit a day or two to stay home with Sam. Luce joined her. This particular store’s sales were barely steady. Fran was worried. Newport, the little Las Vegas of northern Kentucky, had been “cleaned up” by local government. Fran and Luce passed darkened strip clubs, dead bars, and shuttered off-track betting parlors on the way. All the folks who’d worked at those places had stopped at Baker-Taylor’s for toilet paper and socks before starting second shift. At the store, the AM, a slight brunette with big quivering eyes, kept her sight trained on Fran. “We know you can do this,” Fran told them. “It comes down to making customers feel welcomed. We feel gratitude when they come in here and not to you-know-who off 75.”

			After, as Fran was pulling on her coat, she approached: “Mrs. Taylor?”

			Fran looped her scarf. “Hi there. Ms. Caney, wasn’t it?”

			The AM gave a great blush. “Virgie.”

			“Lord, we had an aunt named Virgie.” Fran shook out her sleeves. “Pleased to know you, Virgie.”

			Virgie smiled, the creases going all the way up to her eyes. Fran heard Luce snort behind her. “I know this is silly, but—you look just like you do in your commercial.”

			“I do?”

			Virgie pressed her hands together. “Your hair! The red, it’s real, right?”

			“Real in spirit.” Fran put a hand to her hair, glanced back at Luce.

			“I just wanted to tell you how much I love working for Baker-Taylor’s,” she said. “We have a wonderful GM, and he sings your and Mr. Taylor’s praises all the time. I think good things come from the top. We’re going to make it. Your visit helps so much.”

			“My goodness,” Fran said. “That makes the drive worth it, right there.”

			“Every time I see that commercial,” she continued, “I say to my husband, That’s no bull. They really do consider us family.”

			Fran felt her face grow hot.

			“I was wondering.” Virgie produced a pad of paper from her smock. A pen. Fran began to feel a shrinking in her midsection. “It’s so silly, but—” The next part, low and quick. “Can I have your autograph?”

			Fran took the pad, signed as quickly as she could, then handed it back and hastened to shake Virgie’s hand and tell her good night.

			In the car, Luce laughed herself breathless.

			“I’ve never felt so damn uncomfortable in all my life,” Fran grumbled. “Drive us home.”

			“What, no stopping by the Brown Derby? Ain’t you gotta pay a visit to Robert Redford?”

			“Go to hell.”

			Luce glided onto the interstate. After settling into speed: “Sammy?”

			“Seems okay,” Fran said. This, she thought, was the real reason for Luce’s joining her—to debrief. “I got a referral to an adolescent counselor. He has his first appointment next week.”

			“A counselor?” Luce said. “That’s all?”

			“That’s all the doc seemed to think was needed. We’ll see how it goes.”

			A grainy Impala cut them off. Luce cursed leisurely under her breath. There was a moment of quiet before she said, “So were you with Wendy when it happened?”

			Later, Fran would remember mostly this: the long gaze down I-75, the silver slash of the guardrail. The feeling of all the air slowly seeping from her body.

			“You were, weren’t you,” Luce said.

			“Do I have to account for every minute of my day with you?”

			“You don’t have to say it, but you don’t have to lie.”

			Fran felt her face flare. She placed a hand to her neck, felt sweat there. Realized the unbelievable thought that had been holding her up all along—that because she couldn’t put words to what she and Wendy were doing, no one else could, either. Stupid, stupid, she seethed.

			Luce held her hand up. “You don’t have to tell me a thing about it,” she said. “In fact, I’d prefer that you didn’t.”

			With this, the last of the air left her.

			“I’ve been where you are,” Luce continued. “Well, not exactly. But I know what it’s like to chase after something even if you know you’re not quite sure what it is you’re after. I never thought you were like that, but maybe everyone is, at least a little.”

			“I’m not chasing after a thing.”

			“You are,” she retorted. “So quit.”

			Fran watched Luce watching the road: Luce, master of peripheral vision. “Have you been following me, Lucille?”

			Luce scoffed. “I don’t have to. Your lunches. Your chiropractor appointments. You’d be better off going to see a real chiropractor.” Here, a withering glance. “Cause whatever she’s doing, it ain’t helping that.”

			“Enough.” Fran leaned over and turned the radio up.

			Luce reached out, smacked her hand. Turned it off.

			“Goddammit,” Fran snapped, “you don’t do me that way. I’m not Birdie.”

			“Someone needs to tell you how dumb you are being,” Luce told her. “You’re doing something that could get you and her both in a whole lot of trouble. Not to mention your husband, and your kids. And the stores.”

			“And you. And Jack.”

			“Me? I’m fine,” Luce said. “Baker-Taylor’s goes under tomorrow? I got the agency. I got my retirement. I don’t know about Jack, but I’ll make do. I’m worried about you.” She took a deep breath. “Frannie, you’ve been very sheltered in some ways—”

			“That’s pretty rich,” Fran said, “calling the way we grew up sheltered.”

			“I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about you getting married when you were sixteen, and missing things about the world, and about people—”

			“Stop.”

			“And about sex, Frannie, and so you might not know what it is you’re doing, is what I’m trying to tell you.”

			“Would you listen to yourself?”

			Luce thumped the steering wheel. “I bet you ain’t even her first, honey. She’s young and cute. She’s got her whole act down.” She sliced a hand through the air. “It is hurting your children.”

			“How?” Fran said. “They’re fine. Me having a friend doesn’t hurt them a damn bit.”

			“They can sense when something ain’t right at home.”

			“Horseshit,” Fran muttered.

			Luce fell back into her seat. “Well, horseshit to just friends,” she muttered, “because you are sleeping with this woman.”

			“I am not discussing this anymore.” Fran paused. “Except to say that you are one to talk, for all the time you spent chasing Philip Keckley, who is married, who has two children—”

			“Philip is an adult,” Luce said. “He knows what he’s doing. And so does his wife.”

			“So why do you have to meet in Winchester?”

			Luce stared at the road, jaw set.

			“We’re friends,” Fran told her. “If you disapprove of that, then you are worse than Fred.”

			“Fine.” They were silent. Luce scanned the road. Flicked on the wipers when rain dotted the windshield. “Fine. Just don’t be careless about a thing. Because you can’t afford to be.”
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			Fran could not bring herself to tell Wendy about her talk with Luce. She had failed Wendy, she thought, though she wasn’t sure how.

			She agonized over a way to say it: “Do you ever think that maybe we should meet somewhere else?”

			“What do you mean?” Wendy, wiggling her hips as she zipped up.

			Fran rose from bed, put feet to floor. Searched for her bra. “I mean maybe not here,” she said. “Where, you know, I park on the street—”

			“Where people can see you?” Wendy’s face remained still.

			“I wouldn’t put it like that.”

			“But that’s what you mean.”

			Fran felt chilled. She reached for her sweater. “I’m sorry, honey,” she said. “I just worry.”

			“I know.” Wendy bent over, began to sort laundry, hair fanning around her face. She was so hard to read sometimes. There was bedrock inside her, and Fran never knew when she’d hit it. “But I don’t have a better option. I need to be here to meet Holly when she gets off the bus. I already rely on Walter and Pete way too much. And where would we go?”

			Fran struggled. “A hotel?”

			Wendy gave her a look. “Well, you know exactly how much I make. And you know I can’t afford that.”

			“I would pay for it,” Fran said.

			It was exactly the wrong thing to say. “What can I tell you, Fran?” Wendy began to straighten the bed. Fran ducked to get out of her way. “This is what I can do. I’m as busy as you are. Either come over or don’t.” She moved into the hallway. Fainter: “No one can recognize you with that hat on, anyway.”
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			Fred forgot himself: “Mommy,” he called, “we got a phone call with vending distribution at eleven.”

			Sound, ramping: Fran turning in her chair, rising from her desk, striding into his office and shutting the door, hard, behind her. “This is the last time I am going to tell you this,” she said, teeth clenched. “When we are in this office, or anywhere else in our capacity as the CEOs of this company, you are not to call me Mommy. Do you understand me?”

			She’d had a hair across her ass, ever since the mess with Sammy. Lord, what a performance that had been. Hadn’t he always worried about Sam? He was weak, a weak boy. It shook Fred. And she was coddling him.

			“Did I call you that?”

			“Yes. You called me that.”

			“Oh.” He bent back over the papers—he was comparing prices on soaps.

			“Fred.”

			He blinked up at her. He still wasn’t used to these new getups. Personally, he liked her old clothes—washable, dependable. Lots of oranges and browns. The new haircut was pretty daring, too. That, he didn’t mind—had to refrain from touching the waves much of the time. “What are you getting so worked up for? Slip of the tongue.”

			“You call me Mommy,” she told him, “and then some turd who doesn’t want to work for the wife decides he doesn’t want to follow orders—”

			Fred drew back. “You’re getting all riled up over nothing.”

			She slammed her hands on her desk. “Just say, Yes, Fran, I understand. That’s all you have to do.” She waited. “You can’t do that much?”

			“Oh, for Pete’s sake—”

			“Say it.” She stared at him. “Say, Yes, I understand.”

			The heat of her stare was too much—she was genuinely angry. He couldn’t understand it. He couldn’t recall her getting upset over this before. He couldn’t recall what her reaction had been. But it hadn’t been this.

			“Yes,” he said. “I understand.”
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			That evening, a rare phone call to the house—Fran picked up on the first ring and felt her body quicken at the sound of Wendy’s voice. “I don’t even know why I’m calling,” she said with a tight control that revealed Holly was listening.

			“No no,” Fran said. “I’m glad—”

			“I need to talk to you. Now. Not on the phone. You need to come out here, please.”

			Fran peered outside. In the dim, she could see Fred in the driveway practicing layups with Birdie. Benny and Sam were in the living room. She whispered, “Now?”

			“Yes,” Wendy said. “I don’t care what you tell them.” She hung up.

			Fran crunched down the driveway, rolling the window low. “Forgot one of the ledgers,” she said. “Gonna run to the office. Need anything?”

			Fred peered at her, ball in hand. “Now?”

			It wasn’t the first time she’d used this excuse. She realized it: she had only a finite amount of space to work with, with Fred. The man was neither dumb nor blind. While she might be as close to an exception as existed for him, he dispensed unlimited good faith to no one.

			“I’ll be quick,” she told him.

			When she reached the duplex she was met by Wendy, who was pale and shaking. “Holly, go to your room,” she said breathlessly.

			Holly turned. “But The Muppet Show—”

			“Go,” she repeated, “to your room.”

			Holly looked between them as she rose and trudged down the hallway. Wendy was livid, Fran realized, and when she was, she transformed utterly. Her voice. The color in her face. Her jaw was set as she told Fran, “I was followed home today.”

			“What?”

			“You heard me.” She turned, dragged a chair to her bookshelf, and climbed to retrieve a lockbox from the very top. Brought it down, unlocked it. Hauled out a pistol. “I’m sleeping with this next to me tonight, goddammit. If I sleep.”

			“That can’t be,” Fran said. “Are you sure?”

			“It has happened three times now,” she said evenly. “Today, they were behind us when I was picking up Holly from school.”

			Fran froze.

			“Walter and Pete have both seen the same car,” she continued. “White Grand Am. Just tooling past. And then sitting there, a time or two, across the street. Looking for us. Waiting.”

			“Are you absolutely sure,” Fran said, “that it’s not just someone who maybe has a schedule similar to yours?”

			Wendy put her hands on her hips. “Are you insane?”

			“No,” Fran said slowly, “I’m trying to help you think, honey. You are upset. It’s easy to jump to some wrong conclusions when you’re—”

			“Fran, wake up.” And Wendy’s face, miserably, broke. “Oh God. Sometimes, the things I have to explain to you. You are one of the smartest people I’ve ever met, but—” She shook her head. “Fran, who did your people send to have me followed?”

			Fran felt a pain at her breastbone. “I would never do that.”

			“No,” Wendy said. “You wouldn’t. But your company would. Your husband might.”

			“Fred—” Fran shook her head. The guilt burned, solid and absolute, in her gut. “Honey, Fred lives in his own world. This isn’t him.”

			“Then is there anyone else who knows? Who might make this happen?”

			Fran paced her breathing, her mind racing. She didn’t care what the hour was. She was going to drive to Luce’s house as quickly as she could, bust down the door, and throttle her. But would she be throttling the right person? Would Luce really do that? No, Fran thought. Luce would do the tailing herself.

			“This is my safety on the line,” Wendy said. “I am a woman living by myself, with a daughter to protect. What would you do in this case?”

			“Let me get you all a hotel room for the night,” Fran offered. “We can get it for a couple nights until it blows over.”

			Wendy held up her hand, cutting her off. “This isn’t working.”

			The back bedroom door, up until this point, had been slightly open. Fran saw it silently shut. Was it possible that the ground was disappearing from under her, the way it felt?

			“I love you,” she said quietly.

			Wendy shook her head. “Not enough.”

			This was the cost, Fran thought—loving Wendy meant loving the part of her that was unwilling to negotiate with anyone, including Fran. She watched Wendy tuck the gun into the back of her pants, then motion to Fran to step outside. Fran felt herself sink further; whatever Wendy had to say, she didn’t want Holly hearing it.

			“What do you want me to do?” she pleaded. “I will do anything.”

			“No you won’t,” she told Fran quickly. “Really think about this, Fran. In what concrete way do we exist, in your life?”

			Fran was silent.

			“Really think about it,” Wendy repeated. “Could I ever list you as an emergency contact?”

			“Of course you could—”

			“Other people would see it,” she warned. “People at work would see it. People at Holly’s school. They’d have questions. Your husband would have questions.” She stepped closer. “I can’t call your house. I only called you tonight because I was half out of my mind with fear. And anger. That’s another thing, Fran. You let this happen. Maybe you didn’t mean for it to happen. But this is happening because of you.”

			“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

			“I’m sure you are,” Wendy said. “I feel weird calling you at work for legitimate reasons. Fran, we are a secret in your life.”

			“I love you both,” Fran protested. But it was true, she thought. She’d be angry, too.

			Wendy turned her face to the side. Seemed to smirk. But her eyes were filled with tears. “You know, one afternoon, Holly caught you kissing me. She saw it. When you left, she asked me, What is Fran to you?” Wendy shrugged, let her arms fall audibly to her sides. “What am I supposed to say to that, you know? There’s nothing I could tell her that wouldn’t be half lie.”

			“What did you tell her?”

			“I said,” she replied, “that you were our very good friend. And that that was nobody’s business but ours.”

			Fran slumped, aching. She took a look inside. The colors, the jumble, the close warmth. Might be the last time you see it, she thought.

			“Would you ever really leave him?” Wendy said. “Think about what you would lose. You would lose that business, if he’s making the kinds of friends you say he is. You would lose your kids. Benny and Roberta have a lot of growing up to do, and if you think there is a single judge in this town who would let you watch that happen after you start shacking up with your girlfriend, I hate to tell you how wrong you are.”

			Fran’s chest went concave. She felt like someone had hit her between the shoulder blades.

			“This is what I meant,” Wendy said, gently, “about having to tell you things.” She turned, looked over her shoulder. “I need to get back in there. She already knows something is up. I’m trying not to scare her any more than she already is.”

			Fran, hands shaking, reached into her purse. Opened up the interior enclosure. Pulled out fifty dollars in cash. Held it out. When Wendy did not take it, Fran croaked, “Motel,” and seized her hand, thrusting the bills into it. “Please.”

			Wendy glanced, stone-faced, at the money. Scanned the street in front of them.

			“Can we please meet,” Fran tried, “to talk about this more?”

			Wendy moved toward the door. “You can’t come back here.”

			Fran nodded.

			“And if you care about me at all,” Wendy said, “if you love me the way you say you do, you’ll help me to hang on to this job for as long as I have to. Do you hear me? You’ll do what you can to make sure they don’t hurt me, or Holly.”

			Fran shook her head. “Please.”

			“No.” Wendy opened the screen door. “You need to head home. Your husband is going to start asking you questions you won’t be able to answer.”

			She turned and disappeared inside, locking the door behind her. She clicked the porch light off.
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			Three Years Later

			Summer 1984–Spring 1987

			The first big sign that something was wrong was 194 Triple Crown Drive. At Birdie’s eleventh birthday dinner, Fred announced the purchase of this ridiculous new house he’d decided they just had to have, and something had smelled wrong about the entire thing, to Josiah. Status quo dictated: whenever Fred got an expensive, dumbassed idea, Fran snuffed it quiet. Why was she failing to do so with a mortgage rate that had made Josiah’s eyes water when he’d sneaked into the paperwork earlier that day?

			Fran, for her part, hadn’t even looked up from dabbing candles into the cake. When Jack wandered into the kitchen, Josiah followed on the pretense of making coffee: wherever Uncle Jack was, truth tended to follow. “Well,” he told Fran quietly, “I saw this coming. Grow up with nothing, like he did, and then come into something. See what happens.” He lifted a pinkie, placed a Pall Mall between his lips. “Just trying to set right something that won’t never set right.”

			“Aren’t we all,” Fran sighed.

			But Josiah knew exactly what Jack meant. The crystal tumblers, the new interest in scotch, the gaudy expensive cuff links. The state-of-the-art electronics he struggled to use. Fred wanted everything he’d made to be a part of him, be inside him, and so he did the next best thing and put every wish for himself and his loved ones into his house: spilling from closets, preventing drawers from sliding shut. Fran, Sam reported, had nearly exploded when Fred rolled into the drive in his new Coupe de Ville, beaming like he’d brought home a fresh kill. Josiah knew that shine to Fred’s eyes, and it troubled him. But he was the oldest island; in realizing the import behind just how much things had changed, and how much things were going to change, Josiah was largely on his own.

			Save, of course, for when Uncle Jack squeezed his shoulder and winked, repeating, “Aren’t we all.”
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			The second sign something was wrong was just after they’d moved into 194 at the end of June (and talk about an odd fit—as soon as he saw the Spanish-tiled pool and the foyer the size of a studio apartment, Josiah knew that the Taylors had left their true selves behind in the Liberty Road farmhouse, in its defunct dumbwaiter, its soup can of grease Fran kept perpetually on the stove). Fred came to find him, leaned in the doorway of what they were calling the “guest bedroom.” “You eat yet?”

			LSAT practice booklet shoved under a legal pad: “Uh, no.”

			Fred drove them out of the subdivision—new, overly large houses next to lots that were currently clay-streaked mud trenches, with the dark, roiling horse farms of outer Fayette County beyond, towering homes set unseen from the main road—and downtown to Ralph’s, where slightly sticky red-and-white tablecloths and linoleum were washed in midday light. They visited restaurants and cafeterias more and more now, a thing they’d never done when he was growing up. It was novelty for his parents—paying someone else to feed them. His father, to the waitress: “Could you bring us some of them lamb fries?”

			Before he could stop himself, Josiah asked Fred: “Feeling iron deficient?”

			Fred shrugged and gave the tabletop a quick drum with his fingertips, eyeing the room. “You ain’t gotta eat em.”

			If the Taylors had left themselves behind, no one had done so more than Fred. There were two Freds now. The public Fred: Mr. Lexington. Walk into any Baker-Taylor’s store and you’d find him glad-handing with managers, teasing some cashier for her “out-fit.” This Fred shined under the gaze of others; years of talking to customers (for this had been his favorite part of store work, Josiah knew—joking, flirting, small-talking) had given way to a higher form of crowd work. During weekend golf dates with his Southern Star buddies, he’d apparently developed a reputation for being the comedian, a cornpone sage with Don Rickles incisors. He’d begun to crib lines from films, affect a drawl likewise ganked from John Wayne. “I’d like to take his measure,” he said with cool skepticism about a new neighbor. An airy “I kindly doubt it” in response to Fran’s suggestion that they bump floor manager wages. The Taylors had become known donors to the Republican Party, ensuring that a few lobbyists and state reps typically showed up at banquets now. The crown jewel of Fred’s office: a photograph of the Taylors at an RNC fundraiser with a group that included, at its center, the man himself. Old Bedtime for Bonzo, hair lacquered to glowing.

			So why did Fred turn into such a clumsy, sour weirdo around his own son? There was a good two-minute chunk of silence before the food came and Fred worked himself up to saying, “Wanted to discuss your plans with you. Still thinkin law school?”

			Josiah wanted his plans as far away from Fred as possible. The plan now: find an apartment in Lexington, a gig at a law firm in town. Put his head down, learn as much as he could. He’d picked up a business major to appease his parents, but accompanied it with a political science major to appease himself. He’d turned down a place in a new one-year MBA program at Vandy to work and figure it all out.

			But Josiah didn’t want to give him ammo: “Maybe.”

			Fred chewed, exhaling through his nose. “Try the store first.”

			Josiah fought to keep his face still. The first summer he’d worked for Baker-Taylor’s, he couldn’t shake the feeling that his father was perpetually six inches behind him. He’d given himself a small pinch every time he had a mean thought about Fred. By the end of the first week, his torso was covered in welts.

			“I asked Jack how much lawyers make entry-level,” Fred continued. “We can double your starting salary anywhere.”

			Josiah put his burger down. “Does Mom know about this?”

			Fred lowered his fork, chewing mournfully. He maintained that Josiah still ran to Fran for, as he termed it, “ever little thing.” “Here I was, thinking you’d be happy about this,” he said. “You spent your entire life in that store. You was running through the first one in your skivvies.”

			“So of course I want to go back,” Josiah said.

			Fred scowled, took a quick look around. Something both of his parents did now—this was one of those places where a Chamber of Commerce rep or legislator might pop up, and while Fred needed to be seen, he didn’t want to be seen while in deadlock with his son. He tried again: “We’d have you out at one of the stores. An AM. Maybe bump you up to GM after that. Couple years after that, make you regional. You’d be helping Mommy and I run things.”

			He barely remembered that first branch, the store close to campus—the Baker-Taylor’s prototype. He used to make laps through the aisles in a little pedal-churned firetruck, which was presently parked in the bedroom of Birdie, who was too big for it. Billy’d had a trike. What had happened to it?

			Josiah swallowed, fighting nausea. “I’d like time to think about it.”

			Fred deflated. Before he could say anything, Josiah rose, headed for the bathroom, locked himself into a stall, and sat until his heart rate slowed. Welts, labored breathing—Dear God, I’m allergic to Dad.

			When he emerged, he found his father waiting by the door, lunches in doggie bags. If there had been another time when Fred hadn’t finished a meal, Josiah could not remember it.
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			Josiah assumed that his father loved him. Fred was proud of him, which wasn’t exactly the same thing. He knew that, were they called to do so, his parents could trot him out to impress others—their son, at a southern Ivy, when only Fran possessed a GED. But there were other things, there, worming through that love. Like when Josiah was accepted to Vanderbilt. Fran had been thrilled—waltzing around, calling him professor. But Fred’s response? A constricted expression, a tremor to the mouth. The hedge: Now, I don’t know about that.

			“I’ll take care of it,” Fran had assured him privately.

			And she did. She orchestrated a whole campaign to persuade Fred to “let” Josiah attend (and this, after they’d been told he would have a full ride). Jack had applied pressure. Luce informed Josiah that if it came to holding Fred at gunpoint, then so be it. Finally, it had been Philip Keckley (class of ’55, and the only member of the board who didn’t insist on clomping into meetings in two-hundred-dollar cowboy boots braying about why the home office was on the colored side of town, I mean, nobody’s vee-hickle is safe out there). Keckley, God bless him, had talked the place up to Fred. And Fred, who didn’t want Keckley thinking he was some redneck ingrate issuing you think you’re better’n me?–style refusals, had finally acquiesced. Fred had needed to feel magnanimous, like he was granting them all some sort of favor. He seemed to itch for opportunities to remind Josiah of his youth and inexperience. He’d turned his son’s acceptance to college into just such an opportunity. That would always be the point, with Fred. Josiah would have given a lot to have not known this about his dad.

		

	
		
			4.

			Josiah caught Fran in the kitchen that afternoon prepping for the massive 4th of July party they were hosting later in the week. She’d changed, too: her walk-in closet, her shopping trips with Luce to New York City and Chicago. Showed up well at fundraisers, appearances in the social pages of the local, the front-row appearance at the Country Music Awards. She knew when to switch on the sunny. The Taylors had been to dinner with the Bakkers twice; though Fran didn’t go in for the Jesus stuff, she thought Tammy Faye was a hoot and a half. They’d reached a point where they were perhaps too big for family commercials: the last holiday promo had starred, of all people, Glen Campbell dressed as Santa. They’d never seen Luce flirt so hard.

			With the new life, however, a new weariness. A new, tinny quality to Fran’s brightness—a new, private sort of distraction. She took more meetings. She’d taken to disappearing into a room the realtor had called the library, a nook with a couch, desk, and shelves at the end of the upstairs hallway, to speak in halting murmurs on the phone.

			But beaming: “How was lunch, bubby?”

			He watched her swoop out a list on a legal pad. “Can I talk to you?”

			Carol, the housekeeper—so strange, their having a housekeeper—strode through. Fran handed her the list. Told her, “You’re a trooper.”

			Josiah said, “Dad wants me to come work for you all.”

			“Uh-huh.” Fran kept her face closed. When Carol left: “Would you be interested in doing that?”

			Josiah knew the balance of power in their family—Fran steered the proverbial ship. It didn’t matter how badly Fred wanted it; he wouldn’t pull the trigger without her securing his aim. But she did a lot of work to make it look otherwise, he reflected. When they’d hired their office manager, it had been between Pammy and another woman who, it was said, was sharp, but had an edge of preening knowingness. Fran made the call: “Daddy would make her life miserable,” she’d said of the other woman. “If Pammy screws up, she’ll make up for it with sweetness. Pammy knows less, or pretends to know less, than him. He’s comfortable. Everybody’s happy.”

			“I don’t think it’s for me,” Josiah said. “But it was hard to say that, because Fred looked like he was going to explode.”

			The Fran V, a bird in flight, worried into her forehead above her nose. He thought briefly of the last girl he’d brought home to meet his family—Amy Ellen, sophomore year. Luce had told him, She’s not your mother. That’s all that’s wrong with her. And a tiny, embarrassed part of him had to agree.

			“When did you all start up with all this Fred and Fran stuff? It’s not respectful.”

			“Those little winos in there.” He nodded to the den, where Benny and Birdie were watching The Texas Chainsaw Massacre on their new HBO subscription. “I think they mean it respectfully, weirdly enough.”

			“I will never understand them,” Fran muttered. Her eyes flickered to meet his. “You, on the other hand. I feel like that’d maybe be a good thing. You and me in there, together?”

			Josiah and Fran did make a good team. It had been (partly) his idea, for example, to expand soft goods at Baker-Taylor’s. He’d gotten the idea in the eighth grade, just after he’d been invited to join cotillion. The invite had been tough to snag: not everyone was tapped to go to this thing where you were filed into the dank ballroom of an old hotel, where thrilled or apprehensive girls and dragged-along boys were given slightly damp, typewritten dance cards listing assigned partners. It was exclusive, this invite, and Josiah’s parents were working people, not at all part of regional society then, but Josiah was slender and blond and never, ever angry, so there he was. It was the very beginning of Josiah’s locating his powers: to pass as what he was not.

			The cotillion was preceded by an afternoon in which Marcia, his first girlfriend, had invited the class over so her mother could teach them the box step. Marcia’s house was a towering Victorian with a historical marker by the doorbell. Inside, it had smelled of linseed oil and contained a room in which children were not allowed. There were century-old china sets, antique rifles in dark oak cabinets. This was why family-money people never bought new home goods; they inherited furniture. He mentioned this revelation to Fran, and they’d both agreed: towels, people replaced.

			“Listen,” Fran told him. “We’d love for you to be a part of things. But if you don’t feel it’s the right thing for you? We understand.”

			“We understand?”

			“He’ll come around,” she said. “You know how he is. He just gets frustrated when there’s something he wants and it’s not happening.” She patted Josiah on the arm. “Want me to talk to him?”

			Josiah shook his head. “I should do this myself.”

			“I think that’s the right idea.”

		

	
		
			5.

			Josiah could have told his father: Fred and Fran might make money, but they would never become Wealthy. They could golf, they could country club, but it’d never look right on them. Fran would helm neither a Garden Society function nor a DAR meeting. Josiah knew what people like Marcia’s family would say about the Taylors—that if they made any money, they would spend that money in the only way “people like them” knew how: with Fred’s Cadillac, with the Triple Crown Drive house.

			But at least they had agency. The ability, in the story they had all accepted about themselves, to surge forward, be an unanswered question. He could have given his father a primer on how to deal with these people he feared so much, if there was a chance Fred would listen. Step one, in passing: no earnest hat in hand. Your need disgusts them, he wanted to tell Fred. Preserve yourself. Look them in the eye. Don’t be afraid to tell them what they are. They might not like you, but the smart ones will respect you. Fred made Josiah think of Gatsby with his uncut books—though Lord knew how sissified Fred would find that particular reference.

			He’d broken things off with Marcia at the tail end of ninth grade. Marcia, eyes tearing, a little knot of horrified girlfriends nearby: “My mother says your family makes money selling trash to trash.”

			“Your family made money from slaves,” he’d told her. And on cue, she’d burst into tears.

		

	
		
			6.

			A few days later, there was a phone call in the middle of supper. Fran, out of her seat to fetch the ketchup, picked up, ready to chew out the telemarketer who’d interrupted family time. Instead, she halted to listen, the blood draining from her face. Then she fled, still in her house shoes: “Someone held up Number Two,” she called over her shoulder.

			Fred stared after her, confused. “She didn’t have to go,” he said. “Julius’ll work it out with the cops.” A shrug: “Well, we take care of our folks. Don’t get that at Woolworth’s.”

			It was dramatic enough to land on the evening news: a masked man had cruised up to the employee at the first island, then poked something out from under a sweatshirt and claimed that it was a gun. The “something” had what appeared to be a fingernail at its end. And then, a surprise, the anchor said with a smirk: the employee, who turned out to be the manager, produced their own very real gun from behind the register.

			Then, the shot: the girl from the first Baker-Taylor’s commercial from way back when, the stunner for which Josiah and Fred had rewound that massive VHS tape no fewer than three times. The image of a five-foot-two blonde with a sawed-off was enough to send the guy tripping over his own feet. An arrest had been made.

			The next morning, Fran was reticent about the holdup, putting her efforts into pancakes. “It’s what we sign up for,” she told them evenly as she removed a cup of coffee from Birdie’s hand and placed syrup on the table. “The important thing is that everyone’s safe.”

			“Did she shoot him?” Benny asked.

			“No.”

			“Still hot.” He stuffed bacon in his mouth.

			That evening, Fran stayed in the library murmuring into the phone. Josiah was curious enough to pass through a few times. He did not recognize the voice, that grace note of pleading, coming from the other side of that door. The closest approximate—the voice she saved for them, her children, when they were ill. The voice that tried its best to soothe the brow and caress the nerves. He did, in fact, hear the word please.
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			On July Fourth, Josiah and Sam stood at the window, watching late-arriving guests. There were at least fifty people down there. Weird vibrations: Sam was nibbling at his thumbnail. There were dark circles under his eyes; he hadn’t been sleeping. Shit. That was when the bad stuff started—with the all-nighters. Josiah made a mental note to ask Fran about it. “Comb-over’s Chamber of Commerce,” he told Josiah. “The one in the blue suit is a shareholder. One of the new ones. The one in yellow—”

			“Ugh. He color-coordinated with his wife.”

			“Yeah. He’s from a news station. Sells commercial time.”

			Lanterns lit the patio and circled the outdoor bar as waxen rose candles skimmed the pool surface. Fran worked the yard in bright green, touching forearms, trading cheek presses. When Josiah told him about the job offer, Sam had turned, made forefinger and thumb into a gun, and raised it to his temple. He and Josiah used to play a game in which they would try to top each other, naming the things they’d rather do than work at Baker-Taylor’s: ram a car antenna into their ear, eat lamb fries, get an eyeful of glass via superball into overhead light. All that, and Sam would still be cute. Josiah’s sophomore-year girlfriend, Amy Ellen, had insisted that Sam was a dead ringer for John Travolta—they’d seen Blow Out at Lexington Mall, and she’d gotten a glaze in her eyes when recounting the Travolta hair, mouth, pelvis. “Why doesn’t Sam have a girlfriend?” she’d asked him. He’d told her—irritably—that Sam had, in fact, four girlfriends.

			“Talk to Fred yet?” Sam asked him.

			“Not yet.”

			“They’re getting big. Buying a storefront in Louisville. Maybe some in Tennessee.”

			“How many do they have now?”

			Birdie appeared at Sam’s side. “Forty-two.”

			“That’s right, Tweety Bird,” Sam said. “What a good little eavesdropper.”

			Down below, Jack Willoughby plucked a wax rose from the pool, lit a Pall Mall with it, then sent the rose skimming back across the water. Nearby, Fred was talking up a group of folks. He chose the most attractive woman in the group—the young wife of a store runner from Knoxville nibbling on crudités—and launched one of his new toothy jokes at her: “Now, slow down, it ain’t gonna run away!” Josiah heard him say. The woman smiled uneasily as the group laughed. Encouraged, Fred focused on a leggy local journalist in a pair of magenta pumps: “Now those shore are some fancy clodhoppers,” he told her. “Real sensible. Bet you do your gardening in em.”

			Her response was a cool, “Your wife’s are better. Where is she, by the way?” And then, a wide-eyed gaze around. Fred blinked, grin in plaster. He didn’t know what to do yet when the knife-tickling was returned.

			“Forty-two stores. So maybe you take it,” Sam said. “You might not cross paths with him too much.”

			“Not a chance. He’ll be glued to me.”

			He looked at Josiah. Sympathetic: “There’s a burden to being the pride and joy.”

			Josiah watched Fred frown after magenta pumps, who’d walked away. “No kidding.”

			“He’s turned into a real party planner.” Sam gave a thin smile. “He told Mom to not call the punch hootch. He was dictating how many types of cheese to put out. Not too many, he said. He said he wanted the board members to feel affluent, not stupid.”

			Josiah put his face in his hands.

			The record on the turnstile reached its end. The Pioneer: a gift from Jack. At that moment, Benny appeared. “Physical Graffiti, please,” he instructed Sam. Josiah had expected Benny and Birdie to fuck up that new house beyond measure with their haunchy Taylor genes, destined for parking lot scuffles and hypertension. But they, too, were changed—to an extent. Birdie took tennis lessons now, and while Benny had steadfastly refused to go within a two-mile radius of any cotillion, he was adjudicated to the “good” Boy Scout troop, where he learned to properly shoot, track, and blow things up with the sons of bankers and lawyers. And, apparently, how to roll an airtight joint, which he produced from his pocket.

			Josiah looked to Sam. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

			Sam giggled, wrists loose, hands slack. “This has been happening for a while, man.”

			Benny pulled out a Zippo and lit up, one eye shut. “Look at it down there. No one’s gonna notice, Joseph.” He unlatched the window, exhaled a plume of smoke.

			Josiah scowled. “At least do it when Birdie’s not around.”

			“I don’t care,” Birdie protested.

			Josiah considered taking Birdie downstairs with him, then decided against it. There was a lot to see at a Taylor party these days, and it was worse than Jim Field searching for a cup into which to spit Skoal and locating a potted plant instead. Benny and Birdie were better off up here.

			As he shut the door behind him, he heard Benny say, “Weirdo.”

			“Lay off,” Sam said. “Dad’s on his case right now.”

			Josiah went downstairs. He felt lonely ducking past the living room, where Luce was cozy with Philip Keckley (Mrs. Keckley nowhere in sight, as per usual) and a cluster of office workers were watching Carson. A flash: stockinged feet in the lap of a manager, sausage stub fingers on her bone line. Pammy making her way through. “Josiah!” A big, sloppy, boob-pressing hug. “How are you?”

			“I’m good.” He raked his hair back, tried not to look below her neck.

			She slapped his arm: three drinks in, he estimated. “Go on, we’ll catch up later. Your daddy’ll kill me if he hears I kept you from hearing his speech.”

			Oh no.

			Outside, the center of the party was indeed slowing, directing its waves toward Fred, who looked startlingly handsome: hair slicked back, a sharp crease and fall to his trousers. He produced a butter knife and actually tinged it against a glass. Chuckled, uncomfortable, shrugging his shoulders. Josiah grit his teeth. There was no pain like the pain of watching his father struggle through public speaking.

			Vivian Porter-Willoughby, goddess. She turned her glossy head to the crowd, corked two fingers to her mouth, and gave a piercing whistle. The patio quieted.

			Fred started, rocking on his heels. “Lemme thank everyone before y’all clean out the bar,” he called, to polite laughter. Palms out. “Seriously, folks—”

			Josiah closed his eyes.

			“Wanna thank everyone for coming out tonight,” he began. “You know that Frannie and I—we love the Fourth. It’s a little thing that’s become a tradition around here, and we really—love it.”

			He could feel Fred fighting his own accent, lingering over vowels—he slid back and forth now, playing it up, smoothing it down. At Fred’s side, Jack, fidgeting in his pockets. Where was Fran? She could fix this. Make it into something tolerable.

			Fred seemed to catch a new air of inspiration. “And we love that we could have a little housewarming, too, in this, uh, year of expansion, and redefinition—”

			Josiah was gratified to see Jack’s shoulders relax.

			“We’re looking at a fiscal year with Baker-Taylor’s branches in nine different states, ladies and gentlemen. So thank you, for all your hard work.”

			There was a lull. People began to murmur, unsure as to whether Fred was finished, before Jack took the reins by lifting his glass, hollering, “Hear, hear!” Echoes, applause. Someone graciously put on a Burt Bacharach vinyl.

			Josiah watched as Fred made his way to the house, halting every so often to shake a hand, clap a shoulder, smooch a cheek. He lingered by a rancid little knot of influence—Hal Combs, Jim Field, a few other hardcases from the board. Someone grabbed Fred by the shoulder, gave him an affectionate yank. Fred grinned, nodded. Said: “Alright, pard.”

			Alright, pard.

			He broke away and began to stride toward the house. His eyes met Josiah’s and went cool. Something gummed apart inside Josiah. Fred didn’t want to see him, either.

			At some point, Fred could have been the kind of man who’d accept a son like him—a son who lived a different life and knew different things—with pride, with interest. But Fred saw different as intrinsically better. And Fred would not endure the indignity of being taught. It was getting worse; earlier that week, Fred dragged Sam and Benny out to struggle with the new mower. Fred was ready to belt someone after he spent ten minutes trying to twist off the gas cap. Sam, glasses sliding in the heat—I could give it a try. He faltered, too, for a moment, and Fred had snapped in desperation See, you cain’t do it, neither, just before Sam gently lifted the cap, held it up. The look on Fred’s face—the blood in the cheeks, teeth on edge—had nearly impelled Josiah to intervene.

			In that moment—watching Fred nurse his own party—it came to Josiah: This man does not know who he is. And Josiah knew, beyond any doubt, that he could never, ever work at Baker-Taylor’s. Were he to work with Fred, there would be no separation from this: only total, miserable absorption in what Fred yearned to be, and yearned for him to be—that foggy, nebulous pinnacle of success, more feeling than concrete entity—and both of their failures to be that very thing. Then: no buffer between Josiah and his inevitable hatred of his father. Because he did not hate his father. Not yet. But the capacity was there. And it kept him up at night.

			Josiah moved back toward the foyer and up the stairs when he heard a soft thud against the wall. That, he knew, was a body. It was going to be some gross store manager. Or worse, a board member getting sweaty with someone else’s wife. Or daughter. He lifted his lower foot, climbed one step. At the landing, he leaned forward.

			Against the wall, the cashier from the store’s very first commercial: the blonde with the sawed-off. Your Heart’s Desire, for Less. A few years had passed, but he’d know that sorry, pouty lower lip anywhere, the one he could still imagine licking, sucking. An activity that someone else was currently indulging in. When the couple shifted slightly, Josiah realized that someone else was his mother.

			He ducked out of the line of vision. Peered back around in time to spot the cashier’s hands deep in Fran’s hair, the cashier arching her back, hips making an unmistakable nudge forward. The cashier gave Fran’s chin a firm, tender grip, whispered something to her. Josiah watched his mother give a little gasp, break free, smile.

			Josiah hung for a moment, unable to breathe. Listened to ice clinking in glasses, someone’s smoker’s guffaw. Carson issuing a reminder of the next guest, a juggling ventriloquist from Des Moines, Iowa.
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			The next morning, Josiah called the office of the prof who was in charge of the one-year MBA program. Yes, a seat was still available, he told Josiah, who requested that the office fax the admissions forms to the Baker-Taylor’s home office.

			Fran was thrilled. Would not hear of loans—“This is something we can do now, babe,” she said. And in the background, Fred, glowering: Josiah had made his escape for another year.
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			That Christmas, there were three new houses on the block and more damp, empty lots. The snow had started as Josiah had crossed the state line, and the driveway of 194 Triple Crown was one smooth, white expanse. Birdie, bare-armed in her jersey, ran out the front door. Scowled, pointed. He cut the engine.

			Fran, wrapped in Italian wool, stepped out of the house. She lifted a hand and shut the door without locking it. Cinching her belt: “There he is.”

			He slung his duffel over his shoulder, took a look around. Birdie tackled him. “Come on,” she yelled.

			He shoved her gently away. “I don’t think I’m up for the game. How about you fill me in on all the scintillating details later?”

			Birdie detached. “Fine, Joseph.”

			“I’m shocked you aren’t working tonight,” he told Fran.

			She shrugged. She looked lovely—skin glowing, cheeks round. “New GMs. We don’t log as much floor time these days.”

			“Where is everyone?”

			“Benny’s at the school. Sam’s out at one of those punk rock show things.”

			“And where’s Dad?”

			Fran was looping a scarf around her neck with a placid expression. “Sulking.”

			Josiah glanced back. Birdie was safely out of earshot in the car. “Sulking?”

			“I’ll tell you later,” Fran said. “Probably at the club with his Southern Star buddies, if you need a physical location. There’s sandwich stuff in the fridge.” She leaned over, kissed his cheek—lilacs, yeast—and rushed toward the car.

			Josiah shut the front door, looked around. Six days, he thought. That’s all you have to do.

			When the phone rang, it echoed, giving him a jolt. Fred had installed a squat beige touch-tone in the living room they never used, where it made no sense, instead of in the den, where it would have. “Hello?”

			Silence, and then a cleared throat.

			“Hello?”

			“Josiah? That you?” Jack.

			“Yeah. Hey.”

			“I guess you’re done with finals.”

			There was a dull rabble on the other end. Someone yelled something. The clang of a metal object being dropped. Or thrown. “Where are you?”

			Jack cleared his throat again. “Frannie there?”

			“She and Birdie just left for the basketball game.”

			A ragged exhale. “Shit. I’m missing sissy’s game.”

			“Is everything okay?”

			“Not exactly,” he said. “Are you alone?”

			“Um, yes?”

			“Alright.” Deliberation. “Bubby, I need you to do me a favor.”

			“Okay.”

			“Your mother,” he said, “has a lockbox upstairs. It’s either in the closet or in the bedside table.”

			“Actually, it’s in that chest she keeps at the foot of her bed,” Josiah supplied. “With the quilts.”

			“Right,” Jack sighed. “Now, this is what I want you to do.” In the background, someone yelling Quieten down. “Get two hundred dollars and bring it out to the police station as soon as you can.”

			“Why?”

			“It’s bail.”

			“For whom?”

			“For me. I’ll give you the cash to replace it. We can stop by my office after.” Off to the side—Jack, snapping, “Gimme a minute.” Then, “I’m surely sorry to interrupt your Friday night, but take it from me: it is not advisable to stay the night here if you ain’t got to.”

			“Uh. Should I call Vivian?”

			“Christ, no,” Jack said quickly. “That’s just about the last thing I want you to do. And I’d prefer you not mention this to anyone else, either.”
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			Josiah was not allowed into the back of the jail. After he handed over the cash and paperwork, he sat and watched the heavy metal door open and shut. Open: a very drunk man in a flannel coat kicking the wall and yelling about due process. Shut: two young girls in minidresses sitting on plastic chairs, pointedly ignoring him.

			Finally, Jack emerged—trousers neatly pleated, shoes burnished to a glow—but peaky around the eyes. He nodded, strode past: “Let’s go.”

			Josiah followed him out. They clapped the Honda doors shut and were left with thick silence before Josiah said, “So what were you arrested for?”

			Jack, staring straight ahead. “Public indecency.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes.”

			Josiah paused. “Are you joking?”

			“No. I’m not.”

			“What’d you do?”

			“Played swords with a plainclothes cop.” He fiddled with the heater.

			“Huh?” Josiah turned. “Were you—wait. What?”

			Jack flashed one palm skyward: semantics. When Josiah said nothing, he lifted his brows, closed his eyes, and leaned his head against the headrest. “I believe the term of choice,” he said quietly, “is cruising.”

			It took a moment for it to sink in, and another for Josiah’s understanding of what that meant to connect with Jack. Uncle Jack, of the money and suits, of the soothing phone calls and whiskey. Jack, his mother’s shepherd. Fred’s consigliere, coach, and oak-solid hype man. He lit up, rolled his shoulders forward. “Viv and I have an arrangement,” he said. “In said arrangement, however, I am not supposed to get arrested. She’s in Nashville tonight. So I tried to call Fran.”

			“Not Fred.”

			“No.” Jack let his gaze linger over the dash. His neck was soft, with a hint of looseness. Josiah weathered the strange, sudden urge to feel the pulse there.

			Instead, he fumbled in his coat pockets for ChapStick, relieved to have found something to do. “So Mom knows about your, uh, arrangement?”

			“That’s a complex question,” Jack hemmed. “Your mother, she’s the intuitive sort.”

			A flash: Fran’s fingernails on the cashier’s lower back. Spine, arching. Josiah grimaced.

			“It would have forced the conversation,” Jack continued, “but I doubt she would have been surprised. If there is ever a question as to whether or not your mother knows something is happening, just do yourself a favor and assume that she does.”

			That was the moment that Josiah realized it: the new house. It was a consolation gesture. A giant, money-hemorrhaging apology, from Fran to Fred. Whether or not Fred knew it.

			Jack squinted, drew on his smoke. “So, bubby, I’m glad we’re able to hold this little colloquium, because I’d like to submit an idea for your approval.”

			Josiah had a second realization: Jack was drunk. His vocabulary became simultaneously more Shakespearean and more squalid after three drinks—Uncle Jack, Josiah’s original source for the five worst words he knew. Josiah sniffed the air: yes. A decided rumminess there.

			“I didn’t eat supper,” he prompted.

			Jack turned very slowly to stare at him. Josiah smiled, showing all of his teeth.

			“Well,” Jack said, “let’s eat some supper, goddammit.” He rapped the dashboard.
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			“This is what I’ve learned over the course of my life.” Jack pointed his fork at him, ring shining in the dark. “Secrets make friends.”

			Josiah pooched his lip. “Here I was, thinking we were already friends.”

			They’d picked up fried chicken at Indy’s and located a parking spot along the great open yardage of Gratz Park in downtown Lexington. This was the city’s oldest part; a preserved frontier log cabin crouched on the front corner of the Transylvania University campus. Across Broadway, the old opera house.

			“Well, now we’re very good friends,” Jack said. “So I’ll be transparent with you about what has happened and what is going to happen.”

			Josiah straightened.

			“You now know something concrete your parents do not. I have someone with the police department who’s going to make this fall off the books, and so the only one who will know”—Jack took a beat—“will be me.” He pointed. “And thee.”

			“And Viv.”

			“Yeah. Lord God help me, she’s going to kick my ass. For good reason. I got sloppy here.”

			Josiah, hesitating: “Do you…do this a lot?”

			Jack shrugged. “Not a lot,” he said. “Though this was certainly not my first rodeo, as it were.”

			Uncle Jack. He and Luce had always seemed so unrestrained, in comparison to Josiah’s parents. Childless truth-tellers, both—they did not pander to any of them. And yet something strange had happened in the past hour: a film, one Josiah had not even known to exist between he and Jack, had been punctured.

			“You are not to tell anyone about this,” Jack continued. “Not Fred, not Fran, and definitely not your brothers or sister. And to minimize the chance of others inferring anything, we will not discuss it among ourselves. Are those terms agreeable to you?”

			“What do I get?” Josiah wiped his hands on his napkin. “Maybe I have terms.”

			“Oh, fuck you,” Jack said. “Sam would have been easier.”

			Josiah smiled.

			“Alright. You’ll get you a plum job at Baker-Taylor’s.”

			Josiah guffawed.

			Jack held a finger to his lips, then held the finger in the air. “In which you will have limited contact with Fred.”

			“I’ve got news for you,” Josiah told him. “That’s a crummy offer. Your offer is basically a boot to the balls for my silence.”

			Jack shifted in his seat. Removed two slices of pecan pie in paper sleeves. It was snowing again. “I tell you what. Can you eat and drive? There’s something you should see.”

			A tiny, hot grain settled in Josiah’s stomach. But he pulled out into a feathery silence.

			“How well would you say that you know your mother, Josiah?”

			He imagined, for a moment, losing control of the car, letting the Honda crash from parking meter to oak tree, like a pinball. “Why does this feel like a trick question? Pretty well, I guess?”

			“No one knows their parents,” Jack told him. “That’s the thing about being a parent. You serve a function, and that function wipes away most other parts of your person. Especially mothers. You give up more than your time when you become someone’s mother. It’s a bum deal.”

			“Is that why you don’t have kids?”

			Jack grinned. “That, and a whole plethora of other reasons.”

			“Too busy spreading it around?”

			He gave a yelp. “Yes, shitbritches, as a matter of fact, I am. Now hang a right.”

			They had entered a shaggier part of downtown: Victorians sectioned off into apartments and crumbling into weedy yards, boarded windows, graffiti tags.

			“Your mother and I are more alike than I thought,” Jack told him. “And that’s a recent revelation.” He paused. “Park here. Don’t cross through that light.”

			Josiah turned on the blinker. Threw his arm across the passenger side to crank into parallel.

			“Now cut the engine.”

			Josiah did. They were quiet for a moment.

			“Again, I need to emphasize discretion.”

			“You don’t have to worry about me,” Josiah said wearily.

			Jack shook his head. “This ain’t about just me. What I’m talking about here is a domino effect.”

			A small pickup rattled through the snow, then cut into the driveway of a duplex across the street. A hatless head emerged, blond hair swooping from a low ponytail: short down coat, high-tops. The passenger door opened. A little girl a few years younger than Birdie dropped down to run into the front yard, propelling herself into a drift. It was the cashier—no, she’d been made GM at some point. Well, of course she had, Josiah thought with a twinge. She knelt down and lifted a paper bag of groceries to her chest, closed the door with her hip. Tossed her bangs from her eyes. Josiah heard her call, You’re going to get soaked.

			He could feel Jack beside him, waiting. “Her name’s Wendy Patterson.”

			“I know.”

			Wendy made her way to the front door and took a glance around before lifting a leg, supporting the bag atop one thigh, and removing her keys from her coat pocket.

			“Wendy and your mother are friends.”

			“Would you mind not condescending to me? You’re not dealing with Birdie here.”

			Wendy took one last look into the street—nearly at them—before ushering the little girl inside. The door shut.

			“I wanted you to know,” Jack said, “how to confirm what I was telling you for yourself. Come back here on a Monday or a Wednesday—”

			“I don’t need confirmation.”

			“Between three and five in the afternoon. That’s when Fran visits. Every Monday. Every Wednesday.”

			Josiah thought about revving the motor and driving smack into traffic. His mind was an empty bowl, spinning slowly on its edge. “How many people know about this?”

			“Very few for now. Me. Lucille. If Luce knows, I’d say Keckley knows.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Best I can figure, they started up way back when, right around the merger in ’80. Then there was a bust-up after a year or so. Blondie’s idea, I figure. Judging by how down at the mouth Frannie was over the next six months or so. But then, last summer, Blondie was held up by the five-fingernailed bandit. Remember that?” He narrowed his eyes. “I think that’s when they slipped back into it.”

			“I was there for that phone call,” Josiah said. “Left without changing out of her house shoes.”

			“Flew outta the house,” Jack said, glum. “Your dad said.” He shut one eye. “Sounds to me like you knew before. May I ask how?”

			Josiah shook his head. “I saw them,” he said finally.

			“Where?”

			“Upstairs. Fourth of July party. They were making out.” He winced. “The whole—thing. Touching each other’s faces.”

			Jack scowled. “They need to be more careful, goddammit. You could have been anyone.”

			“How did you know?”

			Jack lifted his head, ran his thumb along the ridge of his jaw. “Saw them talking,” he said. “Years ago. Your mother promoted her when she fired Pat Walden.”

			“Yeah, but how did you know?”

			“Same as you. Fran was just different.” He shrugged. “She was sweet. You ever see your mother being sweet?”

			Josiah considered this. “She calls us her little piggies. And she puts, like, Little Debbies in my luggage.”

			“But does her voice get all soft? Does she stare at y’all?”

			“Ugh. No.”

			“You see my point.” Jack corked his index finger into his mouth, picking a bit from his teeth. “I know sexual tension when I see it.”

			Josiah rubbed his face. “Jesus, would you not?”

			“What did I tell you? Your parents,” he repeated slowly, “are people. Hell, you’re coming to this late, bubby. From the age of four I knew my daddy was a person. A bad person.”

			Snow continued to dot the windshield. Josiah turned the motor back on.

			Jack continued. “I came out here on a hunch, a few years back. Then had a PI who does work for the firm sometimes trace her, too, just to be sure.”

			“Are you kidding? You had her followed?”

			“Her address was on her hiring papers,” Jack protested.

			“What do you expect me to do about it? Talk to her? This is Fran’s business.”

			Things you did not talk about in the Taylor household:

			Your feelings.

			Politics. Fran had forbidden the name Reagan from being uttered in the house, in any context, after Josiah and Fred had gone around and around about interest rates and inflation one night and had ended up screaming at each other about supply-side economics.

			Billy.

			And sex. Unless it was Fred cracking stupid jokes about green M&M’s making people horny or humming his approval over some TV presenter’s legs, sexy talk was verboten. Fred had attempted a sex talk, of sorts, with Josiah, and he’d gotten so flustered and defensive that it had devolved into an argument. Josiah made it easier for everyone and gave Sam his, with the understanding that Sam would, in turn, pass it along to Benny. Birdie was on her own.

			“When I was at the house earlier,” Josiah said, “I asked where Dad was, and Fran said, Sulking.”

			“To you?”

			“Yeah.” Josiah frowned. “So what was she talking about?”

			Jack rolled eyes. “Your daddy had the bright idea to try and buy up a company out in Delaware that is not having an easy time of it. Not only that, this company is public. If we bought them, we’d be public. He’s jonesing to be on the NASDAQ. Which is not something we need, Josiah. For multiple reasons. So she countered the idea. She didn’t wheedle him out of it, didn’t mommy him out of it. She met him head-on and tried to reason with him. She does that more when she’s with Wendy. And you can’t do that with Fred, if you’re Fran.” Jack took a deep breath, fluttering his lashes. He was nervous, Josiah realized. And he’d never seen Jack nervous before. “Listen. We need a stabilizing force. There are a few factors at work that could threaten the well-being of the company. And we are very quickly becoming an extremely lucrative company, Josiah. More than you know.”

			“Were you planning on coming to me with this idea?”

			“Eventually,” Jack said. “Truth be told, it could be that I was blowing off a little bit of steam, doing what I was doing tonight. Today was pretty ugly. And it needs to not happen again. Baker-Taylor’s needs to be a united front. We bring Fran’s actual son into the room, she will mother the room, and pacify Fred.”

			“Well, God forbid she stand up for herself.”

			Jack sent him a sharp look. “We don’t always get valor. That’s a childish idea.”

			“Treating Fred like a child is a pretty childish idea, too.”

			“Do you want to be poor?” Jack said. “Cause I’ve been there, buddy, and lemme tell you, it ain’t worth the anecdotes Fred and his Southern Star buddies use to outdo each other.”

			A trace of bitterness under this. Josiah stared out the window.

			“Things go right, the potential for even more growth is there. And having someone like you, someone smart, dispassionate—someone with insight—would be just what we need,” Jack continued, softening. “You are exactly right for this.” He reached out, put a hand on Josiah’s sleeve. “We need your help. Think three steps ahead. We could lose everything, something like this gets out. Your parents.” He waited. “Me. We’ve got a lot sunk into this company, Viv and I. Luce, too.”

			Ah, Josiah thought. There it was. “Dad tried to drag me in last summer,” he told Jack. “Why do you think I sprang for a last-minute MBA?”

			“Fran could get hurt,” Jack told him.

			Josiah went quiet. His stomach tightened, released. Would Fred really let that happen?

			Jack put his head in his hand—a boyish gesture. “The thing is, your daddy thinks your mama’s perfect. It sounds sweet, but it usually ends up making things harder for Fran. Makes you into something less than human, somehow, when a body does that to you. Were your father to find out”—Jack shook his head—“God help us, it might break him. But it also might do something else. He’s changed some. I don’t know if you’ve picked up on that. He’s running with a different crowd now. It’s made him”—Jack wheeled a hand in the air—“a little rougher.” A troubled expression, on Jack’s face. “But that’s not my big concern. It’s the board. It’s the shareholders. People who see all the fun family commercials. Do I have to elaborate on what could happen to her if folks caught wind of this?” He looked hard at Josiah. “You’d be surprised, how mean the idea of certain people being together will make some folks. What it turns them into.”

			Josiah stared into his lap.

			“It’s a real family business when you get the son involved,” Jack continued. “Your particular placing, between your parents, would be—advantageous. You and Fran make a good team. And Fred. When you’re in the room, he don’t see anything else.”

			“I’m aware.”

			“It offers some obvious benefits if there are things we don’t want him seeing.” He pitched his cigarette. “Best-case scenario? Things run their course with you-know-who.” He ticked his head at the duplex. “Fred’ll never know. And you’re out in a few years. If you want to be.”

			“Are you even still working for the firm anymore?” Josiah said. “Is Baker-Taylor’s, like, your full-time job?”

			“Ain’t you ever heard of someone working two jobs?” Jack turned, fully. “We need you, bubby. You’re the Taylor I wanna work with.”

			And it was exactly what Josiah wanted—no, needed—to hear. He felt the glow at his center and hated it.

			Jack rubbed his hands together. “It’s colder than a witch’s titty out here. Take me to my car, would you?”

			They moved into Broadway traffic, Josiah deep in his thoughts. There was still a sense of unreality, when he thought of his mother doing something like this. She was still so much the same with the four of them: brisk, efficient, loving. Meals were still meat with two sides and bread, dessert still came from a box. “It’s what y’all like anyway,” she would say, unwrapping the Swiss Rolls, offering one to Benny, who took it between his lips: her piggy, receiving his apple.

			What would it do to the kids if Fran became some sort of pariah? Sam, who’d barely started college and already scared them all shitless with his mood swings, his deep sadnesses. Benny, whose youth could be measured in how hard he showboated against it. Birdie, the baby, who knew nothing. It was one thing to give her joke copies of Penthouse, but quite another to give her—well, this. Someone should protect that sweet dumbness.

			Jack’s Cadillac was parked a discreet distance from Woodland Park, in front of a house iced in delicate gold lights. He unfastened his safety belt, then looked to Josiah, hand primed to open the door. “Fran knows that I was planning on talking to you. She doesn’t want to push it, but she thinks you might like it if you’re not around your daddy.”

			Josiah shrugged. Jack leaned in. Gave his wrist a gentle shake. “You think we don’t see how he hounds you? He does it because he loves you. But it’s hard to see that love when a body’s pushing on you so damn hard.”

			Josiah felt something hinge loose inside him. Just a witness to say I see it, too left him quivering. God, you’re easy, he admonished himself. But he made one last rebuttal. “You said she kind of knows everything. Wouldn’t it be safe to assume that she has this in hand?”

			“This,” Jack said, “has nothing to do with knowing.” He took his hand back, adjusted his coat. “Think about it. Come by the house tomorrow for the cash I promised.” He climbed out. “And to see if Vivian let me keep my pecker.”

			He shut the door.
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			One Year Later

			Fall 1985

			On a Friday night during his third year of college, Sam Taylor waited until his roommate Donathan left to take his girlfriend to a fall dance. Then he swallowed fifteen Quaaludes, lay down on his dorm room mattress, and reflected on the best day of his life: the day he discovered the caves.

			It had been at a party some two years prior, on a big farm off Russell Cave Road. He and a cluster of other boys had set off with flashlights to search for a cave that the owner’s grandfather had maintained was massive—a cool, ancient tunnel, large enough to accommodate roads. A miracle: as drunk as they were, as young and dim on direction as they were, they found it. They all trooped down into the soft darkness, marveling at the way the air went sodden, marking their path with garbage—a Rolling Rock bottle here, a Zero bar wrapper there, all along a hard limestone tunnel that led straight into a glittering space the size of a band hall. One of the boys turned, held a finger to his lips, pointed up. That’s when Sam heard it: skidding and thumping machinery churning overhead. They were underneath New Circle Road, at least a mile away from where they’d started.

			It had stayed with Sam: the feeling of being underground, the communion he felt with dead and primordial things. He’d been able to lose himself there. His greatest burden—his self, his very being, with its inconvenient softnesses—lifted.

			He stared deeply into his dorm room ceiling, considering the cave, when he heard a soft thumping from the outside—a deeply rutted motor growing louder. He realized with slow-growing horror that it was his own heart. It was beating harder and more quickly than he’d ever known it to. The sense of relief he’d felt after swallowing the last pill was thinning. He began to feel afraid. Tears leaked into his ear canals.

			In his last conscious thought, he recalled his family. Recalled his mother’s long, porcelain hands. He regretted absolutely everything.

			As the black spots began to swallow other black spots in his vision, Donathan, sweating through his button-down, came braying in: “Hey mayne, Kathy’s run off, you wanna order some Pizza Hut?”

			Sam could barely hear Donathan curse under his breath. The sound of the phone being removed from the wall as the darkness became complete.

		

	
		
			11.

			He came to in a hospital room. Josiah was by his bed, asleep with his head tipped back and his mouth open. A loosened blue tie was around his neck—he must have come from work. Fred had tried to force a magenta tie onto him when he’d first started. Josiah had bucked: “Does it say ‘cheerleader’ on my W-2? I will show up to work, on time, in appropriate attire.”

			Sam peered at his face. They’d always been told how much they looked alike. He recalled moony Amy Ellen, who’d wanted in both their pants—“Like twins,” she’d sighed. He didn’t see it. Outer architecture meant nothing if the materials were worlds apart on the inside. Josiah: steel. Sam: sponge. When the nurse strode in, Josiah gave a stretch, then did a quick check of the nurse’s backside before nodding at her.

			When the door behind them wavered, Sam felt a lick of fear cutting through the haze. Explanations would be required for Fran, Fred. But it was worse: Birdie shuffled in, wide-eyed, hands tucked deep into the pockets of an old gray hoodie that had belonged to Benny. Birdie, his favorite—the baby, perched at the very beginning of an adolescence that everyone, especially their father, would hate.

			She peered at him. “He’s still gray.”

			“That’ll pass,” Josiah told her. Glanced down. “Hey, Sam.”

			They stood by, silent, as the nurse changed out saline then left. At some point, Birdie had reached out to grasp his index finger. Sam looked down to find restraints around his wrists. Croaked to Josiah, “Why?”

			“The restraints? Because you tried to kill yourself.”

			And Birdie gave Josiah her very first adult look: What the hell, man?

			“Here.” Josiah picked up a cup, straw hanging out at ninety degrees. “Remember anything?”

			Sam shrugged. Took a sip. It was the first thing he’d put in his mouth since realizing he was still alive. That water was the best thing he would ever taste.

			When he’d found Sam, Donathan had called 911, and then home. The one to pick up the phone had been Birdie, who then tried to call their parents and failed to track them down, which was around the time Josiah arrived. “She chased me out of the house and pried the door open to get into the car,” he said, glaring at her. “She damn near wrenched the thing off its hinges. It won’t shut now.”

			“Remember that for next time,” Birdie told him.

			Sam swallowed. Voice returned to him: “It’s okay, Tweety Bird,” he said. “I’ll fix it.”

			The brothers were shocked when Birdie—for the first time in a good five years—covered her face and burst into tears.
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			When the attending physician at the ER had demanded an answer from Sam—why had he tried to do this to himself?—Sam couldn’t think of any specific reason or event. The physician had webbed his hands open, shaking his head: “What? Girlfriend break up with you or something?”

			He was tired of hurting. The hurt never waned, and it was private; this man didn’t have to live inside his skin, didn’t have to feel this aching burden. The truth: Sam often felt as if he’d been born missing a layer of epidermis that everyone else in his family had. In the old, long-ago house in which he’d been born, he recalled getting odd feelings around one of the upstairs bedrooms—cold stripes, breath on the back of his neck. Even before Josiah had let slip that this was where their oldest brother had died, Sam refused to sleep in that little twin bed (Josiah, bless him, had traded with him). Years after this, Sam would hear one of his professors describe the sense of “psychic burden” that many among them—for Sam was an artist, and an insomniac—felt upon entering a space, the unprovable sense of time and pain and loss a place held long after its inhabitants had left, died, or disappeared. To Sam, this antenna of his, spiking out into space, was a waste. He wished not to have it. He’d started college, lived outside the Taylor world, and it had revealed only truth: someday, he’d be left alone with this, and it would eat him until he was nothing. It was just getting started.

			And yet he was happy that he had been found. His life, this fragile thing—he’d nearly smothered it, and another human being, no wiser or more capable than he, had intervened to save it. Every moment counted. Every breath counted. In his old life, he would have let the doctor off the hook: Girlfriend break up with you or something? To quote Benny, What a chotch.

			So Sam started his new life by responding: “You know what? I think it’s beyond your understanding.”

			The doctor looked down at him coolly. “I suppose you’re right.”
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			Josiah explained that, because Sam was over eighteen, he was technically the one who would, and should, make the decision: there was a bed available in a private psychiatric facility. If they wanted it, they needed to take it now. “What happens if we don’t?”

			Josiah crossed his legs in front of him, folded his arms over his chest. He’d taken to probing his tongue deep into his cheek when he was thinking: an Uncle Jack gesture. “You’ll want the private one.”

			Sam stirred. He’d been given anti-anxiety meds. It was a relief to not feel much of anything. It was even more of a relief to be here with Josiah, who was handing him the decision, believing Sam could make it himself. “I don’t have to wait for Mom and Dad?”

			“No,” Josiah told him. “And I wouldn’t.”

			Amazing: Birdie was in the room for this conversation. In the morning, she would get up and go to seventh grade. Peering at him through her bangs, eyes still red, she said, “Do it, Sam.”
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			Sam’s first memory: climbing toward what had appeared to be the sun. Arm over arm on a firm, living mountain. He could feel the air growing colder, the floor moving farther away. Then: a pair of hands, giving him a heft north. Laughter. Sweetness, yeast. And then, the sun. He reached up to touch with a fingertip: warm.

			The realization: the sun had been a light fixture in a low ceiling at a Baker-Taylor’s. The mountain had been his mother.
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			He awakened to find Fran gently slipping socks onto his feet, and when he spoke, she cupped the eggshell of one ankle and said tearfully, “Samuel. Oh honey.”

			Vaguely remembered: Josiah had told him that Fran had been working late and had returned home that evening to find Benny waiting for her with the news. Anguish so strong it cut through the medication. He’d done this to her, and look at her: she was miserable. A gray tinge her foundation only highlighted.

			“I’m sorry,” he replied. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

			She reached over. Gripped his hand. Begged him: “Please don’t do it again. Please.”

			Fran was not one who cried. And even with the antenna clouded by medication—barely poking through—it registered: something was off.
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			Guilt: Well, her son did try to kill himself, you jerk.

			She came to visit daily, bringing clean socks and underwear in Baker-Taylor’s bags, dropping newspapers and magazines by the common room. Luce came, too, made the place a party—she asked one of the nurses if she could take a vacation there. The Baker sisters. They were comfortable visiting the hospital, Sam reflected, because it was unlikely that either of them would require time in a place like this. But he corrected himself: anyone could spend time here.

			Fred knew it, too. He’d visited Sam only once and had spent the entire hour perched on a chair, trousers slick, tie off, shifting his hams in the way some men did when they were nervous. Sam thought of the night Birdie’s eye was nearly scratched out by glass. Fred had been shaking so badly, Benny told him, that he’d had to take to bed, after it happened. The hospital scared Fred to death. And when Fred got scared, Fred got angry.

			They’d kept the TV on for most of the hour, and then finally, Fred stood and brushed off his trousers—the universal signal of one readying to leave. But before he did, he drew some brochures from his jacket pocket and laid them on Sam’s bedside table. He tapped them twice: “You read these,” he said sternly, “and you give it some thought.” Then he left.

			The brochures: the Army, the Navy, the Marines.

			“Why is Dad trying to get me to join the military?” he asked his mother.

			Fran looked up from her crossword, frowning. “He brought those?”

			They were in the glassed-in sunroom just outside the cafeteria that doubled as a common area for patients and visitors. There was a lovely light for late October. Earlier that day, Fran and Luce had made their annual appearance on The Lorrie Linville Show to promote Baker-Taylor’s Halloween sales. The nurse on duty had clapped her hands together: “There’s your mama,” she’d cried. Fran had looked good—bright, high-colored. Too slender, but you noticed only if you were up close. Like Sam was now, watching her seethe, one of those dinky soft-plastic pens they provided here in hand.

			“Throw those away,” she told him. “I asked him not to bring those.”

			“Why would he want me to join the Marines?”

			“It is beyond me.”

			“Dad’s angry at me,” he remarked.

			Fran chewed the inside of her cheek. Leaned over to take his hand. “I am so grateful to you,” she said, “that you made this decision for yourself, Samuel. You accepted help. In a way, it might have seemed easier to keep struggling forward doing the same thing you were doing, and not fixing a thing. But you made a mature decision. I think you’ll be grateful to yourself, too.”

			“But Dad’s not.”

			Fran did not look away. This was character, he thought—not lying. “He doesn’t know how to respond,” she told him after a moment’s thought. “It does not mean he loves you any less.”

			“So why doesn’t he want me to be here?”

			“I don’t want you thinking about it right now.” She wagged his hand fondly. “He’ll get over it.” Still gripping him, Fran let her eyes drift. Whatever she was going to say next, she decided to keep to herself.
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			A conversation Sam and Josiah would not be able to have for many years: his hospital stay was the beginning of so much. He’d gotten another turn. Taking that hospital bed was his bending point—his life assuming a track in which this was the mere start of doing things that scared the hell out of him. And as fuzzy as Sam was (the detached softness of his meds, the unreality of his hospital stay, his new knowledge of himself—a burden, but bright, one that showed the way forward), he also got a front-row seat to his parents’ disintegration from one unit to two.

			But the conversation they had in the moment: “Fred’s refusing to pay the bill,” Josiah told him.

			Josiah visited every other day. He’d become Sam’s de facto spokesperson. He spoke quietly with the nurses about Sam’s medications, brought Sam cigarettes. Sam, in falsetto in the courtyard: “It’s Christmas at the psych ward. Lithium roasting on an open fire.”

			“Better than Christmas at the store.” And to Sam’s surprise, Josiah reached over and stole a smoke from him. “I’d like to start a bonfire with all our Cabbage Patch dolls.” He lit up. “I hate children.”

			“You call Dad Fred now,” Sam said. “You call Mom Fran sometimes, but you do it more with Dad.”

			“You’re digging.” Josiah took another long drag. “Diggy diggy, Sammy.”

			Josiah had been working for the company for about six months, but he’d been fast-tracked—after spending full days on the floor as an AM, he often sat in on board meetings. It had changed some of his habits. Once a teetotaler, he now knocked back bourbon with Jack and Luce at family suppers. The spare four-letter word crept its way into his conversation. And he barely tried to hide his disdain of Fred.

			“He left a bunch of pamphlets for the military in my room.”

			Josiah rolled his eyes. “What an asshole. Didn’t he suggest military school when—” He waved his hand. Sam’s first big crack; the breakup with Leigh, his old girlfriend. He’d gone below the bleachers to punish himself. At the time, it had felt correct. “He probably got the idea from one of his Southern Star buddies.”

			Sam reached for another smoke. “The nurses know your name, and half the patients call Fran Mom. And he’s come once.” He felt angry, but it was a distant anger—a cooler thing to handle.

			Josiah rocked slightly away from him, amused. “Reading a little steel there, buddy.”

			There was something else creeping into that smile: pride? He’d told Sam about the bill on purpose. He wanted Sam to be wary.

			“Look,” Josiah said. “Fran and I, we’re backing you. Fred’s not going to get to do anything dumb.”

			“Thank you,” Sam said.

			Josiah corked an eyebrow, gave him a salute.
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			Sam struggled to remember who Fred had been, years before the store boom. Once, there had existed a Fred who’d made them pancakes with Laurel and Hardy playing in the background on Sunday mornings. A Fred who’d fed each stray cat in their neighborhood and had names for some of them (Lady, Skeeter, Old Scratch). A Fred disappointed with Sam’s moods; he’d shake his head, looking troubled, when something knocked Sam down—his weeping at Josiah telling him he was the “replacement baby” or not making the baseball team. But Fred would at least talk to Sam, when that happened. And at the edge of Sam’s memory: the certainty that he wasn’t the only one who felt the cold stripes in the house. Fred had, too. It was why he liked things to be new—houses, lives, identities. Sam understood. He’d pay money to shed some ghosts, too.

			But this new Fred took himself more seriously; his family had become a corporation, and there were some tasks that were too menial for the CEO to approach. If new Fred made a decision, formed an opinion, had something to say about Sam, or Sam’s care, it came from a secondary source—Josiah or Fran.

			One night, Sam got into a conversation with the wing’s sweetheart, Adam, a quarterback. Adam’s dad was disappointed, too—Adam had been on a football scholarship, and no one was sure how the new meds would cut into his playing. “But I had an uncle with this,” he told Sam. “My grandparents wouldn’t hospitalize him. They were embarrassed. They thought he was choosing to act this way. And he killed himself. So my dad said he wasn’t going to do that with me.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “It sucks here. But we’re lucky.”

			Sam went to lights-out that night thinking about this—the difference between inaction and action. A kill was a kill, he thought, even if the gun went off by accident. A kill was a kill, even if the blade slipped.
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			One day, Sam watched Fran pull the Fury into a space, then rest. It was a few moments before she emerged, cold air puffing. She pulled her coat—the sweet Italian wool that had seemed to set a match to her hair and light her up, last year—closer to her as she walked, hunched, inside. When she met him in the common room, her eyes were red.

			“Mom, are you okay?”

			She shrugged. Patted him on the hand. That tinny, false cheer—he hated it. “Let’s make a deal,” she managed. “You try to be okay, and I’ll try, too, babe.”

			“Does Dad have a girlfriend?” he asked Josiah the next day.

			Josiah stopped in his tracks. They were in the courtyard taking a lap and a smoke. “Why would you say that?”

			Sam shrugged. “Something’s off with Mom.” When Josiah opened his mouth, Sam said quickly, “It’s not just me. I know.” He dragged, feeling the heat in his throat.

			Josiah looked pensive. He and Fran would be coming to Sam’s appointment with Dr. Vogel, his advising psychiatrist, the following week. He’d begun to run their visits like Baker-Taylor’s meetings, yellow legal pad in front of him. He ashed, then managed, “No. It’s Fred. Come on.” But he kept his gaze on Sam. Thinking.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			In those early days, he was definitely stoned. The meds weren’t just heavy; they were downright opaque. And in that state, he was twice as glad to see Fran. It pinned him to the here and now. It was sheer pleasure to get her rolling on Kmart ad campaigns (one evening, she waxed poetic on blue-light specials, telling Sam, “It appeals to the gambler in the shopper—that chance. Smart, huh? Aren’t we all gamblers?”). Her resulting laugh, when he warbled Kenny Rogers. He gave it some thought: she was maybe his favorite person.

			But the day he asked, “How did you and Dad meet?”—a little surprised at himself, that he never asked—a muscle in her neck pulled. Her eyes drifted to the TV bolted into the wall.

			“We don’t have to talk about it,” Sam backtracked.

			“It’s fine, babe,” she said. “We grew up together. In fact, I don’t think we ever met. We were just—known to each other. Our mamaws likely plunked us down together as babies. Jack was probably there, too. And Luce likely babysitting.”

			“You didn’t date?”

			She shook her head. “They didn’t do that in those days. A little courting, maybe. Pairs used to go to the cemetery to”—she gave a brief eye roll—“spend time together. You know.”

			“Seriously?”

			She grinned. “Romantic, right?”

			“That’s super goth.”

			“Goth?” She snapped fingers, ruminating. “Oh. Gothic. Right. Like what’s her name. Your friend.” He loved her discretion. She was referring to Leigh. She pushed through: “We ran off together one day. That’s all.”

			“You mean, like ran away from home?”

			She nodded. Adam passed by, yelled, “Mom!” She wagged a hand at him, smile brassy.

			“Why’d you run away?”

			Eyes, drifting to Donahue again. “Wasn’t much to Vice,” she said. “Nothing I wanted to stick around for, anyway.” Suddenly, she turned to him. “I got a question for you. You’ve dated a lot. Why do people date?”

			Sam blushed.

			Fran pinched him. “That’s not what I meant. I mean, what’s there to learn? Why is it a good thing?”

			“Well,” he said. “It’s productive. You meet people. You learn things about yourself that maybe you didn’t know before. Like if you, you know. Follow patterns.”

			“Like your brother.”

			Sam, inspired: “You’ve noticed, too.”

			“He likes pretty ones who don’t have a single thing in common with him.” Gave him a little smile. “Right?”

			“They’re usually wealthy,” he said. “And irresponsible. And then he gets mad when they’re irresponsible.” Sam shrugged. “Learning about yourself—that’s probably the best reason to do it. You learn a lot from breakups, too.”

			Fran’s chin was in her hand, deep in thought. Low: “I would imagine.”
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			On his next visit, Josiah brought Uncle Jack. Uncle Jack: the greatest testament to Fred’s failure to see what was right in front of him. He’d brought Sammy a gift, but they wouldn’t let him in with it. “It’s a stack of Penthouses,” Josiah snorted.

			“Well? A reasonable gift.” Jack grabbed Sam’s head, giving him a hard smooch. “Guess you’ll have to pick em up on your way out.”

			Josiah wrinkled his nose. Shook his head at Sam. That’s when Sam realized it—they were dressed alike. Josiah’s button-down, his tie—they were silky, vibrant. And when they went outside for the now customary smoke break, Josiah and Jack adopted the same stance as they lit up, and went into conference mode. “So Josiah said you said Fran’s been moping around,” Jack started.

			Sam glanced at Josiah, who shrugged. “I guess?”

			“Moping around how?” Jack shot his cuffs, directing his gaze down. Giving him space to answer.

			“She’s sad,” he told them. “She puts on a smile for me. But she’s not eating. She’s really skinny. And she’s all gray.” He took a drag. “Shows up in her body first, when she’s not happy.”

			And here, Josiah and Jack passed a meaningful look between them.

			“What?” Sam said.

			“She mention anyone else?” Jack asked him.

			Sam gave this some thought. “You mean, like Dad?”

			“Like anyone else,” Josiah prompted.

			“No.”

			“So she didn’t bring up Fred, you did?” Jack asked him.

			“I guess?” Sam, irritated: “What’s going on? If you need to discuss something without me here, you can leave. No need to be rude.”

			Josiah smiled. Uncle Jack leaned back, beaming at him. “Okay. I hear you, man,” he said.

			They left him in the common area, sketching. Jack gave him another bruising kiss to the forehead: “Look at bubby. Getting his hustle on. Figuring it out. He ain’t letting it happen to him.” To Josiah: “Sight better than most folks I know.”

			Josiah, quietly: “Agreed.” And Sam smiled.

			Then Jack peered over Sam’s shoulder. Froze. “Sammy, can we buy that from you?”

			Josiah looked, too. Something unspoken passing between the two of them again. “Newsletter?”

			“Newsletter,” Jack said. “Maybe other things.”

			“It’s just a sketch,” Sam said as he handed it to them. It was a bobbleheaded Fred and Fran. All bulbous National Lampoon. A joke.

			Josiah stayed his hand. “Name your price first,” he said, “then give.”

		

	
		
			17.

			Josiah was the one Sam wanted in the room when he met with Dr. Vogel—a short, squat man with fearsome muttonchop sideburns and a habit of slapping his hand on his desk for emphasis. Fran and Josiah sat next to each other, head inclined in the same way, each taking notes, as Dr. Vogel outlined what they had always known about Sam—the particular rise and fall of his moods that, to them, had come to assume a pattern like breath.

			“Samuel has always done this,” Fran said.

			“And you thought it was normal?” Dr. Vogel said. Noh-ah-mahl.

			Josiah glared at Vogel over his pad. Sam watched them, wondering what they were each remembering. He had always lived in flights. Highs, lightly scattered with sleep, while he perched at his drafting desk or parked in front of his canvas. Fran had always loved his excitement at making something, though she wished he slept more. Josiah had nodded deeply when Dr. Vogel mentioned the dips after—the hole Sam would fall into, gray and tired.

			After an uncomfortable silence, Fran said pointedly, “It was normal for him. My job is to love him as he is. Not tell him he’s abnormal.”

			Dr. Vogel ignored this. To Sam. “Samuel. Moods shift. Moods should not yank so hard they give you whiplash.” To Fran and Josiah, “He’s still young. He’s lucky to be here.”

			Sam gave the idea some thought—wasn’t it both boon and burden, to have this gift? The ghosts, the phantom layers—they told you a lot about the unsaid. You’re a Taylor, Sam thought to himself. Pay attention to what’s not said like your life depends on it.

			Josiah made one last note on his pad, then stuck the little pen behind his ear. Asked Dr. Vogel, “Can he work?”
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			Sam, freshly released on a Saturday morning, hospital bracelet still looped around one wrist, was listening to Josiah argue with their father behind a closed door. It was like a joke—when Sam had walked into the kitchen, he’d greeted Fred, who slowly extended his hand to Sam. Benny had seen this: “Oh, come on,” Benny said, getting Sam in a grizzly clench.

			“What, afraid your friend Ronnie’s gonna judge you for having a son with a mood disorder?” he heard Josiah say. “Don’t tell me the missus hasn’t been to at least one psych ward. That’s probably where she met her astrologist.”

			That was when Sam realized it: Fred didn’t want people knowing that he’d been in the hospital. Fred liked showing them all off, even when he wanted to murder Josiah as an employee and fire Benny as a son. They were the reasons for all the parties: a big pack of a family, something you could photograph.

			Sam was a secret now. If I had to live with this like Fran does, he thought, I’d be miserable, too. Deep inside him, something slowly, stonily turned.

			“Would it kill you to be proud of him?” Josiah said. “He’s doing something difficult. He’s not running away from the problem.” Pointedly: “He’s not afraid of hard work.”

			Fred, low: “Yeah, a month’s vacation in the nuthouse is real hard.”

			“This is about the expansion,” Josiah said.

			“Oh bull,” Fred replied, disgusted.

			“No bull.” The sound of the chair squeaking. When Josiah felt really threatened, he made sure that Fred registered that he was taller. Caveman crap, he’d told Sam once. “That is all you think about. I can’t quite believe I have to say this, but focus on your son.”

			Josiah was not a stormer—he did not bang out of rooms when angry. But he did have a way of opening and closing Fred’s door with such tasteful disdain that it made Sam shiver: God help him if anyone ever shut his door that way. Josiah nodded to him, not at all surprised he was there. “You start on Monday,” he said.
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			It was eight-thirty p.m. in the boardroom, hot and loud. Josiah found himself thinking about thresholds. He’d hit his, with Fred. It appeared that Fran had, too—which was why they’d planned this together.

			Fred had just outlined his plan for an Indiana expansion: five additional branches in the communities closest to Chicago. High competition, he’d claimed, but high traffic, too. The Combs crew approved—Tony, clearing his throat at odd intervals, Hal repeating the phrase “Slam dunk, it’s a slam dunk.” Fred, rocking back and forth on his heels, laughing along with Jim.

			They’d tried to dissuade Fred privately: showing him the numbers, pandering to him, cajoling him. But he had this expansion idea in his teeth, and he wasn’t going to let go. Josiah glanced at Jack, who was whispering fiercely into Luce’s ear while she tapped a smoke into an aluminum ashtray. Keckley looked on, frowning. When Fran nodded to Josiah, began to rise, Fred paused, staring at them. Was this what Jack had in mind? Fran “mothering the room”? To judge by the look on Fred’s face, it seemed an awful lot like Fran was going to administer spankings. She was wan—she’d been having trouble with her digestion, and when she moved, it was slow. But she was pissed.

			It’s happened so quickly, he marveled: we’re working against him.

			Josiah stood. “Excuse me,” he called over the noise.

			Fred stared at him, two bright spots high in his cheeks. He shook his head slightly. You wanted me at board meetings, Josiah thought. You wanted me “involved.” Fran rose, rapped her knuckles on the tabletop. “Eyes front.”

			Josiah flicked the lights off, feeling Fred’s gaze on him the whole time. He placed their schematic on the projector. A map of the mid-right-hand chunk of the country: Pennsylvania on top, Ohio reaching out. At the edge: Indiana.

			“The bright yellow dots are existing Baker-Taylor’s branches,” Josiah started. “Ones that have taken a nosedive for the last two quarters. Look at these sites around Gary and Hammond. Of the fourteen stores in Indiana, these five are seeing the same kind of trouble, and it started around the same time. Any ideas as to what they have in common?”

			Hal Combs lifted his arms, then let them fall to the table with an audible thud. Waited a beat. “No,” he sighed. “What.”

			Jack: “Navy stars are a nice touch.”

			Combs stared.

			“It’s the Beast, Hal. The Beast? Those are Beast stores.”

			Just uttering the name of the Beast from Oklahoma was a sharpened fingernail on an exposed nether region, broken glass in a snow globe. The CEO was brilliant and well backed, armed with three (supportive) sons, which was enough to make Fred hate his guts on principle. Together, father and sons had opened a hundred stores in their first year alone. Simply mentioning the name of the store during Josiah’s last check-in meeting had prompted Fred to reach for the butterscotch discs, white-faced.

			The store’s emblem: a star, sharp and unforgiving. NFL stars. American flag stars. What-you-see-when-you’ve-been-punched-in-the-face stars.

			“Each of these branches is within a three-mile radius of a Beast store,” Josiah continued. “Their overall sales numbers began to tick down right after the competition moved in. The Beast has over five hundred branches nationwide. If we’re talking about an expansion in any sense, we need to discuss the likelihood that this problem is not going to go away.”

			“We need to take a good look at those stores before we move in any direction,” Fran added.

			“Now, hold on,” Combs said loudly. “How bout Fred’s idea to expand sporting goods? Didn’t you hear him?”

			“It’s worth mentioning that the Beast does guns, too,” Josiah said. “And they do them cheap. Owner’s a Remington man, apparently.”

			A hard chuckle from Hal. “Look at that. Junior knows guns. They teach classes on shooting down at Vandy?” The men chortled. Josiah’s face grew hot.

			Jack had explained it over a whiskey one night: when Josiah’s parents had started the store, they didn’t have the kind of connections that could generate “respectable” support. Their principal investors, then, were the kind of men who’d had to do some stabbing to get ahead. To these men, Josiah was Little Lord Fauntleroy. Especially Hal Combs, who liked to call himself down home, strictly country, whose chief means of cutting at others lay in some notion of “authenticity”—where a man did or did not come from, creeks and county lines. It was enough to make you wonder how hillbillies had ever developed this homespun reputation for themselves. These guys cannibalized one another.

			During the last board meeting, someone had complained to Pammy, their office manager, that the toilet was running. Pammy—cute, funny, long-suffering—had advised the man to “just jiggle the handle.” Hal Combs, the greatest wit of his generation, east Kentucky’s answer to Noël Coward, had hollered, “I’ll let you jiggle my handle, honey!” And she hadn’t blanched.

			Later, Josiah had suggested that Fran add an extra fifty to Pammy’s holiday bonus. Fran had agreed. “She’s a diplomat,” Josiah said.

			“She has to be.” Fran, readers at the edge of her nose. “That’s a condition of her employment.”

			Josiah turned to Combs. What was it that Jack had called Hal? A “fucked-to-death pork butt,” that was it. And Hal did, indeed, look as if he’d been walking face-first into an ice storm every day for the past two years. “In what way is that relevant?”

			Combs wore a grim little smile: Josiah had taken his bait. “I’m saying that fancy-ass school didn’t do nothing for your business sense, son. It was Vanderbilt, wuddent it?” Smile, worming out a touch: “Livin’s easy there, ain’t it?”

			Jim and Tony shifted to look at each other. In his periphery, Josiah saw his father hesitate. Hope, tracing a warm course through Josiah’s abdomen. Fred was going to do it. He was going to speak up for Josiah.

			Fred, folding arms over chest, rocking back on his heels. The moment stretched. Died. Josiah’s stomach shriveled.

			But from the eastern end: Keckley. “Josiah here works sixty-hour weeks putting together excellent evidence like this, Hal. I’d say it’s not too easy.”

			Everyone shrank a bit. At that moment, Josiah had not loved anyone in his life more than he loved Philip Keckley. Luce’s hand was pressed to her throat, eyes alive.

			Jack: “Shut up, Hal,” he huffed.

			Then Fran stepped in. “Focus. We’re wasting time.”

			But it was Fred who turned the lights back on. “Let’s reconvene in two weeks,” he called. “We’ll have more info then.”

			Josiah moved, woozy, back to his seat. Jack caught him by the elbow: “Let’s talk. Outside.”

			Josiah grabbed his coat, traded a hand squeeze with Fran, who whispered to him, “You did great, bubby.” In front of him, he saw Fred making his way to his office. Heard a drawer slide open, the soft crickling of cellophane—candy.

			He couldn’t help it. As Josiah passed, he said, “Thanks for standing up for me in there, Fred. Really appreciate it.”

			It was hard to say what would bother Fred the most—being called by his first name, or the sarcasm, which he found the most offensive strain of humor. “You shouldn’t have been up there. Should have cleared it with me first.”

			“We tried to.”

			“And I said no,” Fred snapped, trembling. “So you can damn well stand up for yourself.” He strode over and shut the door.

			Outside, it was cold enough for their exhalation to emerge in puffs. Josiah, stunned, looked over his shoulder. “What in God’s name is happening to him?”

			“Let it go, hon.”

			“Let it go?” Josiah pushed his hands into his jacket pockets. “If he ever spoke to you like that, if anyone ever spoke to you like that, you’d be livid.”

			“You’re doing a good thing here, bubby,” Jack told him. “With the business, and with your brother. Hiring him.”

			“Had to fight Fred first.” Josiah reached out, took the cigarette from Jack’s hand, stole a drag. He relished the way the smoke made his head swim. “He’s treating Sam like he’s a leper.”

			“It scared him,” Jack mused, “what happened to Sammy. How’s he doing?”

			Josiah shrugged. “He goes to work. Meds are pretty awful. He’s still getting used to them.”

			Jack took a glance around. “We’ll talk Fred down from the expansion. I need you for something else right now.”

			From the back, Hal Combs’s Lincoln, careening out. He honked at them: shave-and-a-haircut.

			“You, too, you fat cunt,” Jack said. Then, “How would you like to go to Chicago?”

			“Why?”

			“March fifteenth and sixteenth,” he said. “Discount Retailers Association convention. It’s a big one. Your daddy’ll be preoccupied with a potential investor that’s coming into town for a horse sale. We need you there with Fran.” Jack, reclining on one foot, cranking his pinkie ring. “We don’t want her escorted by—someone who is not a family member. Who will likely also be there, as part of the management team.”

			“This is sounding increasingly like Saudi Arabia.”

			“Can’t disagree. But we send you, it looks like professional development. And make sure you ride up there with her. I want her chaperoned as much as possible.”

			“Right.” Josiah took one last drag, pitched the smoke down. “I’ll send you an invoice.”

			Jack cocked his head.

			“It’s work. Pay me.”

		

	
		
			19.

			When Josiah got home, Sam said, “Any interest in going downtown? There’s a show. Donathan’s going.”

			Sam looked more enthused than he’d been by anything in the past two months, much of which he’d spent napping and lurching through Baker-Taylor’s shifts. “Absolutely,” Josiah agreed. “Think you could drive? After the meeting I just had, I’d really like a few.”

			Sam nodded. Shook out his ankles.

			“You doing okay?” Josiah took up his toothbrush.

			Sam shrugged. “Skating the vanilla,” he said. “At least I’m awake.”

			And so downtown Lexington was big enough for its factions, teeming with lives that never seemed to touch until, inevitably, they did. All sporty and vertical collars at Two Keys, black-clad and heavy-footed at Wrockledge, blue-jeaned college students dawdling between. They passed the old reconstructed pioneer cabin on its little plot on Broadway. Josiah thought briefly about his night bailing Jack out of jail. Secrets make friends. Considered, then dismissed, the idea of sharing this with Sam. Kid had enough to worry about.

			At the bar, they found not only Donathan, but a whole knot of undergrads—kids who’d missed Sam, when he hadn’t returned to the dorms for the new semester. Josiah was relieved. Good for Sam, to get some fellow feeling. Some pretty girls saying his name. Josiah wandered over to the bar, ordered whiskey, downed it, immediately ordered another. The voice in his head that sounded like Fred quieted. Hadn’t even been a year, he thought—how long could he do this?

			He felt the eyes before he turned to meet them. In the back by the restrooms, a table of girls who must have made the decision to slum it that evening—perfectly trimmed, shining hair, French manicures, charm bracelets. Instead of visiting the bars closer to campus that tended to cater to the set that now put down credit cards instead of wrinkled cash, or opting for a frat party, this tableful of women who knew, almost beyond a shadow of a doubt, how to ride a horse, correctly choose wine, and execute a box step were here with kids who wore chain mails of safety pins through denim vests and Misfits T-shirts. It was the blonde at the center who had her gaze trained on Josiah, lips crimped in an expression of amusement and desire and something else—something proprietary and self-assured.

			Her smile widened. It clicked into place. He picked up his drink, laced his way over to her.

			“Hey, Josiah Taylor,” she said.

			Shades of cotillion, antiques: “Marcia,” he responded.
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			Josiah and Marcia spent twenty minutes chatting before Marcia gave her girlfriends a genteel excuse to vacate to Josiah’s car, parked on a dark, quiet side street, to lie across the back seat.

			Josiah had forgotten—almost—the charm in losing oneself and going sheer animal. He’d left dating behind in graduate school, and work was a sparse place for his love life. He could barely believe it when Marcia pulled his hair and moaned into his ear to fuck her with his hand. Over a decade of riding lessons, come to fruition—she came so hard she trembled, straight white teeth gleaming in the dark.

			She reached for his pants, felt him. “It’s okay,” he said. “Pay me back. Tomorrow night. In an actual bed.”

			Hand, drifting back north. “I can’t believe I saw you.”

			“Same here.” He stirred. A vast improvement, from an hour ago.

			“How long has it been?”

			“Ten years,” he said. “We were fifteen.”

			“You were so mean to me,” she whispered.

			He grimaced in memory: selling trash to trash. “You deserved it.”

			A beat. Then, “That’s true. I’m sorry.”

			“You should be. Which one of us just got off in the back of a Honda?”

			She socked him in the shoulder.

			“What are you doing here?”

			“I just finished at Samford,” she told him. “Someone told me you went to Vanderbilt.”

			Vetting the old résumé, Josiah thought, but only after humping his hand. “I did.”

			“I saw your mom on the news,” she said. “Baker-Taylor’s is becoming a big deal, isn’t it? She looked gorgeous.”

			He smelled her hair: no scalp, just clean lavender. He needed to check on Sam. “I should get back.”

			They trooped inside together, Marcia blushing when she saw her friends giggling at her. Josiah found Sam at the bar chatting with a girl sporting a mohawk. Josiah slipped in beside him. Sam laughed at something. Josiah felt himself relax.

			He felt a nudge at his shoulder—someone squeezing into the queue. Another pretty blonde, but this one with black nail polish, dramatic eyeliner, a leather jacket. She jutted her chin at the bartender in a practiced sort of way, then met Josiah’s gaze. Yet another recognition, a sign as good as any that this town was too small, that this happening twice in one night meant he needed to leave: it was Wendy Patterson. A few years older, but still cute. Despite himself: internal congratulations, to Fran.

			They stared at each other for a long moment. Neither of them spoke. Sam turned to say something to Josiah, then spotted Wendy. He smiled.

			Wendy froze. “Shit,” she muttered. They watched her locate a redhead. “Let’s go,” she said.

			“But we just got here—”

			Wendy, shaking her head, grasped the redhead’s hand and retreated.

			Sam—stunned, wounded. “What was that?”

			Josiah sighed, shook his head. “I don’t know.”

			He slumped slightly. “I think I want to leave.”

			They settled up. Josiah waved at Marcia, made a little phone motion with his hand.

			Halfway up the block, Josiah heard a muffled sniff from Sam. Looked over to find him rubbing his face, eyes teary.

			Josiah stopped. “Sam.”

			Sam shook his head. “Did you see her face? She looked like she thought it was catching.” Scowling. “People know, don’t they? About the hospital.”

			It made part of Josiah crack open. Jesus, of course they do, he thought, looking at Sam. Said, “Your friends do. That wasn’t it.”

			“Then what was it?”

			Josiah took a deep breath. Scrabbled for strategy. His objective, forever and ever: keeping Sam with them. What might happen if they lost Sam? He felt a flash of anger—at Fran, at Jack, for putting him in this position. “You didn’t recognize her?”

			“No.”

			“She works for Baker-Taylor’s. She was the cashier in that first commercial we ran.”

			Sam rubbed his eyes. “Did we fire her? Is that why she acted like that?”

			“No,” Josiah replied. “She’s still there, but it’s a weird situation, because—” Sam looked to him, raising his head. He’d stopped sniffling. Josiah fumbled for a way to say it. “Sam, you can’t tell anyone. She and Fran. They had a—thing.” He paused. “And then it ended. I can’t say I blame her. I wouldn’t want to work for someone I had dated if it hadn’t gone well.”

			“Dated?” Sam stared into space, baffled. “Fran?”
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			After six weeks of dinners and frenzied sex, Josiah and Marcia were more or less official. The day came when Marcia invited Josiah over for dinner. It was, she informed him helpfully, a mandate: the Chunnels were expecting him. “They want to know who their daughter is spending time with,” she said. “Mommy can’t praise you to the heavens forever. So buck up. Put on a suit jacket. No tie, though.”

			“My God, of course,” Josiah said. “Don’t want to look like a complete dipshit.”

			What he’d liked about Marcia—she had some spikes. But they weren’t the kind that drew blood. Hers was a gentle existence. She had returned home with a useless art history degree to work for her father’s law firm. She had no particular fire to figure herself out. She was simple, her life was simple, and Josiah was a cute, silly man whose dumb jokes would not dampen her resolve.

			He had to cover the latter part of his Thursday shift in order to make it, and so consulted with Benny during the midmorning lull at the snack bar. Benny, a junior in high school now, had turned out to be more industrious than Josiah had expected. A school holiday, and he’d said, Put me on, so Josiah did. He was saving up for a car. “I gotcha,” Benny said, clicking his pen, placing it to napkin.

			“And the convention’s next week.”

			“I got those, too.”

			Marie passed the snack bar, adjusting her magenta smock and scowling at them. They both straightened, Benny scrubbing at a grease splotch on his bib. Josiah had been bumped from AM to GM after about six months. He knew, and understood, the resentment the staff felt for him. He tried to make up for this by working conspicuously hard, and by giving Benny, the other Taylor on staff, the worst shifts. Benny took them without complaint. It made Josiah like Benny more: that growing up with the money wasn’t making him a complete dickweed.

			“Did you refill the soap in the bathrooms?”

			“Fifteen minutes ago, Joseph.”

			“Thanks. Might want to stir the nacho cheese. It gets a skin.”

			Benny shook his head: weary, put upon. “The skin,” he said, “is the best part.”
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			Shift covered, Josiah found a parking space on a lush side street. He shrugged on his sport coat, nodded to the gardener as he strode up the cobblestone pathway to the Chunnel house. Gazed in horror at the jockey statue by the hedges as the door opened to reveal Marcia’s mother. “Josiah!” she trilled, holding her arms out.

			He smiled, surrendered to a full-body hug.

			Mrs. Chunnel (call me Babe, she crooned, and it took Josiah a moment to remember that that was, in fact, what people called her) was pressing into him so hard he could guess her cup size. Behind her was Mr. Chunnel, looking on, actual pipe in hand, with an expression of quiet amusement.

			When Josiah was freed, Mr. Chunnel approached with a congratulatory expression. “Josiah.”

			Josiah held out his hand. “Mr. Chunnel.”

			“Jeb,” he corrected. “Come on in. Marcia’s around here somewhere. She’s been fussing with the house and her hair all day.” Over his shoulder: “Her two favorite things.”

			Josiah kept the smile in place. Hands in pockets: “Nice landscaping out there.”

			Jeb nodded. Removed a pouch of tobacco from his breast pocket, began to pinch and pack. “The roses,” he said. “The rest of it can go to hell, but I need my roses.”

			Babe cried, “Margo!” An older woman appeared—black shift dress, an apron tied over. “Josiah, would you like a nice chardonnay?”

			“Sure.” To Margo, “Thank you.” Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Jeb shift. Josiah pointedly ignored his look and gazed at the oil painting on the wall instead. Civil War general, broken nose. CSA uniform.

			“Here he is!” Marcia, thundering down the stairs. She latched onto him, landing a deep kiss on his cheek. Josiah, catching a look at himself in the mirror, Jeb amiable behind him. Maybe he was prettier than he thought, for what was happening here was not passing. What was happening here looked like admittance.

			Dinner: Cornish game hen, new potatoes, yellow heritage carrots. Spoon bread—Fran would be fascinated—and wine. Lots and lots and lots of wine. Had Marcia made mention of this? Maybe an offhanded comment about getting home before her parents were incoherent? They knocked back three drinks for every one Josiah nursed.

			The other surprise: how interested the Chunnels were in Baker-Taylor’s. “Every time we see a commercial,” Babe gushed, “I always say, Jeb! There’s Josiah’s mother! From cotillion, you know.”

			“She was on Lorrie Linville’s show, too,” Marcia supplied. “With your aunt? They were so cute together.”

			“Lorrie Linville has a screw loose,” Jeb murmured to Josiah. “Both grandmothers, schizos. Institutionalized for more of their lives than not.”

			Josiah felt a cool prick at his tone. Unbidden: a flash of Sam, gray and miserable, tied to a hospital bed.

			“They’re doing very well,” Babe said. “Aren’t they.” She gave Josiah a wide smile.

			“Forty-two stores,” Josiah said. “Nine states. Ten, next year.” He swallowed. “It didn’t happen overnight, though. We’ve been going for almost twenty years. I worked there as a kid.”

			“We know some of your board members,” Jeb said.

			“We do.” Babe cut him off. “The Jack Willoughbys. That’s it.” To Jeb. “The one married to the Porter.”

			“Ah.” Brows lifted. “That’s right. Sad story—family of boys, then one girl. All the boys killed in the war. Made her the wealthiest woman on the Eastern Seaboard, for a time. Until they went belly-up. Had to strip and sell that big mansion of theirs in Nashville, bit by bit.” Glass to lips: “Seems like Baker-Taylor’s refilled the family coffers.”

			Did he really just say coffers? No wonder Jack was worried. Josiah became aware of Jeb Chunnel watching his face closely. He made himself speak: “Vivian’s fine,” he said mildly. “Jack, too. Jack’s family.” He paused. “And an adviser.” He had a new sympathy for Jack. He’d had to infiltrate this circle first—make a presence, play nice, because of Vivian. On second thought, he wasn’t wired like Fred; Jack would stay himself enough to make a game out of it. He was smarter than most of these guys—and twice as mean, which meant more.

			“And Philip Keckley,” Babe said. A little flush in her cheeks. Josiah saw Marcia move the wine bottle toward the base of the table.

			“Keckley.” Jeb nodded deeply. “Good man. We attended military academy together. Though he went to Tennessee for college. Didn’t want to brave the Connecticut winters with me.” He wheezed a chuckle.

			Josiah glanced at Marcia, who cringed slightly. He’d railed, some weeks prior, about people who mentioned the city or state in which they’d gone to college, as if the name of their elite school was too precious to mention. “I’m going to just start guessing Mass Community College when you tell me you went to school in Boston,” he’d said.

			“Philip’s a gift to us,” Josiah said. “Just really smart.”

			Jeb nodded, squinting, tongue pillowed in his cheek. “Who pulled him in? The sister? That leggy blonde?”

			And here, Babe put a hand on his arm.

			“Couldn’t hazard a guess. Before my time.” Josiah focused on the carrots. He would be sure to thank the kitchen on his way out. Loudly.

			Jeb boomed, “Marcia’s told us all about the MBA, how you fast-tracked it. Still thinking about a JD, too, hmm?”

			“I am.”

			“I could tell you all about that,” he continued. “Though it will bore you to goddamn death.” Long and loud. Babe gestured for the bottle. Margo entered, made the pour. Marcia bit her lip. “Business is more exciting. Though you take chances starting a business. It takes guts. And your parents took a risk that paid off.” He shrugged. “Probably good timing more than actual forecast.”

			Josiah fought, hard, to swallow.

			“They work so hard,” Babe cooed. “Don’t they? Your parents?”

			“They do.”

			“But those chances,” Jeb continued as if he hadn’t heard either of them, “they’re risks. Some of the other men on that board.” He shook his head, frowning. “Car salesmen. Small-business owners who blow it as soon as they make it. And that bloated jackass cowboy. You should be wary of him, Josiah. What’s his name. The one who sells the drugs.”

			“This sounds like Hal Combs,” Josiah said.

			Jeb slapped the table. “That’s him.”

			Marcia: “Daddy, you think everyone sells drugs.”

			“Well, he does. He sells drugs to the whores working the club.” At Babe’s protest: “Babe, you know they’re whores. Some of them, at least. That’s part of their job.”

			Josiah wondered how many waitresses Jeb knew.

			“I’d keep an eye on him,” Jeb finished.

			Josiah swallowed. “That’s good advice. Thank you.”

			Marcia reached under the table, took his hand in hers.

			It was at that moment that Josiah was given a portal to one potential future: as a Chunnel. It would involve inheriting this giant house, gleaming and Baroque and completely inefficient—rats in the basement, bats in the attic, if they were lucky. Marcia would never be able to sell, because it was who she was. He’d take up law school and Jeb would shuffle him into the family firm, where he’d handle real estate deals for old Chunnel friends and associates. You can shed your old self, he thought, you can dodge out of the yoke that holds you and Fred together. You can become what Fred would like to be. But you didn’t get to peel off anew without shedding something else, and that something else would be—he wasn’t sure, but it was something that tied him to Fran, to the part of himself that remembered

			(Billy)

			But if he did shed—another few decades, and they’d be absorbed. People like Jeb who remembered that Josiah wasn’t one of them would be demented or dead. Josiah’s children—Taylors. But in name only.

			Later that evening—after the promise of a golf date with Jeb, another boob-presser from Babe—Marcia walked him out to the porch. She gave a look over her shoulder, worry carving a V into her forehead. It made her look a bit like Fran. Josiah warmed. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

			“You have nothing to apologize for.”

			She shook her head. “They’re getting worse. They were going to that twelve-step meeting for a while with their friends. The secret one.”

			“There’s a secret twelve-step meeting?”

			“Of course there is,” she said. “But they got bored. They always do.” Then she hugged him. Close to tears: “You are so genuine. You are exactly what you are. I love you.”

			Josiah froze for a moment. Two strands of thought—one, tenderness for Marcia, the sober point on her family triangle. The second: Don’t be rude. And so he repeated the phrase, damn well knowing that he didn’t mean it, and then he walked back to his car in the dark, feeling cruel.

		

	
		
			21.

			Jack had been right. Fran was a convention star. She was made-for-TV suitable: the hair, those outsized features. She seemed to know a lot of people from past DRA conferences. Everyone had a Fran story: her knockout presentation on onboarding from the ’82 convention. The accountant from New Jersey, weirdly charmed by the lunch of saltines and Vienna sausages they’d forked straight from the can on a marathon day (Say it the way you used to! Vye-eenees!). A sales associate from Michigan, amazed at Fran’s ability to construct a sanitary pad from a stack of commercial bulk napkins and a bevy of rubber bands (hand on Josiah’s arm, confidentially: And it worked about as well as any self-respecting Kotex I ever had).

			Did she like the attention? It was hard to tell. She weathered it. Didn’t seem to take it seriously, in the way his father surely would. Don’t let Fred into this position, Josiah thought—the adrenaline rush would convince him to buy the moon and the Brooklyn Bridge. To a woman whose highest received compliment to date had been that she was “handsome,” this kind of attention seemed like a joke. Josiah watched a few men attempt to flirt. Fran snuffed them, unflappably cordial. But Josiah caught her checking her teeth, then fussing with her bangs.

			He retired to the bar that first night queasy, musing on appearances. The implication of his parents’ public image had always bothered him. The Taylors fell right in line with a fleeting national love affair with the “sons of the soil,” their genesis overlapping with Hee Haw and that peanut-farming president who birthed a new iconography for their rural South: the dopey, slow-talking sage. But it was hard to execute this image without becoming, at some point, the butt of the joke; those who were sophisticated enough to get the irony were the same folks who stood to profit from your inferiority. If you could survive the “dumbass” thumbprint, Josiah tipped his hat to your resiliency. Very few people had this quality. Fred sure didn’t.

			The story that concerned him the most, however, was the one his parents were currently living out: the “family business” story. They’d pushed hard on that narrative in their ads, their branding. Now, at the end of each company newsletter, the Taylors’ signature was accompanied by the mom-and-pop sketch they’d commissioned from Sam: huge, bobbleheaded caricatures atop tiny bodies: Warmly, Fred and Fran.

			When they started pushing that story, he reasoned, it had been—more or less—true. But it no longer was. Unless the story featured the mother’s on-again, off-again girlfriend. Or the father trying to hide one of the kids in the attic.

			Now they were toying with something bigger than the rube card.

			He looked over his shoulder. Fran, hands clasped under her chin, laughing with a cluster of Woolco personnel. He caught her eye. She excused herself, coming to him, patting his arm. “Buy me a drink?”

			Josiah flagged the bartender, pointed to his martini. Fran gave her jacket an air-giving flick. “This stuff makes me so nervous,” she whispered to him. “How’m I doing?”

			“You’ll be okay if you ever go to jail,” Josiah said. “Or start a cult.”

			“There’s an idea.” She elbowed him in the side. “See a pay phone anywhere? I want to call the kids.”

			Then, a moment he would wish he hadn’t been in the room for—at the rear, the remainder of their management team trickled through the double doors. Kent, their regional manager, who’d overseen a profitable chain of drugstores before Fran lured him to Baker-Taylor’s. Dewayne, who’d just been promoted to a GM position—he saw them first, lifted a hand to them. Last: Wendy Patterson. No leather today; she was playing it safe in dress trousers, a turtleneck, and a nonplussed expression.

			Fran said nothing. But Josiah saw the hand resting on the bar grip the wood ever so slightly, and when Fran turned to reach for her drink, she knocked Josiah’s sideways. “Shoot,” she sighed. “Sorry, bubby.”

			“Hey, Mrs. Taylor,” Dewayne said. “How’s it going?”

			“Oh fine,” Fran told them. “I’m just throwing drinks around.” Gave them all a smile over her shoulder as she patted the bar top with a napkin. A lock of hair fell over one eye. Wendy hovered at the back, watching her. She met Josiah’s gaze, colored. Looked at the floor.

			Then Dewayne began talking to Josiah about the next day’s sessions. “You all going to the Beast panel?” he asked him, flagging down a beer.

			“Tomorrow afternoon,” Josiah said. “Though there’s no one from the actual company there. They’re like the CIA.”

			“They like it when everyone else is talking about them. Doing the work for them,” Dewayne said.

			Josiah shrugged. “Generating mystique. Good for them.”

			“You don’t seem worried.”

			“I’m not worried,” Josiah said. “I’m—mindful.”

			“Well, hearing that does my heart good.” A Franism. She had a way, Josiah thought, of making her staff members love her. If I live to be a hundred, he thought, I’ll never be able to do that. Wendy, closer now, laughing at something Fran said. Head tilted. He saw Fran lean forward, slightly, one hand tracing its way back and forth down her thigh.

		

	
		
			22.

			The room was packed for the Beast panel. Josiah looked for Fran. She hadn’t made it.

			The gravelly host of the opening convocation led this hour and cautioned the audience, “Along with being wildly successful, the company is wildly private. Do take into account that, while all our expert panelists have decades of retail experience under their belt, none of them work for the company in question. We urge you to consider this a conversation.”

			Lights dimmed. They began with photographs, a description of practices. You couldn’t beat that overhead: the buildings were as plain as milk, with font and signage so strangely, nakedly American, punctuated with a single, stark star (at the very edges of Josiah’s memory: welfare staples, the print on the outside of the box of government cheese). Products left in their shipping containers on the floor. The best overhead: no overhead.

			A map: the gray body of the lower 48 peppered with navy-blue stars. In ten years as a public company, they’d spread with viral efficiency. A breakdown of the specs—store size, proximity to freeways and major interstates. A photo of the CEO in his hunting gear: camo, hair silvery and tousled, eyes narrowed. From nothing to splendor: there was a narrative you could recognize, Josiah thought, one adjacent to that of the Taylors’. Beautiful, bullish stock, the kind of folks whose surges upward fell right in line with the kind of story the country liked to tell about itself.

			“The next obvious frontier,” said a panelist, “is a hybrid model with full-scale groceries. Perhaps even a bulk-buying model.”

			Josiah felt a tiny hole burning in his stomach. As the panel continued, that hole began to burn hotter. He flashed on that last board meeting. That map, crammed with Beast stars. His parents liked to tug out the fact that Baker-Taylor’s had bloomed during a recession as proof positive that shareholders could rest easy with their investment. It wasn’t wrong, but it made him uncomfortable—and for the first time, he was able to put his finger on why. It would have been easier to believe, as Jeb Chunnel did, that their success had been an accident. But it wasn’t. A recession benefited a store like theirs. Discount retail was big business for moms who clipped coupons, looked for cheaper milk, scoured the shelves for half-off buddies. The Taylors had cultivated a customer base made up of people very much like themselves, who found shopping to be a stressful, even traumatic experience—one that revealed to the shopper, with an actual number, how far off they were from who they wanted to be. Baker-Taylor’s stores made those people comfortable. But they also sold them cheap things: towels that sprouted threads after two washings. Pressboard coffee tables: wobblers, impossible to reinforce. Earrings that greened the lobes. The Beast was going after those people. And they were big enough to charge them even less. Josiah was looking down the barrel of another America, one wholly different from the one his parents were living in and would someday die in. He reached up, felt his heartbeat in the side of his neck. He suddenly felt very alone.

			He skipped the elevator and took the stairs two at a time to the fourth floor, where he and Fran were both staying. A portal window looked out onto the elevator bank and a nest of chairs close to it. Fran and Wendy were sitting and facing each other—close, but taking pains not to touch. What had happened? Had they ducked into a room despite themselves, emerging to, unhappily, debrief? No, he decided. There was too much tension. A quavering energy between the two of them, even in the OFF position.

			Josiah stepped out of the line of vision and listened: “We can do them almost a quarter better,” Wendy was saying. “Only the specialty stores sell those hair relaxers right now. And I’ve had ladies come in asking me if we stock it.”

			“That’s an idea,” Fran said.

			“Maybe we try it for a while,” Wendy said. “You know what? Run it by Josiah. He’s smart. I think he’d go for it.”

			“You’re right,” Fran said. “He’s a catch. We just had an edge because he’s related to us.”

			Josiah felt that pleasurable warmth spread through his chest. Even now, he thought, it still filled him up hearing a kind word from her.

			“You were right about the holiday ornaments,” Fran said, crossing her legs. She’d dressed to the nines, every single day they were there. She was doing it, he realized, for Wendy. “Last year, we had the highest numbers I’ve seen with them.”

			“People get grabby at the register.”

			Fran giggled. When had Fran last had a conversation like this with Fred? If she had, he’d never heard it. This was a symbiosis that he would have liked for himself—one he didn’t have with Marcia, that was for sure. I’ve been helping to keep Fran from this, he thought.

			Fran: “I miss your ideas.”

			A pause. Josiah bit his lip. Oh, Fran, you’re overplaying your hand. He didn’t have the heart to look. Wendy drew back—her voice grew louder, more clipped. “I should get back. I need to call Holly.”

			“I’m sorry,” Fran said quietly.

			Wendy rose. Sat back down. “You can’t keep doing this. It’s just like when you came into the store last month. If you say we’re done, you need to keep to it.”

			Fran’s shoulders pinched together, then slid down. She nodded, chastened. Josiah felt his cheeks go hot. But then she said, miserably, “I made a mistake.”

			Wendy rubbed her face, then folded her hands over her mouth, gathering herself. “I am your employee. You are my supervisor. And you are married. I don’t think you made a mistake. I think you’re going to look back on this and be grateful that it happened.”

			“I don’t think so.” Josiah strained to hear her. “I think I’ll always be sorry.”

			I can’t take this, he thought, and made his way back down the stairs.

		

	
		
			23.

			Jack stared straight ahead, mulling it over. “Bust-up for sure. Let’s hope.”

			“That’s kind.”

			“What, you want them to run off and shack up together?”

			“Where would the redhead fit into this?”

			Jack: “How do you know about the redhead?”

			Josiah had found Jack in the basement of his law office in tiny gym shorts and a headband grunting away on a rowing machine to Led Zeppelin II. After he’d scrubbed up, they’d walked across Broadway to Rosie’s, a dark little bar with uneven floors that had been a gun store in a former life.

			Josiah: “Everyone loved her. She was mobbed.”

			A clean ridge of tooth. “Your mama’s a star.”

			“I don’t think she knows that.”

			He grimaced. “She does, but only half the time.”

			“That’s what worries me.”

			Jack drummed the table. “Blondie seems discreet, don’t she.”

			“You mean Wendy?”

			“She’s smarter than I expected,” Jack said. “She’s got dumb blonde written all over her, but damned if she don’t use it to sneak up on you.”

			“She’s a single mom in a duplex with no cushion,” Josiah said. “Seems like she’s got a lot to lose here.”

			“Lord, let’s hope so. I swear, sometimes fear is the only thing that makes people lovable.”

			“She is afraid,” Josiah said. “She’s afraid enough to not pursue a person she is clearly attracted to.”

			Jack gave his lower lip a gnaw. “Fran’s nursing a broken heart,” he mused. “But she needs to get over it. She’s got bigger problems right now. Gordy buyout’s chafing at Fred. Combs and his little sewing circle, too.”

			Josiah leaned forward. “Want to hear something funny? I’ve filed as a Democrat. You should tell him that.”

			Jack grinned, one arm stretched across the booth. “I seem to recall you being a Young Republican. Sixteen-year-old Josiah Taylor, holding forth on big government.”

			“And Fred and I argued just as much.”

			“Well, what happened?” Jack gave an up-and-down flick. “You ain’t gone soft on us. None of this hippie-dippie shit. No feminist stuff to slip your way into some panties.”

			“You get a pass for that.”

			Jack cawed. “So, what was it?” He cocked his head.

			“I realized that they weren’t talking to me.”

			Jack wrinkled his nose. “And you think the other side is?”

			“No,” Josiah said. “Look. I went to school with a bunch of wealthy people. It taught me that I was not one of them. And that I probably shouldn’t favor policies that serve only them.”

			Jack rocked back in pleasure. Sometimes it occurred to Josiah that Jack liked these conversations as much as he did. It made Josiah wonder if Jack regretted not having children. “Astute. That set’s happy because they’re oblivious. It’s morning in America. That message sits right with your daddy. He worked hard for that feeling. Money fixes more than just your teeth.”

			Another revelation from their long, meandering conversations: Jack had worn dentures for years. “Nice ones,” he’d stressed. “None of these budget clackers.” One evening, Josiah had watched, amazed, as Jack elegantly deposited his dentures into the palm of his hand to spit into the grass, then ticked them back in and beamed, hands splayed.

			“Sometimes,” Josiah said, “I think about just throwing it all in and becoming another person. Do you think about doing that sometimes?”

			“Already did.” Tipped his glass back.

			“How’d it go?”

			Jack shrugged. “I’d be doing it anyway,” he said. “I’m assuming”—he quirked an eyebrow—“you’re talking about me and Vivi, right?”

			“I suppose I am. What are you talking about?”

			“All of it.” Jack cranked the sapphire on his pinkie. “In some ways it’s a relief. I pass so hard I forget myself sometimes.”

			“You don’t feel—divided?”

			“You get used to it.” Jack stretched his arms high above his head, gave a great yawn. “Living doubly. Speaking of one of them, you got a big ole fan in Jeb Chunnel. Loves you.”

			“He does?”

			“Ran into him at a wedding last weekend,” Jack said. “Always comes over to stand as close to Vivi as he can. He said, and I quote, How did that boy come from those people?”

			Josiah’s breath caught. Pride—guilt—both, lacing his throat up.

			Jack smirked. “Sounds like him, don’t it? Bitch.” Flicked his sleeve to eye the Cartier. “We should go back.”

			They wandered out into the street, wavering slightly.

			“Wherever we went,” Josiah said, “people brought up the commercials. Kept calling out to Mom, like they knew her. We’d walk into a room and people would sneak looks, like there she is.”

			Jack hummed. “Well, if that’s the biggest thing you learned, I’d call the trip a success.” He kicked his legs out in front of him. They reached Broadway. Made their turn. “You know your daddy was a boy preacher?”

			“You’re joking. We’re barely Methodists.”

			Jack nodded. “And preachers are some of the money-hungriest people I know. So go figure.” He fumbled for his light. “He was a sight. Needed to save more souls than anyone else. You see sissy playing ball? I love watching sissy play,” Jack said, “cause she reminds me of your daddy when she does. She gets mean, man. Through the eyes. Never seen someone want things so hard. Like to break her own neck sometimes. Though she’s got more steel—”

			It was at that moment that Josiah noticed a truck idling behind them. He turned, expecting to hear the shifting of gears, the cruise away. But it settled behind them, beginning to crawl. Jack sniffed. He took a glance, then made a heavy sigh, drawn from the belly. The sound made Josiah’s heart sink.

			“Hey,” someone called from the cab.

			Josiah looked over his shoulder. “You know them?”

			Jack shrugged, uncomfortable. A honk, a flick of headlights. Then, a longer, louder note. “Hey.” A palm slamming the side of the truck. “Hey hey, pretty.”

			Josiah stopped.

			Jack took his elbow. “Keep walking.”

			Another honk. “That your girlfriend?”

			Jack squeezed. “When we get to the corner up here, turn right.” He strode forward, mouth a flat line.

			Josiah looked back again. Teeth flashing in the dark. Heard a kissing sound.

			“Stop that,” Jack snapped. “They wanna play? Let’s play.”

			In all of a moment, Jack’s walk had straightened, his chin had lifted, and he was filled with a bright, stiff intensity. “Need your hand,” he said. He reached into his coat pocket. Plunked something warm and heavy into Josiah’s palm.

			“Are—are these brass knuckles? Did you—”

			“Quiet.” They kept walking. The truck laid on the horn. There was hooting. Another call: Hey girls.

			“I don’t know what to do with these,” Josiah hissed.

			“You got anything else on you?”

			“No.”

			“Now you got something.”

			Josiah gazed at the road, desperate. There were other cars, but they simply shifted lanes and raced ahead of the truck, leaving them behind.

			“Josiah,” Jack said, “if you get the chance, and you’re quick enough, you need to run.” Puffing, he picked up the pace. Just ahead, a numbered cross street. They turned. The truck turned with them. “Let them pull ahead.”

			“But—”

			“Let them.”

			The truck surged ahead, rattled to a halt. There was a loose, grappling quality to the way the guy swung himself out of the cab that telegraphed kid. But a big kid, one who could do some damage. Josiah spotted acne pockmarks on the upper cheeks, a bulbous Adam’s apple quavering in the neck. His friend—a little slower, a little rounder in the middle—was squirming out of his seat.

			“Aintcha gonna talk to us, girls?” the guy said.

			Jack drew himself up, hands in pockets. “Hah?” He was pulling his voice out from his middle—taunting them. Josiah felt like throwing up. He took a wild look around. They were in the nicest section of downtown, maybe two minutes from the Chunnels’, filled with Victorian mansions. If there was noise, someone might call the cops. But they would not leave their homes to see what was happening.

			“I ast if you was with your girlfriend,” the guy said.

			“Why?” Jack replied. “You jealous, baby?”

			It lasted all of two seconds: the kid stepped out, hand outstretched, as if to give Jack a slap to the head. Jack, whipping something out of his pocket and bringing it across the kid’s face. The kid lurched backward, gasped. A moment later, blood was oozing between his fingers.

			Over the course of his life, Josiah would delve into this memory many times, trying to locate the missing link between the airy flow of Jack’s wrist, and this aftermath: the kid hunched over, groaning. He would never succeed.

			Jack walked away, quickly, turning into a sidestep to ensure they weren’t being followed. Josiah skipped to keep up. The pudgy friend cried, “Hey!”

			“Don’t run,” Jack told him. “Not yet.”

			They returned to Broadway, gave two looks, then jogged through the intersection to the darkness of the other side. Jack hopped an iron fence and crossed a lawn. Josiah looked behind him. No one had followed.

		

	
		
			24.

			One year since the hospital, one unending grayscape. Sam had been warned the meds would be tough, and they were. He’d never seen fog like this. It swallowed his work. He couldn’t fuck through it—Casey noticed, Carla noticed, Jennifer noticed. And because the meds were what Josiah called “1950s housewife stabilizers,” they cruised his bloodstream like clunkers. Sundry foods he could no longer eat: bananas. Certain potent kinds of cheese.

			That semester, he’d started going to classes again, then stopped. He knew he should be grateful. Without Fran secretly paying his hospital bill, without Baker-Taylor’s health insurance—where would he be?

			“You okay?” Josiah asked him during a shift.

			“Huh?” Sam scratched his face. “Yeah.”

			He’d been stacking bottles of Pennzoil onto a low shelf. He looked more closely; he’d placed them all backward. “Oh,” he said. Fumbling, he began to put things to right. He felt Josiah pass Benny a look. “Don’t do that,” he said sharply.

			“Okay, okay,” Benny told him.

			None of them had to have their entire selves hijacked in this way. He couldn’t feel, and he couldn’t make. Josiah and Fran had enough to worry about. Dr. Vogel was no help. So Sam did something he knew he was not supposed to do—he played around with dosages, monitoring his own rise and fall. A little less, and his hard-ons came back. A little lesser still, and he felt the urge to sketch. The world, still clean of ghosts. He missed them a little.

			Then one night, they were eating supper—the unlikely combo of Fred, Benny, Birdie, and Sam at the table, with Fran and Josiah both working late. An anomaly to start with, and an unhappy one; they each couldn’t wait to leave the table. Sam was staring into the large lavender dish that held Fran’s reheated mashed potatoes, an old cracked thing that she’d brought from her childhood home. It had once been one of those objects that held the strangest vibrations, but now he found himself simply staring at it, trying to call the ghost back. He failed to notice that Fred had said something to him. Fred, who largely ignored him these days. “Samuel. SAMuel.”

			Sam blinked. Looked up at him. The table, watching him. Were they by themselves, Fred likely would have let it drop. But now he had an audience, even if it was just Benny and Birdie. “Wind, whistling through his ears,” he chuckled. “Now we know why he got kicked out of college.”

			Dead silence. Benny gaped at him. Birdie slowly put her fork down—she’d just returned from conditioning, and when tired, Birdie was increasingly short-tempered with their parents. When he saw her face, Fred sobered, deflated; that kind of crack would have killed at a Southern Star meeting.

			Birdie: “That was mean.”

			“Calm down,” Fred told her. “It was a joke.”

			“It was a mean joke.”

			“Yeah,” Benny jumped in. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

			“I’m gonna give both of you the belt,” Fred said quickly. “That’s what’s wrong with me.”

			And he actually stood. But Benny did, too. Benny was big now, over six feet, a real bear, one with a shadow on his jaw by two p.m. “What, you’re going to belt her for not thinking your joke was funny? You calm down.”

			Sam felt propelled by something outside himself: he rose, located sneakers, opened the door, the sounds of argument fading behind him. Began to walk down the dimly lit path of Triple Crown Drive and down the bend to the cul-de-sac, where empty lots still stood. Blindly, he went into the mud. He did not care where he went, or how far he needed to go. He was looking for something, he told himself, and it was out here—not back there in that house with the family into which he fit not at all.

			Behind their subdivision, the wooded back acres of a farm—scat and rock and a bitter chill, stars stabbed into the sky. This was not so different, Sam thought, than the night he’d swallowed the pills—he was ducking underneath a curtain and into the dark world next door. He heard a ragged bark. Coyotes?

			A pair of haunches, sprinting in front of him. He was tailing a black dog with impossibly long legs, something huge. And then, a lighter spot in the dark—a small figure riding atop the black dog.

			The boy on the dog turned to look, shocking Sam to his core. He didn’t look as he had in the few photos that existed, but as Sam had seen him in the old house, the one in which he’d died and Sam had been born—bright-haired, no face. Occasionally, the boy liked to play a trick and filter in with shoppers at the store. Sam had seen his back retreating through crowds. So had Fred, though he’d die before admitting it; he’d always had to excuse himself and lie down after. They lived in more than one world, Sam could have told his father—they floated through many.

			Thank God, Sam thought, thank God I can see again.

			The boy turned and gave him one gray eye—this was his doing—before the black dog crashed into the grove of trees and disappeared.
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			The police found Sam at about two a.m. trembling and dehydrated on the rear acreage of a horse farm halfway to Clark County. They collected him and, gently, placed him in the back of a cruiser parked on a gravel farm entrance. It was Josiah who picked him up from the station, his long, tall form extending from his little car. Light in the dark.
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			Back to the hospital, back to Dr. Vogel. Josiah and Fran flanked him. Fran rubbed Sam’s back, sliding over each vertebra as he craned beside her, feeling as if he were slowly listing forward. There was something narcotic, he thought, about despair.

			Dr. Vogel suggested electroconvulsive therapy treatments. “Part of this boy’s brain is sleeping,” he said, “and we need to wake it up.” He thudded his hand on the table, punctuating each word.

			Sam and Fran jumped slightly. Josiah merely glanced up with an expression of distaste. “Do you have a recommendation for a clinic?”

			Fran and Luce drove him down to his first set of procedures in Nashville. He stayed the night at the hospital, and then was released, with caution: he was going to feel—funny—for a few days. They hunkered down in connecting rooms at a Hyatt, ordering room service, watching television, and playing cards in the air-conditioning. Taking occasional totters around the block. The worst headache he’d ever had settling in his jaw, running back into his ears and wrapping up to the top of his skull, was followed by a terrific wooziness, as if great wads of cotton had been placed in his ears and nose. The first few waves were so intense, they seemed to cut him off at the knees, sending him crashing into the wall, Fran running to him, horrified. In his mind, a picture: one mean finger mashing a button at the base of his skull, giving him little nauseating zazzes.

			But he felt an urge. Picked up the Hyatt notepad, dug through Luce’s purse for a pen. Began to sketch: the cruelest thumb he’d ever seen.

			“What did you tell Dad?” he asked them, carefully, as he ripped off one page and began another. “About where we are?”

			Luce looked to Fran, a little smile on her face. Fran blushed. “He thinks your aunt is having a woman’s procedure,” she said.

			Luce cackled, dipped into the tin of Goo Goo Clusters she bought at the gift shop. “I swear. Some men are terrified of the female body,” she said. “Despite all appearances.”

			“Why can’t we tell him?” Sam said.

			“It’s just easier,” Fran told him.

			Luce gave her a hard look. At this, Fran sighed. “Well, shit, Lucille, give him your two cents. Go on.”

			Luce, still looking at Fran: “Honey, he would have said no.”

			“Why do we need his permission?” Sam said.

			“We don’t,” Fran said, “because we didn’t tell him.”

			Luce caught Sam’s eye, rolled hers. Fran leaned back on the bed, toes blunted through her pantyhose. She ran her hand across her face. In a stream: “I cannot handle your dad breaking out into a fit over something I think you need. I won’t put up with him making everything harder just because he feels he needs to make his moods count. I don’t have the time or patience to remind him that the money is not just his. And since he’s left taking care of the children up to me, he should buzz off and let me do it without his directives.”

			She was staring in front of her now, breath fluttering in her nostrils, two spots of color high in her cheeks. He’d seen her irritated plenty of times, and occasionally she got her nose out of joint with Luce, though it never lasted long. But when had he seen his mother actually angry? Maybe the superball thing. Or the thing with Benny’s teacher last year—guy thought Benny had plagiarized a paper when, in fact, he simply sat down and tried for once. (Maybe the teacher couldn’t be blamed, since Benny had barely shown up that semester—but the writer’s referring to Darl in As I Lay Dying as a “flaming ass nugget” was a pretty good indicator of authorship.)

			Fran’s life had been one sparing of luxuries by necessity, and she considered anger one of those. Now her teeth were gritted and her face was pink as she said: “As far as I am concerned, this is no longer his business.” A pause. “Especially after what Benny tells me he said to you at the supper table.”

			She exhaled. Seemed to reset herself. Slipping back into diplomacy: “Honey, helping you is what’s most important. Your daddy knows it. He just lets seeing red get in the way.” She rubbed her eyes. “That minibar emptied? Why don’t I go down to the convenience and grab us some snacks?”

			“Are you taking orders?” Luce fished a ten from her purse. “Diet Coke. And what are those strange things you like, Samuel?”

			“Combos.”

			“Some of those, too.”

			When they were alone, Sam let a moment pass before he decided to fish: “I hope I’m not the cause of this. Them not getting along.”

			Luce patted his knee fiercely. “No no, baby. Just you remember this. Everyone is responsible for their own actions. And the way he’s dealt with you being so sick—”

			Is that how they talk about it when I’m not here? he thought. Tiptoeing around it. Treating it as a profanity. Sick. And he felt it—a small twinge of anger of his own, at all of them.

			“The things she’s had to do in the name of appeasing him, or making him feel big? Well, you’ve seen it.” Luce sniffed. “Would we all be better off if she’d kept it up? Possibly.”

			“You can’t ask her to do that,” he said quietly.

			She produced a bottle of lotion, began to apply it to her hands. “I just want her life to be as easy as possible,” she said. “That’s where that idea’s coming from, babe.” Nonchalant: “But it’s mostly her girlfriend. They busted up.”

			He knew it. He knew she’d confirm. Luce was massaging lotion into her forearms. She flicked a look at him: What? “You knew,” she said. “My little listener.”

			“When?”

			“The bust-up? Last year.” She tipped more lotion out. Ordered him: “Hands, please.” She began to massage lotion into them, a bit painfully. “Remember the night you went into the hospital? No one could find her? That’s where she was. At the girlfriend’s house. And it ate at her, that she missed that call.”

		

	
		
			25.

			After the tooth-splitting headaches and noodly limbs of the electroshock were behind him, Sam located a clarity of thought, of purpose, that he’d not felt in years.

			Later, he would be grateful for this period—how hard it was, how it demonstrated his resilience. He was more like Fran than he thought: under heat, his steel came together to protect him. Had he not been able to forge his own foundation, he might have been lost. The family tectonic plates were shifting. But the family had never been the answer.

			The old ghosts that surrounded inanimate objects seemed to remove themselves from stationary positions—doorframes, shoes, the hoods of cars, his father’s chin—and reorient themselves on canvas. They begged him: Record, reshape.
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			At the start of the year, an old art professor displayed one of his paintings—a dreamy liminal space through which one could clearly see, as the onlooker, a pair of hands gripping a shopping cart. What else would he paint? He remade what was in front of him, which was, of course, the store—always the store, forever after. Luce had threatened to buy the painting—“While I can still afford you,” she said, winking—but someone else stepped in and bought it instead.

			Charlie Claiborne was more myth than man—he was an artist who owned the entirety of a warehouse, a former ice storage facility, on a damp, quiet end of downtown, just past Rupp Arena. He was doing for pennies in Lexington what morons up in New York were doing for millions more, inventing loft living—life, food, sex bound with the workspace, the drafting board. He was also an architect who’d made a mint and was beginning to deal art on the side. After he bought the shopping cart painting, he called the Baker-Taylor’s home office and sweet-talked Sam’s number out of Pammy. Sam officially had representation.

			“So you spent time at the farm,” Charlie said to him.

			“What?”

			“C’mere. Give me your hands.” Charlie took Sam’s index fingers and placed them on his own scalp. “Feel that?”

			Two small ridges, on the right and left.

			“Bellevue,” he said. “1977. Halfway through grad school. Electrified.” He gave Sam a devilish little smile. “Did me a world of good. I needed it. I’d say it worked for you, too. Judging by your stuff. And, you know. Your float.”

			“My float?”

			“How you get around in the world.” He dropped Sam’s hands. “It’s a good thing. Trust me.”

			Charlie was curious about people generally, and he was even more curious about Baker-Taylor’s. He also liked to have parties, and the time came when he enlisted Sam to come, as a special guest. It would be a soup, he told Sam: horse people, some university people, some regular old-fashioned good people (though “good people,” to Charlie, were almost always people with money or high style), and in there, a few potential customers. “I’ve enlisted a photographer to take some photos of your stuff so we can send them to galleries in New York and Miami,” he added. “You should meet her, too.”

			Later: Charlie winding his way through and interrupting Sam mid-flirt with a horse trainer approximately twenty years his senior. “Sam. Meet my favorite photographer.”

			From behind Charlie—beautiful Wendy, wearing the leather jacket and high-tops and an expression that said she’d rather flee than shake Sam’s hand. But she did, limply.

			“Hey, Sam,” she said.

			He looked her in the eye. “Hi.”

			“You know, I have a few of Sam’s pieces in the back,” Charlie said. “Sam, why don’t you show her? Help her make some decisions about lighting, whatever.”

			Nobody wanted to say no to Charlie. So Wendy and Sam, grimacing at each other, wordlessly trouped to the back of the studio.

			“So how’s it going?” Sam asked lamely.

			Wendy rubbed the back of her neck. A deep breath, and then, rapid: “I’m sorry that I upset you that night at the bar. I wasn’t expecting to see you and your brother sitting there next to me. I didn’t react well. It was rude.”

			There was no preamble with Wendy. She simply assumed they knew. He could imagine Fran falling for this.

			“It’s alright,” he said. “My brother told me as we were leaving—”

			They were moving away from the party, the noise. Wendy looked over her shoulder. It was a moment that made Sam feel, chiefly, dumb: his name was Taylor, he was a guy, and he had about eight inches and fifty pounds on her. Sam took a step back, put hands into pockets. Hunched a bit.

			“I get it,” he said. “I’m not like my dad, by the way. And I’m not like my brother. Though he’s fine with you, too.” He paused. They dawdled. “It’s nice to have a break,” he said, low. Peered over her shoulder. “This is kind of a high-pressure party.”

			She seemed to relax. “That’s why Charlie has all the drugs in the back.”

			“I’m on enough of those already.”

			That did it. Wendy cracked a bigger smile. “Sounds to me like you’re doing just fine,” she said. “You are all Charlie can talk about, you know.” She squinted her eyes, gave a slow, openmouthed nod. “This kid, man,” she imitated. “You should see his float.”

			“I remember those circular ads you used to do,” he said. “They were great.”

			“I still do those sometimes,” Wendy said. “It bumps up my paycheck.”

			“You should be in another commercial.”

			“Yeah, you be in a fucking commercial,” she told him.

			“Uh-huh. Zappy Zapperson for Nardil, now at your local Baker-Taylor’s.”

			The smile widened. “Talk to Charlie about that?”

			“We bonded.”

			“Good.” They were standing in front of the shopping cart painting. “Gorgeous, by the way. I heard about the painting and thought of you before I even knew you were the artist.”

			“Little on the nose?”

			Wendy gazed into it. Shook her head. “You’d think so. But no. It’s just right.”
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			They began seeing each other at Charlie’s studio. A minute at a time, here or there, then five minutes, lingering by something Sam was working on. Wendy, bringing him a copy of The Poetics of Space. Sam, bringing her a Tom Waits album.

			And then finally, after skirting the question for weeks, a slight expression of pain on Wendy’s face: “How’s Fran?”

			“Uh—hmm.” Sam put his brush down.

			She turned to the side. “I shouldn’t have asked. Forget I asked.”

			“Hey hey. No.” Sam reeled her back in. “Question’s fine. Question’s welcomed. I’m just—figuring out how to answer it. How’s Fran?”

			“You call her Fran, too?”

			“Long story,” he said. “Fran’s stressed. Fran’s trying to fight this merger idea. Josiah’s helping her, but, you know. Fred’s Mr. Manifest Destiny.” He picked the brush back up. All things considered, Fran wasn’t really okay. And he was fairly sure that at least some of this unhappiness was attributed to the woman in front of him. But he also didn’t want to give Wendy the impression that he felt her a solution to this—what a thing to ask.

			“Does she know that sometimes you and I talk?”

			“No,” he said. “And I don’t have to tell her, if that’s better for you. I’m not going to ask you what your reasons might be.” He leaned over. Tapped her with the end of his paintbrush. “Okay?”

			Wendy nodded, staring at his canvas. “Thanks.”
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			Josiah had never envisioned being proposed to—and he’d certainly never thought that the proposer would be Jeb Chunnel.

			Dinner at the Chunnels’ had become routine. Josiah found himself drinking along with them. One golf date with Jeb became three became five, the tedium balanced by Josiah’s secret glee at surveilling Jeb and his powerful buddies acting like complete assholes. What was more, Josiah ended up being good at golf. When he’d found out, Fred’s reaction had been a terrifying cocktail of happiness, rage, and gut-twisting envy. “Well, for God’s sake, son, meet some people,” he’d said, going red in the face. Spitting: “Make your time there count.”

			Later, Jack to Josiah: “They turned down your daddy’s application. Surprised?”

			On New Year’s Eve, as they stepped onto the back porch so Jeb could light his pipe, Jeb muttered something about popping the question. Josiah said, “Pardon?”

			“I said, have you thought about it?” Jeb guppied at the thing. Gave a plume of smoke.

			“Uh. I can’t say I have.” When Jeb peered at him closely, Josiah continued. “I mean, I suppose the thought’s always there when you start spending time with someone.” He fumbled. “Like Marcia.”

			Satisfied, Jeb nodded. “Babe was going through her things and found the door knocker my grandmother wore when she married. Sapphires and diamonds. Maybe a little old-fashioned, but if you find yourself in need of an engagement ring, it would serve.” He stared out into the garden, nursing the pipe. “And if you wanted to do law school, you could do law school. Here’s fine. Elsewhere’s probably better, if you can manage it.” He corrected himself. “We could manage it. I know the group down at Wake Forest. And Duke. And if you wanted to go to Connecticut? I know them, too. Rather well, in fact. Roomed with one of the heads at school. Keckley does, too. There’s your character reference. He’s quite fond of you, as I’m sure you know. He’s—” He cleared his throat, as if unsure whether to say it. But Jeb had about as much restraint as Babe. All you had to do was wait. “He’s a bit amazed that you and your father are related. Such different characters, he said. Such different comportment.”

			Josiah bit his lip. He knew he would say nothing, and he knew he’d feel guilty about it for a long time. But his gut was positively tingling. Jeb was offering him a job. That’s exactly what this was: We like you. We choose you.

			“Be a good thing,” Jeb said, “to liven up the bloodline a bit. Some third-generation fellow from the club—lazy. Dull. That’s exactly what we don’t want.” He lifted a brow, as if to say, you know. “Marcia is a lovely girl. She’ll make a good home for you. The impulsivity will wane as she grows older. She has a sweetness that will stay. She’s had a good life, Josiah, and that good life is reflected in worldview. When someone is treated well, it makes them who they are.”

			That night, Josiah passed the street on which Jack had cut the boy’s face. Jack’s voice, returning to him: I pass so hard I forget myself sometimes.
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			A few days after the New Year: they were on their way to the home of Gordon Miller, the CEO of Gordy’s, just north of Atlanta. Fred and Fran were in the front seat; Josiah, feeling very much like a kid, was stuffed into the back, deeply hungover. They were filling him in on an event they’d attended the night prior, a party for a state senatorial candidate. They’d met a former governor wending his way through the crowds. The governor had known them: “It’s the Taylors!” he’d boomed, giving teeth, gripping hands, count of one-two-three eye contact. Fran looked for that polished, perfumed wife of his—she was the real show—but no: she was at another event that night.

			Fred: “They buy their sheets at Baker-Taylor’s.”

			“They do not shop at Baker-Taylor’s,” Fran said. “They’re catalog people.”

			“Oh hell,” Fred responded, eyes bright. “He’s on the level.”

			Fran was working through a stack of OSHA forms. She placed some into a folder and handed them back to Josiah. To Fred: “No one who runs for office is on the level. And if they start that way, they lose it by the time they’re finished.”

			“You know what Combs said to me?” His eyes went to Josiah in the back seat. “Said maybe I ought to think about running for something.”

			Josiah and Fran both froze.

			“Something small, to start,” Fred continued. “Maybe city council.”

			Josiah watched Fran blink rapidly, considering her response. Was she thinking about the fact that Fred was still stewing over the head of the club calling him Frank four months prior? How would Fred fare if confronted with the mean nonsense people lobbed at politicians every day? Did any of them really want to find out?

			The Miller house appeared to be two houses smashed together—bi-storied wings to the left and right with a low-rise entryway nearly obscured by an enormous marble fountain of a mermaid with huge, smooth breasts, water sprouting heroically from her lips. Fran gave Josiah a look.

			Gordy himself opened the door. “Gordon,” he boomed, gripping hands with Fred, then Josiah—ouch—then swooping his palm low to perform a weird riding-sidesaddle handshake with Fran. A maid bustled with a vacuum in the background. To Fred: “Wife keeping you company today?”

			“I’m a CEO, Mr. Miller.” Fran unlooped her purse from her shoulder, produced a legal pad and pen.

			“Is that so?” Gordy tilted his head, giving her a once-over. To Josiah: “Huh. If that don’t beat all.”

			Josiah couldn’t help it. Whenever he was in the same room with a certain kind of man now—a man like Gordon Miller, like Hal Combs, a surly, silent guy under a ball cap—he wondered: if we were alone, would he come after me? It made him go damp under the arms. He wondered how he had ever lived in a world in which this thought had not occurred to him. He wondered if someone like Jeb Chunnel worried about this.

			“This is our son Josiah,” Fred said. “Future CEO.”

			Josiah looked to Fred here. Did he really mean that? Gordy gave an embarrassed chuckle. “Good to meetcha, son.” Sorry for eyeball-groping your mom. He waved them in.

			Gordy’s had achieved something fascinating: men shopped there. It had started out as a grocery, much like Baker-Taylor’s. But Miller had eventually phased out groceries and expanded into a robust automotive and tool department. Most notably, he had added a wide catalog of weapons: rifles, handguns, hunting knives. No more wifely middleman between the husband’s wallet and the store. “Needed commodity,” Gordy added, sinking back into his chair, letting his belly arch up. “Man’ll always need a gun. Man’ll always want a few to choose from. Little bit of uh, what do you call it. A no brainer.” He gave a giggle, face trembling with effort.

			Fred nodded, entranced, hand atop ankle atop knee. Fran smiled politely. Her eyes traveled to the painting. Josiah had been wondering when she would spot it: an enormous canvas outlined in gold gilt of a mermaid, orange hair trailing in wild curls, enormous breasts straining against a halter. He watched her eyes widen, her breath catch.

			“Now, there is some competition,” Gordy continued. There was, for example, the renegade chain out of Oklahoma, they’d probably heard of it, skulking nearby. But that wasn’t why he was retiring. He’d spent a lifetime working: the house they were sitting in was the one in which he’d been born, a two-room cabin with a heated outdoor passageway for the pigs. “Imagine that,” he said. “Sleeping with the pigs, yessir.” But he loved the homeplace so much, he couldn’t bear to leave. So he ripped the roof off, built two new wings, and left the cabin as the entrance. There was an in-ground swimming pool out back. The pig passageway was his wife’s powder room. Yes, he was a newlywed. That was the biggest reason for retirement. He wanted to spend time, with the wife. And here, he leaned toward Fred exclusively. “Twunny-nine,” he said, “with titties like Jayne Mansfield. And when she ordered, and I mean ordered, me to put in a deluxe bathtub with a gold swan’s head spitting out hot water, by God, I done it, and every night she sinks her sweet fat bottom into that tub and pours suds all over herself and I sit right there on that commode, sucking on a cigar watching her.”

			“I’ve heard a lot of stuff at board meetings,” Fran would say in the car later, “but him talking about his wife that way felt dirtier than anything Hal Combs has ever come up with. Benny would have been scandalized by that.”

			“It was the commode detail.” Fred would grimace. “You think he meant that he sits, you know, on top? Or—”

			“We deal with him by phone from now on, you hear me?”

			Fred did most of the talking. When Gordy hedged on the numbers question, Fred pandered: “Just ballpark, now, so we can do some math on our end.”

			Josiah had to admit: Fred was talented when it came to separating people from their money. He was terrific at fundraising and rallying potential investors. One of Josiah’s early tasks had been to do research on a state senator whose fundraiser Fred planned to attend. Fred had wanted to know about the man’s background and voting record. Fred now had lunch with that senator once a month.

			But he’d also become more intimately familiar with some of Fred’s flaws than he’d ever wished to be—his idea of how much a store GM made, for instance, dated to about 1975. A flap of the hand: “Mommy makes those decisions.” And despite this dependence upon Fran to make decisions, he had a weird aversion to hiring women, especially into managerial positions. Josiah had had to argue at top volume to promote Marie as his AM at Nicholasville Road. Fred’s chief qualm: “She’s awfully pushy, iddin’t she?”

			Toward the end of their conversation, Gordy caught Fran looking at the mermaid painting. “That’s my wife,” he said. “Got some fairy who teaches art over at Athens to do that up for me. Pretty, ain’t it?”

			Fran flicked her sleeve, made sure Gordy saw her checking her watch. “Fred?”

			Fred coughed softly into his hand, uncrossed his legs. Gordy glanced between them. “Heading out already?”

			“We have to drive back to Lexington,” Fran said. “But we’ve gotten what we needed, I think.” She stood. Ticked her head at Josiah.

			Gordy stared at Fran from under his eyebrows, then hefted himself up. “Well, this is probably a good time to leave it. I got some other buyers who’ll be here in fifteen, twunny minutes.” He passed Fred a metallic smile. “About the opportunity.”

			The car was silent as they neared the state line.

			Fran spoke first. “He’s sharp. I’ll give him that. He somehow missed the lesson on how to shake hands with women, and he has enough guns in the house to arm all branches of the military, but he’s a sharp old nutjob.”

			“Fourteen branches,” Fred said. “It’d be a nice little acquisition.”

			“I don’t call that little,” she said. “That’s fourteen stores, all six-plus hours away from us.”

			Fred hummed. “You know, you can sleep if you want. I had some coffee back at the Chevron.”

			“I don’t need to sleep.” Then she paused. Here it comes, Josiah thought. And she’s going to do this with me in the car. “We shouldn’t.”

			Fred sighed. “I knew you was gonna say that.” Josiah could see his mouth twist in the dark. Quietly, “You weren’t open to this from day one. Day one.”

			Fran turned in her seat. “I don’t know why you’re whispering. The next generation’s right there in the back seat. If you’re serious about Taylor and Sons, you need to let him in on this. Josiah.” She gazed at him. “You’re one of our best store managers. You have an MBA. This is your inheritance. Let’s hear your view.”

			Josiah said, “Gordy’s quitting while he’s ahead.”

			Fran nodded: Go on.

			“That thing he did, just before we left? How much you want to bet he made that appointment up? He’s trying to make you feel itchy about this. Those stores are failing. And it’s because of—”

			In the dark, the Beast. Josiah thought he saw his father flinch. But when Fred spoke, it was low and sharp and directed wholly at Fran: “I can’t keep doing this with you. Trying to convince you that what we have going has value. We can do something with those stores.”

			“Gordy’s sells guns,” she said. “That’s what people expect when they go to Gordy’s. They are looking for a revolver. They are not looking for Revlon.”

			Fred, huffing: “Well, cain’t we do revolvers and Revlons, both?”

			Fran whispered, “Jesus wept.”

			“And I am sick and tired of talking about—” Again, that name, that cold air blast. “They’re no more of a threat than anyone else.” This was new—the curl to the lip, the swooping tone. Fred’s dismissal had once been a softer thing. He was gripping the steering wheel, a single muscle working in his jaw. “You just had to tell him, all snippy, that you was a CEO.”

			Here, Fran’s voice rose. “He asked if the wife was tagging along. I didn’t see you leaping at the chance to tell him we’re partners.”

			“You didn’t need to tell him thattaway.”

			“This is ridiculous. If he had challenged you to a literal pissing contest into that ridiculous fountain of his, you would have taken him up on it.”

			Josiah slumped down in his seat, attempting to distract himself by looking out the window. Fran’s tastes for being conciliatory were waning. That was the Wendy effect. But it was no longer merely Wendy, working in the background. This was Fran now. Jack had underestimated it, just how much Fran had changed. His mother had discovered feminism twenty years too late. It was inconvenient; with Fran this angry at Fred, she and Josiah couldn’t even pull a good cop, bad cop act. Fred was now so tender that even a good cop bore on his ego.

			“You used to have a better sense of humor,” Fred said. “You used to be more of a diplomat about this sort of thing.”

			Josiah couldn’t help it. “Wow,” he muttered.

			Eyes in the rearview: “Excuse me,” Fred said. “You got something to say back there?”

			“You leave him alone,” Fran told him.

			Josiah felt his stomach shrivel. “Would you call it diplomacy if someone asked if you were tagging along? What would you say to that?”

			The car wavered slightly to the side. “You know what? How about you get off Mommy’s tit, for once? Be a man.”

			That was it, Josiah thought. The kind of man who would say that is the kind of man he now worried about. Had it always been inside Fred? Had it taken these fever-dream years to grow?

			Fran, shocked: “Fred. Stop it.”

			Josiah recovered. “Nice way to talk to your future CEO. I’m not a man if I don’t agree with you? That the implicit message here?”

			Oh God. He’d said implicit. The Cadillac was absolutely wavering.

			“Okay. Okay,” Fran said. “That’s enough. See that Exxon? Pull over. I’m driving. You need to calm down.” She turned. More gently, to Josiah: “Both of you.”
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			Two weeks later: the day of the Gordy’s vote. Josiah drove to the home office early—Jack had invited Josiah to come “have a cocktail” and decompress before the meeting. He arrived to find Jack and Pammy sipping bourbon and water in the office kitchen. Pammy spotted him, blushed. She no longer knew what to do with herself when she saw him—was he her boss, technically? Looking at Pammy’s breasts now didn’t mean the same thing it had two years ago. She gave a giggle, red in the face. “I actually type faster after one of these.”

			“I’m betting you still type faster than me after four. Can I have one?”

			Jack clapped him on the shoulder, handed him a tumbler. Josiah let the heat trace its way down. Managed, “You’re wearing an old suit.”

			Jack looked down. “Hear Mr. Lacoste over here criticizing me?”

			“That’s a good thing,” Josiah protested. “You’re not in a new suit. It means you’re not nervous. Old tie, too. Luce gave you that one.”

			Jack glanced down. He looked thin, overly tanned—they had a tanning bed in their basement now, and he used it liberally. “Well. It’ll be nice to”—he looked over Josiah’s shoulder. Through his teeth—“to get Fred off my back. He’s been playing salesman and it’s boring a hole in my brain.”

			Josiah knocked the rest of his bourbon back, trickled a drop more into the tumbler. “Steady,” Jack warned, slipping his hands into his pockets. “Another meeting, another vote. He’ll get over it.” He slapped Josiah on the shoulder. “At least you didn’t get tapped to be the moderator. They stuck me with that.” Brushed past him: “Don’t have no more of that hootch.”

			The board members began to arrive: Luce and Keckley, who’d traveled in the same car (amazing, Josiah thought: they’re not even attempting to hide it anymore), then Combs, Parsons, Field, hollering and stomping their way in, Combs bellowing at Pammy Hawney could you fetch me a scotch and soda as he passed. Fran followed, silent. Gaunt, purple under the eyes. As she entered, she gave a cough that began softly, then picked up thunder as she hacked.

			“That doesn’t sound good,” Josiah said.

			“Birdie came home with a something from her teammates. Couldn’t help but share it with me. I’ll be fine in a day or two.” She began to shrug off her coat. Josiah reached out to help when she grasped his arm. Quiet: “You are a no. That right?”

			Josiah looked at her closely. She’d pulled her hair back, revealing a new tightness to her jaw. The forehead was all Fran V. Oh, the change was complete, he thought.

			“I’m a no,” he told her.

			The rear door opened and Fred Taylor came in. He looked at them from the long expanse of the hallway. Saw Fran’s hand on Josiah’s arm, Fran’s coat in Josiah’s hand. He grimaced, pained, for a brief second before he strode into the boardroom, eyes on the floor.

			Jack began by eyeing the clock. “I’d like to get home before supper. Vote time. It bears mentioning”—voice raising over the din—“that we are awaiting shareholder response on this. We will need to take those remote votes into account as well.”

			Keckley, exchanging looks with Luce: “Any early projections?”

			Josiah realized the table had clustered itself: those likely to dissent were closest to the door, while those pushing for the merge sat at the western end. Fred was in the center. Josiah took the only other seat available—directly across from Fred.

			“Cautious,” Jack replied. “A few of the most convincing replies have made mention of Gordy’s as something of a gamble.” Jack pointed to Fran’s legal pad. She handed it to him, and he began to rip the page into strips.

			“Now, hold on,” Hal Combs called. His chair was angled out, one ankle atop knee. “What’s going on with this secret vote mess? Let’s do this honest. Show of hands.”

			Jack stared at him. “Objections?” He looked at Fran quickly, then Fred. “Fine. But ground rule—we vote, we walk out. No argument, no pontificating. After we vote, we’re done.”

			“How do we document this?” Luce complained. “Pam’s not here to take minutes.”

			Hal snorted. “You want it documented? Write it down.”

			Luce sighed. “Alright. I reckon I can do that faster than Hal can manage the word yes.” Jack handed her the pad.

			Fred was tilted back in his chair, arms crossed over chest. Josiah watched Hal, looking back and forth between Fred and Fran.

			Jack, palm out: “Fine. All those in favor of a reverse merger with Gordy’s of Atlanta, in doing so bringing that chain into Baker-Taylor’s, Incorporated, raise your hand and go aye.”

			The chorus: Fred, Hal, Tony, Jim.

			“Opposed? Raise hands, go nay.”

			Fran, Luce, Jack, Keckley, Josiah. Fran looked to her right: Keckley was staring at the tabletop, Luce doing a survey of the room. Josiah looked downtable: Hal Combs, mouth hanging gently open, staring at Fran. Tony Parsons, one dumb eyebrow cocked in her direction. It gave Josiah a chill. There were four other people voting. But they were all looking at Fran.

			“That’s it, folks,” Jack said. “We’ll reach out when we get that shareholder tally.”

			They stood, began to rustle for coats and jackets. Luce ripped the top sheet off the pad, folded it, placed it uselessly into her purse. Keckley polished his glasses, murmured something to Luce. At the other end, Hal looked to Fred, lips voluptuously turned out. He knocked at the table twice with his knuckles. Groused, “Golden opportunity, wasted.”

			Jack, in response: “Good night, everyone.”

			Fred rose. His face made Josiah lose his breath: cheeks high, blazing pink, eyes pale to near transparency. He was staring deeply into the wall in front of him. Without looking at anyone, he walked into his office and shut the door behind him.
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			Josiah didn’t want to leave until Fran did. Jack, without asking, stayed with him, stepping outside to smoke a cigarette. They talked among themselves in an attempt at normalcy—Jack, asking giggly questions about sex with Marcia; Josiah’s inquiries as to when, exactly, Jack planned to tanbed himself into a walnut.

			After a while, Jack said quietly, “She was knocking at his door. Trying to get him to talk to her.”

			“What did he expect?” Josiah said.

			They went back inside to muffled shouts coming from Fred’s office. Fred yelling, “Go sleep in the library about it.”

			Hissing: “I sleep in the library because you’re so angry with me I’m half afraid you’ll push me off.”

			“You hunker down in there to talk to Luce. To complain about me.”

			Fran went quiet. Jack pressed his hand to his mouth, looked to Josiah. Josiah rolled his eyes. The doorknob twisted. Fran: “I’m not talking to you when you’re like this. You’re not making any sense.”

			A pause. “You just don’t have the mind for this kind of stuff. That’s the problem.”

			Jack clapped his forehead. Whispered, “Idiot.”

			After a beat: “That’s a funny thing to say about the person who’s been doing your books for you for the past twenty-five years.” Fred, winding himself up to say something else. But Fran cut him off: “What would you do if Baker-Taylor’s were audited tomorrow? When was the last time you actually looked at those books? You’d be so lost you’d go cross-eyed.”

			The effort of saying this elicited a cough: one, two.

			“You sound like an old woman,” he said, disgusted.

			“Maybe because you’re turning me into one.” When Fran opened the door and turned to find Josiah and Jack, she didn’t look surprised. She simply looked tired. She glanced at Fred over her shoulder: See? Then she walked out, gripping Josiah by the arm as she did.
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			Two nights after the big board bust-up, Sam thought, and Fran still didn’t look any better. She entered the foyer, pale and drained, with a plastic bag of fried chicken. As she passed, Fran placed one hand to Sam’s head: “Bubby,” she croaked, “make sure your brother and sister eat.”

			“Are you okay?”

			“Still shaking it off.” Her face was glistening. Sam reached over, helped her shrug out of her coat. “Think I’ll go take a hot shower and put myself to bed.”

			After making sure Benny and Birdie got plates, Sam went upstairs with water and a Benadryl. Fran was in the library, stretched out on the sofa with pillows stacked behind her. He was startled at the depth of the crow’s feet around her eyes. “You knew exactly what I needed, bubby,” she said. Accepted the water, the pill. Handed the glass back: “That hit the spot. I’ll sleep good now.”

			“Mom, have you called the doctor?”

			“Tomorrow,” she said. “Been so busy I haven’t had the chance.” She adjusted herself, craning up to put her chin in her hand. Gazed at him. “Sammy Taylor Junior. You seem like you’re feeling all right these days.”

			He considered this. “I am.”

			“Does my heart good to hear you working up there.” She let her head fall back on the cushion. “To hear you clinking around with your paints. Hearing that music you play.” She sank farther. In a smaller voice: “Was that Siouxsie and the Banshees?”

			Sam leaned in. Oh, a slip, he thought. “How did you know that?”

			Eyes closed: she shrugged. He reached out, felt her head. Hot, sweaty.

			“Sammy,” she murmured. “You think it took? The stuff they did in Nashville?”

			“Yes,” he told her. “I think so.”

			After midnight. Sam was still up working, a pleasurable little knot of attention between his shoulders, when a particularly dark gale of coughs caught his attention. He listened, waited for the conclusion. They went on and on.

			In the hallway, Fred hung in his pajamas, mouth partially open. “I can’t sleep when she’s like this.”

			Sam stared. Fred’s scowl deepened. He flung his hands out in exasperation: “Well?”

			Sam plunked the paintbrush in a Ball jar by the door. As gently as he could manage: “She’s not doing this on purpose.”

			From the library, the coughs stopped. She croaked, “Goddammit, Fred, would you take a Sominex and leave me be?”

			“Excuse me.” Sam pushed past Fred into the library. The room smelled close, bacterial. In the dark, Fran was breathing in great, openmouthed gasps. “Mom, I can hear the couch shake when you cough.”

			“I’m fine.” Her lungs began to whoop, cutting her off. A creak from behind them: Fred, hovering.

			Sam, over his shoulder: “Get a quilt.”

			“Hah?” Fred said.

			Sam went into his parents’ bedroom and took a quilt. Fred, mouth still open, watched him come down the hall with it, then duck into the library. “Come on,” he told Fran.

			“No.”

			“You don’t get a say if you’re coughing so hard I can’t understand you.”

			She stirred, stopped. Stirred again. She can’t get up, he thought in disbelief. So he picked her up: one arm at the crook behind her knees, the other under her back. She was the weight of a child. He felt his stomach leap with fear. “Put your head here,” he told her. “On my chest.”

			She complied. The heat seared through his T-shirt. He turned and, carefully, began to carry her out. “Keys,” Sam said over his shoulder.

			“What?” Fred gaped after them.

			Imagine, Sam thought. Being this afraid of doing the wrong thing. So stunned by your own frailty that instead of acting, you freeze. He was grateful, then, to have lived the past two years of his life. He was grateful to have been given the chance to be something else.

			“The Caddy is blocking me in,” Sam told him. “We don’t have time. Keys. Keys. Keys.”

			“Alright,” Fred said, “I heard you, dammit.”

			Sam made his way down the steps and onto the landing. Fred, inspired, jogged in front, opened the back seat. Sam gently placed Fran inside. Turned to find Fred still hovering.

			“She is shaking with fever,” Sam said. “She can’t stand up.”

			It was then that his father said something that Sam would feel sticking to him years later: “Well, what the hell do you expect me to do about it?”

			Christ almighty, the things his brothers or sister might have said in response. But Sam simply climbed into the car and drove to the emergency room.
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			Sam waited until dawn to visit the pay phone and dial Wendy’s number.
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			While Fran was in the hospital, Josiah filled in. Fred was as distracted as Josiah had ever seen him. He left Josiah largely alone while Josiah made store visits, placed phone calls to distribution, and wrote press releases.

			Then came the day Josiah arrived at the hospital during visiting hours and encountered Sam meandering down the hallway. He seemed taller somehow. The mere knowledge of his brother gratified Josiah: Sam was one of the rare examples of how people could actually change. And for better.

			When Sam saw him, his eyes went wide and his mouth gathered in a guilty little bunch.

			“Hey. How’s Fran?”

			“Better.” Sam steered him to the stairwell. “So, uh, I did something you probably won’t care for.”

			“Please tell me you are taking your new prescription.”

			“Oh—yeah.” Sam waved it away. Cleared his throat. “Wendy’s here. I called her.”

			Josiah gave a ragged sigh. His mind flashed on the elevator bank at the conference: Wendy and Fran, leaning into each other. He peered in. In the hospital room, Wendy was drawn over Fran, her blond head hovering. Their hands were clasped together.

			“Outside,” Josiah told him.

			“Fred was just standing there,” Sam said, following him. “She was shaking the couch with her coughing, and he said, and I quote, What the hell do you expect me to do about it?”

			He was leading Sam to the Honda.

			“And Wendy would never,” Sam said. “It’s been terrible to watch them miss each other. I’ve done it, now, for months.” He leaned in: “She would never do that.”

			Josiah opened the passenger-side door. Gestured to the glove compartment. “Open it.”

			Sam unlatched the compartment. Froze. A compact handgun, a Colt Mustang, procured from Jack.

			“I’ve had to start carrying this,” Josiah said. “Jack and I were jumped a few months back.”

			Sam’s mouth fell into a straight line. He blinked in such a way that Josiah knew, suddenly, that Sam had known about Jack far longer than he had.

			“It was like learning that a new kind of fear exists, and then you can’t get rid of it,” Josiah said.

			“I’m sorry that happened.”

			Josiah held up his hand. “Fran could get hurt,” he told Sam. “Like, really hurt. Do you want her to have to haul something like this around wherever she goes?”

			“No,” Sam said, “but I also know that she needs to make her decisions herself.” He paused. “Look. All I know is this. The way you all talk about me, and what’s wrong with me, and what I’m doing and not doing to take care of myself?” He was frowning. It wasn’t exactly a reprimand—but it wasn’t warm, either. “That’s the way you’ve started talking about her. What way is that to talk about Fran?” Steadily: “How dare you.”

			Josiah was speechless. Sam reached over him to shut the glove compartment. “It’s not up to us,” he said.
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			Josiah coasted into the home office parking lot the next afternoon to find Jack speed walking toward his car. “We have a problem,” Jack said. “Your mother just hired a new accountant. She is good. She is so good that when Fred asked her to comb through the last eight years of finances and produce an easily digestible report, she found a loan to, and I quote, W Patt, for a mid-four-figure number.”

			Ah, there it was. The thud of bad news. Almost a relief, when it happened.

			“He’s been asking me all sorts of questions about—well, he don’t quite know how to put it into words.” Jack took a finger, ran it around the edge of his collar. “Whether or not something funny is going on. That’s just about all that Pat Boone in there can put together. Are they close. Are they close in an odd way.” Jack squinted. “I was trotting out all the bull I could. Telling him that women do friendship different. Vivi always hugging on her friends, buying them little presents.” He shifted forward. “I said, Whattya, whattya think, that Frannie’s queer or something? That’s your wife, Fred.”

			The money told the story, Josiah thought. For Fran to loan that amount to someone who was not family—no wonder Fred was staggered.

			Jack, hands kneading: “He admitted it—he remembered how happy she was around that time. He just thought that maybe it was one of those oldsters at a Discount Retailers Association conference. Some guy from Arkansas or Texas with a couple of million who smells like a papaw.” He went quiet. Then, “You know what’s gonna happen, this news gets out?”

			Josiah put a hand on Jack’s shoulder, felt the vibration relax. In his head, Sam’s voice: It’s not up to us. He felt an eerie sense of calm. “He can’t go on the attack now,” he said. “She’s in the hospital. So we downplay this. He sees a lack of reaction, he’ll mirror it.”

			Jack crossed his arms over his chest.

			“Let’s go in. Distract him,” Josiah continued. “I have a problematic employee who shall remain nameless and I need advice on how to deal with them because I’m green.”

			Jack smiled faintly.

			Inside, Fred was pale, tremorous, a gleam of sweat on his forehead. In truth, numbers made Fred nervous. It had always been Fran, and the grandmotherly, exacting bookkeepers Fran hired, who handled the books. Fred wasn’t the only one who regarded accounting in this way; Combs’s ex-wife had done his books. In fact, Babe did Jeb’s books, too. Funny: that money belonged to men, but the numbers were the terrain of women.

			Fred, halting in his speech. Angry: “You’re late,” he said. “You need to be on time, Josiah. You need to be early. By fifteen minutes.”

			“I was on time,” Josiah told him. “My meeting began with a chat with Jack here.” He looked to Jack. “I was giving him an update on Mom.”

			Fred quieted. With one shaking hand, he wiped his nose. “How is she?”

			“She’ll be discharged this week. She’ll come home with a bagful of inhalers, but her last chest X-ray was mostly clear.”

			Stirring from the next room. Josiah saw a muscle pull in Fred’s jaw. Not quite sotto voce, he told them, “Here she comes. Wants receipts for every write-off. Documents for every sneeze.”

			A furtive knock on the door. “Mr. Taylor?”

			“Yes.” Fred straightened. “Well, come on in, sweetheart. Don’t just hover.”

			Josiah’s first thought: if there was a human being who irritated Fred that much, he wanted to know them. Then he turned and spotted one lens, gleaming, then two. A finely muscled forearm gripping one of Fran’s enormous binders. It was that arm that got to Josiah. He waited, breathless, for the rest of her. He recalled, now, the conversation his parents had had about this new accountant, whose name was Nora. If Pammy was one end of the spectrum—clothes clinging to her every curve, a pair of what Fred called naked-colored heels kept under desk—then Nora was the other. Wool skirt hanging past the knees. Scrunchy, ill-matched socks below that. He’d heard Fred mention his distaste to Fran, who’d said, “I don’t care if she wears a polka-dotted poncho and big shit-kicking boots to the office, so long as she pays attention to her work,” she’d said. “Which she does.”

			“I found a few additional outstanding balances,” she said. “These were all labeled, and I quote, ‘Via Fred,’ so…” He watched as Nora hefted the ledger onto Fred’s desk to point at an entry. As she waited, her gaze traveled up. Met Josiah’s for one brief, eternal second.

			Jack, slightly amused. “Nora, have you met the Taylor progeny? This is Josiah.”

			Now her gaze was fixed on him—mild appraisal. Josiah rose, extended one hand. She took that hand and squeezed. It was the most sensuous handshake to which he’d ever been privy. He wanted to be swallowed by that handshake.

			It was true: he’d never had a hard time attracting girls. He also knew that it was likely ephemeral—at some point, he’d go from long and golden to Fred-level squattiness. But Nora simply nodded to him, gave a perfunctory smile, and shifted her gaze right back to Fred. Behind the lenses, her eyes were nearly black.

			Fred clapped the book shut. “You can talk with Mrs. Taylor when she gets back. Now close the door.”

			Nora’s face remained still as she said, “Thank you.” Scooped up the ledger. Passed a significant look to Josiah. Smiled, walked out.
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			They left Fred and piled into Jack’s car, a Lincoln Continental so new that Josiah had taken plastic wrap off the passenger door’s interior handle climbing in. “Poor Nora,” Josiah said. “She’s gonna have a target on her back from now on.”

			“She’ll be fine. That girl’s a brick shithouse.” And here, he sneaked a look at Josiah. “Knocked the thought of Marcia Chunnel clear out your brain. I have to say, I don’t see it.”

			“You’re not looking hard enough. Where are we going?”

			They were traveling up Winchester Road. They idled at a stoplight by the Jif plant. Josiah sat back, took a deep whiff of the peanut butter scent that clung to this stretch of road. Realized they were pointed toward downtown.

			“No,” Josiah said.

			“We need to take care of this.”

			“So we’re going to, what, go scare her?”

			“What do you think, I’m some kind of goombah? We’ll talk to her. Let her know what’s going on. Advise.”

			When they arrived, Jack cut the engine and climbed out, buttoning his suit jacket. Two teenage girls who’d just emerged from the grocery on the corner stopped to look at him, then look at Josiah, who skipped to catch up.

			There was a twitch of the curtain as they approached. It was a moment before the door opened to Wendy Patterson. Behind her, her daughter, in Little League gear: long, spindly limbs, a quick face. When she spotted Josiah, he felt like he was being softly pierced in his middle.

			Jack: “Windy Wendy.” He showed his teeth. “I hope we ain’t interrupting you all. I usually like to call first, but it’s been one of those days where I can’t manage to do much of what I’m supposed to.” Warmly, solicitously: “Do you have a moment?”

			Wendy stared at him, then looked over her shoulder. “Holly, why don’t you go set up shop in the bedroom? Pick out something to watch.”

			Holly gave them a dubious glance, then rose and trudged off, long braid between her skinny shoulders. “I don’t have long,” Wendy told them. “She had an asthma attack this afternoon. We need to let her recuperate.” Wendy reached behind them, closed the screen door. Through it, Josiah saw the two girls idling by the Lincoln. When Jack reached for his cigarette compact, Josiah caught his wrist.

			The living room was bright and cozy. The wooden floors were deeply scratched, but glimmering with linseed oil. Against the far wall, three separate bookshelves holding a rummage: no smattering of Reader’s Digest condensed editions, Josiah thought with approval, but real books: Catch-22, a whole shelf of Eudora Welty and James Baldwin, Jane Eyre here and Mrs. Dalloway there. Holly had her own shelf with Nancy Drew and the Boxcar Children. Photography. Of course she and Sam were friends, Josiah thought. The record collection confirmed it: Kate Bush, John Cage, Richard Hell.

			Over the couch: an afghan. A neon pink he knew Luce had made. Wendy’s gaze slid to Josiah as she sat on the edge of a wingback chair.

			“We won’t take up much of your time.” Jack leaned a bit to view the bedroom door. Low: “Fred Taylor is bent out of shape because our new accountant was combing the books and found a big loan Fran—or the company, I should say—gave you back about five years ago. Do you know what I’m talking about?”

			Wendy, face unchanging.

			“I’ll assume you do, because that don’t look like surprise to me. Well. Fred was upset. You might ask why he didn’t catch it sooner—”

			“Or I might not,” Wendy said.

			Josiah couldn’t help it. He smiled. Wendy glared at him for a moment. He covered it with his fist.

			Jack cleared his throat. “It’s true. He don’t check the books as minutely as Frannie does, and maybe that’s why she felt comfortable doing this.” He gave his ankle a nervous pat. “But Frannie making this kind of loan and not telling him about it—that bothered him. Fred seems to think—” Jack trailed off.

			Wendy kept quiet. Finally, Jack said, “He don’t know what to think.”

			“What do you think?” she said. “That’s why we’re here.”

			“It’s not what I think,” Jack told her. “It’s what I know. Which is that you two are—close.” He laced his hands together over the armrest. “So what, are y’all on or off now?”

			“I no longer work at Baker-Taylor’s,” Wendy said. “I gave my two-week notice on Friday.”

			“You did?” Josiah said.

			Wendy’s gaze back to him: something in her mouth twisted. Disappointment. “Yes.”

			Josiah reached out and put his hand on Jack’s arm. “Look. We’re trying to help,” he said. “That’s why we’re asking. We’re not trying to embarrass you or bully you here. We’re just trying to do damage control.” He paused. “We didn’t know you quit. Why?”

			“What do you think?” She heaved a sigh. “What would happen to me if I ever lost my job? Would I be able to find another with your dad or your Uncle Jack here packing me onto the town’s blacklist? Fran’s not completely naïve. But she’s mistaken in thinking that she’d have the sway to control or stop it.” To Jack: “This is the best decision for me. I am responsible for myself. And from where I am standing, the same serves for Fred Taylor.”

			“How about that loan?” Jack said.

			“Paid it off,” Wendy replied. “Your accountant keeps digging, she’ll find that the balance hits zero about a year later. Took out a credit card to do it.” She leaned forward. “So whatever’s happening here? Leave me out.”

			Jack mirrored her. “Let me be direct. I’m trying to save us all a lot of trouble. Especially right now, because me and Frannie voted against a merger he wanted that I am positive she told you about. We’re all on his shit list. And what would cut down on trouble considerably would be you and Frannie keeping your distance for a while.”

			“You’re making a lot of inferences here,” she said. “How much time you think we’re spending together.”

			He put his elbows on his knees. “Wendy. You can’t lie to me. I’ll know. It’s my job to know.”

			Josiah had to hand it to her—were he in her shoes, he might have been afraid. But Wendy Patterson refused to give Jack her fear.

			“I know that when Sammy went into the hospital, things cooled off,” he said. “But who knows when that’ll end? You were at the hospital just yesterday afternoon. I know it’s hard for you all to stay away from each other. Your other girlfriends aside. Fred aside.”

			“I know you know,” Wendy responded. “You’re not very subtle.”

			“I also know,” Jack continued, “that you were real good for this company. Probably better than either of the Taylors would trouble themselves to let you know.”

			Josiah crept a look at Jack. His face betrayed nothing. Then he glanced down: on Jack’s pinkie, the large, dark sapphire ring. He was turning it with his thumb.

			“Uh-huh,” Wendy said. “You’re just looking out for me.”

			“Don’t use that tone,” Jack told her. “I’m trying to make sure this isn’t a scenario where you’re without options because Fred and Fran are busy fussing at each other. This has thrown Fred so much, I’m not sure what he might do. And that worries me.”

			And here, he looked to Josiah. “He’s unpredictable,” Josiah volunteered. “He’s also an asshole when he feels hurt or embarrassed.”

			When Wendy spoke to him, her voice lost its sharpness. “Do you really think you’re doing her a favor?” she said. “All these behind-the-scenes tactics?”

			I could have refused to come in, Josiah thought. I could have walked away.

			Jack: “Can I ask what the loan was for?”

			Wendy sat back. “Hospital bills. For my daughter.” More quietly: “Pneumonia, when she was three. She almost died.”

			Jack gave a great, silent breath, then slumped in his chair. “Well, I guess we don’t have to tell you about worry.” He took a look around. Josiah could feel him calculating how much her rent was, how much she had paid down on that hateful loan every month.

			Wendy caught him. “Bet you could have paid it off. Aren’t you married to an heiress?”

			Jack smiled faintly. “Wasn’t always that way. I grew up down the road from Frannie. Uncle Sam paid for school.” He crossed his legs. “I still worry about money.”

			“That why you’re here?” It wasn’t unkind.

			Josiah could hear the floorboards creak under the carpet in the bedroom. He looked up, saw the bedroom door open a crack, waver. Wendy heard it, too. She placed a finger to her lips.

			When the door shut, Jack continued. “In a meaner scenario, he’d hold Frannie to that loan. Regardless of your having paid it off. And that might not even be the meanest scenario. She’s pissed off the board. They’re not too bright, but they know folks in charge. And they can make trouble. Could run a body clear out of town, you wanna know the truth. Just like that Lexington Six, you remember them?” He shook his head. “Barbaric, what law enforcement did to those folks.”

			Josiah saw Wendy stiffen. In their little city, the FBI had come for a group of people they suspected of terrorist activity—all young, liberal, university adjacent. Some of them had lived in a little house framed as a collective close to campus, one with a few gay folks involved. Consciousness-raising groups, late-night rap sessions. All somewhat high-minded, a tad more granola than what he’d seen in college—which was, incidentally, where he’d first heard of this, not at home. A group of those people had been kept in custody, without evidence or just cause, for months. And everyone knew why. It simply took an understanding of people—particularly the kind of people who considered it a personal affront when women took to bed with one another—to figure it out.

			He felt a flash of anger at Jack. Why scare her even more?

			Wendy brushed off her pant legs, rose. “Have you brought this up with Fran? Give her the directives.”

			“Now, no one’s giving anyone else directives here,” Jack said. “I just said my piece.” He put his hands into his pockets. Peered out the window. “Don’t you worry, being out here? I don’t mind telling you, I don’t like this side of town.”

			Outside, the two girls were still hovering by the Lincoln. One of them appeared to be bending a coat hanger straight. The other was cranking a door handle.

			Wendy exchanged a look with Josiah. “It doesn’t like you, either.”

			Josiah was the first to hear it—a gentle wheezing. He looked over to find Holly staring at them from the hallway, one small, thin hand resting on the wall. “Hey there, sister sue,” Jack said, but she ignored him. She was staring at Josiah.

			Wendy opened the screen door. “Thanks for stopping by.”

			An ancient VW Beetle came chugging up Limestone and turned in to the adjacent driveway. Josiah saw Wendy’s shoulders visibly loosen with relief. A tall, broad guy climbed out with one swift movement: “Everything okay, Wen?”

			She nodded. “We’re fine.”

			And here, she made a swift gesture behind her. Josiah went cold. He knew it instinctively: Wendy had a gun tucked into her waistband. She’d had it there the whole time.

			Josiah lifted one hand, weakly, in greeting. The guy nodded to him, but brightened with recognition when he saw Jack. “Hey, man, where you been?”

			Jack’s face didn’t quiver a bit. “I think you’re mistaken.”

			The man snorted. “Mistaken,” he mimicked. “Miss Harvey Wallbanger 1979? Nuh-uh.” Louder: “You’re not fooling a soul with that rich old WASP car of yours, honey.”

			The girls scattered. Jack, head bent, jogged to his car and fumbled his way inside. Josiah followed. He didn’t have the heart to ask.

			Instead, he said, “I can see now why you didn’t tell me where we were going.”

			“You would’ve said no.”

			“Of course I would have.” Josiah raked his hands through his hair. “That was awful.”

			“It was not awful. It was business.” Jack flipped his door handle. “Those little bitches messed up my door.”

			“Wendy is not our enemy,” Josiah said. “We need her on our side.” He pointed at the house. “And she is not going to respond to intimidation.”

			Jack snorted. “That’s soft.”

			“You sound like your buddy Fred there.”

			“If you’re soft, you get run over,” Jack said. He revved the engine, roared out of the space with greater speed than necessary. “And that’s what’s going to happen to you, if you don’t start pulling out the knives when you’ve got to. I won’t always be here to do it for you. You’ll find out when all this money dries up.”

			From this angle—washed in late sunlight, in a suit jacket that cost more than Josiah’s entire outfit, hair gleaming and combed back—he looked as terrified as anyone he’d ever seen.
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			That week, Josiah found himself thinking about manhood.

			He watched the board at Friday’s meeting—the only woman in the room that week, Luce, looking over a contract that Fred couldn’t even begin to decipher. This, he thought, was manhood—all volume and smoke. Combs spraying a bit of wet onto the table surface, digging into Tony with chubby delight; Tony giving a couple of angry throat clearings. Jim giggling with manufactured glee. Fred, stomach notably reduced, looking on with a partial smile.

			This generation of men, Josiah thought. They were such an accident of time and place. They were so hungry. So assured of their primacy in the world. So much bravado, and yet so much frailty, in one space. How many hours had been spent in this room trying to prove something to a phantom somebody?

			Was this what he was going to turn into someday? Had it started with the Wendy visit?

			He went into Fran’s office after the meeting. He stayed there until he heard his father walk out with Combs and the rest. Then he picked up the phone, fished a card out of his wallet, and dialed the long-distance number that would make Fred wheeze when he saw the charge. On the fourth ring, a pickup:

			“Brother,” Dalton drawled. “How’s it hanging? How’s middle America?”

			Dalton, his college roommate. He of the Izod shirts and boating shoes, he of the poster of the pastel-clad asswipe leaning on the Ferrari, exclaiming Poverty Sucks! (“Irony,” he’d insisted to their horrified RA.) He of the studied, oft-combed swoop; he’d eyed Josiah’s hair upon first meeting and murmured to their other roommate, “Look at Taylor’s hair. Effortless. Son of a bitch rolls out of bed like that.” It was, in fact, a compliment, though it took Josiah months of parsing to realize it. Dalton was his friend, though Josiah often worried over the power imbalance inherent in that friendship; he so often played interpreter for this particular world for Josiah. He’d been shocked when Josiah had not known what a junk bond was, but did him the favor of filling him in and directing him to a mutual fund: “That’s more your speed.” It was almost kind.

			Josiah reminded himself: you need something. “Still middle America,” he said. “Still dripping with Velveeta.”

			A stultified little giggle. Velveeta, as a concept, tickled Dalton. “Right on, right on.”

			“How’s the world of brokerage?”

			“Fuckin rad, my man.”

			Dalton had started his career in Chicago, with an endgame of Manhattan. His connection had been the brother of a friend from Deerfield. When asked whether he knew of any low-monkey positions at law firms in the city, Dalton replied immediately: “Absolutely, brother, consider it done.”

			If Dalton said it was done, it was done. If there was a certainty about Dalton’s life, it was that he typically got what he wanted, when he wanted it. Relief coursed through Josiah’s body.

			And there was real concern in Dalton’s voice when he said, “So the whole Baker-Taylor’s thing not working out?”

			“Not really,” Josiah said.

			“We all thought it was a super weird decision,” Dalton said. “Like, working with your mom? That would be alright. But your dad’s, like”—a pause—“kind of a dick.”

			Josiah gave the bridge of his nose a clarifying pinch. “I’d like to be out of Lexington.”

			“I had,” Dalton breathed, “the best blow I’ve ever had in Lexington.”

			“I’m sure. There’s nothing else to do here.”

			“My dad mentioned something about a closure notice.”

			“Did he,” Josiah managed, but he could feel his hands and feet grow cold. He folded his arms across his chest.

			“Remind me. It was Fred and Fran who made all the money, right?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Only the one generation, huh.” A grace note of confirmation. “It’s a hard shift to make, you know? In terms of investments, maintaining holdings. It’s a bit of an art. Can’t say I’m surprised.”

			Ah, there it was. He’d been waiting for Dalton to exact payment.

			“Well, it’s character building,” Dalton said. “Setbacks.”

			“I can think of ways to learn that lesson without it destroying your credit.”

			“True.” Though they both knew it: he had no idea what Josiah was talking about. “I’m on it, my man,” Dalton said. “It’ll be good to have you in the city. We can totally rage out, know what I mean?”

			He hung up, put his head on the desk. At some point, Fred and Fran would require conversations. Marcia would require a conversation. But for the moment, he sat, let himself enjoy the feeling of taking himself back.
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			Forty-eight hours later, Josiah landed a job as an assistant at a law firm in the Loop. When one of Dalton’s boarding school buddies lost a roommate, Josiah took the vacancy. A job and a home within two days.

			The day after, the projections for the ’87 holiday sales were released: slump confirmed. Josiah could barely look at them. He found himself at the home office. Fran was due to be released from the hospital the following day. She would be released to this, Josiah thought, craning. He tried not to let the words inside: Only the one generation, huh.

			The back door swung open and shut. The brushing of sock against sock approaching, and then, two lenses from around the corner.

			God help him, he couldn’t stop it: the giant, stupid grin spread across his face. “Nora. Hi.”

			She leaned out a bit farther when he smiled. Black T-shirt, skirt. Threadbare Asics. “How are you, Mr. Taylor,” she said.

			He blanched. “Oh God,” he said, “just Josiah. Really.”

			A painfully neutral expression. “Just Josiah, then.”

			It was such a balm, to be speaking with Nora, even if she had the eerie gift of separating him from logic. He fell back on platitudes: “Are you working late?”

			“Uh-huh,” she said. “Finishing that audit for your dad. Just stepped out for this.” She held up a plastic bag. Chinese food. Her gaze shifted, then, to the open manila folder in front of him. Mildly: “So you saw those.”

			“I saw those,” he said, attempting to sound casual. He closed the folder. “It’s not a surprise.”

			She shifted from one foot to the other. “The fact that it’s not a surprise doesn’t make it suck less,” she told him. “You can come back from it. Nothing’s set in stone.”

			This would have been the moment for her to let the lull in conversation happen, to make the polite excuse to separate. But she came inside instead. Josiah would never be sure if she’d made the decision there on the spot, or if it had always been her plan to sit on Fran’s couch, unbox the food. “I ordered more than I need,” she said. “I’ve gotten into this habit of bringing extra so I can get Fran to eat. Sometimes if she sees you doing it, she’ll join in.”

			Josiah rose, shaky in the thighs. He found himself sorry to be leaving. This woman was enough to make him want to come into the office every day. “I do the same thing. I do it even if I’m alone now,” he said.

			A small smile surfaced. Kept her eyes downcast: rice, spring rolls, orange chicken. Eggplant. Topic change: “So do you want to tell me what I found that made your father absolutely hate my guts?”

			Josiah shook his head. He turned. Tried, subtle, to sniff the air around her: grass and sweat and sweet, the deep tang of a clove. “Long story,” he told her. “Long and possibly boring.”

			The smile disappeared. “I don’t buy that,” she said. “Your dad was shaking when he called me in to point it out.” She peered at him over her glasses.

			“I believe it is the product of a disagreement.”

			She gave him a blank look.

			“I stopped trying to dissect my dad’s behavior a long time ago. It’s a losing game.”

			She handed him the orange chicken, a pair of chopsticks. “I don’t have that luxury. He’s my boss.”

			He shrugged. “Fair point. That’s why I’m quitting.”

			“Oh?” She tore open a pair of chopsticks, then grasped a large slice of the eggplant and closed her eyes, chewing. Managed, “It’s fine, I can engage in food foreplay and still listen.”

			He choked a bit.

			From Nora, a hint of a smile. “Where will you go?”

			“Chicago,” he said. “Buddy of mine from school wrangled a job for me.”

			Chopsticks, pointing toward Fred’s office. “He know?”

			“Not yet.”

			“Ooh, he’s gonna blow a gasket.” Chopsticks back to it. “Loves you.”

			“I’m aware.”

			“Talks you up all the time.” She paused. “But he’s not said much at all lately.”

			When they finished the food, they located a bottle of bourbon in the office kitchen and opened it. It seemed inevitable: loosened by the booze, by Nora, he outlined the last two years of his life. She listened, she nodded. She drank. She did not appear surprised. He wondered how much she knew—about Sam, about Fran and Wendy. Quite possibly a lot, he thought. He was cheered by the mundanity of it all: families like theirs happened every day. And what happened to them didn’t make much difference to people like Nora.

			“So what’s the real reason you’re quitting?” she said. “It’s not your mom and your dad fighting. It’s not your mom giving someone else money, and your dad suspecting that she maybe likes them better than him. It’s not even the business losing money.”

			“If it were just the business, I’d stick around,” he told her.

			She reached out, then, and picked up his tie. His breath caught. “Can I tell you why I think you’re leaving?” she asked him. He nodded.

			“You just figured out that agreeing to something like this—distracting Fred from Fran, from everything—makes Fran into something smaller. And it sounds like you’re tired of doing that.” She ran her thumb over a small oil stain. “I wouldn’t discount Baker-Taylor’s. And I wouldn’t discount Fran.”

			Josiah recalled what Jack had said—that Fred’s believing in Fran’s perfection made her less somehow. And believing that he could change any of this had rendered her less, as well. He loved Fran, he thought. He loved her more than he venerated her now. And that was better.

			He took a deep breath. He suddenly felt like crying.

			And then—unbelievable—Nora gripped his upper thigh. A prelude to the groin, which she reached in less than ten seconds. From Josiah, a long, low note.

			Nora, with a small smile. “You needed that,” she said.

			He nodded, wordless.

			She gave him a squeeze. He yelped. She said sharply: “You needed that, too.” Mouth to his ear, “Look at you. Look at how tired you are. Look at how tightly wound you are.”

			She removed the length of him from his pants now, putting her mouth to his neck. He tilted his head back. He let her steer him into her hand, felt her working him. His hands sought the softness of her midsection, the surprise of her bralessness. Her T-shirt, stripped off, skin pale and blue with veins under the fluorescents. She dispensed with her panties—somehow—and Josiah just managed to fumble for his wallet to reach the rubber there. She shrugged, rolled it on and hoisted herself onto him. He would often wonder how she managed to do that so efficiently—one moment separate, the next, joined. She settled into him, her mouth next to his ear, encouraging him as, slowly, softly, she began riding him, putting her hands on his face. She made him forget, at least for a moment, where he was.

		

	
		
			Part Three
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			Two Years Later

			Winter 1989–Winter 1990

			There was an all-ages showcase at the American Legion on US 60. The headliner: a noise outfit out of Detroit named No Neck. As he saw it, Benny was no mere general manager—he was a leader, a mentor to the young, and so of course he chaperoned their two youngest stockers to their first show. He heard Josiah’s voice in his head—liability, asshole—but a good show produced levels of love and movement and warmth that created something huge and good in the room, something bigger and wiser than any one person. This, he told the kid who joined his first mosh pit and caught an elbow to the nose. Benny got him tampons for the bleeding, a Ziploc of ice, stuck a cigarette in his mouth: “How you doing, boss?”

			“Erphuffg,” the kid said. There was a thin line of pink along the horizon. Four a.m.
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			He napped in his back seat, then went to the Shell, got his customary jumbo coffee, flirted with his favorite cashier, Gladys (Luce’s age easily, but God knew, strange knew no bounds), then loaded up on the goods at the Donut Daze and opened up the Nicholasville Road store for the eight a.m. staff meeting. Cranked on another pot of coffee, swiped on cologne. By seven forty-five, the whole family was crammed into his little office chewing, giggling, as Benny sashayed around with the coffeepot. Marie, bound for retirement the following week, rolled her eyes. Donathan—To think, Benny told him, our love affair started when my brother tried to off himself—was kicked back at his desk, feet up, snoring. Benny placed his customary bear claw on his chest (“My man,” Donathan groaned). On the roster: Valentine’s sales, new safety guidelines. A reminder to floor staff to mind the shelves at closedown—they were messy as all hell the other night.

			On the way out, he heard Josiah’s voice in his head again. Made a point of thanking Marie for organizing the closedown sheets from the other night. What Josiah had told him, before he’d left town: “Instead of being promoted, she’s going to have another Taylor boy as her boss. For as long as that woman’s been working, she’s worked for dudes, and she’s retiring under a snot-nose young enough to be her grandson. So whatever she gives you? Just eat it.”

			“I have learned a lot from you,” Benny told her. “I hope you love retirement.”

			From Marie, a prune mouth, a turning of the heel to get back to the floor: No thanks.

			Here was Fred’s problem, Benny reflected. He didn’t have this. The joys of a good bout of teamwork were on par with a perfect show or a perfect fuck. He was at his best when on the team. Everyone was. Everything was a contest to Fred, and contests made him both hungry and dumb. From where Benny was sitting, competition was beside the point. Collaboration was where it was at.

			Doors opened at nine sharp: early-morning moms getting in the shopping. Two space heater rebates. A broken Icee machine. A kid throwing up in hardware (Benny took the mop from Marie: No worries, I got this). His reward: a gorgeous girl returning a sweater. He took care of that, too, noting the way the sun lit her hair, the light slant on the linoleum. He registered the low buzz of customers, the chirp of the new scantrons. The dusky rip of a receipt. He smelled the air: it was good.
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			Seven P.M. He smelled the air: upchuck, farts, unquenchable anguish. And he was due at a Baker-Taylor’s board meeting in a half hour.

			There weren’t many things Benny hated like board meetings. Could he skip? (Sometimes he skipped.) But he had to go tonight: Fran was in Ohio, closing a store. Board meetings made everything worse: watching a bunch of old dudes pull it out over and over again for comparison until one of them plopped over of a coronary and won. There wasn’t a point, and it wouldn’t be settled. Ever.

			Benny often felt as if he contained two warring selves—the responsible adult who managed to lead shifts to closing without the building going up in flames, and the joyful fatalist who, when faced with the reality that he might not have a job in two years, that his family might not have their one stake in the world, in two years, blessed his own lot with the almighty fuck it and forged right ahead to do whatever he wanted, bystanders and resulting rubble be damned (off the clock, of course, Josiah). The two selves wrestled as Emily, the youngest cashier on staff, passed him, giggling: “You smell like a bar.”

			“Yeah, yeah,” he sighed.

			It seemed his entire childhood had been lived on an upswing, mirroring the Baker-Taylor’s profit margin: climbing, ever climbing. When Josiah left, Benny had been forced into the dim reality—Baker-Taylor’s was limping. They had more competition. The economy was better, giving people the itch to shop at places with spicier price tags. Fran was shutting a Dayton store down; they were likely to close Number Eight, in Chattanooga, before the end of the spring. This, Fran had mentioned casually when she’d told him she wanted him at the board meeting in her stead. “Just put on a red wig and pretend you’re me,” she’d joked, pinching his arm. Leave it to Fran to make their downfall a Hee Haw joke.

			So to the Baker-Taylor’s home office. Rear entrance to avoid Fred. Office door, opened. He was yanked inside. The whisper: “There he is.” Nora, dipping both hands into his pants.

			“Oh good God,” he groaned. “Not now, Medusa.”

			Her hands found purchase. His brain shut off. They’d started this thing quietly last year, right around the time he’d been promoted to GM, taking all the places Josiah had vacated. He’d liked how she looked at him as if he were a piece of meat and she were a starving hyena. Always promised to quit her, after—she’d had an effect on Josiah. But here, his worst self always won out; Nora had the ability to squeeze the guilt right out of him with those hands of hers. Piano lessons. Sometimes, to tease him, she would take out her Fender handgrip during meetings and compress it with rhythmic intensity while staring at him.

			“Hi,” she whispered, licking his ear. When he came, he choked out a string of vowels that did not constitute English or any other language.

			“I’m gonna fall asleep during the meeting now,” he complained.

			She bit his earlobe. “I didn’t hear a thank you.”

			“Thank you,” he sighed.

			She tweaked his nose, opened her office door, and pushed him out.

			When he entered the boardroom, it fell quiet. Benny checked to ensure his pants were zipped, then looked back up. The old guys clustered at the end—Hal, Tony, Jim, a couple of newly joined redneck nitwits with a couple hundred thousand in the bank—were staring at him. Huh. “Evening, gentlemen,” he said pointedly. Sat.

			Fred tottered in. He wasn’t looking great these days, Benny thought. Fatter, blotchier in the face. He managed a dry, tinny grin for the board. Spotted Benny, blinked. “Oh. Mommy’s in Ohio. That’s right.” He was followed by a slightly pained-looking Luce hugging files to her chest, and Keckley.

			Tony: “Where’s the missus?”

			“Store closure,” Benny told him.

			The man stared, mouth partially open—You exist?

			“Number Thirty-two?” Benny prompted. We’re dying, PARD.
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			So what were the John Wayne Syndrome carriers gossiping about? Benny hovered, post-meeting. Theirs was a family in which eavesdropping was an art. He and Birdie—the afterthoughts, who had missed so much of the family life before that they took every opportunity to catch up. He pretended to put things to right in the kitchen, hung close to the back exit. He could hear Combs breathing from where he stood outside. A guy that age, carrying around that kind of weight, should not do the amount of coke he still did (Josiah used to call Combs “Corpsey,” which, Benny had to admit, was a good one). Hal and Jim were in heated conversation about—Benny held his breath, tilted his head—someone Hal had seen in Louisville. “At that queer bar over on Baxter.”

			Tony: “What was you doin at a queer bar?”

			“What do you think?” Hal snapped.

			Jim, doubtful: “You sure?”

			“You cain’t miss them.”

			“Would explain a lot, wouldn’t it?” Jim said.

			“Ayuh.” Lower, sharper: “There’s always been something the matter there. Gangly. Big fuckin hands.”

			Tony, jumping in: “Says a lot about that other little gal, too.”

			Hal agreed: “Never seemed to have a boyfriend. Unnatural for a gal to look the way she does and not be involved.”

			“Speaks volumes,” someone offered.

			Jim, faltering: “She always did kinder order old Fred around.”

			Benny froze.

			“Think he knows?”

			“He’s afraid of her,” Hal said. “Almost didn’t buy Emmerson’s back in ’80. Something or other had her spooked. And Gordy’s? We missed the boat on that one because of her and little lord faggot pulling out his fuckin maps like he’s in the war room.”

			A chuckle. “Mebbe they got themselves an arrangement.”

			“Naw,” Jim murmured.

			It was a weird world if Jim Field was your voice of decency. Earlier that year, Jim’d had a heart attack and narrowly survived. After, he had rejoined the church of his childhood, which had morphed into one of those Evangelical veins where people went to services wearing jeans to hear all-electric bands with middle-aged accountants and school principals playing “Shine, Jesus, Shine” on Gretsch guitars before the minister got up to shriek about gay people and unwed mothers. In Jim’s words—for he’d taken a moment of a board meeting to invite them all to church—“No more booze and no more hooking, just lots of clean living and fellowship.”

			But decency was decency, Benny thought. They were all going to need some.

			“I don’t believe that,” Jim said now, sounding genuinely troubled. “Fred’s a decent feller. He loves that houseful of kids of his.”

			Hal: “Awful sweet of you.”

			“Naw, man,” Jim replied. “This ain’t right. Someone needs to reach out and clear those threads from his eyes. Let him know that Jesus is there to get him through the fire.”

			“Sounds like a job for you, Reverend,” Hal wheezed.
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			That’s what Josiah had always called what went on in the boardroom: the “John Wayne Syndrome.” “It’s what they believe being a man is that’s the issue,” he’d told Benny. “Imagine you are told that you are in charge of every room you enter from age four on. You are told how paramount you are. That you’re the best and brightest and strongest and most beloved—and that, in the end, you will win.”

			“Who the hell’s telling them this?” Benny’d said.

			Josiah, finger in air: “Our entire culture tells them this. Every movie and book. Every glance.” He put a loafer on the edge of the desk. Bourbon and water out of purple Baker-Taylor’s mugs. “And yet none of what they feel on the inside matches what they are told they need to be on the outside. No way are you going to develop a sense of character after that.” He sniffed. “Sound familiar?”

			This, on one of Josiah’s last nights in town. When they were growing up, Benny had always believed Josiah to be a snob of the worst variety—one on the outside looking in. Fussy, dismissive, pretentious. Mr. Republican. But when he’d come home to work for the store, he’d been the grown-up they needed. He thought Benny was smart—or smart enough to have these conversations with him, anyway. And when they talked Fred? A godsend. Feeling anything for his father was the loneliest experience Benny knew, but with Josiah, Benny was no longer alone in his feelings for Fred. If his older brother loved him, it didn’t matter so much that their father hated him.

			“Would have been the kinder thing,” Josiah said, “to just tell them they’re human.”

			Later, Benny would wonder why Josiah chose to share this with him. Surely Benny was no John Wayne. Were the two selves visible? Had Josiah known?
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			Better self, activated. Benny’s plan: head to the home office the next morning for damage control. Take the room’s temperature, then waylay Fran if needed. But he was delayed by a new sales clerk needing a register tutorial, then a shoplifting crisis. When he pulled into the parking lot, Jim Field’s Chevy was already in the handicap spot.

			Nora, emerging from the kitchen: “Here for round two?”

			He shushed her. “Gotta concentrate, Medusa.”

			She rolled eyes. “You’ll be back.”

			Fran’s office, open and dark. He entered, closed the door in time to hear, “And I know you. You didn’t know, cause if you did, I know you’d be doing your duty as a husband to set her straight.”

			A high-pitched wheeze emanated from somewhere. Either the HVAC unit was kicking in or Fred was collapsing like a black star.

			“Women,” Jim said warmly. “They’re apt to get funny in the head, you know, after they get to a certain age. Change of life situation and all that. Why, growing up, we had a aunt who—”

			Benny laid his head against the smooth cool of the wall. Were someone to ask him how well he knew his father, his first impulse would be to say, Not at all. But physically, he did know his old man, with an intimacy that came from having to monitor Fred’s moods for his entire childhood. His senses were tuned for Fred—the tired sighs, the hums of interest, the exhalation of air through the nostrils mid-nap, or mid-tantrum. Benny could practically give you Fred’s place in the REM cycle by the depth and pause of his snores. And right now, Fred was beginning to panic in a way that would have made kid Benny retreat immediately. The blood pressure ticking up, the sweat lightly cast over his skin. From the other side of a foot of drywall, Benny could feel Fred beginning to gum apart.

			He considered his parents, in the past couple of years: two people in limbo, both together and separate. He and Birdie, largely doing their own thing. Fran had long since taken the library, claiming that the mattress in the master bedroom was bad for her back. Fred was a higher-up in the Southern Star now, the Grand High Poobah of something. Didn’t hang out with Uncle Jack these days, at all. New Fred, new “social life.”

			But Fred was a man who was fond of telling himself stories, then living by them. And Jim Field had waddled right in and punctured that story.

			“—like mentally, you know? It’s their earthly burden to bear, surely, and I do not envy them a bit. I talked to my pastor about this—not mentioning names, a’course—and he gave me some real good advice. I brung you some reading. Pastor said he’d be happy to talk to you, too. There are places she can go, you know. Hospitals. Fix her right up.”

			When Fred finally spoke, it was a dead note: “Where?”

			“Downtown somewhere. You’d have to ask Hal, he knows for sure. I don’t think it was that sex dungeon, the one with all them whips and such? But near that place.”

			“I didn’t know there was a sex dungeon in Louisville.”

			Jim, quickly: “Well, now, I just heard tell of it.”

			Fred drew another breath. Oh, Benny didn’t like that grace note. He made a great production out of opening Fran’s door, then doing a knock-and-enter. Fred, completely white in the face, a shadow of pink rosacea in the center, gazed up, wavering just slightly. Jim turned to stare. On the desk, a brochure with an illustration of a man with his hand on the back of a despairing woman: The Lavender Menace.

			Benny gave an awkward wave. “Sorry to interrupt. Something urgent we need to take care of.”

			“Welp.” Jim hefted himself out of his seat. “Reckon I need to head on out. Things at the office need doing.” As he passed Benny, he clapped him on the shoulder: “Howdy, pard.”

			Fred stared at the table, breathing shallowly. He gave a long, deep sniff, craned to the side a bit. Shook his head slightly. His expression: the panic, the anticipation, the dreaded waiting—Benny was not sure, at first, whether his father was going to sneeze. He scrambled. The only thing he could think of saying: “Dad?”

			Eyes filling, Fred put his hand to his mouth. Benny, stricken with horror, realized that his father was crying.

			Fred, hoarse: “Close the door.”

			He didn’t say which side of the door he wanted Benny on. But were a door ever available, Benny thought, Fred typically wanted him on the other side of it. So he left.
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			He was a mama’s boy. Fran’s little piggy. Could he be blamed? Fran was the coolest. She was funny and kind, and she liked his jokes and she liked him. And it was nice to have one parent who didn’t scare the hell out of him.

			He and Fran used to take field trips together, just the two of them. It did not escape Benny that each allowance—each sweet, golden secret—was a quiet response to a Fred edict. Fred thought comics were smut? Fran would take him to Wildcat Comics. Fred began heckling him about his weight? Covert ice cream trips. When he was in middle school with a teacher who hated him, she took him out of class early one day to go see Scanners. Yes. Fran was a Cronenberg fan.

			The Taylors really were two separate sets of kids—Josiah and Sam, born to a life contained, walls and a ceiling, but Benny and Birdie? Fred’s Manifest Destiny. 194 Triple Crown, the bitchin pool out back. Reeboks in three different colors. A Walkman before anyone else had one. Fred’s Cadillac had felt like riding a cloud—Benny had been thirteen, and even he could tell the difference. They were in commercials when they were younger, for God’s sake, the same commercials that had compelled Belinda Rogert to stick her hand down his pants behind the ag-tech building at recess. Confusing? Yes. Unwelcome? Turns out not.

			But another condition of being part of a late-in-life Taylor kid: what were unknowns to Josiah and Sam were very much knowns to him. Benny grew up with the money, but he also grew up with their parents cleaved in two—their public, corporate selves, wholly separate from the private. And their public selves did not belong to Benny or Birdie. Especially Fran, who’d been mother to Josiah and Sam so completely while he and Birdie had learned to survive competition. Maybe that was why he loved Fran so fiercely in the moments when he could get her. And while Josiah and Sam were so surprised to hear that Fran had another life, Benny was not.

			The Baker-Taylor’s fifteenth anniversary party. This was just as they’d started to get really big. He’d been twelve. He’d been cutting up, getting high with some guy Luce had brought. Guy had egged him on to do his belly dance, which was quite the hit at parties—the ones he went to, anyway—so he wrapped his tie around his head, ripped off his polo, and got on it. Fred had located him: a heat-seeking missile of good-old-boy propriety. A trait that had deepened as they’d both grown older: Fred’s awareness that everyone was looking. He’d hauled Benny out into the hallway of the Continental Inn and slapped him across the face. Whispered, face close to Benny’s, all big gray eyes: “Now you listen to me. If any of you make a scene before the end of the night, Imma take all of you home and beat the tar out of y’all. And Imma start with you.”

			He hated the intimacy involved, when Fred got rough. The eye contact was the worst part. Fred needed you to look at him while he demonstrated how small you were. When Benny let his gaze drift to a guy dawdling at the pay phone, Fred grabbed his chin and gave it a yank. “Ow,” Benny said, a little loudly.

			So of course Birdie was on a tear during all of this, crawling between tables in the ballroom, one shoe off. The next fifteen minutes were a mad scramble, trying to grab her. “Birdie,” he whispered, crawling through a forest of pantyhosed calves, cowboy boots, Dacron polyester trousers.

			He finally located her under a table toward the front, eyes at half mast, gnawing on a chicken wing. “C’mon,” he whispered. “We gotta take you somewhere.”

			Chewing loudly: “Piss off.”

			“Birdie, if Dad sees you like this, he’s gonna beat the hell out of me.”

			She shrugged. On the move again. She was fast, even back then.

			Benny exhaled, looked around. Fred was safely on the other side of the stage. He was keyed up about his speech—had spent the week shuffling index cards and humming and making weird faces in the mirror. But Fran was nearby, was she not? Where were those golden high heels he’d helped her pick out? The green dress? Ah! Found her legs. He began to crawl toward the light. She could save him from Fred’s belt. As he neared, he could see Fran’s legs next to a nice round pair, partly concealed by a pink dress hem. Her leg, parked against one of the pink-clad legs. Like right against. Like rubbing her leg against the other leg. His eyes traveled up. Fran’s hand, and a hand emerging from a pink sleeve: clasped together.

			He stared. Why would she do that with someone who wasn’t Fred? Or one of them? Whose hand was she holding, and why?

			Tablecloth, lifted. Sam: “What are you doing here?”

			“Looking for Birdie.”

			“She’s right here,” Sam said. “And she’s wasted.”

			Another kind of kid might have talked himself out of what he’d seen. But when Benny surfaced, he saw his mother’s face, flushed and ecstatic. And he knew one thing, from the thousands of secret hours he’d spent with Fran: he had never seen that look on her face before.

			Later, he sneaked around to confirm what he’d seen: he had total access to the Fury, and he dug through it for evidence. Found the girl-on-girl paperbacks in the glove compartment. And when he began working for the store, he watched out for Wendy, monitored how skittish she’d get around any Taylor not named Fran. So Fran had been a little careless, double-dipping. So what? She gave them all so much. And she was unhappily married, to a man who worked her to death (the cuff links, his inability to “work the TV,” the way his eyes crossed when he looked at a budget but retained eerie focus when he was buying something).

			Such an odd time, their twentieth century, Benny thought; Fran was born into a life in which she didn’t really have a choice, but she could rub elbows (and other body parts) with women who did. If he were Fred, maybe he’d cry, too.
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			He jogged out into the parking lot, past Pammy—“Benny, I didn’t even see you here!”—just in time to see Fran’s Buick—her fiftieth birthday present to herself—coast into the lot. He gave a big wave, headed toward the car. “No time,” he yelled, “food now, mother woman, no stopping.” Threw himself into the passenger seat on top of her new phone.

			“Careful,” she warned. “That antenna’ll go where the sun don’t shine.”

			“Heavenly Hamburger?”

			She grinned. “You know it.”

			It was confirmation enough: Fran, downright luminous compared to last year. Hair bright, skin clear and smooth. This was a woman who was in love, Benny thought—or who was, at the very least, getting laid regularly.

			A squeal of tires. Aunt Luce’s Miata cut in front of them. Out the opened window: “Wait.” She scrambled out, tried opening the back door. Glared at Benny until he unlocked. She dumped herself in. “Lord, it’s cluttered back here.”

			Fran: “Did you get a rinse?”

			Luce shook her hair out. “Too blond?”

			Shit. She’d heard, too. How to say this, with Luce hogging the airspace? Benny leaned against the headrest as they talked, watched Lexington go past. Was there any way to start this conversation that didn’t sound like a chiding? Luce was going to chide like a champ.

			He watched Fran park, do a dancer’s decompressions: rolling shoulders, popping her neck. “So what’s going on?”

			Benny turned, traded a look with Luce. He found the words: “I love you, Mom.”

			Luce heaved a sigh. Fran, amused: “I love you too, Benjamin.”

			Benny continued. “I love how we can talk about, like, anything. And it won’t make things weird.”

			She closed her eyes. “Please don’t tell me you got that cashier pregnant.”

			Luce cackled. “You’re a banshee.”

			Benny shot her a look. “So I’m actually super careful, Lucille. That rubber talk when I was ten really made the difference.” He rubbed his face.

			Fran was watching him now. Quietly: “Is Sammy okay?”

			“Sam’s great,” Benny said, “he’s fine. Mom, can we talk about Wendy?”

			Fran froze, staring at him. Christ, his mother was creepily smart. Benny watched her put it all together in about five seconds. A long, empty beat before she drew a deep breath and managed, in a level tone, “I suppose we should.”

			A knock at the window. The waitress, menus in hand. Fran lowered her window. “We’ll need a minute.”

			Luce, exasperated: “Roll up your window.”

			Fran, to Luce: “Let me grab the menus.”

			“Hal Combs,” Luce said, “saw you in a club in Louisville. It was bound to happen at some point, since you two run all over now—”

			Fran sighed. “Dammit.” She felt her shoulder. Found a sore spot. “I thought that was him. It was hard to see. I said to myself, What’s Hal Combs doing at a place like this?”

			We are being so casual, Benny thought—talking about Wendy as if we’d talk about anything else. Fran glanced at him. A rueful little smile. She knows I knew, he thought. How long have we all been living atop quicksand?

			Fran craned over slightly. Gave her temples a rub before reaching over, taking Benny’s hand. “You’re overdue for an explanation.”

			“Don’t worry about me,” he said quickly. “But Jim Field came in to talk to Dad, about his pastor’s advice for him—”

			“Oh Christ,” Luce said.

			“And I just managed to get him out of the room before Fred started to. Uh. Cry.”

			He watched Luce and Fran seize simultaneously. Luce, head surging forward: “Benjamin, are you absolutely sure?”

			“Luce, I still feel dirty from seeing it. Yes. He was crying. When did you last see him cry?”

			Fran held up her hand. Loudly: “He knew before Jim Field told him. Because I told him.”

			There was a moment of shocked silence, so deep that he could hear the clicking in the back of Luce’s throat. At the cusp of Luce and Benny bursting into shouts of What? at the same moment, a face appeared at the window. Fran: “Hush. Let’s order first.”

			Luce huffed in the back seat. Benny thought: Leave it to Fran. Josiah and Jack had spent the last few years running around, trying to keep things quiet—as if they’d had any measure of control at all. And meanwhile, Fran had her own plan. Of course she did. And why they didn’t imagine that she would was beyond Benny.

			When the waitress coasted away, Luce said, “Honey, we need to fix this. You sit Fred down today. You apologize. You tell him you won’t do it again.”

			Benny twisted in his seat. “Seriously?”

			“Do you want to see your mother destitute?”

			“She’s not going to be destitute.”

			Luce, teeth clenched: “Benjamin, grow up. We all need to wake up and be realistic about this.”

			“Stop,” Fran said. “Both of you.”

			They did.

			“I sat your dad down six weeks ago,” Fran told him. “I was honest with him. It wasn’t easy, but I did it.”

			“What did you tell him?”

			Fran clapped her hand atop his. Swallowed. “Honey, I’m not happy being married to your daddy. I haven’t been for a long time. Maybe ever, if I think about it.” She closed her eyes. Matter-of-fact: “I love her. We’ve tried being together, we’ve tried being apart. It’s gonna run her off if I don’t make some changes.”

			“What did Dad say?”

			Fran wiped her nose. “He said that he was going to do me a favor and forget I’d said anything. I haven’t gotten a word in edgewise since.”

			“And that’s it?” Luce said.

			“No. I have a meeting with a lawyer next week,” Fran said. “And that’s it.”

			Benny felt a blossoming in his chest. Goddamn, he loved Fran so much it was causing him physical pain. “Right on, man,” he told her. “Right on.”

			From Fran, a great, closed-mouth smile. She gave his hand a little wag.

			“Benjamin, shut up.” Luce put her hand on the middle console. “Frannie, he’s got that Rolodex. He’s got all those buddies of his in the Southern Star now. He knows judges, reps, a senator or two—”

			“And it doesn’t change a damn thing,” Fran told her. “I’m tired of not being honest. I’m tired of what I’m showing to my kids. He works me to death. And what do I do? I put up with it. What’s that telling Benny, or Roberta, about what marriage is?” In the rearview: “Josiah got an eyeful. It was enough to make him leave the state.”

			Luce was quiet.

			“I don’t appreciate being scared into a corner,” Fran said. “And I won’t do it.” She pointed at the mirror. “I won’t, Lucille.”

			Luce gave a soft tsk. “Alright, then.”

			“I didn’t have the words for it for a long time,” Fran said. “Wendy got after me about it. She was right to. I wasn’t being fair to her, not calling it what it was.” To Benny: “I was not looking for this. That I can promise you. But it found me. I don’t think I knew what happy was until I was in a room with her. And me, not doing anything—it’s hurting her.”

			Tap tap. The waitress was back, passing burgers in. She handed Fran her milkshake, then another smaller cup. “I brung you a sidecar.” The girl held it out with two fingers.

			Fran stared at it. Reached for it with one trembling hand. Her eyes filled with tears.

			“She’s touched,” Benny said. “Thank you.” I wish I were Josiah, he thought. Josiah would know what to do.

			Luce cupped Fran’s elbow. “Honey, precious few of us actually have the life we want.”

			And here, he saw Fran struggle. Wendy likely didn’t see it that way. And now, neither did Fran. Fred wasn’t the only one who’d changed.

			“If you love her,” Benny said, “it’ll work the way it’ll work.”

			Luce loudly settled herself. “I’m surprised to hear you say that, Benjamin, knowing the relationship you have with your father. You know better than anyone that Fred’s at his worst when he’s embarrassed.” To Fran: “Could he haul off and beat you silly like he used to do Benny?”

			Benny winced. Fran slumped.

			“He probably wouldn’t,” Luce continued. “But him crying? How much you want to bet that he wasn’t crying so much because his wife was stepping out on him—though that was part of it—but because other people knew about it? Because people are talking about it. This thing has started without you.”

			Benny cut her off. “Mom, if you’re happy—follow it.”

			“You are a child,” Luce told him.

			“Drink your milkshake,” he shot back.

			Luce gasped. Two bright spots appeared high in her cheeks. “Why, Benjamin Taylor. Go fuck yourself.”

			He turned in his seat. “I must be grown, Luce. Only adult men make you this angry.”

			“Hey.” Fran looked genuinely irritated. “It’s my intervention, and I end up being the mediator? You two are ridiculous.” She reached for her burger. Held it up. “I’ll take care of it.”

		

	
		
			5.

			Benny arrived home that evening to find the TV switched off—the greatest sign that something was amiss in their house. He closed the front door quietly. By the welcome mat, the customary jumble of shoes. Birdie’s basketball jersey hung from the newel on the banister. A scatter of mail on the table.

			Then he spotted the hard blue Samsonite suitcase, the one Fred used on business trips. One of those stupid red Southern Star ties peeked out.

			Fred: “What were you thinking?”

			Sam appeared on the landing, gesturing him upstairs. Relief—both at the sheer fact that one of the big kids was there, and that Sam was looking so good these days—solemn, but clear-eyed, alert.

			Fran’s voice, strained: “I apologize for not having been more honest about what I was feeling. I let it go on. I shouldn’t have.”

			The door to Birdie’s room hung open. She sat scowling on the floor beneath her Larry Bird poster, legs bent at thirty degrees. Sam reclined against the wall, arms folded over his chest.

			“Carousing in the city next door,” Fred chided, “with a girl half her age.”

			“Carousing?” Fran said. “You can hang out with your secret club buddies and go do God knows what with Hal Combs, but I’m required to stay home?”

			Birdie lifted an eyebrow. Mouthed, “Not the same thing.” And Benny—little piggy status aside—had to agree.

			Fred: “Yes, it’s the right thing to do. That’s your job.”

			“Everything is my job,” Fran cried. A real note of desperation, here. Sam picked up his head. “We’ve been married for thirty-six years, and not once have I stopped cleaning up your messes. I made you millions of dollars and a home, and you talk to me like I am a child, when it suits you.”

			“You think you’re better than me,” Fred said.

			Birdie threw up her hands and fell backward, gazing up at the ceiling. Fred believed that everyone—literally everyone—thought themselves better than him, and every interaction was an opportunity for him to prove otherwise. Didn’t matter if he was buying bread from a cashier at Piggly Wiggly or trying to tell his son he loved him.

			“Do I think I’m better than you,” Fran replied, “when you try to put me in my place after I’ve scrubbed your shit smears off the commode seat? I do.”

			“You think you’re above being someone’s wife.”

			There was a long moment of quiet Benny never quite forgot. When she next spoke, it was so low they strained to hear. “I think I’m above being your wife.”

			Sam closed his eyes, gave a long exhale. Benny pumped his fist, pointed downstairs in victory. Birdie smacked his hand.

			Louder: “If going along with every harebrained idea you have and being called Mommy in front of our employees is being someone’s wife? If having to lie to you about our son getting the medical help he needs is being someone’s wife?” Her voice broke. “Then yes, Fred. I don’t want to go along with your decisions anymore. It costs too much. More than money.”

			Huh? Benny looked at Sam. Sam shook his head.

			“I don’t give myself enough credit,” Fred said, “cause my wife don’t want me to. The way you rolled your eyes at me at Senator Hayes’s Christmas party last year? And then you give all that sugar to those strangers who come up and fawn all over the lady from the commercial. Then gripe about it in the car.”

			“You’re needy at those parties,” she hissed. “It’s embarrassing.”

			“No, your girlfriend’s embarrassing.”

			“Obviously not too much, from the way you used to paw at her. What, you don’t think anyone noticed? We all noticed. Try being a husband.”

			There was some banging around. Fred shoving things out of the way. But then, Fran’s voice broke through: “Okay. Look. We have four children. Three of them are upstairs listening.”

			Fred, inaudible.

			“No, he came in a few minutes ago. Try being a father to him, by the way. He wants to be part of the business.”

			Benny’s face burned. He nearly missed what Fred said next. With disgust in his voice: “How do you even do that?”

			“Do what.”

			Sam groaned. Oh, Fred, Benny thought. For God’s sake. Rent a porno.

			“The same way you do.”

			Fred made an unmistakable retching sound. Birdie: face in hands.

			Fran’s voice, hardened: “Why do you care? You used to say I was shaped like a boy. Always going on about how you like soft, pillowy girls. The bartender at the club. Pammy.”

			Benny crept into the hallway and stood in the darkness.

			“Are you happy coming home at night and seeing me, and wondering if I’m thinking about her? Would you be happy with us going out together and Hal Combs and that nasty little bunch of his sniggering at us?”

			“They’d be right to.”

			A long, empty moment. “Oh, Fred. Do you really think that?”

			“I don’t wanna talk to you anymore.” Fred, striding into sight. He yanked the closet door open, grabbed a jacket. Stopped to curse at the nest of wire hangers there. Threw them at the wall, where they clattered and fell to the floor. Caught sight of Benny at the top of the stairs. They locked eyes for a moment before Fred shouted at him, “You’re too goddamned old to still be living at home,” then left.

		

	
		
			6.

			And so it began: the Taylors, divesting themselves from each other.

			Fran took the back office, trading with Nora, who moved in next door to Fred. Nora began calling Benny whenever she had intel—Hal Combs stopping in, delighting at the news, and suggesting his lawyer, who paid a visit in person the next day. Nora transcribed the interview, including details about Bart Farmington that would make a novelist proud—cowboy boots that creaked as he walked down the hallway, the hammy bloat of his face and hands. The part where he asked Fred, “Which one’s the husband?” When Fred didn’t reply, Farmington answered himself: “Whichever one’s bigger, I imagine.” The part where Fred said, with no little emotion, that Baker-Taylor’s was a family company. “And we’re already having some trouble,” read the transcription. Benny felt a clawing in his chest. If Fred was verbalizing it, it was bad.

			Farmington: “Lemme tell you, Fred, I don’t think it’ll be too hard to angle this in your favor. My first suggestion is that you start thinking of this business as yours. Get yourself right in the mind of the public. We might arrange for a story about you to be written up somewheres.”

			Fred: “I don’t know.”

			Farmington: “Well, you don’t wanna be implicated, do you? You need to let people know who you are. I always did hate that ‘it takes two’ saying. As a family attorney with three-hundred-something divorces under the belt, I can say for sure: that’s crap. Only takes one person to fool around in a marriage, and it wuddent you. Uh-uh.”

			Benny, reading the transcription nervously in Nora’s living room: “Why in God’s name would he have the meeting at the home office?”

			“Marking his territory.” Nora, in a kimono. Watering her plants.

			Also transcribed: a conversation between Fred and Uncle Jack. “I’ll give you a synopsis,” Nora said. “Fred was the only person on earth who didn’t know that your Uncle Jack is gay.”

			Benny only made it to the second page before putting the thing down.
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			When Benny was in middle school, he’d had a friend from his Boy Scout troop whose parents divorced. The parents were super sensitive, super granola university types who’d stressed, “There are no sides. No sides to take.” It was saccharine, and untrue—the kind of untruth that requires a semi-bright kid about sixty seconds to unpack. So it was refreshing to call Uncle Jack and hear him say, “You on Fran’s side?”

			“Yep.”

			Jack had taken off last fall. It had started with a screwy stress test during his physical. The business, Benny’s parents—it was all getting to him. Viv was cracking the whip on this one, he told Benny: three months in Miami. No Redneck Riviera, for Jack. “My Spanish is gettin real good,” he told Benny.

			“Can I come, too?”

			“Anytime you want, bubby.” Here, soothing: Benny was ten again, trying to take off his own arm with a Black Cat. “Gonna have to sell the Lexington place,” he continued. “We can’t afford both anymore.”

			Shit. Josiah had mentioned Jack’s money troubles. But Uncle Jack and Fred, Benny reasoned, liked nice stuff. That early Baker-Taylor’s money was likely long gone into a couple of new Lincolns, some New York City shopping sprees. But who didn’t like nice stuff? At the edge of the desk: a purple thumb cap. Fran wuz heer. He picked it up, began to toss it into the air. “He hired a guy named Bart Farmington.”

			“Bart Farmington, who likes to leave wives broke,” Jack said. “This guy hates women. Which is exactly the wrong kind of person for your daddy to be around right now. I guess you’ve noticed. How impressionable Fred can be. But I set Fran up with someone good.”

			“So you knew?”

			“It’s not my doing anymore,” Jack said, firm. “I’m out, bubby. I can find fights just fine on my own.”

			Benny hedged: “Can I ask what happened between you and Fred?”

			Jack gave a chuckle. “That Nora. She’s useful, ain’t she? Always listening around corners.”

			“She fucks like a witch.”

			“You always did have good taste.” A cleared throat. “I warned him not to divorce at all, if he could help it.”

			“You did?” For God’s sake, what was with him and Luce?

			“Maybe that’s old-fashioned,” Jack continued. “But people live their lives all the time, and they do it married. Better for everyone. How do you think that billboard out on New Circle is gonna take with the public, knowing that the Taylors are getting divorced?”

			“Mom wants this.”

			The sound of cellophane. Viv had been pushing Jack to stop smoking for a few years, but had only succeeded in getting him hooked on both cigarettes and nicotine gum. “I know. Frannie’s not willing to entertain some of his silliness anymore. I blame her little girlfriend for that. Girls these days don’t see the good sense in keeping their mouths shut.”

			Benny thought: John Wayne Syndrome.

			“So I said, okay, do what you have to do with the house and assets and custody of Birdie. But leave Fran’s role in the business as is. You trifle with her status, it’ll telegraph more instability. And I’m saying that as a shareholder. Think about how much she does. She’s been doing that for about thirty-five years. She’s our institutional memory.” A pause. “And she’s beloved. We don’t need a heavy. We got Fran. That’s a whole lot better.”

			Benny, leaning back in his chair. A dull ache was developing at the base of his skull and wrapping its way around his head. “I bet I know what Fred’s response was.”

			“Buncha horseshit,” Jack said. “He said I lied to him. Which—you know—is somewhat accurate. In the interest of protecting him, because I think we’d all prefer him to not have a coronary. And then he said, You don’t think I can do it on my own, do you?”

			“Do you?”

			Jack sighed. “He’s too puffed up for his own good. I think your daddy needed to hear good things about himself for so long that, by the time he did, it turned him into a worse version of himself.”

			“Jack, what did he say to you?” Benny waited.

			The moment stretched. Benny bit his lip. Maybe he’d miscalculated, asking so much. But Jack finally replied: “Told me to rot in hell. And then, he called me a term I bet you’ve heard in a locker room.”

			It stole the breath from him—the cruelty. He’d had problems with Fred, sure. But he’d had, deep down inside him, some measure of belief in the man’s decency. How long had his father and Jack known each other? There were stories about them sharing the same McGuffey Reader. Trading clothes back and forth. The impact of your own blood using that word. Jack would stay away now, Benny thought. For good. “Christ. I’m sorry, Jack.”

			Smacked his gum. Deflected: “You’re sorry, but you ain’t surprised. Benny, you are Frannie’s pet. Always have been. But you gotta step up here. Because she’s about to see the asshole you’ve been dealing with for your entire life. Of everyone in that family, you know how bad it can get with Fred.”

			Once, in high school, when he was screwing around getting into trouble, and Fred was on his case all the time, Benny had wanted to watch something on TV: a Steve Martin special. Fred had nixed it: “I don’t wanna watch no Steve Martini,” he’d said. Benny had made the mistake of correcting him. Fred had hauled off and hit him in the face—then, as if it were a statement that required repeating, did it again. It had left a mark (Fran, chastising Fred quietly in the kitchen: “What’s gotten into you?”). But the slap seemed to surprise Fred as much as it had Benny—his eyes, wide and stunned. Fred had left himself in that moment. He’d been wrong about something, and he couldn’t take it. He’d make the whole room pay for his feelings.

			Benny, staring out the window. Jack was gone, Josiah was gone. It was just him and Fran now. In a small voice: “Think you might come back?”

			Jack sighed. “I think Fred and Fran need to figure this one out. Without me, for once.”
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			He worked through his Friday shift. He cleaned the store, did the cash-out, locked up, a lonely gnawing at his center all the while. Then he ran over to the mall and into the golden light of a department store, where the prices were inscribed on delicate, just-out-of-view tags. He went straight to the Air Jordans—the ones he’d prohibited himself from buying, knowing that it was his worst self that called for it—and he slapped them on his Visa, then wore them out to Donathan’s. Downed a six pack, layered it with Wild Turkey. It felt so good to consume, to absorb—the best parts of passivity and action, melded into one. Fuck it, he thought, walking toward the apartment complex where, he knew, Nora would be home. There are no two selves. There’s only this one, right here, in this moment, he thought as she opened the door, wordless, to let him pass. I am one animal, with one life, he thought as she parted the robe and let it fall to the floor.
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			It was before one of the Benny-Fran field trips that Fran explicitly told him, “Don’t tell your daddy.”

			She took him to a shooting range. He couldn’t recall Fran’s ever laughing as long and loud as she did at his expression when the owner, cheek bulging with dip, showed him a .38. “That’s Christmas morning on a face,” she’d said.

			Fran taught him how to grip, how to brace himself against the kickback, how to bear down on his aim. He was having so much fun, it did not occur to him to ask whether the store had ever been robbed. Things like that happened only on TV. It was on a repeat trip—after seeing her bang holes into three different target sheets, earning low whistles and glances of intrigue from men in nearby stalls—that he thought to ask.

			Her response: “Uh-huh. Couple of times.”

			“Really? When?”

			“Years ago.” She reloaded her little revolver, clicked the chamber back into place. “Inspired us to hire security. Probably good it happened.”

			It kept him awake for a few nights, thinking of Fran on the receiving end of a gun. He finally asked Uncle Jack about this. “It’s been more than just a couple of times, honey. Last time—oh hell, she was pregnant. With you, actually.” He cackled. “That explains it, wild man.”

			“Pregnant? Like, so you could see?”

			“Like she had a basketball in her belly,” Jack had said. “Your daddy took to bed for a week. She shouldn’t have been working. Think everyone agrees on that.”

		

	
		
			7.

			Birdie couldn’t remember when she’d first played basketball. It was Kentucky: everyone around them screamed, loved, prayed over basketball. Every little boy in her orbit tried it at least once, to test for the gift. She was just joining in with her brothers: Birdie see, Birdie do. She liked it best alone—going out to the driveway to take shots, maneuvering around invisible opponents. It was meditation, a different way of being in her skin. Eventually, playing began to feel like stepping into her real self, one surprisingly, scarily different from that of anyone else in her family, a world in which she was pure derivative: not only the youngest, but a girl, the vessel to be filled.

			She recalled playing a pickup game with Benny one day—junior high Benny, a fat, surly maverick—and time stopping as she executed a crossover. The ball banked, then fell through the net. Fred, who’d been supervising Sam at some torturous character-building piece of yard work, had paused and given a low whistle. Behind him, Sam gave the two of them an expression of pure oh no—Fred was going to stick his finger into something Birdie loved. But that memory, of her father locating her, striding to her through the grass and twilight, saying, “Do that again, sissy,” glowed.

			So did the nights when he would steer his Cadillac into the driveway, then duck inside to pull on tennis shoes and reemerge to join her. A part of her wanted to live in that world of night plays forever, swerving and shooting in the cold. He was pretty good, too. A little pudgy from all the scotch and steak dinners. But quick, responsive. Watching your competitors and moving in turn was half the game, and Fred was always tracking how others saw him—had banked a lifetime of looking over his shoulder. She grew up, naturally and easily, as defense.

			When she started playing at school, he developed goals, a future for her: warmly narcotic, that feeling. He’d been all big dreams for Josiah, who’d rejected those dreams. His forecast for Sam had dwindled long ago. His relationship with Benny had been adversarial seemingly since birth (Benny, to his credit, didn’t seem to care). So Birdie, at some point, had become his—the child he invaded with the gift of expectation.
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			Ten minutes to game. Birdie ran back into the locker room to slather on more deodorant and saw Reenie and Samantha huddled together over the Herald, whispering. “What are you guys reading?”

			Reenie started, braids jolting. She grabbed the paper and sat on it.

			Samantha looked at her. “You goober.”

			Reenie: “What?”

			“Now I have to see.” Birdie advanced, hand out.

			“Coach wants you,” Samantha said. “I heard him yell just now.”

			Birdie gave Reenie her sternest team captain face. Reenie grinned at her, did a little bump and grind on the paper. Ugh. “Okay. Fine. Let’s go.”

			“Let’s go.” Samantha jumped up, clapped hands. “Let’s make Becky Tumey cry.”

			She looped her arm around Birdie’s shoulders. They emerged into the brightness of the gymnasium, crowds already rowdy in the bleachers. Coach Fox indeed screeching, “Taylor! Where the hell is Taylor?”

			They were playing Polk Central—a school up in the northern district, more Cincinnati than Kentucky, within view of Reds Stadium. During their last encounter, Birdie’s team had taken the bus up there to play in a giant, crumbling WPA school with a definitive rat problem. Was that why Polk was so angry? Birdie thought, because these girls were out for blood. They gave not a fuck where they shoved their elbows or knees. The worst part, however, was the fact that Becky Tumey, one of theirs last year, had transferred over the summer—she was now a starter for Polk.

			Birdie’s relief at knowing she’d no longer have to go to school with Becky had been immense. Becky had hated her on principle, which was maybe the most potent kind of hatred. Becky hated her for being a good player, but more for being a good teammate—Birdie was neither a ball hog nor a showboat, and that had been true since she’d walked on as an eighth grader to blow both JV and varsity out of the water. But Becky hated her most for Baker-Taylor’s. She hated Birdie because of the giant sleek cars Fred drove to pick her up from practice, and hated her for the tennis lessons and the new Reeboks, and hated her most of all for those obnoxious commercials, which still aired around the holidays—she and Benny popping wheelies on BMXs while their well-dressed, grinning parents strode through shoppers: Come spend the holidays with us! Birdie didn’t blame her.

			Time for the starting lineup: that Gary Glitter song began to thump through the loudspeakers as Polk called through, and then Birdie’s team, with Birdie announced second to last. That she wasn’t the last was a courtesy—she wasn’t a senior—but she elicited the most noise from the audience. Becky had even more reason to hate her this year. The news was hot—Birdie Taylor was being headhunted. There were scouts and phone calls and visits. CBS Sports—the national network—interviewed her. There were invite-only basketball camps; she’d be attending one and teaching kids at the other, which got her out of working at the store.

			Had Becky heard? By the way she was smearing herself all over Birdie: yes. “Jesus Christ, man, you’re guarding me, you’re not trying to date me,” Birdie said.

			No words from Becky: just an under-breath hah. She fit right in at Polk with all the jostling and slapping and hot, breathy skin-on-skin stuff.

			Coach Fox had approximately three expressions—one of cool disdain, and one of sudden fury. A third, when they won: relief, as if a massive boil had been lanced at last. As of the fourth quarter of this game, the boil held firm. “Taylor, shoot the J,” he screamed. “Shoot it.”

			Birdie turned, cut away. In response, Becky rammed her. Hard.

			The ref gave a warning beep, glaring over his bifocals, but he didn’t take Becky out. Birdie faked to the right, veered left, keenly aware that Fred was watching from the far end of Home and that Fran was in Visitors. The one thing that could distract Birdie: her parents. Her newly separated parents. The oddness of not seeing Fred, who’d recently moved into a “bachelor pad” in Chevy Chase, every day. Fran would want to know what the sturdy gal with the horrendous acne had said to her, and the less willing Birdie was to tell, the harder Fran would dig, and the harder she’d dig, the stonier Birdie would grow.

			Stop it, she told herself. Took it home, began the run to the opposite side. Here came Becky, thunk thunk, driving herself like a tank. Reenie was dancing at the periphery, holding her ribs—Becky’d said hello to her in the first quarter. Polk was ahead by three. But Becky, Birdie knew, didn’t care so much about points. Her private win would be breaking someone’s ankle. The thought gave Birdie adrenaline. She ran.

			Becky caught up. Reached out. Dug her thumbnail into the small of Birdie’s back. Said, “Your mommy’s a fuckin queer-ass carpet muncher and you are, too.”

			The ball left Birdie’s hands, but without her last-instant kiss of muscle. The ball banked against the baseboard and bounced back into play.

			The ref saw the dig, made a shriek of the whistle. Pointed to Becky: “Out.”

			Becky put her hands up, walked away. She was smiling.
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			They’d lost by a wisp, and the boil was out in full force. Birdie’s fumble was the unspoken center of Coach Fox’s reproach. “Here’s the best part,” he crowed in the locker room. “Tumey was left back a year, y’all. We’ll be seeing her next time.” He looked directly at Birdie.

			On her way back, Fox caught her by the elbow. He pointed at her, eyes burning, then pointed at the court. “I’d go easier on you—” And here, the sensitivity to lower his voice, which meant whatever he was going to say was really bad. “If you was some dumb cracker redneck gal who couldn’t fuckin read. You ain’t that. You’re sharp, Taylor, and you can get around whatever bull she’s whispering out there to psych you out.” Finger in face. “I wanna see focus from you. Whatever’s happening out there”—he waved one hand—“it stays out there. Understand?”

			And that was as close as Coach Fox got to compassion. “Yes, sir.”

			“This summer,” he said. “You. Those plays. You spend time with them. You get it down cold, Taylor. God help you if you come in for practice in August and you ain’t got it.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			He stared one minute more. She didn’t break the gaze; Fred liked that contest, too. Finally, Fox muttered, “Alright,” and let her loose.

			Her teammates were trailing out. High fives, claps on the back. Samantha caught her in a hug. “Left it in front of your locker,” she whispered.

			Birdie peeled off her sweaty clothes, dreading what she might read. It would have been better were it Sports—reading stuff about herself wasn’t fun, but she tended to survive. This, however, was the Business section. Finally, she picked it up. Right there, below the fold: “Local CEO Trying To Keep Business Alive.” The photo was Fred, solo, in front of the Winchester Road placard, hair slightly ruffled, looking wistfully out onto the horizon. The story: a much-loved family chain, a regional jewel, under the threat of the encroaching Beast from Oklahoma, as well as—this, hinted—family turmoil. After all, it was Fred and Fred alone, issuing this story, and with just the right hint of vulnerability: “This is God testing me,” Taylor reflected. “I am a man of faith. With God by my side, I can take this test and make it into an opportunity. I trust our shoppers.”

			Birdie folded the paper in half, then placed it in her backpack and put her head between her knees.

			When she’d started getting a little press coverage sophomore year, Birdie had been in the unusual position of having two parents with interview practice under their belt. Fran and Fred both had coached her—don’t ever respond to questions with one-word answers, always No, but…or Yes, and…And keep it positive. Sound like the good kid you are.

			This story was strategy: she loved her father, but Jesus, there was stink all over this.

			In the parking lot, Benny’s sleeves were rolled up to his elbows; for all the world, he looked like he was going to try to take Fred, who was shifting his weight from side to side, doing that thing where he was trying to laugh as if he didn’t care what you were saying, but really, he was so angry he was on the verge of a fit. When they saw her, they stopped.

			On Fred’s face, relief. Birdie was an out. “What happened, sissy? You had that shot. It was clear.”

			“Sure you’re not gonna make her pay for dinner, too?” Benny said. “How about, I’m proud of you! How about, Winning isn’t everything!”

			“Don’t tell me how to talk to my daughter.”

			Birdie held out the Herald.

			Benny: “Oh, good. She already saw.”

			“Don’t give the Herald credit,” she said. “Becky Tumey took that weight off their shoulders.”

			Birdie felt a foot twinge as they squabbled. She reached into her backpack, retrieved a banana. She could eat through just about anything. She even ate through Fran’s divorce announcement. “I’d divorce you, too,” she’d told her mother while clearing half a pizza.

			“All I wanna know,” Benny said, “is who you paid to publish it for you.”

			“I didn’t pay nobody. They called me. It’s reporting. Business, son.” Then, with a forced chuckle, “You’ll learn.”

			Benny gave a bark of laughter. “Right. I am a man of faith! Fred Taylor, boy preacher! Come on. You’re practically an atheist. You spent Sundays in the bathroom looking at those weird old foot fetish postcards.”

			Fred’s face darkened. “What, while you were off somewhere smoking dope?”

			Benny raised his eyebrows. Grinned at Birdie. “Touché,” he said. An eight-dollar word, Fred would call it. It was as good as a starting shot. Birdie forced herself to take another bite.

			“You need to remember that I am your boss, Benjamin,” Fred said. “And you don’t talk to your boss thatta way.”

			“I’m your son,” Benny reminded him.

			“You are talking yourself right out of a job,” Fred warned.

			“You interrupted me. My sister—the kid who just played her ass off out there—saw this article, too. And her friends saw it. And it was terrible for her.”

			This caught Fred on the back foot. He gave a quavering glance in her direction. Birdie trained her eyes to the ground. Told herself: Chew, swallow.

			“Would you stop threatening me and just talk to me instead?” Benny took a deep breath. He was trying to get his temper under control—new endeavor for him. “Why not use a little discretion here? Work with Fran. Make a plan. She’s smarter than Combs or Farmington or whoever fed you this idea. Don’t declare war where everyone can see it. Don’t put on a show.”

			Fred wagged a hand toward Birdie. “She shouldn’t be here for this.”

			“Why not?” she said. He stared at her. She shrugged, shrinking inside. In a small voice: “This is affecting me.”

			“She’s right,” Benny said. “I know you think you’ll win with this. But it’s not going to work that way. Everyone will get hurt. You are included in everyone.”

			“Because you’re the expert,” Fred sighed.

			“I’m not,” Benny said, “but I have eyes. If you’re angry, do something else about it. Don’t broadcast it. It doesn’t make you look tough. It makes you look weak.”

			Fred gave a short, sharp laugh. “I’m not the one taking orders from my mama.”

			“I’m more concerned with protecting your daughter from Werewoman out there.” Benny looked at her. “Bird. That girl from Polk said something about this article during the game?”

			“Yes,” Birdie said. Fred gazed at her, color high in his cheeks. A betrayal, she thought. But Benny nodded. Go on. She was Fred’s little rubber band—what he’d started calling her back in seventh grade, when she sprained her ankle, then snapped right back weeks later. Maybe he would listen to her.

			“You were the one who told me that you control your remarks in an interview,” she told him. “I think acting like what’s going on with Mom isn’t a big deal is—better for everyone.”

			Fred appeared to consider this for a moment before Benny said, “She’s right.”

			Dammit, Benny. Birdie closed her eyes. Just like that, they lost purchase with Fred.

			“Neither of y’all know what you’re talking about,” he said, “so keep it to yourself next time.” He pointed to Birdie. “You can forget about dinner. You need to watch it with those bananas, anyway. You don’t need to gain any more weight.”

			“What?”

			But Fred was already stalking away. “Wow. Are you kidding me?” Benny said to Fred’s back. Fred ignored this. Climbed into the car.

			Benny took her duffel bag. “Don’t listen to him,” he told her. “He’s just pissed because we both disagree with him. Let’s do drive-through.”

			Coach Fox had told them that—because they got nothing else out of defeat—they needed to learn one thing from every loss they experienced. At the following practice, they would be forced to share, in detail, that thing with the rest of the team. That night, Birdie learned there was, in fact, one thing that robbed her of appetite: Fred treating her like everybody else.
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			The next morning, a soft knock at the door: the plane of her mother’s face appeared. “Hi, sissy.”

			Birdie put her pencil down. Coach Fox’s play binder was in front of her.

			“You had breakfast? I can make something.”

			“I’m not hungry.”

			Fran tilted her head. “You had a pretty mean monkey on your back last night.”

			“That is one way of referring to Becky.”

			Hand to mouth. “That was Becky?”

			“She transferred.”

			“My goodness,” Fran said. “Oh, that poor girl.”

			Birdie picked up her pencil. “Yeah, that poor girl tried to break my ankle. She’s a psychopath.”

			Private opinion: Birdie felt that Fran had played this whole affair thing sloppily. Sure—she wasn’t happy. But Fran had set a precedent to protect the peace. Fred’s peace. Then, she decided she didn’t want to do it anymore. And now Fred was exacting payment.

			Fran let her body lean, liquid, into the doorjamb: “What did she say to you?”

			“I’ll give you a hint,” Birdie said. “She can read just enough to pick up a Herald.”

			Fran winced. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

			“I was, too.”

			“You read it, I imagine.”

			“I did.”

			“Would you like to talk about it?”

			“I would not.”

			The air tightened a bit. “That was poor timing at the very least. I’m sorry it affected the game.”

			Birdie shrugged. Looked back down at the plays. Her concentration was shot. “Well, that’s what happens when you treat someone with kid gloves for years, then suddenly decide, Wait, I don’t want to do this anymore.”

			Fran folded her arms over her chest. “What do you mean by that?”

			“You did everything for him. And then you stop?” Birdie said. “Of course he’s mad.”

			Fran took a beat, narrowing her eyes. “I am very sorry about Becky’s comments. It’s not fair for you to be on the receiving end of whatever nasty things people are saying right now. But I think that’s a bit harsh. And a bit presumptuous.”

			Birdie knew that another kind of person—namely Fred—might have been glad to pick a fight with her. But a fight was not a contest to her mother. Which meant that this divorce was going to be very hard for her.

			Birdie flicked to a new play. “Please shut my door,” she said. “I have work I need to take care of.” And Fran, to her credit, did exactly that.
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			A couple months later, just before school let out, a journalist from Sports Illustrated called Fred’s condo. Birdie got to the phone before Fred did, and he stood watching her, hands splayed, questions on his face, until she turned her gaze to the floor. They wanted to interview and photograph her for an issue in January: America’s Next Generation of Athletes. “We’ll even come to you,” the journalist said. “We’d like to set something up in a few months.”

			“Sure,” Birdie said, putting on her adult voice—she’d been told by several people, including Fred, that she now sounded unnervingly like Fran. “By the way, is this the only phone number you have listed?”

			And that was how Birdie figured out that Fred had been giving some of the recruiters his number exclusively. When she hung up: “Dad, you need to give anyone who wants to talk about me the Triple Crown number first. I’m there more.”

			Fred, turning to fetch pop from the fridge.

			“Dad, did you hear me?”

			“Yes, I heard you.”

			“Will you please make sure?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“I’m only here every other weekend,” she pressed. “I need to be here for these calls.” More silence. “Dad, please make sure.”

			“Yes,” he snapped. “Good God. Which one was it?”

			“Sports Illustrated. They want to interview me for a high school story they’re doing.”

			He nearly dropped the can. “Where? When? Do they want to interview your parents?”

			She stared at him. “They didn’t say anything about interviewing anyone else. I think my interview’s going to be pretty short.”

			“Well.” Dampened slightly: “That’s good news, sissy.” He got a glass from the cabinet, but he was thrumming. “You know, I was thinking. I got the number of the best orthodontist in town. Just joined the Star. How about I give him a call next week, get you an appointment?”

			“For what?”

			“For braces,” he said. “Girl’s gonna need nice, straight teeth if she’s gonna be playing on CBS.”

			She covered her mouth with her hand. “I don’t need braces. I like my teeth the way they are.”

			Fred, pushing exhalation through his nose. To the side, “She don’t want em. Likes her teeth the way they are.”

			She hated it when he did this—repeating whatever she said, sometimes in singsong, to an audience only he could see. Fred, the stand-up: public humiliation without the public. She wondered what her father saw when he looked at her. She looked like him. That was the thing. She knew her father’s type; he liked a lot of leg. Fran had legs up to her fucking neck. Ditto for Pammy, the likeliest contender for a post-divorce girlfriend. She caught a glimpse of her face in the factory-direct mirror hanging on the living room wall: moon face, little acne blossom on her chin.

			There was a lot to be said, Birdie thought, for instinct. The queasiness that drew you out of the way of, say, a Becky Tumey, or that had compelled her to let the guy swerving in the Camaro behind her zoom past during a recent driving lesson with Benny. Not five minutes later, they passed his car wrapped around a tree. It paid to watch and listen to people, she thought. She’d watched Fred with her brothers. She’d watched him with Sam, especially. Her father could be a wonderful man. But he could also turn into something scary when he wasn’t getting what he wanted. When he was feeling small, when he was feeling wronged. And right now, he was turning.

			It was the banana comment that turned her. She no longer trusted Fred. Not completely. Not as she had.

			“You need to give anyone who asks for a phone number Mom’s number, too. Okay?” she said. “I know what happened there, and I don’t like it.”

			Fred put the can down and stared at her. She thought about following this with the suggestion that he save his money for alimony. Decided against it. She flexed her hand in front of her face instead. Look at that, she thought. That hand could cut off airflow. Beats the hell out of long legs.
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			The following week, she stayed late at school to take her updated medical records to the athletic offices. She found Coach Fox in his office watching tapes on his little TV. “Taylor,” Fox said. “Last day of school. You ain’t running out the doors?”

			She shrugged. “I like it here.” She looked around, doubtful. His office was a litter of paperwork and air pumps and history books. “Should I hand these off to Mrs. Lopez later?”

			He shook his head. “They won’t get eaten, promise.” Took them, gestured to an empty chair. She sat. He reached over, pressed Play. It was her—the Polk Central game. She spotted Becky’s French braid, sprouting strands, her wide back in a red jersey. Dancing, then lunging.

			Birdie grimaced. “Okay, in retrospect? Ref should have called that.”

			Fox chewed on his lower lip. “That ref’s been reported. Several times. Privately, Tumey always put me in mind of”—he hesitated—“well, a cock fight. Don’t suppose you’ve ever been to one.”

			“Uh, no.”

			“Feed a bird blood and fear,” he said, “and you’ll make it a killer. That’s her. And she’s a kid, man. That’s rough.”

			Birdie watched herself—she was all dark ponytail and brows on-screen. Maybe Fred had a point about the braces. And the bananas. Onscreen, she whirled around Becky. Carved a path to the hoop.

			“There you go, Taylor,” Fox said. “Look at that hustle right there.”

			“I study the plays every night,” she said. “I’ll know them by heart when school starts.”

			“I know you will.”

			Birdie scratched her leg. Coach appreciated it when you just said what you were thinking. Showing your process, he called it. He was, cussing and screaming aside, a good teacher. She also knew that, when he had to talk to a parent, he talked to Fran. She sensed his wariness of Fred. Fred glad-handed, Fred bullshat. She figured: probably safe. “Could you do me a favor?”

			“What?”

			“I think my dad is giving a lot of the recruiters his name and info. And not my mom’s.” She made herself say it quickly: “They’re, um, separated.”

			Fox frowned. “I know. I’m sorry about that.”

			“If anyone talks to you about wanting to get in touch with us, could you give them Fran’s number first? The Triple Crown Drive address?”

			Fox shifted, nodded. Deep in thought. “I will do that,” he said. “In fact, I can contact the ones I know about and tell them, specifically, to add her name first. Front office’ll do the same—here. Come on.”
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			Later that night, she and Fran were loading the trunk after shopping at Kroger. Birdie had just opened a box of Cheez-Its. “We’re gonna have dinner soon,” Fran told her.

			“Ninety minutes is not soon.”

			That was when the guy sprinted toward them. He gave a little spring to his step, then reached out and pushed Fran down by the shoulders nearly knocking her into the car. It was a goosing—the kind Birdie hadn’t seen since middle school. Fran stayed craned over for a moment, breathing hard, before she scowled up at him.

			“Duck, lesbo,” the guy screamed. And then he sprinted off, rolls of fat trembling below his shirt. He wasn’t hiding his face: no hood, no scrunching. He threw himself into a sedan. The sedan screeched off.

			What Birdie would remember best, however, was the depth of his voice. It wasn’t a kid. It wasn’t even a young person. It had been a man, an adult, the kind who might teach a class or sell insurance or give a sermon or arrest someone. On the back of a car, a bumper sticker: My Child is an Honors Student at City Elementary!
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			That summer, Nora had daily updates for Benny from the home office. Apparently, Farmington had started stopping by whenever he felt like it, despite the fact that the woman he and Fred were suing was just down the hall. He’d complimented the article: “Good picture,” he’d said. “Get you some high-class poon with that picture.”

			The foot fetish comment bothered Fred so much that, at one point, Nora was forced to intercept a request to remove Benjamin Taylor from payroll. From there, a firestorm: Luce, calling the home office, Nora hearing her from two rooms away as she warned Pammy, “Tell him I will talk to him later. He doesn’t get to dodge my call. Write it down, Pamela.”

			Pammy, handing Fred the note: “Do I finally have permission to hate her?”

			Fran, heading into Fred’s office and shutting the door: “You are not firing Benny.”

			“I have a phone call in two minutes,” Fred said.

			“It can wait. People like Benjamin are keeping us going, Fred. He is running the most successful branch in the city.”

			“You gave him the most successful branch in the city.”

			“That’s not true,” she said. “He’s doing the work. Plus, think about how that would look in an article. Local CEO tries to keep business alive by firing son.”

			It would be the only time Fran would refer to the article.
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			“He’s Samming me,” Benny said.

			Nora rolled over. “What’s that?”

			They were in her apartment, naked in the air-conditioning. There were four cats staring lazily at them from different perches. Opposite the bed, in a glass case: Nora’s extensive collection of knives.

			“Cold shoulder,” Benny said. “Sam was in the psych hospital five or six years ago, right? One of the best things that ever happened to him. But Fred thought it was a waste of money. I think he thought Sam was trying to embarrass him. But for months, after he was in the hospital, Fred wouldn’t talk to him or look at him. Instead of hugging him when he got out? Tried to shake his hand.” Benny turned over to monitor Nora, who was staring intently at the ceiling. He hungered to make her crack. It was tough to do—to make her give of herself. She remained still.

			Fred and Fran now communicated largely with memos typewritten by Pammy, amended by Fran’s scrawling notes. On a recent entry about price increases on women’s apparel, Fran had diplomatically penned two notes: 1. Send payment for Birdie’s uniform. 2. Call Sam on Tuesday re: birthday. When they spoke, it was in brief sentences. Fran: “We need an asset protection seminar in Morehead.”

			Fred: “Another one?”

			Fran: “I’ll send Dewayne. Thanks.” Door shut.

			Or Fran: “Birdie’s uniform is at the Sports Shoppe, can you pick it up?”

			Benny was watching something he would never fully understand. Demolishing a marriage this old was like demolishing a house that had been rebuilt three times over—there were surprises in the walls. Accompanying Fred’s angry silence were the days when he would, for reasons of his own, turn sad, want closeness. It was as if Fred didn’t quite know who he was now. “Sure, sure.”

			But Fran, who knew enough to not cuddle with a snake, would politely ignore it—“Thanks.”

			On a Tuesday afternoon in August, a young, watery-looking guy stepped into the office holding a thick manila envelope and, glancing at the label, asked for “Francine Taylor.” When Pammy offered to take it, he shook his head: “Sorry, ma’am. I gotta give it to her.”

			According to Nora, Fred appeared at his door with a panicked expression, shaking his head. Fran walked past: “Yes?”

			“Are you Francine Taylor?”

			“I am.”

			The guy handed her the package. “You’ve been served.”

			There was a moment in which everyone—Pammy, Nora, Fred, the two secretaries at the back, Dewayne, who had arrived for a meeting with Fran—was afraid to breathe. Then Fran said, “Thank you.” To Pammy: “Can I see your letter opener?” Slich. Then Fran walked back to her office, rapped her knuckles on Fred’s door: “I got it,” she’d said. “Thank you.”
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			Other changes: a new wariness from Pammy, who’d always been game to flirt before, but was now prim and disapproving around Benny. The first sign Fred had recruited her for—unclear purposes.

			“They’re banging,” Nora supplied.

			Benny crumpled his face and began groaning.

			“Yeah. Probably one of those nights that he asked her to ‘help him with some invoices.’ I always steered clear of those nights.” Lower: “I don’t like body horror.”

			“Think she enticed him with a big old pitcher of Crystal Light?”

			This, with forty percent smile: “He smells her hair.”

			Benny yelped and rolled into a fetal position. The one thing on earth that actually made him want to die: the thought of Fred in coitus.
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			It was a bad time for Baker-Taylor’s. There was potential arson at a Huntington site; the arsonist was a female employee who’d claimed that her boss had pawed and pestered her into quitting. Fran had fired the man after. When Fred had gotten after her about it, Nora reported that Fran, speechless, had shut the door in his face.

			The Beast had made good on its threat to expand into bulk buying. It had also opened the first of what it was calling its Mega Stores—full grocery section, in addition to electronics, auto and body shop, optometrist, beauty salon, and full home and garden. While B&T would love to compete, Fran told Benny, they just weren’t that kind of outfit. “That’s a kind of capital almost beyond what we can imagine,” Fran said. “They’re not a company. They’re a small country.”

			This was how Benny made a grim discovery: he was good at laying people off. He was a gentle undertaker. A hugger, a secret bonus slipper, a donut furnisher, a coffee pourer. He’d learned from the best. Fran had always put a lot of effort into hiring folks—really getting to know them—and she put as much effort into letting them go. She brought food, tissues, coffee. She even brought résumé templates for those who needed the help. “Probably a good thing it’s us,” Fran said, leaning her head against the window while he drove. “You know what Jack used to call this? Killing work.”

			Benny sighed. “Thanks for the levity, Uncle Jack. Jesus.”

			“Well, we’re kind killers,” Fran said.

			They were driving to Chattanooga to close a store. This was a big one—about sixty employees. It was one of the first expansion stores they’d opened, Fran told him. 1976. Their job was to inform the staff, give them a timeline, and walk the managers through the inevitable.

			Toward the end of the meeting, a wispy, middle-aged guy parked in the front row with his legs splayed out said, “I got a question.”

			Fran’s shoulders sagged. The rest of the room had absorbed the bad news as expected—tears, the bowing of heads, the worried gazes. But this guy had been making an ornament of his boredom: arms crossed over chest, hands tucked into his armpits. But she said, “Yes?”

			The man flouted his lips, gave his head a thoughtful twiddle. Savored the moment: “Is this a Christian company?”

			“What do you mean?”

			He shrugged. “Are you a Christian company? Simple as that.”

			“Our employees are all denominations,” she said. “We respect their privacy enough to not make inquiries.”

			“But does Baker-Taylor’s care about doing the right thing?” A slow, languorous blink.

			Fran was already scanning for other questions. “We’re here, seeing to this personally, offering our help. If that’s not the right thing, I don’t know what is.”

			“No, you don’t.”

			Fran: “We’re moving on.”

			Louder: “I don’t like taking orders from someone who breaks the law of God. Going outside the boundaries of husband and wife,” he continued, “committing deviant acts—”

			Benny felt his breath catch. “Excuse me?” Fran moved for him. He advanced around her. “What did you say?”

			The man stopped. A genuine smile, at Benny’s approach: the room was his now. “Woman with woman. It’s wrong. Says so in the New Testament.”

			“Uh-uh,” Benny said. “You’re not doing this here. Who the hell are you?”

			“Doug Collier,” the man told him loudly. “I’m the assistant stock manager, and I’m a Christian—”

			Benny went hot all over. “You’re fired.”

			The guy’s face paled. He took a beat to regain composure. “You cain’t fire me.”

			“My last name’s Taylor, man.” Benny addressed the room. “Can’t imagine this being an issue after this, but you’re still technically employed, and you can still technically be fired. Which severs you from the bonus we mentioned. Which also messes up your unemployment benefits.”

			He heard Fran sigh behind him. But she didn’t stop him.

			Benny pointed at the guy. “You can fix this. Wanna apologize to Mrs. Taylor?”

			Collier gave his head a decisive snap. “I got God on my side.”

			“You’re gone,” Benny said. “Out.”

			Collier smoldered. He didn’t move.

			Benny bent forward. Eye contact, Fred style. “Get the fuck out.”

			Collier sniffed, swung his legs around, and ducked out, giving his chair a kick as he did. The chair skittered and fell over. Benny retrieved it. To Fran, “What else did we have?”

			Fran’s face was white. “Let’s end early,” she managed. “You have questions, you can call me. I’m going to put my direct office number up here on the board. It’ll be me, not an assistant.” She turned to the rolling board. She’d been holding a pencil. It had broken in her hand. When she put the pieces on the board shelf, Benny saw a smear of blood on her palm.
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			Fran let him drive. As they were pulling out: “Don’t do that again, Benjamin.”

			“He deserved it.”

			“Maybe. But you’re not doing yourself any favors by letting yourself fly off the handle. Guy like that feeds off you storming around making threats. Just get rid of him.”

			He could feel the irritation making his scalp prickle. “So I should have just let him run his mouth?”

			“There are other ways of handling it when someone bullies you,” Fran said. “Pick your battles. Those people in there are going to be on the unemployment line soon. Your focus should be on them. Not on Bobby Churchgoer having a fit because he sees something that doesn’t square with the New Testament.”

			“I did that for you.”

			“No,” Fran said thoughtfully. “Part of that was you doing it for you, honey.”

			Something had begun to change for Fran, when she went out in public that summer. News of the divorce was everywhere; people knew, and it was hard to not connect it to the store closures. Benny was a little sheepish at his own surprise. He’d grown up in a world where others admired his parents’ success and wanted to get closer to them. So part of him was shocked to hear of the well-heeled mother of some old girlfriend of Josiah’s frowning and winging herself into the coat section when Fran greeted her by name. A group of college guys who followed her through Fayette Mall making slurping noises. A note scrawled in longhand and left under the windshield wiper of her Buick: “God is watching you. God will judge you.”

			And that was hatred that behaved itself. The worst: a clean-shaven man with his golf shirt tucked into his khakis who winged a fountain Coke at her in the Druther’s parking lot. Fran managed to dodge before it smashed the side of her car, ice and sugar splattering everywhere. “Fuckin dykes go to hell,” he’d screamed.

			“I’m saying that storming around yelling is a luxury I don’t get,” Fran told him stiffly. “And maybe that’s a good thing, because it’s a waste of time. Focus on the right things here.”

			This, Benny thought, was just about the worst feeling in the world—disappointing Fran. “Storming around yelling is the only way a guy like that is going to get the message,” Benny said.

			“I don’t care whether he gets the message or not.” Fran tilted her head back, closed her eyes. “He doesn’t matter.”
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			“Fran needs help,” Benny said.

			“Okay,” Sam replied. “Let’s help her. Tell me what’s going on.”

			There were few things in Benny’s life that did him as much good as seeing Sammy alert and content, at work on a commissioned portrait of a local judge. After the electroshock, he started to grow his skin back. Make new work. The rich guy who’d ended up being his art dealer had sold one of Sam’s pieces for enough money in New York to allow Sam to live in a little apartment of his own downtown and keep a space in the dealer’s warehouse, where Benny had met him that day. He painted while listening, occasionally breaking in to ask questions.

			“I’d trust her instincts,” Sam said mildly, after Benny outlined what happened at the store closure. “She’ll fight back if she needs to.”

			Benny shook his head. “She’s never had to deal with this kind of thing before,” he said. “This kind of—rabid meanness. You can’t really treat people like the guy at the store like they have good character. You have to treat them like they’re dangerous.” He paused. “She’s getting afraid to go out. She still makes herself do it, but the way she looks around now? Kind of vetting a place before she steps in?”

			Sam frowned. “That’s bad.”

			“Birdie was there for a few of these. We are really fucking up high school for her.”

			Sam, in a low voice: “It’s not us.”

			“I was talking about us in the collective sense.”

			“We are no longer a collective.”

			This didn’t quite jibe with the Samwise Benny was used to, who gave just about everyone a natural benefit of the doubt. It was a little unnerving to see just how much he resented Fred. Sam pet an extra layer of oil onto an eyebrow. “It’s true, Ben. Remember the hospital? It wouldn’t have cost him a thing to just say nothing. Like, have a seat and watch Gunsmoke, Dad. If he’d had his way, I’d still be out lurching around in the woods, just so people wouldn’t have to know his son was getting zapped.” Sam plunked his brush in water. “Actually, you have a point. Mom’s smart, but I wonder if her view of Dad is kind of—naïve. They’ve known each other since they were kids.”

			Benny scratched his head, annoyed. “Dude, were you not listening to me? You can’t—”

			Footsteps, coming up the concrete stairs. A woman’s voice: “Charlie?”

			Sam gave Benny a little smile. “Good timing.”

			Wendy Patterson stepped through, sunglasses pushed to the top of her head, all milk and gold. When she saw the two of them, she stopped. “Oh.”

			Sam waved. “We were just talking about you.” He traded a look with Benny. “You remember Benny? Hit on you when he was like thirteen?”

			Wendy smiled, nodded diplomatically. “Uh-huh. It’s nice to see you, Benny.”

			“Likewise.” Confirmed: still cute. He took note of the denim jacket. It was definitely the same one Fran had been wearing the week prior.

			Sam cleared his throat. “Wendy does work for Charlie sometimes. Whenever he sends photos of my stuff to galleries, she is the one taking photographs.”

			“No kidding,” Benny said pointedly.

			Sam rose. “Coffee?”

			“Yes, please.” Wendy slowly unlooped her bag from her shoulder.

			“It’s okay,” Benny assured her. “I’m—I was going to say neutral, but I’m not, really.”

			Wide eyes. In a small voice: “You’re Fran’s little piggy.”

			Benny laughed. Relief: she thought like a Taylor. Well, how much time had she spent hanging out with Fran? “Sam, hear that?”

			Sam turned the crank on his grinder, listening to the beans crack. “I was talking to Wendy about having her and Holly over for dinner some night.”

			“And I was talking to Sam about how it’s not the right time.” Wendy settled onto a stool.

			“It’s just dinner.”

			Wendy sent him a look. But Benny straightened up. Fred had all the assholes in the world making a united front. Why not make their own? Why not help to speed things along—Fran’s new life. And having Wendy close by—as Fran’s support, incentive—would be a good thing. Benny scooted his chair over. Charm offensive: “My fried chicken didn’t figure into this, though. It’s better than Fran’s.”

			Wendy: “I’m sure it’s lovely. Sam, I brought the proofs over. Let me know what you think.”

			“What’s wrong with my chicken?” Benny persisted.

			“It’s not the chicken.”

			“Is it Fran getting fountain drinks thrown at her in public?”

			Another needling look. Oh, she could do stern, this one. “Partially.”

			“Wendy.” Sam brought down cups. “Tell him.”

			She slumped. “God, Sammy.”

			To Benny: “Wendy’s landlords are selling. She needs a place to live.”

			“In, like, six months,” Wendy said. “I have time.”

			“Fran could use the help,” Sam told Wendy. “He’s going to stick her with the house. Charlie heard from his realtor friend that Fred’s looking.”

			A standoff, one with a well-trod silence. Just how long had Sam and Wendy been buddies like this? Guy kept whole worlds to himself now. It scared Benny a little.

			Benny followed Sam’s lead. “How about I offer free moving services? Me and, like, three security guys from Baker-Taylor’s. See? We have it all planned out.”

			Wendy looked back and forth between the two of them. Finally settled on Benny. “Benny, do you know why I quit Baker-Taylor’s?”

			“Uh.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Because you and Fran broke up? I know about that, by the way, and it’s fine.”

			At this, Wendy’s shoulders relaxed. She gave him a little smile. “Good guess. But not quite. It was mostly because your dad found out about the loan. And as much as I believe Fran is in charge, I think—and I say this with all due respect”—an edge here—“it is safest to not underestimate someone like your dad, who believes that he is in charge. I didn’t want my income or safety tied to anyone else’s whims. So I left.”

			He was getting a better idea of what got Fran’s blood going about this woman. “It’s just dinner,” Benny repeated. “I’ll be there. Sam’ll be there. Fred won’t know. It’s none of his business, anyway. It’ll be fine.”

			“Right,” Wendy said. “Look, I just came to drop these off.” She stood up, shouldered her bag. “I tell you what. Fry that chicken for Fran. She’s meeting with her lawyer today. She’ll probably need some cheering up.”

			“Come over,” he told her. “Bring the kid. Will you think about it?” He gave her the puppy gaze, then sobered. “Come on. It’ll be good.”

			Wendy closed her eyes, titled her head. “Hard to deny the Benny Taylor sell,” she sighed. Did Fran tell her about his outburst? Wendy knew him. They’d all been quietly tracking this, Benny realized—the life within the life of the family. Wendy had been a part of them for a long time. “I’ll think about it,” she said as she left.
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			Senior year. The class of 1990 filed into the auditorium on the first day of school and was told that with freedom—internships, work-studies—comes responsibility. Birdie positioned herself to be first out the door. She did not live in the same world as her classmates—a feeling she’d always had that was increasing. More than ever, she had the sense that attending school, playing ball, conditioning, was a job—all of it. She was forever at work.

			God, I’m such a Taylor, she thought.

			On the short list: Connecticut, Tennessee, Louisville, UNC, UVA (Josiah was really pushing for that one, and she could see why—it was a campus of kids who were essentially Josiah, but she was there to play ball, not rush a sorority). Seven other schools were gunning for her, too. They’d cranked up their efforts over the summer. The night before, Birdie had gathered with Fred and Fran—in all their stultifying, barely-speaking-to-each-other awkwardness—at the home office to field a phone call from the head coach of the number-one-ranked team in the country. Fran had perched on a chair with a legal pad in front of her scribbling notes about tuition fees, room and board, Birdie’s obligations. “You’ll be an employee,” she told Birdie on the way home. “They call it the NCAA, but it’s a corporation, and you’ll be working for them. We need to know exactly what you can and cannot do.”

			The first question Fred had: “How about endorsements?”

			Fran was silent as the coach said, “Not in college, Mr. Taylor.”

			When she arrived home from school that day, 194 Triple Crown was in uproar. The Wendy Pattersons were arriving for dinner. Sam was placing tulips into a vase in the dining room. “Ooh, the dining room,” Birdie said. “Cue the butler.”

			“Mom’s pretty freaked. We want to make Wendy and Holly feel welcome. Not weird.”

			“Good luck with that.”

			“I was wondering if you could help with Holly,” he said. “Maybe show her your trophies or something?”

			“Yeah, alright.” She started setting places. She wondered if she could claim a migraine. It would be her first.

			“You’ll like Wendy,” he said quietly. “I’ve known her for a while.”

			“How?” It was a little stunning, just how many people Sam knew in town. He had a magnetism that crept up on you.

			“Works with Charlie sometimes. She’s a photographer.”

			Birdie had only the foggiest memories of Wendy Patterson. She couldn’t even summon the woman’s face. She was blond and had been an employee—like a lot of blonde employees Fred flirted with at those dumb banquets. Irony, that it was Fran who’d picked her up. She could not square the person she knew as her mother with any lesbian she’d ever met. She’d met a few. A couple of coaches she’d really liked. A girl or two. She had nothing against it, but the idea that Fran, frankly, had sex at all was not a concept her brain wanted to handle. What she really objected to: it was just another secret, another sign that Fran wasn’t really hers, and never had been.

			Birdie felt bad for getting pissy with Sam. Whenever she did, her brain would throw up a memory—him in a hospital bed, a shade of gray she’d never seen on human skin since. Sam, her nicest brother, her softest brother. Confirmed, when he said, “I know this sucks. This whole divorce is happening at, like, the worst time for you. Can I do anything to help?”

			“Get Fred to stop bitching about my teeth.”

			One mention of Fred and the gentleness seeped out of Sam’s face. “I’ll talk to him about that. And the banana comment. That conversation’s overdue.”

			A little lump was forming in her throat. Good old ghosty Sam, she thought. I could do just about anything and he’d still love me. She swallowed, began to lay out the forks.

			Fran, hair upswept, heels clicking across the floor. “Birdie, go change out of your sweat clothes, please.”

			“I’m not dressing up.”

			“I’d settle for something clean.” When the doorbell chimed, Fran started. Slapped Birdie on the hip. “Go on.”

			Birdie plodded up the steps, making each footfall count. Glutes, she thought. She took her time choosing jeans and a sweatshirt, anxiously monitoring the low burble of noise from downstairs. She dressed, then stood at the top of the landing to peer down: Fran, standing close to a curvy blonde in a sundress and cowboy boots. Young. Or younger than Fran, anyway—Christ, was that a nose ring? Sam nearby, holding what appeared to be a cake from Kroger. Benny in his stupid I Kiss Better Than I Cook! apron. Then, the kid: a skinny middle schooler who didn’t look much like her mother, with dark hair streaming down her back, big deep eyes examining everything. Birdie sometimes forgot how big their house was. They’d moved in when she was eleven, and it had simply become home to her: there was the den step where Benny split his lip, twice, and there was the newel post that sometimes fell off and had to be screwed back on. It had taken a visit from Reenie and Samantha—one of whom lived in an apartment, the other of whom lived in a normal split-level—to make Birdie see the expanse of the cherrywood paneling, the liquid staircase, the track lighting. Fred had wanted a house that would impress him every time he coasted into the drive. As a result, it did not impress her at all.

			Holly didn’t seem too wowed, either. She looked uncomfortable. Wendy reached out and pulled Holly toward her. Holly spotted Birdie then. Before language, looks: There you are. The other kid.

			Fran glanced up. “Sissy, come say hello.”

			Birdie crept down. Nodded at Wendy, who smiled and stuck out her hand, said, “You must be Roberta.” To Holly: “Look, babe. There’s the future Miss Bluegrass Ball.”

			Her gut gave a tug. Had Fran bragged? “I don’t know about that,” she said, tentatively taking Wendy’s hand.

			“I do,” Wendy said. “You’re amazing. We watched your last game. Your mom had the tape.”

			Birdie looked at Fran, who gave her a mild smile. “Sissy’s having a good season,” Fran said. “She’s putting in the work.”

			“She’s going to be interviewed by Sports Illustrated,” Sam jumped in. “In January, right, Bird?”

			Birdie felt a glow in her chest. It prompted her to ask Holly, “Do you like basketball?”

			“I like watching,” she said. “And I like playing. But I’m not too coordinated.”

			Coordinated. They had another Josiah on their hands.

			And of course, at dinner, Holly said, “Fran, are you getting a divorce?”

			Fran gave a cackle. “This one don’t mince words,” she told the table.

			Birdie felt a twinge. “Well, answer the question, Fran,” she said.

			Fran frowned at her. “I am,” she said. “It’s not very pleasant. But it’s the right thing to do.”

			Wendy, looking embarrassed: “Hol, let’s talk about it later.”

			“It’s alright.” Fran shrugged. “It’s no secret.”

			“And I heard you and Walter talking about it on the porch one night,” Holly told her mother, matter-of-fact.

			Wendy traded a look with Fran. When did they have the chance to build all this up? This intricate network of pauses and prompts and looks. It was a play being executed. And it was practiced.

			But then Wendy looked at Birdie. Smiled at her. Conspiratorially, in a way: she knew how weird this was, too. Birdie tried to smile back.

			“So when is it happening?” Holly said.

			“Right now,” Sam told her. “Divorce can take a long time. Especially when there’s a business and a house. They have to split everything up. The lawyers file papers with the courts and talk with each other.”

			Holly smiled. All girls loved Sam. The boys really were the facilitators tonight. Benny had enlisted Holly to help in the kitchen, giving her his second-stupidest apron (Sassy Molassey!). Fran complimented them both: “This chicken is lethal, you all.”

			Benny pinched Fran’s forearm. “I told the Kroger butcher I needed to put some meat on those bones.”

			Fran reared back. “You mean to tell me you didn’t kill these chickens yourself, Benjamin?”

			“Lady, does it look like I know how to kill chickens?” Benny stretched his big pale arms above his head.

			Birdie rolled her eyes. Both of them in team leader mode. Pretty soon, one of them would say, “Okay, seriously, folks,” and then go into a tutorial on safe lifting. Fran leaned over the table, put Holly’s hand in her own. Said, “I’ll show you how. Watch.” She began gliding her hand left to right, Benny’s gaze following. “Do this,” Fran said. “Get em good and interested. Then—” She slammed her hand on the table.

			Sam, skeptical: “Really? That easy?”

			“Really.” Fran sat back. “Chickens are dumb.”

			Holly glowed, hand returned to her.

			After, they settled into the den to watch television. Birdie looked at them all for a long moment. Tried to create next year in her mind—Holly, sitting between Fran and Wendy, the three of them at ease, as if they’d done it a thousand times before. Birdie, at college somewhere, calling once a month, maybe. Fran could start over with a kid she’d actually spend time with. One who was still cute, one who could still make the table laugh.

			“We used to call this den Fred’s womb,” Birdie said.

			Wendy lifted her brows. Fran regarded Birdie with a level expression. She’d catch hell later. But for now, Birdie bulldozed: “It was where he hung out. He picked this sectional.”

			Benny stepped in. “Yeah, you can tell by how god-awful it is.”

			Sam, plucking up the remote: “What do we want to watch?”

			This was Benny and Sam’s way of clapping their hands over her mouth. Birdie let herself hate them both for a moment.

			Fran, with a subject change: “Gonna have to cancel this satellite package.”

			“No! I’ll pay for it,” Benny bawled. “How much?”

			She told him.

			“Shit. Guess we’re canceling the satellite package.” To Holly: “Sorry, boss.”

			She scratched her knee. “I’m fourteen. I’m not a nun.”

			Benny handed her the remote. “Well, fuck a duck, everyone, Holly gets to pick what we watch.”

			Holly settled on Cheers.

			“Guh,” Benny said.

			She rolled her eyes. “Okay, Ben, what would you like to watch?”

			Birdie felt a growing pressure on her chest. She stood. “I have to get up early. Sorry.” She did a weak little wave. “Don’t get up. Nice to meet you.”

			Wendy rose anyway. Seemed to gauge the potential for a hug. Decided on a handshake instead. “Roberta, it was so good to meet you. We’re looking forward to more time with you.”

			Birdie nodded. Holly, staring at her with those huge, dark eyes. Birdie nodded to her. Did not look at her family as she made her way up the stairs.

			From her window, she watched Fran and Wendy in the front yard. Five bucks said there was an unlit Virginia Slim in Fran’s pocket that she was waiting to light up. Fran turned, made a piggy face at Holly in the car window. Turned back to Wendy. Had it been a date? It had been, Birdie realized, but between their families. A trial run. With kids inside, kid in the car, neighbors likely peering from between blinds (at the Levy house across the street, Birdie saw the curtains twitch; Mrs. Levy, no joke, used binoculars), they each hesitated before kissing the other’s cheek.

			It was disquieting to see Fran look at Wendy this way—closely, hungrily. It took Birdie a moment to realize: it was the way Fred had looked at Fran. She could not recall Fran ever returning that look. It made Birdie feel bad for a moment, for acting the way she did at supper.

			Later, Fran would come up while Birdie was in bed. Birdie lay on her side, feigning sleep. She was thinking of chickens.
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			They began to blend, the two families—dinner a couple of times a week, with a standing engagement on Friday nights. One night, Wendy and Sam even trucked Fran over to a dance club—her first. “She was so excited,” Sam reported to Birdie later. He detailed Fran sitting in a dress with perfect posture at the bar, bright-eyed, examining everything. Beaming as a woman with an oiled duck’s ass haircut sauntered past in an old-fashioned suit, shoulder pads high and peaked, giving Fran and Wendy a conspicuously cool look before turning away.

			“What was the problem?” Birdie asked.

			“Mom’s too girlie,” Sam explained. “It’s kind of an old-fashioned idea, people thinking that femme girls need to pair up with butch girls.”

			“And how did Mom respond?”

			“She was thrilled someone finally thought she was girlie.”

			Wendy’s response: “People pick the puniest damn things to be mad about.”

			Despite herself, Birdie began to like Wendy. Wendy was fond of basketball, but she loved baseball—was a Reds fanatic—and took Birdie through all the intricacies of the game in the last of that season. For her birthday, Sam made her a little saint painting of Pete Rose, festooned with roses and gambling chips.

			Eventually—in her own, guarded way—it became apparent that Holly looked up to Birdie. Holly had begun watching NCAA games so she could report back to Birdie about what she’d noticed. Benny also noted that Holly had shifted from wearing her backpack strapped equally, on both sides, to one strap exclusively after she’d seen Birdie doing it. So this is what it felt like to be an older sibling, Birdie thought. She began taking Holly out to do layups after supper. Showing her how to dribble. Kid developed a pretty good jump shot.

			But there were cautionary measures taken. “Holly is dying to come to one of your games,” Sam told her, “but we’re holding off. Don’t want to make things weird.”

			“You don’t want Fred to see Fran and Wendy there.”

			“Fran and Wendy decided on this,” he said. “Maybe don’t mention anything about Wendy or Holly to Dad. And if he asks about them coming over, just be easy about it. Shrug it off.”

			“Dad’ll hound me about it,” she said.

			Sam was making an effort with her—picking her up from practice, inviting her to see movies or hang out in his studio. It was nice.

			“If you get really uncomfortable,” Sam told her, “say so.” He paused. “If he keeps it up, let Mom know.”

			She felt herself start to tear up, tucked her chin in. Hated herself for it. “Dad used to—like me. Of all of us—”

			Sam put a hand to her back. “You were his favorite,” he finished. It was thoughtful, smooth, no hint of resentment. “I won’t pretend to know what’s going on inside his head, Bird. All I’ll say is—it’s awesome that you’re as smart and talented as you are.” He sighed. “Because you might end up needing that scholarship money.”

			Birdie took a long look at Sam. She thought about how much easier their lives would be—or how much easier their lives would be with Fred—if they could just swap genders. She could be pretty and delicate and off-kilter. Sam could be the athlete, with strength that would make people marvel, not recoil. For she could sense the repulsion from her father. He liked the opportunities, the attention, but he didn’t like what she was becoming. She’d put on ten pounds of muscle since the summer. The other day, during a visit, he’d told her, Sit up. And put your legs together. You’re all slopped out like a boy over there.

			“I don’t know what’s going on with Mom, either,” Birdie said.

			But Birdie had to admit: she saw more of what was going on with Fran than she would have liked. For the first time in Birdie’s memory, Fran was letting people get her hot under the collar. Yet Birdie struggled to think of the person who wouldn’t be shaken by the insults and attacks Fran had been subject to that year. Most recently, while at Victorian Square to pick up Birdie’s new uniform, she’d apparently encountered that crazy woman from the TV, Lorrie Linville, whose local talk show she’d appeared on with Luce. Just as Fran opened her mouth to greet her, Lorrie pointedly averted her gaze: dismissal.

			The chill had stayed with Fran all the way home. Now she was banging around the kitchen. Thumping a cabinet shut: “Who the hell gets that good an idea of themselves to think that they can pass stone-cold judgment on someone like that?”

			Birdie found herself thankful Wendy was there to—gently—set Fran straight. “Money.”

			Fran shook her head.

			“Honey, Lorrie Linville’s an old-society hag. Phony goodwill is her oxygen.”

			Wendy was right. The ability to be money: that was not an asset that could be acquired. It was sheer hereditary conditioning. She’d already been through Josiah’s lecture, while she was reading The Great Gatsby for school. Fred, he’d told her, thought that money could buy him the kind of feeling that propelled people like Lorrie Linville through their entire lives. “Fred is Gatsbyesque,” he’d told her. “That’s basically all you need to know to write your essay.”

			“No one gets to judge my life,” Fran muttered. “That’s crap.”

			Wendy patted her on the back. “I’m sorry, honey,” she said. “But being an idealist about people generally is a little bit of a privilege.”

			And here, she passed Birdie a look.
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			One Friday night, deep in the fall, Wendy and Fran went to a get-together with some of Wendy’s co-workers at a bar downtown. Birdie agreed to keep an eye on Holly. The two of them shot hoops in the driveway until it grew dark and the streetlights began to burn, one after the other. It made Birdie nostalgic—she could not help but to think of Fred. It also made her love Holly a little bit more. She wondered if this was something Holly would remember, too.

			Inside, they downed glasses of water at the sink. When the phone rang, Birdie picked up: “Hello?”

			“Hello, cunt,” the man on the other end said.

			Birdie recalled the thing Fred had said, about her voice sounding like Fran’s now. Birdie forced a blank expression, feeling Holly watching her. “May I ask who’s calling?”

			“How’d you like me to take my big fat dick and ram it up your puss?”

			Birdie felt like throwing up. Managed, “I didn’t hear. It’ll be ready Thursday?”

			“I bet you tight,” he said. “Less you and that little girlfriend of yourn been fucking around with that fisting mess. Which case I’ll put my fist up there and break you down the—”

			“Thank you,” Birdie croaked.

			“—dyke whore,” he finished.

			“Goodbye.” She turned to hang up, breathing rapidly.

			“Who was that?” Holly refilled their waters.

			She looked out into the black of the backyard. “Dry cleaners.”
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			That night, Birdie couldn’t sleep. Around four, she took her play binder under her arm and went downstairs to study for their first home game next week. But she couldn’t focus, either. After a while, she heard someone else descending the stairs. She was relieved to find that it was Wendy, and not her mother. “Hey,” Wendy said. “Good to know I’m not the only one who can’t sleep in.” She peered closely at Birdie. She was wearing an enormous flannel shirt splattered with old paint. There was mascara still smudged below her eyes. “Unless you couldn’t sleep at all.”

			“That one,” Birdie said.

			Wendy sat beside her on the sectional. “Anything on your mind?”

			Birdie took a deep breath, monitored the upstairs for noise. Finally tried, “Something happened last night.” Then she told Wendy about the phone call. When Wendy asked her what had been said, exactly, Birdie averted her eyes and repeated it, cheeks burning. “I’m worried,” she said finally. “What if someone comes to the house? What if something happens to Fran?”

			“Fran can defend herself,” Wendy told her.

			“But could I?” Birdie said this with difficulty. “What if no one else is here, and it’s just, like, me and Holly?”

			Wendy took a long gaze at her, thinking. “I have an idea,” she said. “Let’s get dressed and take a drive.”
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			Before Benny left Nora’s apartment for Birdie’s first home game, she slipped him a file. “Drive to the high school. Then read.”

			“Nude photos?”

			She narrowed her eyes over her shoulder, pulled on a sweatshirt. Managed, “Fred wants to expand.”

			It was a chain of sporting goods stores called Madison’s, based in Florida, with stores creeping up into Alabama and Georgia. Nora had compiled a prospectus—debt-to-equity ratio, net value, earnings for the past four quarters. Benny had only heard about the Gordy’s debacle from Josiah and Fran. Fred just couldn’t get the taste out of his mouth.

			In the parking lot, Benny put his head on the steering wheel and gazed at the toes of his Air Jordans, feeling an urge to cry, huge and pure and filled with misery, that he’d not felt in years. Then he climbed out of the car, walked a couple of laps around the lot until his blood pressure came down. Then went inside.

			Home was 3–0 under the faithful guidance of Captain Taylor. Birdie was mid-jog when Benny entered. He waved to Fran and Luce sitting on the far end of Home. “I’ll be back in a few,” he called. “Gonna go say hey.”

			Fran eyed him. She knew. So did Luce, who said, “Behave yourself, Benjamin.”

			“It’ll be fine.” Big smile. Thumbs up.

			He climbed toward Fred. Thought about Luce’s advice. Grow up. It wasn’t bad advice. Demonstrating how angry he was would turn Fred on, in the same old way fights usually did: “Lookit bubby busting at the seams,” he’d chuckle. “He shore is mad.”

			He found Fred, eyes bright, rump at bench’s edge. A flicker of surprise at Benny approaching him.

			Benny sat. “How’s she looking?”

			“Good.”

			“Ankle’s healed up nice.”

			“Our little rubber band,” Fred replied, eyes tracking Birdie. “Always snaps back.”

			Birdie took an easy jump shot, then ran, color high. Benny loved this part of the game, how completely Birdie was blocking them all out.

			The whistle blew—overzealous offense. Number 14 appeared to be humping Birdie’s leg while the ref picked a bit of detritus from his ear. Fred leaned forward, troubled.

			“Heard about Madison’s.”

			Fred, giving a slight, discomfited twist of his lips. “Figured you had something to say,” he said. “You always do.”

			Benny shifted. “I looked over the prospectus. I’m curious—” Fran language. “I’m curious why we’re going for a sporting goods company.”

			“It’s called diversification,” Fred replied, an edge to his voice. “You know very well we’ve got a healthy sporting goods and outdoor inventory.”

			“But we’re not a sporting goods store.”

			Fred huffed. “It’ll be an expansion. Something we’ll focus more on.”

			“So we’re turning those Madison’s sites into Baker-Taylor’s?”

			Fred held his hand up. Birdie had the ball, was driving it crosscourt toward Home. Leaped, made the shot. A solid two. Cheers. He and Fred both broke, applauded above their heads. Birdie passed a look at them as she pivoted, following the ball. Shit, Benny thought. Now she’s playing for Daddy.

			“All of those sites are pretty close to big shopping centers,” Benny said. “And all of those shopping centers have Beast stores as anchors.”

			Fred didn’t respond. He continued watching Birdie, that muscle pulling in the side of his neck.

			“It just seems risky,” Benny said. “I didn’t see anything in the sales information that made me feel better, either.”

			Fred snorted. “I seem to recall someone getting a D-plus in algebra.”

			Benny felt a twinge. He was being tugged under. “I seem to recall someone else dropping out before he even got to algebra.”

			“Which one of us is CEO?” And here, a lilt at the end—Fred, looking sidelong at him.

			“Does it matter?”

			Fred snorted. “I’d say it does, if one of us can fire the other.”

			“Dad,” Benny said. “Can we just talk about this like it’s not a contest?”

			“It ain’t no contest,” Fred shot back.

			Benny turned to him. Fred watched the court. “Look,” he said. “Josiah’s not interested in joining the business. He’s just not. Sam’s not into it, either. So far, I’m the only one who wants to be a part of this thing. And I want to be a part of it. I’ve been coming to board meetings, for God’s sake.”

			“But you ain’t on the board,” Fred contended.

			“But I will be.”

			Fred finally looked at him. And the expression on his face made Benny nervous—his eyebrows lifted, his mouth open and wavering, as if trying to fight a smile. Sitting all by himself, Benny thought—no Fran or Uncle Jack to smooth the rougher impulses—this Fred was meaner, slyer than he’d ever been. All his worst instincts, poised to eat him.

			When had Benny ever been spared, when that version of Fred ran amok?

			Benny pressed. “I actually want to be part of the business. And I am worried about this.”

			“Well,” Fred said finally, “keep your worries to yourself. We got this in hand, son. When we do it, you’ll be glad we did.”

			From the far end of the court: Birdie, looking over at them again.

		

	
		
			18.

			During Thanksgiving weekend, Wendy began moving her belongings into 194 Triple Crown Drive. When Fred came to pick Birdie up for his weekend, he spotted Wendy’s truck and, high-pitched, said, “What’s going on here?”

			“I don’t feel comfortable answering that question. Could you please ask Mom?”

			“Don’t get smart with me.”

			She looked at him then. “What, do you want me to be dumb?” Repeated: “This is making me uncomfortable.”

			His hand tightened around the steering wheel. Hit me, she thought. Hit me, and I’ll have an excuse to go inside, take a picture, and really mess up the visitation schedule. But his gaze went back to the rearview instead. It was Holly, fetching a box from the back of Wendy’s truck. Fred’s hand went to the handle on his door.

			“Don’t,” Birdie cried. “She’s a kid.”

			His hand fell. “I don’t have anything to say to her,” he said. “But that mother of hers—”

			“Can you please just drive away?” Birdie said. “Please?”

			Fred sat for an additional moment, watching the house, making her wait. She could see him chewing the inside of his cheek. Birdie felt her heart beating in her neck. “Dad.”

			“Fine.” He yanked the car out of park.
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			On Christmas Eve, Birdie was upstairs packing for yet another Fred weekend when every single light and appliance at 194 Triple Crown Drive winked out. She flicked the light on and off a couple of times, went to the window: the Levys still had light. So did the Lees.

			Downstairs, Fran was on the phone. “Funny story.” A down note: she was quietly furious. “I tried to get my name put on our very first account with your company, and the operator wouldn’t accept it. Said it was illegal. Which was a lie.” A pause. “No, a shift in account holder wasn’t part of a divorce agreement. We’re separated. Divorce hasn’t happened yet.” Fran drummed her fingertips on the counter. “Right. Well, my oven’s electric.” She rubbed her lower back. “I’ll look for someone first thing on Tuesday then. Thank you.” She hung up. Stared at the receiver as if debating whether to bash it into the wall. Then she retrieved a Styrofoam cooler from under the sink and began socking items into it.

			“What’s going on?”

			“Daddy took his name off the electric account. Power’s out until the day after Christmas.” Fran handed her a half tub of ice cream. “Take that with you.”

			“And he didn’t tell you?”

			“No.” Thock went the turkey, the Cool Whip. “If you need to reach out this weekend, try Luce’s. I reckon that’s where we’ll have Christmas supper now.”

			Birdie peered out the window. An unfamiliar sedan made the turn into their driveway. A new Lincoln Town Car, a velvety blue streak. At the wheel, looking bloated and satisfied, Fred. “What the hell,” Birdie said. “Is that a new car?”

			Fran glanced out. Froze. She took a deep breath, then closed her eyes, dipped her head. Gathered herself. Forced: “Yes. Yes, it is.”

			Birdie felt her stomach lurch. “I don’t want to go.”

			Fran, with visible effort, was back on her job. Frozen cranberries: thud. “You have to. It’s the agreement. We’re all held to this, honey.”

			Birdie’s throat went tight. She’d made Wendy promise to not tell Fran about the phone calls. Fran had enough going on these days. She’d come home that week from a store closing in Ohio looking as if she’d been crying.

			Fran put her hands on Birdie’s shoulders. “Roberta, you need to be the bigger person here. You don’t have to spend time with him. Just club with Pammy. She’s good people.” Fran patted her on the shoulder. Lower: “Don’t let him see you get mad.”

			Fran put an arm around her, strolled her out. Beyond, Birdie saw a flick of curtain from the Levys. Fred’s new ride had officially been noticed. Fran watched Birdie unbuckle the car door and toss herself into the seat, slamming the door shut. “Hey, easy,” Fred told her.

			It occurred to Birdie, then, just how many people knew where they lived. They’d had a lot of parties, back in the day. How easy would it be to approach the house with the power out? Someone could do a lot more than a goosing in a big, dark house with Fran and Benny and Wendy. And Holly.

			She seriously considered taking the hand that bore her new Jostens class ring, and smashing it into the Lincoln’s windshield. But then, she thought of something Fred had said once: that women screaming reminded him of animals.

			He patted the dashboard. “Notice anything new?”

			“I need you to take it easier on Mom.”

			Blinked. “How do you mean?”

			“Stop the car,” she said. When he didn’t, she repeated, “Stop the car. I want to talk to you and I don’t want you distracted.”

			Eyes, darting to the rearview. “I’m not distracted.”

			“Please stop the car.”

			He gave a huff, yanked the car over into an empty lot—a concrete foundation, nothing more. “Alright. Happy?”

			“Take it easy on her,” she said. “Stop getting your buddies to scare her. Stop putting stories in the paper that talk about sources close to, or the ones that mention the divorce, but only have quotes from you.”

			He sighed. Not looking at her: “Sissy, those stories don’t come from me. They come from business writers—”

			She cut him off: “Who get the information from you. And what about the phone calls where I pick up and the man on the other end calls me a cunt and asks me how I’d like his fist up my pussy?”

			Eyes wide: “Watch your mouth.”

			“I am repeating what someone said to me on the phone at ten at night. I didn’t know that word before that call. I had to ask Benny what it meant.”

			He went quiet, blinking rapidly.

			“I’m talking about the guy who goosed Mom in the Kroger parking lot while I was with her. I’m talking about the guy who threw a pop at her car.”

			She didn’t want to cry. But she was starting to anyway. Fred was shaking his head in little bursts: Not me. Not me. Something was sinking inside her. This was who Fred was—if he didn’t like a question, he pretended you were being unclear. If there was a problem, he’d turn his head until someone else solved it. And it was going to be embarrassing for them both if she tried to reason with him and encountered only Fred, dancing around the point.

			“Please do not pretend that I’m being unreasonable. The power? You knew what would happen if you took your name off the account.”

			He jabbed his finger into the steering wheel. “I’m not paying for her and her little girlfriend to keep the lights on.”

			“Jesus. At least you admit it.”

			“I ain’t admitting a thing.”

			She could feel her teeth clench. My God, there was nothing like that Janus-faced practice of do as I say, not as I do that made her blood boil. Where were those family values he liked to warble about when giving speeches about Baker-Taylor’s?

			She felt disgust, that dark worm, writhing its way into her feelings for him.

			“She’s putting ideas in your head,” he said.

			“She said nothing,” Birdie replied. “These are things I know from watching you.”

			Still shaking his head.

			“Someone is going to get hurt if you don’t put a stop to this. And it could be me.”

			“Now, no one’s gonna—”

			“Please,” she said slowly. “I am asking you.”

			Fred stared at her. He closed his lips, as if deciding something about her. She thought of him coming out of their house, tennis shoes tied under his work trousers. Arms out, hands open—beckoning the ball.

			“There is no this,” he said finally. “Nothing happens to you in this world unless you invite it.” He extended his hand, pointed at her. “When you pick up a certain lifestyle, you can expect certain things to happen. You go to sleep with the pigs—” He hesitated. Fred had always had trouble with aphorisms. “You’ll be sorry.”

			“You are not listening to me.” Her voice rose. “Help me.”

			He turned to the front, gave the gear shift a pull. Closed their talk: “I have no idea what you’re going on about. You are all over the place.”

		

	
		
			19.

			“Ready?”

			After the holiday, the interview. They’d spent a good hour on the shoot, satin team jacket both off and on. The Sports Illustrated reporter, Alex, was younger than Birdie had expected. He asked her some preliminary questions about position, age, height, and weight. Now the camera guy stepped in, focusing on Birdie, telling her, “Just keep it natural. Don’t look at the camera. Just talk to Alex like you would normally.”

			Snippets, she was told, would air on an ESPN special. “Do you have cable?” Alex asked.

			“Not anymore.”

			“We’ll get you a tape of it.” Alex consulted his list. “We’ve got some great quotes about you from commentators, by the way. One of them is the head of the women’s Olympics team. They’re watching you. I don’t suppose you knew that.”

			Birdie shook her head. A nervous glow flickered in her midsection. Fran’d had a meeting with her lawyer that she couldn’t change, so Luce had come in her place. Now Luce was waving discreetly, making a phone call gesture by her ear.

			“Does my aunt need to be here?” Birdie asked.

			Alex shrugged. “Not unless you want her here.”

			“She’s got stuff to do.”

			“Look at this one,” the camera guy said. “She’s such an adult.”

			Alex smiled at her. “Totally. That’s how she got here.”

			Birdie felt herself falter. If that was true, adulthood wasn’t nearly the amount of fun she thought it would be.

			“Well, let’s begin with your family,” Alex said. “Your parents actually started Baker-Taylor’s, right?”

			“Yeah,” Birdie replied. “It started as a little five-and-dime, but they just kept growing. My aunt is the Baker part of the business. She’s an investor.”

			“I’m betting it’s cool to see something like that happen,” Alex said. “Very American dream, right?”

			Birdie was a little surprised at herself. She’d intended to say as little as possible, but it felt—good, to talk. She wasn’t questioned about the stores all that often. “My family works really hard,” Birdie said. “My mom and my aunt, especially.”

			He nodded, scribbled. “Safe to say your work ethic comes from them?”

			“Probably. Mom takes, like, two vacation days a year. She was doing paperwork when she was in the hospital for pneumonia.” She stopped. These moments, in which she realized that her family was not like other families, derailed her. She reached for her water. “Fran keeps everyone going. I mean, Mom keeps everyone going.”

			“How about your dad? What do you get from him?”

			Fred’s voice in her head: You are all over the place. After the argument, he’d tried to joke her anger away. Still mad at me? he’d crowed on Christmas morning when she’d refused to emerge from her room. So when she heard the question—the assumption within, that Fred could take credit for something that she could do—she started to burn inside. It felt like the moment before the spring of a layup.

			She opened her mouth: “My dad’s the most competitive person I know. He’s like a rabid dog.”

			Alex glanced up, mouth slightly open. “What do you mean?”

			“My uncle said once that you can get a lot of mileage out of hunger. But that’s as long as you keep your eyes open to see what you’re eating.” It felt so good saying the words into existence. “So in that way, I guess my dad’s a good cautionary tale.”

			“Caution against what?”

			“Against hubris.”

			And here, Alex’s gaze snapped up, but only for a moment before he was back on the story. This is how you play defense, she thought. Fred was going to seethe over this. He was going to hate the eight-dollar word the most.

			“Though let’s be honest,” she shifted. “Everyone knows that it would have been better had I been a guy. Then I could play for UK and open up a GMC dealership after.”

			Alex gave a chuckle, but his eyes were wide and his hand was scribbling. “You really think that’s true?”

			“That’s not my opinion,” Birdie said. “That’s how the world works.” Oof, she thought. Touch cynical, there. Alex frowned, something hesitant entering his face. She heard Fran’s voice in her head: Just be the good kid you are. She walked it back: “But that’s why women’s basketball is important, I guess. It’s important to get as many players and investors on board to say that the opposing view is bull.” A big smile. “I just love playing.”

			Ah. That was some good teenage girl dumbassery. Alex smiled.

			“How’d it go?” Luce asked in the car.

			“I passed,” Birdie said. “Can I drive?”

		

	
		
			20.

			When Luce and Birdie arrived home that night, they found Fran listing to the side, deep in thought at the dining room table. The old green visor she still wore to pay bills was pulled low over her eyes. Every inch of the table was covered with papers. 194 was, in Josiah’s phrase, “a pair of golden handcuffs.” A yawning black hole for utilities. There was the pool maintenance. Just the week before, a weird thud emanating from the attic around bedtime. Fran had struggled into her bathrobe and pulled down the trap door that led to the attic, then scrambled back down, yelping, Oh, for Christ’s sake. It had been a raccoon, eyes aglow, trundling toward her in the dark. A visit from pest control the next morning revealed a whole family of them. They’d located a gap between two wrong-fitting pieces and shimmied their way in: “These houses,” the tech had said. “They’re built to impress, but they ain’t built well.”

			And three days before, while working through a plate of biscuits and gravy, Fran had gone wide-eyed and placed a palm to her cheek. Spat into a napkin: the dark shard of her right rear molar. That morning, she received a call from her dentist: the check she’d written had bounced. And this was how she discovered that Fred had removed all but fifty dollars from their shared account. Fran was massaging her jaw as she greeted them: “How’d it go, sissy?”

			“Good,” Birdie said. “Tooth still hurting?”

			Fran flapped a hand. “Oh, it’s tolerable. Wendy made a bundt cake. Go get yourself some.”

			While in the kitchen, she heard Fran and Luce begin to whisper. “I would say he worked fast,” she said to Luce regretfully, “but that’s not really true. I worked slow.”

			Luce, paging through a document, sucked air through her teeth.

			Fred was going to make Fran carry 194 on her back through the desert, Birdie thought. That week, she’d noticed that Fran’s hair was beginning to thin around the temples in two misshapen spots. Sinful. Fran had such awesome hair—such fiery, angry hair.

			“He wasn’t supposed to do that,” Fran told Luce. “David’s going to set them straight on Monday.” David, the lawyer. A rec from Uncle Jack. Where was Uncle Jack, in all of this?

			Luce unzipped her purse and pulled out her checkbook. Fran: “No.”

			“Stop.” Luce scribbled, ripped, and reached across, pressing it into Fran’s hand. “Just abide. Court date’s set for the spring?”

			“April,” Fran said glumly. “And then he’ll calm it down.” She paused. “I hope.”

			That night, Birdie caught Benny coming in the back door—tie loosened, shirt untucked. Half a six-pack in his hand. One longneck already opened. “Bird bird bird,” he sang, “bird is the word.” Weaved a bit. “What are you still doing up?”

			She flicked the plays in front of her.

			“Right.” When he neared, she spotted the ball cap on his head. They’re not Hot Flashes, They’re Power Surges, it read.

			Benny was business-freaked—constantly on the clock, then doing God knows what when not. And if there was one thing Benny had inherited from Fred, it was a faithful adherence to consumption for endorphins. She could tell how much things sucked for him at work right now by the drinking, and the number of shopping bags he brought home. Last week, he’d come in with a new sound system thumping through his car. There was a Fender guitar and bass in his room gathering dust (he knew how to play neither). He’d go through girls a bit more quickly when he was down, too.

			“Nice hat,” she said.

			“Oh.” He reached up, felt for it. Removed it. Took a long, woozy look. “Huh.”

			It was the way he was bunching up his mouth, the way he did when he’d pulled something shitty and felt guilty about it—that made her look twice at that hat. She finally recalled where she’d seen it: Nora. Fucking Nora, man. Nora, with whom Josiah had been in total love—forsaking the hot horsey princess a few years back with the store’s weird-as-shit accountant, who dressed like a geriatric goth and who once blew her nose into the snow with a rocket-like snort that had impressed and disgusted Birdie in equal measure. It had been Sam who’d sworn her to secrecy: this girl had gotten to Josiah, but she would not date a Taylor. He’d left town in a funk. And now—

			“Where’d you get it?” Birdie asked.

			Benny scratched his head. Shrugged. Put it back on.

			She stared him down. “Benny.”

			“What?”

			“Dude. If he ever found out—”

			“If who ever found out what? Why are you up my ass, Birdie?”

			“Because sometimes you do thoughtless things,” Birdie told him, “and if you are doing what I think you are doing with the world’s most terrifying bookkeeper, Josiah would be really hurt.”

			“It’s none of your business,” Benny said. “But you know what is your business? We’re dying. And it’s my job to go in and fire people and clean up the mess and watch the thing our parents built die. So you want to do your part? Be the favorite and tell your dad to stop it.”

			“You know it wouldn’t work.”

			“You could try,” he said. “Just act like a fucking girl for once. That’s what he wants. Just climb into his lap and be a dumb little girl. Maybe he’ll be more inclined to not be a total dick.”

			“That’s disgusting,” Birdie said. “You climb into his lap.” She was reeling. They hadn’t argued in a while. But they could still poke at each other’s sore spots.

			“I’m going upstairs.” Benny stomped through, taking the six-pack with him.

		

	
		
			21.

			Benny got to the mailbox before anyone else. He was already up from the night before. He wasn’t sleeping these days. He couldn’t stand those moments of stillness before the fall—those were the times when he would start to worry. He also wanted to be the first one to the mailbox when their Sports Illustrated arrived. He felt bad about arguing with Birdie. He cracked it open, and there she was: the Bird, ball tucked under her arm. A little smile. Not like she meant it, of course.

			He retreated to the library to read when the phone rang. It was Josiah: “Did you get it?”

			Benny ignored the flare of guilt he felt at Josiah’s voice. “Just got here.” He flopped down on the couch.

			“Go ahead,” Josiah said grimly, “so we can debrief.”

			“Uh-oh.” A bad picture, maybe? Birdie had gotten a tad touchy about her looks that year. “The brazen, self-possessed power forward,” Benny chuckled. “She got that from me beating the crap out of her.”

			“Keep reading.”

			And that’s when he saw it. Competitive spirit. He’s like a rabid dog. A little stone gathered in Benny’s stomach. The Bird had inherited every bit of Fran’s good sense, and a little of Luce’s sharpness. But she’d let the knives take over here.

			It was two months until the court date, and they were all living in limbo together—Fred and Fran in the same office. Fred and Fran making cuts. Benny’d had to lay off a third of the staff at a Cincinnati store the week prior. Everything looked like the end, but they couldn’t just hurry up and get to the other side. No. They had to savor it.

			A creak from the other side of the door. Part of Birdie’s face emerged. “Is that it?”

			Benny struggled up. “Birdie, what did you do?”

			She took the magazine from him. Peered. “Shit. They are crooked,” she muttered.

			“Is she there?” Josiah called. “Birdie, it was great until you got to the word hubris.”

			Birdie’s eyes, darting to the phone. “Hi, Josiah,” she said pointedly. Gave Benny a look.

			“Dad’s gonna kill you,” Benny told her. “He might literally kill you.”

			But what did Fred expect? Benny thought. He’d turned on Birdie this year. She was a woman, or at least on her way to becoming one; she’d done nothing except grow (and was, Benny was now realizing, about an inch taller than Fred). Fred was different around women. There was either defensive blindness—a studied effort to neither see nor hear—or a sexual reaction: elevator eyes, teasing. If not those, the woman was mommy. All approaches made the woman on the receiving end smaller. And Benny could see Fred’s face while Birdie played—the competing forces of love and pride, then envy and self-doubt at her quickness, the footwork, the tightness of her turns. Birdie made Fred look at himself and prod, and question, and doubt: Why can’t I do that? Why aren’t all these people looking at me instead? So Fred had started to pick: her hair, her teeth, her weight. He’d hurt Birdie. Now Birdie was hurting him back.

			“Birdie,” Josiah said, “you need to promise us you won’t do this again. We have another two months until the court date. We’re all on eggshells. Fred’s delicate. Something like this is going to leave a bad taste in his mouth. And it might affect how he treats Fran.”

			The tired patience in Josiah’s voice made Benny ache. Oh, he was an asshole. He was swearing off Nora for good. Even with that thing she’d done with her tongue the night before—

			“I’m just taking a page from Fred’s book,” Birdie said. “How is this so different from what he’s been doing? At least I’m direct.”

			“You are supposed to be better than this,” Benny said.

			“Excuse me?” She gestured to his Air Jordans, kicked off and crumpled by the door. “I’m not the only one picking up Fred’s bad habits.” She pointed to the phone. Mouthed, and Fran’s.

			“Okay, you two,” Josiah said. “Look. I’ll come in before the court date to help out. But both of you need to tread carefully before we get there. Okay? Don’t poke the snake.”

			“Because I’m supposed to be better than this.” Birdie rose, shook out her calves. “We’re done here. How about you both go fuck yourselves?”
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			Later that morning: a screambath from Fran that Benny could hear all the way in the kitchen. “How could you?”

			Birdie, curled on the floor of her bedroom: “I was being honest.”

			“Interviews are not the place for honesty,” Fran said. She was in her bathrobe—pale, whittled down to the cheekbones. “They are places to sell things.”

			Birdie let out a laugh. “Straight-shooting Fran. Honest, cornpone Fran. Super genuine.”

			“Yeah,” Fran said. She started to shuffle, stiffly, away. Wendy made her do yoga, Wendy made her eat. Thank God for Wendy. “You need to apologize.”

			“No.”

			“Well,” Fran sighed. “Thank you. Because you just created a world of work, honey. We’re going to have to spend months petting on him and coaxing him into not setting everything on fire.” Over her shoulder: “You’ll get to see.”

			“Don’t worry,” Birdie told her. “Another few months, and you get to get rid of me. It’ll make everything easier for you.”

			Benny faltered. There had been yet another newspaper article about Baker-Taylor’s closures that week, with a lovely little smear of a mention about the divorce “destabilizing the chain.” Fred at work. The timing couldn’t be better. His silent treatment would be another great example for the kid to follow: loud as a tantrum, as performative as tears.

			Sure enough, Fran picked up the phone on the first ring that night. She stood in silence, listening for a beat, before telling him, “Stop it. You are in no frame of mind to have a rational conversation with your child right now.” Another beat. “She is seventeen years old. Listen to yourself,” Fran hissed before shutting the door.
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			That Friday, Benny dropped her off at Fred’s condo for her weekend visit. “Want me to wait?”

			“Nah.” She smacked the door shut. But Benny sat and watched as she strode up the walk, made the knock. Waited. Knocked again. The Lincoln was in the drive. There was a line of light around the curtain seams, then—yes—a slight disturbance in one panel, as if brushed by a hand. Birdie peered in. Turned to find Benny still there. Turned back. Beat on the door. Then bellowed, “It’s your daughter here for shared custody. It’s freezing. Open up.”

			Benny cut the engine. Watched Birdie walk down the drive, then produce her little Kodak from her backpack. Snapped a picture. “It’s time-stamped,” she called uselessly. “I have proof.”

			“Birdie,” he said. “Come on. Let’s go home.”

			When she turned, her face was crumpled. She ducked her head, gave a great sniff. Benny reached out and put his arm around her, guiding her back to the car.

		

	
		
			22.

			In March, another newspaper article: nominations for Miss Bluegrass Ball. Birdie led the pack (a mention of the Sports Illustrated article, without mention of the daddy bashing), along with a center from a school in Louisville and a point guard from a county close to Tennessee who was currently battling thyroid cancer. At the end of the article: the note that the championship later that month was likely going to be Birdie’s school versus Polk Central, which—despite having no Bluegrass Ball candidates on its team—was having a stellar season.

			Sam took her out for dinner. “My teammates have started calling me Captain Hubris,” she said.

			Sam rocked back in his seat. Gave her a tired smile. “I’m not going to touch that one.”

			“Well, it’s nice that someone doesn’t want to kill me over that story.” Baked chicken, baked potato. She was being strict with herself. The closer they got to the last week in March, the more she felt like throwing up.

			Sam toyed with the straw in his Coke. “You have to admit, Bird, that it was sort of Fred-like, you slipping that observation in. I think that’s why I was so discomfited.”

			“Alright. Take it easy, Josiah.”

			He gazed at her, chin in hand. “Fran’s worried about you. Should I be worried about you?”

			She shrugged. “Fran just wants me gone.”

			“Not true.” Sam tilted his head. “Birdie, you might be better served by simply feeling sorry for him.”

			She gave this some thought.

			“We don’t want you to grow up to be the kind of person who lives in spite,” he said.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			But when Birdie saw Fred climbing up into the bleachers the night of the championship, followed by Pammy in a tight skirt and a pair of towering high heels, she felt quite a bit of spite. At some point tonight, she was actually going to have to speak to her father.

			Warm-ups under bright lights. They were in a college gymnasium, and the crowd was overflowing, busy and loud. This was what she imagined college ball was like—men’s college ball, she corrected herself. Multiple radio stations were set up along the sidelines. On the opposite side of the gymnasium, her corner—Luce and Fran, and for the first time, Wendy and Holly, with a huge, hand-lettered sign that read GO BIRDIE #34!!! and featured a picture of a bird dribbling a basketball. In an arena this big, there was a pretty good chance that her parents couldn’t even see each other. When the thought occurred to Birdie, it almost brought tears to her eyes.

			Coach Fox cruised over: “Taylor.” Clapped hands. “Best be ready, Captain Hubris.”

			Grins from the audience. Coach Fox had gotten some coverage of his own that year. He oiled the stache now. He’d left off muttering curses—now, he just barked them out. “He’s becoming a personality,” Fred had commented with distaste, back when he was still speaking to Birdie.

			Birdie pushed Fred out of her head. “Yes, sir.”

			He locked gazes with her. Stepped in. Waved his hand at the bleachers. “All that,” he said low, then pointed at the door. “Leave it out there.”

			Birdie nodded.

			“Those recruiters are here for you,” he said.

			“I guess so.”

			And here—rarity!—yellowed teeth. A smile, or whatever Fox had that approximated. “Gotta get that money right first,” he said. “Full ride, Captain Hubris.” Then he strode over to Reenie, slapped her on the back to correct her posture.

			They hadn’t played Polk Central since before the holidays. The entire team was in black and silver—angel-of-death colors. The wave of darkness parted to reveal Becky Tumey. When she located Birdie, her eyes widened. She smiled—you’d almost think she’d spotted a friend—before she gave the air a quick tongue lap. Good lord, what the year had done to her. She had a peculiarly square, veined build—juicing? Weird supplements? Her calves were shelves.

			Becky gave another tongue flick for good measure. Mouthed, slut.

			Birdie looked up into the bleachers. Benny hadn’t been able to come—he had to work, he’d told her, tired. He’d thawed enough since the article to give her the directive, “Just kick Fecky Becky in the vagina, okay?” before he patted her on the head and left. She found Fran, watching her. How good it felt, how right it felt, to simply sense the gaze of her mother. Fran nodded deeply. Clapped her hands above her head: You can do this.

			Lightened, Birdie nodded back.

			The first quarter: a blur. Birdie handled the ball left to right: began her work. Becky was close but not touching her. Someone must have had a conversation with her about all the cameras capturing shows of force. Everything seemed sharper, faster in the high lights; slightly unreal. She was roiling within herself, looking at the field of play, following the ball. A moment back at that long-ago driveway. Night ball. That burn in her muscles was hers.

			They were ahead by fourteen in the third quarter. Polk seemed chastened, somehow, by the arena, the swollen crowds. They were starting to get frustrated, bored; Birdie was upcourt on a familiar play when Becky broke restraint and moved in. With the ref’s back turned, she reached out and, casually, flipped Birdie in the tit.

			Coach Fox saw this. Screamed, “Ref, do your job.”

			Becky, benched but smirking.

			Birdie smoldered for the rest of the game. She played hard, grounding down in the last few minutes, without call. Don’t live in spite, she told herself. She loved the ache in her palms, loved the burn in her biceps. Loved the way her glutes coiled, bringing her low, then springing, sending her into the air. She was at half court. It was a clip for the highlight reel—Birdie, ponytail bright, launching herself into the air. It went through. It was the last, holy moment of the night—the moment that felt higher than the win they’d just slipped into.
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			Later, she will wish that this was the moment from the evening that she remembered. For most kids, that championship night would have been the pivotal moment of senior year. She will wonder what kind of person she might have turned into, had this been the case.

			After the trophy, the confetti, the comments on record (Birdie kept it generic, sweet)—the arms of Fran, wound tight around her. Holly: “Birdie, that jump shot was amazing.”

			Birdie gave her a high five. “I’ll show you how to do it.” Holly beamed.

			Fran, in her ear: “Your daddy said he would wait to take you to dinner.”

			Birdie looked at her doubtfully. In a small voice: “No. Please?”

			“I think he wants to say his sorrys,” Fran said. “Want me to wait with you?”

			Birdie shook her head, remembering herself. She could already see it: craning over half her food, drowsing, while Fred took down a steak, completely unawares.

			Despite herself, she wondered if he was happy with her.

			“You’re tired,” she told Fran. “You guys drove all the way out here. Get some sleep.”

			Fran grabbed her head then, her hands nearly enveloping Birdie’s skull. She had ball-handling hands, Birdie realized. She pressed her lips to Birdie’s forehead. Mouthed a benediction.

			Birdie walked out with Reenie and Samantha at nine o’clock, all of them woozy, legs rubbery. She was scanning the parking lot for Fred when she spotted the little cluster from Polk Central, meandering by someone’s beat-up Jeep. The call: “Hey, Taylor.”

			Reenie’s hands crept around Birdie’s elbow. “Come on,” she whispered.

			But the group walked out, blocked their path: Becky, flanked by her own Reenie, a skinny girl with skittery eyes, and her own Samantha, who was hanging back like she thought it was all a bad idea. Birdie wondered, briefly, what Becky was doing after she graduated. Had she gotten an athletics package somewhere? Enough to give her a plan for the fall?

			“Taylor, I’m talking to you,” she said.

			“I hear you.”

			Becky turned, smirked at her Reenie as if Birdie had said something ridiculous.

			“You played a good game,” Birdie said.

			Becky, face twisting: “You pwayed a good geeme.”

			Birdie crossed her arms over her chest. “What do you want, Becky?”

			“Do you know how overrated you are?” Becky took a step forward. “Everyone pisses themselves over you galloping around like a retarded horse.”

			Birdie tried to step out of the way. Becky blocked her. In the far corner of the lot: a camera crew, packing up their gear. A few parents. One of the refs climbing into his truck. And—she couldn’t help it—she took another quick glance around for Fred. Was that the Lincoln, way in the back there? In the driver’s seat, vague shadow.

			“Who you looking for?” From Becky, the unwashed tinge of jersey.

			Samantha: “Stop it, Becky.”

			“Shut the fuck up, McDonald.” Eyes back on Birdie. “I saw Mommy sitting with her girlfriend. And Daddy with his girlfriend with the gigantic titties.”

			Birdie felt her ears burn. An unexpected stab of sadness: Becky sounded dumber than she had two years ago. That was how Benny knew her. She’d go into Baker-Taylor’s, make a beeline for the dairy, then suck on aerosol cans until she was red-eyed and nonverbal.

			Don’t live in spite, Birdie thought. “Becky, I don’t have a problem with you. I’d just like to go home.”

			Becky did a little snake shift to the side, chewed for a moment before: “I have a problem with you. You’re a stuck-up little bitch, and you have it coming.”

			“Why don’t you get yourself some help,” Birdie said. “It’s awful to watch someone do this to themselves. You could be better than this, Becky.”

			She was digging a hole for herself. It took her a minute to figure out why: she sounded like Josiah. Like she believed she knew what was best for Becky—better than Becky did. The worst part: she really did believe this.

			Becky pushed her face up to Birdie’s. “Where’s your daddy now? Ain’t here helping you.”

			As soon as she smelled Becky’s breath, she realized she’d been imbibing after the game—rum, but also something chemical. Becky reached for Birdie. In one gentle movement, Birdie lifted her hands and stepped back, trying to make space. Becky was wobbly enough for the movement to send her falling to the ground. She blinked up, surprised, mouth hanging open. The group watched in horror as Becky wavered for a moment, then gave a deep sniff: she was crying.

			She scrambled up and landed on Birdie. Birdie struggled, trying to get her off. From the corner of her eye, the Lincoln, still and dark. A few people began to materialize from the shadows.

			Birdie freed herself. Stood back, hands in the air.

			Then, the bark: “Freeze. Nobody move.”

			A cop, striding up: dark blue uniform, holster at hip. For a moment, Birdie was relieved. Then the figure advanced on her. The name tag gleamed under the lights: Tumey.

			“Daddy,” Becky wailed, “Daddy, she—”

			“Rebecca, get your ass up,” he said. Then, a bright flash of pain so strong that Birdie tasted metal. She was on the concrete, holding her face.

			Did that cop really hit me?

			From paces away, the ref: “Hey, what’s going on over here?” And then the voice died. There was the crackle of a receiver. When Birdie stirred, the cop shouted, “You stay right there, you understand?”

			“She needs a doctor,” Reenie cried.

			“Shut up or I will take both of y’all in,” he screamed.

			Birdie moaned, blind. She threw up. Felt Samantha’s arm around her. Finally, distantly, Fred’s voice, at the edge of the night, asking what was going on.
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			Never mind that Becky’s dad worked in a county on the other end of the state—he still knew enough people to get Birdie arrested. Never mind that Birdie claimed self-defense against Becky, who already had a record, as it turned out, for getting drunk and aggressive.

			Becky’s dad also claimed self-defense. “Look, she was coming after me,” he told the local guys who arrived. “Force was the only way to get her to back off.” All he had to do was gesture at Birdie’s still-bare arms (cradling her head, her broken nose). She could feel Fred seething next to her, the humiliation coming off him in hot, radioactive waves. The cops knew who they were, or figured it out. Fred shifted in discomfort whenever someone whispered the name Taylor.

			He loaded her into the Lincoln, grunting, “Hold that towel, and mind the blood.” The door, slamming shut. A long exhale through the nose.

			At the hospital, he handed her off to Fran, who’d been called out of sleep. “She’s your problem now.”

			Fran simply gathered Birdie to her. Said to someone Birdie couldn’t see: “Has the doctor been here?”

			“I don’t think so.” Sam? “I’ll check.”

			Birdie removed the towel. She saw Fred’s fuzzy outline in front of her, looking down with a twist to his mouth. She cried, “You watched it happen.” To Fran: “He saw. He didn’t even stop him.”

			“I didn’t see nothing,” Fred retorted.

			Sam shouted: “You. Out. Now.” He advanced, grabbed Fred by the arm. A first—none of them had ever heard Sam raise his voice, at anyone or anything. Through her blurred vision, Birdie could see how startled Fred was.

			She felt her mother take a deep, shuddering breath, then begin to weep.

			By the time the first reports were released, Tennessee, Connecticut, and Louisville had withdrawn their offers. One by one, the rest of the schools followed. A bit of luck: a deal was struck. Community service, and the charge would be wiped from her record. A month later, Miss Bluegrass Ball went to the kid with cancer. It really was too bad, Birdie thought, because her nose job went through seamlessly. A bit of scar tissue—the marks of the superball bludgeoning of 1980—was removed around her eye, as well. She emerged looking better than before. May all your history be wiped away from you, Birdie thought to herself, looking in the mirror. She was filled with wild, stunned emptiness. Just like that, her life—at least the one she’d imagined for herself—was over.
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			“Awright, it’s seven-thirty,” Fred bawled. “We got a lot to get through. We’ll talk Fourth of July and Labor Day approaches. Couple of closures to mention.” He looked at Benny here, pained.

			From downtable, Hal looked at Benny, too. He insisted upon his game face for meetings: a curiously flat, toadish affect. Benny stared right back. If ever he’d been spoiling for a fight, today was the day. He was tired, and he was angry.

			“Let’s start with the good,” Fred said. “Madison’s Sporting Goods. Based in Alabama.”

			A cough. “Florida.” Tony Parsons, who was gazing at Fred with two fingers ticked out. “Think you mean. Supplied the U.”

			Oh, for God’s sake. Benny felt himself pull a face. And here, Hal looked at him again: Problem?

			Benny couldn’t help it. Put a hand next to his lips. He mouthed, Go die.

			Hal gave him a slow, uneven blink.

			Benny glanced at Luce, whose chair was protectively close to Fran’s. Fran was sorting through paperwork, neutral, but her posture was bowed and her face pale without makeup. The night before, voice quavering: “Thank God insurance will cover Birdie’s surgery.”

			“In the folder in front of you,” Fred said, “you’ll find info we compiled on Madison’s.”

			Luce whispered something to Fran. Fred stopped mid-sentence. Defensive: “You got something you need to say?”

			Fran straightened. “Before we even discuss this, we need to keep in mind that we have closed five stores this year, with two more closures planned. Expansion should not be on the table at all.”

			Fred made a show of squaring his shoulders, putting his hands into pockets. Benny could practically see him directing himself: Now, look tired and sad and tough, all at once.

			Fran: “Another quarter like the one we just had, and we’ll be looking at Chapter 11. That’s the truth.”

			“She’s right,” Luce said. “What are we doing, talking about Chapter 11 and a buyout at the same meeting?”

			Hal stirred: “We wouldn’ta just had the quarter we had if we didn’t have the PR problems we do.”

			Luce folded her arms across her chest. “What kind of problems are those?”

			Hal leaned over and pointed one of his sausage stubs at Fran. “We ain’t a family outfit no more,” he wheezed. “Now we got a husband who got left, and a woman with mental problems.”

			Fran, returning to herself. “We’re wasting time.”

			Keckley, low and crisp. “She’s right.”

			Tony Parsons puffed up, gave a great, unctuous throat-clearing. “Someone down there got a co-mment?”

			Benny had to give Tony credit: Keckley gave the man a look of such unbridled revulsion that Benny wasn’t sure he himself would have recovered. The power of money—certain kinds of money—was astounding. Keckley was not like them. Boarding schools, thoroughbreds, porcelain dishes for washing your fingers at the table. Country clubs that wouldn’t let in guys like Tony, or Fred, or Benny, for that matter, unless it was through the back to unload cases of wine. Keckley was the reason guys like Fred, like Hal, had to break a window to find entry. To them, the door was locked.

			“We’re discussing the prospect of buying out a company that is limping when we are also limping,” Keckley said. “I was in the room when we secured our loan for the 1980 buyout. I could not, in good faith, support a loan of equal measure at this time. This is not a solution. It is another problem.”

			Fran nodded. “We’ve overextended ourselves. We need to agree to become a smaller entity. It’s a practical issue, but it may also be an identity issue. There’ll be pain in figuring out both.”

			She craned her neck to ensure that Fred was listening to her.

			“We don’t have to be the biggest,” she said gently. “It takes courage to be as you are. We’re not the Beast. But we never really wanted to be.” She paused. “I never wanted to be.”

			Benny found himself looking at Hal. Hal stared at Fran, then gave another slow blink that, for some reason, gave Benny a brief stripe of cold down his middle.
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			As everyone else was leaving out the back, Hal Combs strode toward the front where Fran, who could never bear to see something undone, was cutting open a box of printer paper that had been abandoned in the hallway. He made a point of brushing past her, turning sideways, leaving his stomach to arch out and swoop just shy of her ear. Fran flinched.

			He gave her a little smile. Said, very quietly, “ ’Scuse you.”

			What bothered Benny was the smile. The last time he recalled Hal’s smiling like that was years ago, at a party. A small mouse had appeared in the corner. Hal had made quick, twisting work of it with the heel of his boot. It was the sound the mouse had made that had caused the man’s face to break and glow.
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			When she was twelve or so, Birdie needed her birth certificate for basketball camp. Fran wasn’t around, so Birdie set out to find it on her own. She did a lot on her own. She was a latchkey kid who could fry up bacon and eggs and make coffee for herself by the fifth grade, who bought groceries with wrinkled cash from skeptical cashiers. She found Josiah and Sam a trifle coddled, for having a mom who cut the crusts off their sandwiches. But in looking for her birth certificate, Birdie found a death certificate for someone with their last name and the first name William. Who the hell was this kid?

			She did the rational thing and cornered Josiah. This was years before the Taylor bust-up, but after Sam’s troubles. Birdie put herself in Josiah’s car one day—“You need company”—and waited until they were safely in motion to tell him what she had found: “It said he died in 1964. Fred and Fran were listed as his parents.”

			“That’s Billy.”

			“Who’s Billy?”

			“Birdie,” Josiah chided. “Our brother, Billy?”

			“We have another brother?”

			“You’re telling me Mom and Dad never mentioned this.”

			“No, man. They never tell me anything.”

			He shook his head. Passed her a look. He was working for the business then, and was pissed off all the time.

			“He was the oldest,” he told her. “My older brother. You’re telling me no one mentioned this. Not even Luce, or Jack.”

			“Luce thinks I’m a baby. And you’re Jack’s favorite.” She pushed. “So what did he die from?”

			“Measles.”

			Measles. God, Josiah was so old. “Do you remember it?”

			He nodded. “I had it, too.” It was raining outside. The windshield ribboned with water. He flicked a switch. The wipers began to shudder, pushing the water off.

			“Do they know why he died and you didn’t?”

			He shook his head. “Just one of those things. I made a turn, broke my fever. He didn’t.”

			They were nearing town. Or rather, town was nearing them—since they’d moved to Triple Crown at the end of elementary school, there had been unstoppable growth. The 64-75 interchange marked a passage between farms and suburban sprawl that formed a prelude to the city: gas stations, a cafe. “Do you remember him?”

			Another glance from Josiah—appreciation. “He had red hair. Like Mom’s. But like, really red.”

			“Like Mom with a rinse.” This made him smile. “What else?”

			He gave his lip a chew. “He wasn’t precious about his toys. He could share.”

			Josiah seemed to deflate a bit. It made Birdie sorry that she had asked. This kid, she reflected, had been someone he’d lost before she even existed. It explained a lot about Josiah—the lengths to which he went to give himself direction, when there was this part of him that had been lost for years.

			Josiah eased into a standstill at a light. Suddenly said, “You’re really smart, Birdie. Has anyone ever told you that?”

			“No.” It was the truth. She was the baby. It wasn’t her job to be smart.

			She stayed quiet and let him decide whether or not he would share what he was thinking about. “You want to hear how it happened?”

			“Okay.”

			“So that house was like, old,” he said. “Old old. Had a coal stove. We found a butter churn in the basement. Billy and I shared a bedroom upstairs. Two twin beds, side by side. Fran kept coming in that night in her old pink housecoat. Remember that one?”

			Birdie did.

			“She and Fred were arguing just outside our door. And Billy was—” He paused. “His breathing was so high-pitched. It sounded like someone singing.”

			And then, Josiah clipped the conversation closed. Birdie would never forget the look on his face: naked anguish. It was not the end of the story, but she could not bring herself to ask for more.
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			Fran and Holly, on dish duty in the kitchen, heard it first—a loud thudding at the front door. Fran would say later that she figured it to be Deb Levy from across the street, coming over to complain about their unmowed lawn again. Wendy emerged from the upstairs bedroom in her pajamas, cold cream on her face. “What was that?”

			Birdie rose in her bedroom, sweating, in the midst of a conditioning habit she found impossible to break. She felt cold as soon as she went still.

			Fran would say later that she knew something was wrong when, in the kitchen, Holly spotted something outside the window, froze, then placed one damp hand on Fran’s arm.

			A rock cracked through the sidelight by the front door, landed on the carpet, and rolled, stopping to rest by the stairs. Then another, shuttling into the living room.

			Fran flew from the kitchen holding on to Holly. “Basement. Now.” She looked up. Sharply: “Roberta.”

			Wendy ushered them into the basement. They never came down here: part of it was unfinished concrete. A cracked leather couch from the old house hunkered in a corner. An oak console TV, crocheted doily atop.

			Fran dropped to her knees in front of the gun cabinet, felt for the key taped underneath. Said to Wendy, “Turn the TV on.”

			Birdie: “What’s happening?”

			“I don’t know.” Fran produced a shotgun. Broke the barrel, peered inside. In the background, The Cosby Show was a low burble.

			“Stay here,” Fran commanded, moving back upstairs.

			Later, Birdie would not recall pausing to think about it. She reached into the unlocked cabinet. Withdrew the second sawed-off they kept there. Followed her mother into the darkness.

			Upstairs, Fran had turned the lights off, was peering outside. Josiah had always said there was too much you couldn’t see in this house. Birdie knew what he meant now. It was huge in the dark. Wide corners. That long upstairs hallway that yawned into double black. The noise was concentrated in the backyard.

			No one was coming to help them, Birdie realized.

			Birdie watched Fran’s outline in the hallway, head tucked down, listening. She scowled when she saw Birdie. Spotted the sawed-off. “Get back down there. You don’t know how to use that.”

			“I do,” Birdie said.

			Outside, a crash: something being thrown. Fran made her way down the hallway into the kitchen. Birdie followed. There was a moon over the backyard; the security system Fred had purchased was a lemon, and the men were outlined in the dark. They’d broken the fence. A tall, stocky figure, belly gently swinging, lifted a chair high above his head and brought it back down, plastic and aluminum flying. Another sauntered, one hand in pocket, the other holding a baseball bat, looking around—rocking back and forth on his heels—before choosing one of the lawn chairs, then jerking into action, bringing the bat down again, again. Someone threw the picnic table onto the tarp covering the pool. The tarp ripped, sank. Someone was taking a bat to the grape arbor. No organization, she thought. Just—breaking things, like Benny and his buddies might have done a few years ago.

			She neared the window over the sink. Fran grabbing at her, hissing, “No.”

			And then, the big one froze. Birdie could feel him seeing her. He stooped to retrieve something long and slim from the ground. A baton. Started to advance, giving a low chuckle. Birdie’s mouth filled with bile. She forced herself to swallow. She was the rabbit; he was the owl, head shifting on his shoulders.

			Hand, extending out. Pointed at her. “C’mon out, bitch.”

			She hadn’t realized she’d been holding her breath until she began to feel woozy. She made herself breathe, remember the morning after that terrifying phone call: Wendy had taken her out to a farm in Clark County, owned by the guy who represented Sam’s work, to teach her how to shoot. Birdie recalled Wendy behind her, arms wrapped around her, showing her how to put her trigger hand along the stock wrist, how to steady the gun’s fore-end with the other hand. Birdie placed the cold stock to the side of her face. Steadied her breath, imagined Wendy behind her, cautioning her against the kickback. Telling her: “Whatever you are pointing at, make sure you mean it.”

			The window was open just enough for the barrel to fit. Birdie pinched her bad eye shut, found her sight line. Not the center, nothing vital. The left leg. The knee. Fran behind her now, gripping her: “No—”

			Birdie pulled. The butt jammed into her shoulder. The impact reverberated through her back, legs. A scorched smell. Outside, a curse, then a cry. Whinnied breathing, high and pained.

			Then the motion sensor lights—the ones that didn’t really work with people, but flashed mysteriously at deer and rabbits—finally flared on. A scattering. Men in jeans, a couple in ski masks but more with faces bared, ran. In front of her, a big, lumped creature, crowbar at his feet. His upper thigh dark with blood. I was close, Birdie thought. His mouth hung open in pain. Then he saw her. She looked back. She recognized him. He was a friend of her father’s. On the board. When she was smaller, he used to call her “little sis.” Mr. Combs. She kept the gun trained on him. Then the lights snapped off again.
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			The police explained that a gunshot had prompted one of their neighbors to place a phone call downtown. By then, Benny had come home, woozy and thick smelling, to a trashed backyard and a bloody patch in the grass. He flanked Fran at the front door, was the first to speak: “We’re not in city limits.”

			“That’s right,” the officer said. “We still needed to do a check.”

			Fran, arms tight across her chest, fought to keep her voice even: “There was a group of men who broke into our backyard. They threw rocks and ripped down the fence to trespass.” She pointed at the broken glass by the front door. “I shot into the sky to scare them off.”

			The officer shifted, looked behind her. Wendy was on the couch, cradling Holly in her lap. Birdie sat, numb, in the darkness of the living room. Holly had refused to cry until it was over, then couldn’t stop, knobbing an inhaler with one hand. “Would you be able to identify these men?” he said to Fran.

			“It was dark.”

			He peered out into the yard, produced a pad of paper and a pencil. Did not write.

			The other officer: “Better off getting you a dog, hon. Don’t wanna go shooting at everything that scares you.”

			Fran stared at him.

			“Alright.” Pad and pen, back in pocket. “Y’all have a good night.”

			“Thank you.” Benny shut the door, then neared her, eyes huge, hair wild. “What happened?” he asked Birdie.

			She shook her head, unable to speak. Her entire body was beating. She thought of Josiah’s story: Fred and Fran arguing just outside the door. The way Josiah went white, cut himself off. Now she knew.

			“You keep Fred away from me,” she said.

			Benny put a hand in his hair. “I should have been here,” he said. “I’m so—”

			“I’m not going back over there,” Birdie said, her voice rising. “I don’t care what the custody agreement is. You keep him away from me.”

			Fran, returning with an orange prescription bottle. She tapped out a pill, handed it to Birdie with a glass of water. Birdie took it, obedient. “What’s gonna happen now?”

			Fran: “Nothing is going to happen. Because nothing happened.”

			“She’s right,” Benny said. To Fran, low: “He’s not going to say anything. He was shot by a little girl.”

			Fran put her hands on her hips. Exhaled toward the floor. Gazed up at Benny. Something unspoken passed between them.

			Birdie: “Which one are you talking about? What’s going to happen to me?”

			“Nothing,” Benny said. “Best not to talk about this, Bird. Okay?” To Fran: “I should have been here.”

			“What are you supposed to do, never leave the house again?” Fran reached out, brushed the bangs out of Birdie’s eyes. Gave her new nose a gentle touch. “Go on up,” Fran told her. “Sleep in my bed. You need some rest.”

			In the den, Wendy was still rocking Holly back and forth. “I’m sorry,” Birdie mumbled to her.

			Wendy shook her head, sorrowful. “You have nothing to be sorry about, honey.”

			From the upstairs window, Birdie saw the patio lights blazing. Benny was putting broken furniture into the trash can. On the ground, a pail of soapy water. The bloody spot was gone.
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			The next morning, Birdie rose to find her duffel bags packed and waiting by the front door.

			On the sectional: Uncle Jack, looking older and tanner and blonder all at once. A pair of sunglasses were pushed to the top of his head. “There’s sissy,” he crowed as Birdie descended. “There’s my little piggy.”

			Aunt Luce strode in from the kitchen to deliver a bruising hug. “How you feeling, babe?”

			Birdie shrugged.

			Luce, peering over her shoulder, then turning back to whisper, “I hear you’re a quick study.” She gave Birdie a wink.

			From Uncle Jack: a huge, genuine grin, one that made Birdie feel a bit lighter. “I’ll say. Look at you, toughie.”

			From the kitchen, Fran murmuring, “She’s up.” The background: Wendy, rattling pots and pans. Then Fran stepped in, red-eyed and wearing yesterday’s clothes.“Sissy,” she said. “How’d you like to go on vacation for a little bit?”

			“Where?”

			“Bee-yootiful Florida,” Jack sang.

			Birdie rubbed her eyes. Checked her nose. “I have school.”

			Jack, flapping his hand: “Forget school. Who needs school?”

			It was sliding into place—something had been decided during the night. Birdie took a skittering look around the den, the foyer. She realized it was the last time she would see them for a while. “But I graduate in a month.”

			Fran coming to her side, housing Birdie with her arm. “We’ll figure it out.”

			Another voice from the kitchen. Sam was there, too, saying something in low, earnest tones. Wendy emerged, her face blotchy, arms crossed over her chest, with Sam following her. Birdie locked eyes with Sam. He nodded. Whatever had been decided, he approved. And it was his approval, more than anything, that led her to fetch her jacket from the closet and her shoes from the hutch.

			Still feeling fuzzed from the pills, she said goodbye. Benny, tears in his eyes, pulled her in. Wendy grabbed her, whispering, “I’m so sorry, Birdie. I messed up.”

			Jack: “What are you apologizing for? Sissy here deserves a medal for plugging that fat piece of shit.”

			Fran, face screwed up, shushed him. “Mom,” Birdie called. “Get some sleep. It’s fine. I’m fine.”

			Fran shuddered. Took Birdie into her arms. Tried to speak—Birdie felt her draw the air—but couldn’t. Birdie, over Fran’s shoulder: “Tell Holly I’ll see her soon.”

			Benny, rueful, ducking his head. A confirmation—they hadn’t wanted Holly to see.

			Fran grabbed Jack’s shoulder. Whispered to him, “Be quick.”

			Jack drove through the day without stopping, only pausing for supper after dark. He chain-smoked and chatted the entire way. Jack and Vivian lived in Miami now, she realized—in the fervor of the past year, Uncle Jack had made a slow exit, sold the house, and was considering selling their Baker-Taylor’s shares.

			She imagined herself molting, changing, as they put the miles behind them. Whatever had started with Tumey in the parking lot—the burning of her self, down to its essential parts—was nearing completion. By the time they arrived in Miami early the next morning and Vivian ushered her through the condo into the bedroom that would be hers, she felt more relief than anything else.

			She lived with Jack and Vivian into the summer. She took her GED exam almost as soon as she arrived—as good an indicator as any that she would not be returning to school, or to Lexington. Jack and Vivian had started a little antique shop in a high-end strip mall in Miami. Birdie began to work there, with Vivian showing her how to do the books, how to polish costume jewelry and restore old sideboards. She bought Birdie kitten heels, silk blouses, and tailored trousers. Birdie cut her hair, began to wear makeup. All her muscles concealed inside a costume. She grew to like Miami, its traffic and enormous nutria, the velvet warmth in the air. When introducing herself, she began to use the name Roberta.

			It was odd, how quickly they all learned to not speak about what had happened. They did not discuss next year. They did not discuss the .38 Uncle Jack assured her was in each glove compartment and her own bedside table. The four locks on their front door. Their number, which was unlisted. They simply lived with the fear, a quiet, furtive companion—forever there.

			And yet her memories of that spring and summer would come to be some of her happiest. Jack and Vivian had no children, and so took the opportunity to baby Birdie, and Birdie let them. A few weeks after she arrived, they celebrated her eighteenth birthday with supper on the water, at a place so fancy the prices were unlisted. They were sparing with the details on her parents’ divorce.

			Once, she asked: “Does he know I’m here?”

			Jack and Vivian exchanged a look. “He knows that you are someplace safe,” Jack said. “Beyond that, he’s not pressing his luck by asking questions.” He took up her hand. Wagged it in a way that reminded her of Fran. “You are not,” he said, “obligated to speak to him. Talk to him if you want to. But if you don’t, don’t.”

			“What are they telling people?”

			Jack smirked into the water. “I hear Hal Combs had, and I quote, a ‘hunting accident.’ ” Then, he looped an arm around her. Said into her hairline, “I’d say the grim reaper’ll get them before they get you. And I’ll make sure they don’t even get near you. Don’t you worry.”

			Birdie smelled his Pall Malls and smiled.

			That fall, she would receive a phone call from a German recruiter: one of the European teams was building their stock and had been watching her for years. Would she consider a tryout? They asked no questions about why she was not attending an American university. At day’s end, she realized, her story was small, one among many. And it had not ended. One flight to Tegel later, she was on a foreign court, silk blouse and kitten heels shod, her old self and her newly acquired self both shucked off with an ease that was startling.
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			Decades later, Roberta Taylor would attend an awards banquet hosted by the NCAA. As an adult, she would hate these kinds of functions—the glad-handing, the horseshitting. She would ask herself: What was it Dad saw in these things? A realization to make her ache: the idea that Fred had needed something from these rooms in order to stand up straight.

			That evening, one of the coaches from a school that had dropped her after the Becky Tumey incident was being honored in retirement. The coach approached her—brave of him, she thought—and told her, “I want to apologize to you.”

			She wouldn’t quite find it in herself to say, That’s alright. Instead, she gave him, “It was a long time ago.”

			And she turned toward the coat check when he said, “One thing that always struck me. How your daddy drove all the way from where y’all lived to my office, in person, to try to patch things up. Must have been over ten hours driving.”

			She went still. “Pardon?”

			“Tried to get us to reinstate you,” the coach told her. “He told us what a good kid you were, that it wasn’t your fault, that you’d been caught up in something rotten.” One gnarled index finger up: “Took us to task a little bit. University wouldn’t let us budge, of course. Said it was bad publicity. But he took himself to task, too. Full of—emotion, he was. Remorse. Were your folks splitting up, round about that time?”

			“Yeah, they were.”

			He nodded, sighed. “Well, I thought the whole thing stank, you ask me. I did what I could, but maybe it wasn’t enough.” He nodded at her. “Glad to see you landed on your feet, Coach Taylor.”

		

	
		
			27.

			It was ten p.m. the night before the court date. Benny’d had to lay off three employees that day. One of them nearly trashed his office. One of them cried. The last one seemed to shrink two inches before managing, “I figured.” Somehow, that one was the worst.

			He left that day feeling ten pounds heavier. He missed Birdie. He entertained the fleeting thought—as he’d done each day since her departure—of visiting Hal Combs’s house and firing blindly into it.

			He needed distraction and release and comfort, in that order: Nora.

			He parked on the street and walked up to her apartment complex in time to see a figure ducking out of her apartment, brushing her hands away—she liked to send you off with all sorts of evil tweaks and pats. Benny felt his stomach shrink a bit. They’d not put rules of exclusivity in place; that wasn’t their style—or her style, really—but he felt the thump of betrayal in his body. Thought, Huh.

			In the meantime, the figure was looking increasingly familiar—that slim nape to the neck, the upright posture. Bow tie off and in hand.

			“Benny?”

			He and Josiah stared at each other for a moment. Benny couldn’t stand it—the wavering in Josiah’s face, from pleasure to confusion to something more complicated. People so often assumed he felt nothing, under all that beautiful control.

			“Does Donathan live here?”

			Benny, attempting hearty: “I thought you weren’t coming in until tomorrow.”

			Josiah blinked. For the second time that day, Benny got to see the curious misery of someone shrinking two inches.

			Benny: “We’re not, like, dating or anything.”

			“Of course not. You don’t do that. Neither does she.” He sighed, shoulders wringing out: “There was a beat-to-death pair of Air Jordans in her room. She said they were hers.” He paused. “It did occur to me: there’s only one person I know who abuses shoes that way.”

			“Josiah.” Benny floundered. “Things have been terrible. I can barely look at Dad. I want to fucking murder Hal Combs. We had to send Birdie away like a criminal—”

			“It would have been better, if you had told me,” Josiah said quietly. “It wouldn’t have been great. But it would have been better than you keeping it from me.”

			Benny felt a piercing under his breastbone. “I messed up,” he said.

			Josiah shoved his bow tie into his pocket. “You know what, I’m tired. I’m going to go home.” He turned, walked into the parking lot, head listing to the side.

			“Josiah.”

			Josiah, without turning: “We’re not doing this now.”

			Benny watched him disappear. Considered, briefly, knocking on Nora’s door before nixing the idea—What an asshole you are, he thought to himself.

			At 194, everyone was asleep. Josiah was nowhere in sight. Benny walked down the hallway. Stood, for just a moment, at Birdie’s dark, empty bedroom.

		

	
		
			28.

			The next morning, Benny dressed in khakis, a button-down, and a sport coat. Josiah was ready and waiting by the door. Josiah, glancing: “Didn’t even shave, huh.”

			Benny looped his tie around his neck: “I can finish in the car.”

			Josiah sighed. Stretched out one hand: “Give it.” Took it, pulled it taut. It gave Benny a queasy feeling, to have Josiah this close and this angry.

			“I messed up,” Benny tried again.

			A scowl. “No kidding.” Josiah jerked the tie just slightly. “I worry,” he murmured, “about your appetites, Benny. The spending. The relationships with employees.”

			“You did the same—”

			“A little restraint is a good thing,” Josiah cut in. “Try it sometime.”

			Benny couldn’t help it. His eyes grew moist. Josiah clucked, rolled eyes.

			Fran rushed in, makeup heavy. “What’s going on?” she said. They both jumped. In the den, Wendy, dressed for work, sewed a loose button onto Fran’s jacket.

			“Nothing,” Josiah said.

			Sam, opening the door. New suit, hair cut to a judge-appropriate style: “We need to go, everyone.” Looked between Josiah and Benny, shaking his head slightly: of course he knew. Josiah, heaving a sigh, looked at the ceiling.

			Fran pressed her lips, face white. Wendy, stepping in, wrapped Fran in her jacket. “I love you,” she said, and took Fran’s face in her hands. “Alright?” She kissed her. It was the first time Benny had seen them do that. Fran relaxed. Let her spine soften a touch. “Whatever happens, the day will be better at the end than at the beginning.”
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			David Albert met them in front of the courthouse. He had come at Jack’s suggestion—a local family attorney with a sterling reputation. He was also Black, which was drawing gawking from Fred and Farmington, who were camped out at the building’s side.

			David steered them toward the snack shop nearby. “Little change of plans, everyone,” he greeted them. “Judge we were assigned to had a heart attack over the weekend. We have a new one. This is her first month on the job.”

			Josiah and Fran, trading a look: “Her?” Josiah said.

			Albert nodded. “Doesn’t seem like she has many alliances yet. Could be a good thing. We’re prepared, anyway.”

			From the other side of the building, Farmington eyed them, then turned to Fred with a conspiratorial expression—brows lifted, hot potato satchelled in his mouth—and gave a wheezy chuckle. But Fred looked worried. Albert was somber, focused. Farmington looked like he should be wearing a drinking helmet and dancing through a Southern Star initiation.

			Judge Jonson was barely skimming fifty—blue eyeshadow behind bifocals, an equally bland gaze for all—and initially appeared promising in her obvious distaste for Farmington’s Matlock routine. A few jewels: the assertion that Fred had “saved Frannie Baker from an abusive homelife” in his love for her (Josiah scrawled him a note—15% truth—Benny was just grateful for the thaw), and that the Taylor marriage was “good as gold” until Mrs. Taylor took up with “a secret life, a known consort” to whom she loaned money. And then—appearing to tuck his face into his neck roll in a thought—Farmington produced a brown paper bag gleaned “from a sweep of her quarters.” Inside: the paperbacks from Wildcat Comics. The hot books.

			Benny felt himself shrink inside. Jonson simply squinted, tapped the table surface with her nail. “I can’t see those, Mr. Farmington. Put them here.” She looked them over, flipped through. Found a page dog-eared, skimmed it. Looked over her bifocals at Fran. Benny felt hatred surge inside him. To his left, Sam’s hand was gripping the table’s edge, the knuckles turning white.

			“A woman with a mental illness,” Farmington thundered, “an abomination in the eyes of God—”

			And here, Jonson wrinkled her nose, raising her coffee cup to her lips: “Keep your voice down.”

			But there was more. Fran Taylor was a terrible mother. Also produced: a photograph of Birdie, Easter 1980, sporting an eyepatch and a face of smeared Palmer’s chocolate. “Nearly blinded. Would this have happened under a watchful mother’s eye? Or the youngest Taylor son, Benjamin, who had such marked disciplinary problems, no doubt stemming from maternal neglect—the boy was acting out so hard he barely graduated from high school.”

			Benny couldn’t help it. He lifted his hand to display his class ring to the judge.

			“It appears he did graduate,” Jonson said.

			Farmington bore his teeth at Benny. Benny smiled.

			The photo traded hands. Another gaze over the bifocals. And then, from Fred, a deep, watery sniff. A dipping of the head. For fuck’s sake.

			But Jonson glanced up at him, bit her lip.

			“We argue,” Farmington said, “that, for the obvious harm it did her children and her spouse and, by extension, the whole of the Baker-Taylor’s enterprise, Mrs. Taylor has forfeited the right to alimony and eighty percent of their joint company shares.”

			He took a deep breath. Jonson cut in: “That’s enough. Sit.”

			As expected, Albert was measured and elegant. “Fran Taylor worked through five pregnancies and raised her children while serving customers, buying stock, balancing books, paying creditors, and promoting the business,” he said evenly. “The children took their first steps there, studied and did chores there. Roughhoused and, once in a great while, caused the same kinds of mishaps most kids cause at home in these stores. These children grew up under the watchful, loving eye of a mother who was performing three jobs at once.”

			Albert was good, Benny thought. He saw Josiah pat Fran’s arm. “The Taylor family is a matriarchy. The real CEO, the one making hard decisions and losing sleep at night, was Fran. This is not my judgment call. This is the opinion of all four Taylor children, as well as four major shareholders.”

			Jonson wrote something down. “Mr. Albert, you mentioned five pregnancies but only four children.”

			Albert flicked a look at Fran. From the corner of his eye, Benny saw Fred twist in his seat and look at them, an expression of naked fear on his face.

			Fran—slight, but unmistakable—gave the nod.

			“The oldest Taylor child, William, passed away in 1964,” Albert said. “While Mrs. Taylor begged to phone for a doctor, Mr. Taylor prevented her from doing so, citing the cost. Mrs. Taylor has always believed that, had a doctor been reached, William might have lived.”

			Benny felt himself go cold.

			He had always known about Billy. His was the name that was never mentioned, but always there; his was the absence that defined every holiday, every major moment. Benny felt pained compassion in all directions: For Josiah, who paled in his seat. For Fran, who was looking down now, chin to chest. And for Fred. Benny felt a flash: Fred, in his face, getting after him for something. Grabbing his chin. Those eyes, gray and huge—with fear, Benny realized now. In memory, Fred likely made his mistake over and over. That was it, he realized. The line he’d always suspected to exist in their family—the before and after—was real. But it wasn’t before and after the money. It was before and after Billy.

			Jonson gave Fred a needling look. Then, “Okay, so no one’s going to mention the brouhaha I read about in the paper with the daughter? What happened there?”

			Albert put his hands into his pockets. “An off-duty police officer, the parent of an opponent, struck Roberta Taylor in the face,” he replied. “She was forced to have reconstructive surgery as a result. It has done considerable damage to this young woman’s reputation. She had several scholarship offers that were rescinded as a result of this incident.” This next part, lower: “She claimed on record that she believed her father was nearby when the event occurred and did not approach until after his daughter had been attacked by a grown man.”

			Here, Farmington gripped the table. Looked at Fred from the side.

			“Fred Taylor has a deep history of playing the bystander,” Albert said. “His inaction is purposeful, designed to shield himself from the hardship of responsibility and pain. And it has hurt those around him. His daughter. His eldest son. And repeatedly, his wife. We are requesting half and half.” Then he sat.

			It was the silkiest punch to the face that Benny had ever witnessed.

			After spending a cold eternity checking her notes, Judge Jonson took off her glasses. “You know what strikes me here?” she started. “In all of those nice articles written about the Taylors—in The Wall Street Journal, for goodness’ sake, and all over my TV set—the Taylors were presented as a family running a business together. A lot of folks around here had fond feelings for the store.”

			As soon as she said the word folks, Benny knew they were in trouble.

			“Fond feelings that compelled them to spend money.” And here, Jonson’s voice went gauzy. “A husband-and-wife team, working together. Suffice it to say, family values were at the heart of the Baker-Taylor’s ethos. And to give one half of that partnership credit?” She looked to Fred. “One half appears to have actually believed that was the case.” She took a moment, giving a moist, decisive little lip lick. To Fran: “You ceased to serve your family as a mother and wife. You concealed your actions and neglected essential duties for nearly a decade.”

			“Oh, for God’s sake,” Benny said, “hold on—”

			Jonson whipped her head around. “Quiet,” she told him. “I did you a favor by even letting you sit in here. You do not have a voice.”

			Fran squeezed Benny’s hand.

			“Mrs. Taylor,” she continued, “you did your public a disservice. A value was violated here, and a resulting settlement is called for. I am taking your decades of devotion to the company into account in my decision to divide your joint shares as follows—ninety percent to Freddie John Taylor, and ten percent to Francine Taylor. We’re done for today.” Jonson gathered her papers, then turned and left through a side door.

			Farmington slapped the table. “You sly son of a bitch,” he crowed. “You gonna be boo-hooing to the bank.”

			Fred looked to Farmington, gaping. But his expression wasn’t one of joy—it was shock, then fear.

			Fran rose, visibly trembling. Benny caught her by the elbow. Josiah took to her other side. Sam gathered her jacket, her purse. Fred, still looking at them. Albert, whispering vehemently, “We fight this, Fran. This is not the end.”

			Fran quietly gave a low tone of pain. It was Benny’s own valley of darkness, that sound.
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			That night: Josiah, packing to leave. Fran swallowed a Vicodin and took to bed while Wendy, eyes red and swollen, cooked supper and cleaned the kitchen. She also fixed Josiah’s windshield wiper before he left. Josiah gave her a tight hug before turning and climbing inside. He lifted a hand to Benny.

			Benny ran to him. He felt twelve again—desperate, friendless. “I’m sorry,” he called uselessly.

			Josiah stuck the keys in the ignition, but sat. “I know you are.”

			Benny held on to the car. “What do I do?”

			Staring straight in front of him: “You’ll figure it out, Benny.” He blinked. “I have to get back.”

			Benny and Wendy watched Josiah pull out. Wendy reached up, put one hand on Benny’s shoulder.

		

	
		
			29.

			Fred wasted no time. An emergency board meeting was scheduled for Thursday night. As Fran and Benny coasted into the parking lot, only Jim’s car was left. Jim, grim-faced, raised two fingers in greeting as he sailed out.

			Behind the building, they found Luce, jacket stripped off, blouse sleeves rolled up. She held a tumbler in one hand and a cigarette in the other. “Where were you,” she called to them.

			“I had my doctor’s appointment,” Fran said. “What is he doing, scheduling this two hours in advance?”

			Luce spat, then leaned over to massage her lower back. “Bubby, why don’t you go inside and get me a pop? Get your mama one, too.”

			“Whatever you have to tell her, I should probably hear it.”

			Luce stared at him. “You’re right.” To Fran: “They fired you. They did it quick. Then they left.”

			Fran closed her eyes. Took a deep breath. Held it.

			“Moral turpitude,” Luce said. “Or as Hal put it, moral turpeetood.”

			Fran wavered on her feet for a moment. She looked, dumb, at the home office she’d built. Exhaled, “Oh Christ,” before covering her face with her hands. Luce put one arm around her. Gave the tumbler, one of Fred’s crystals, a good, close look before pitching it into the parking lot, where it shattered.

		

	
		
			30.

			In the days after the divorce, Benny made a pact with himself to become better—no more two selves, one blind to the whims of the other. He decided to take something from each of his siblings: from Josiah, wit and logic. From Sam, the ability to be a humble servant. From Birdie, he learned to fight—though Christ knew that hadn’t worked out well for her.

			Benny spent a weekend cleaning out Fran’s quarters at the home office. He took everything that wasn’t nailed down: ink, pens, floppy discs, paper. He seated her IBM Selectric in a milk crate. Out of spite, he cleared Fred’s candy drawer and the liquor cabinet. He was still himself.

			Fran found herself unemployed for the first time since she was sixteen. She canvassed Lexington. Tried the university, the mall, insurance agencies, schools. She placed follow-up calls after submitting applications, employing that smooth, cordial solicitor’s voice she’d refined with decades of practice. Nothing worked. “Age and experience,” Luce said.

			“So everything that made me good at my job is working against me.”

			“It is if you’re older than your potential supervisor.”

			She placed Triple Crown Drive on the market. She could fetch a good price, the broker told her. Put a down payment on a smaller place. Wendy pushed this idea. “It’s time,” she said. “You’ll feel better when you’re not living here.”

			But theirs was a small community—it was now widely known how badly Fran had been shafted in the divorce, and how much she needed the money. The first offer undercut by three thousand. The buyer held fast. The second offer, another thousand. Fran declined. Were she to receive a third offer, Benny wasn’t so sure she could.
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			Fran’s old office was given over to Nora completely. Two newly promoted RMs to replace Fran now filtered in and out of the back office. Fred seemed dazed, hesitant to make decisions. On the books: two more closures. “I want you coming in every day,” Fred told Benny. “Before you go to the store? You stop in here.”

			It was spooky, being in the same room with Fred now. Benny expected to be furious with him. And he was, when he considered Birdie. But there were ghosts between them now. And they both knew it. For a month after the divorce, neither of them could look the other in the eye.

			“Who’s the manager up there?” Benny said. “It’s number eighty-two, in Newark, right?” He took a look at the paperwork, grimaced. “Good luck with that one.”

			“Why?”

			“Well,” Benny said. “It’s not that he’s an asshole. It’s that he’s an asshole who’s just lost his job. Tread lightly. Liquidators are coming on Saturday.” He closed the file, handed it back.

			Fred, hedging. “So let’s, uh, hear about your process. How you been doing these?”

			Benny regarded his father. He looked pale, droopy in a bright green golf shirt. It was as if all the flames he’d felt during the divorce—all that heat and propulsion and righteous indignation—had sapped him, left him older.

			Oh God, Benny realized. Fred had likely never done one of these. Had he not thought about this, when forcing Fran out?

			“Just be as clear and direct with the staff as possible,” he told Fred. “As for the GM—if he’s short with the staff, they’re used to it.”

			Fred’s eyebrows, peaking. Benny was shocked to observe that they were silver. There’s one aspect of marriage proved true, he thought—divorce aside, Fred and Fran had gotten older together anyway. “You okay?” he asked Fred.

			“I’m just fine,” Fred said. “You know what, we need you up there, too. Let your staff know.”

			Well, Benny thought, at least there’s no worry of him firing me now. “No problem.”

			On his way out, Nora pulled him into her office. “Where have you been?”

			Oh man. Just like that: five pounds lighter. He loved her. He even loved the part of her that kept secrets, eavesdropped, funneled information. He loved her, even while knowing that—were they ever divorced—Nora would make it far worse, even, than what he’d just witnessed with his parents. Yes. He loved her.

			But he loved his brother more.

			Do your penance, Benny told himself. “I’m not into it anymore.”

			As if correcting his pronunciation: “Yes, you are.”

			“You really hurt him,” he said.

			“So it would have been different if I’d told Josiah? I don’t think that’s true.” She came around and sat on the edge of the desk, giving him a good look at her backside. He felt himself go hard and hated it. “Josiah can take care of himself, Benny.”

			“He’s also a human being with a huge thing for you. It hurt him.”

			She crossed her arms over her chest. “Sounds like you hurt him. He’s responsible for himself,” she said. “We all are.”

			Benny held his hands up. “Okay. Well. Everything going on, it’s just—taking the fuck out of me, alright?” He rose. “Sorry.” Considered kissing her on the cheek before deciding against it.
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			And Benny had been right about Fred. At the store closure in Ohio, there were tears and there was yelling and there were many, many questions of why that Fred, overwhelmed and tripping over his words, could not answer. They received no help from the manager, who retreated to his office. Fred, following him: “What the hell are you doing, man? Get back out and help me with this.”

			“It’s your problem now,” the manager said. “I’m trying to figure out how to get to Columbus and back every day for the new job Imma have to start in two weeks.”

			Fred gritted his teeth, threw his shoulders back: “How bout I tell your new employer about your behavior?”

			The manager put his pencil down and gazed at Fred. This would have been better if Fred had been able to remember the man’s name. But he likely hadn’t known it in the first place.

			“They will not care,” the man told Fred. “I could just tell them that the store owner was an idiot who aired his dirty laundry and then acted confused when it came back to bite him in the ass.” He leaned in. “You’re going to have a long way to fall. I am going to enjoy watching it happen.”

			At the end of the day, Benny went into the parking lot to find Fred hunched over in his seat, gripping his chest, breathing hard. “Dad? Are you okay?”

			Benny put a hand on his father’s shoulder. Fred shrank a bit. Benny reflected: he’d done firings so often that he was beyond fits. He wondered if what he was feeling—this weary resignation—was worse.

			It was the thought of Fran—what would Fran do in that situation?—that compelled him to reach out and place a hand to his father’s back.

			“Your mother used to know how to fix this,” Fred gasped. “These—” The last word, inaudible.

			“How did she do that?”

			He shook his head, gasping for air. “Tell me how to breathe,” he said finally.

			Benny, scratching his head: You need to be told how to breathe? Fred, blinking at the floor. He was gray in the face.

			“In for four,” Benny said, “out for four.”

			Fred’s eyes, darting in his direction.

			“Come on,” Benny prodded. “In four, out four.”

			Fred closed his eyes. His lips parted. He did as he was told.

		

	
		
			31.

			An early morning in August—five-thirty a.m. Holly was still asleep, Wendy was just stirring. Benny, who’d slept a total of two hours, caught it on the first ring. “There he is,” Luce said, and he knew something was off—there was a weird, glossy topcoat of false cheer there. “Where’s your mama?”

			“Nashville. Sam had a clinic check-in.”

			“Oh, that’s right.” A pause. “I’m at Central Baptist. Think you could stop over?”

			Benny grabbed his travel mug, emptied the coffeepot into it, and ran out of the house. When he located Luce’s room, she was sitting up in bed, pale, looking defenseless without makeup. She frowned: “Hon, when was the last time you shaved?”

			“What are you doing here?”

			She peered at him. “You’re so handsome, I don’t see why—”

			“Luce.”

			She’d had a backache Saturday morning. By the afternoon, it had spread to her stomach. She took Advil, smoked a joint, filled a Mason jar with hot water and placed it to the pain—an old menstrual trick—but nothing worked. By Sunday afternoon, she was folded in half. She drove herself to the emergency room.

			“You been here the entire night?”

			Her nostrils flared. “I’ve been having back pain for years. I wasn’t gonna call you about something piddling like that.” She stared into her lap, tongue pocketed in cheek. “Stick around. Doc’s supposed to come up this morning.”

			His first thought was to call Fran—to try the hotel, or the clinic where Sam was having rounds done. But Fran was back to stick status, with gray hairs fanning around her face. Faintly, the idea—Call Josiah?—no.

			Do this one on your own, he told himself, covering Luce’s hand with his.

			“I’m sorry I told you to drink your milkshake,” he said quickly. “I’ve felt bad about it ever since.”

			Luce patted his knuckles, businesslike. “Well, I shouldn’t have told you to go fuck yourself. When do you open? Nine?”

			“Yvonne will open,” he told her. “We’re watching The Today Show.”

			When the oncologist visited Luce’s room hours later, he showed them X-rays, the strange tufts inside her outlining cancer of the pancreas. Instead of a treatment plan, he gently granted a timetable, one so small that, after a lifetime of running commentary, Luce and Benny were shocked into silence.
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			“I’ll be back,” Benny promised her, and then drove home to the empty house.

			He found himself looking around the sunken den—like something out of a Popular Mechanics from fifteen years ago: shag carpeting, the Panasonic hi-fi. God, he yearned to talk to Birdie. She was the smartest kid he knew, this house’s concrete. And they’d all failed her.

			In the large, echoing shell of that house, he curled up on the ridiculous orange sectional, shoes on the upholstery, and he cried, hard. He sobbed until the barks coming out of him no longer sounded human.

			He heard the front door open but was so wrung out that he could not move when he saw Wendy standing in the doorway, still in her slacks and blouse from Walser’s, name tag on her chest.

			He blinked. Tried to imagine what he looked like. Like a snot-streaming bear, he thought. Like a turbo-charged fifth grader.

			She put her purse on the floor. “What’s happened, honey?”

			He snorted. Tried to wipe his nose: losing game. He told her about Luce—the hospital, the meeting with the doctor. He watched as Wendy went pale, began to knead her hands in her lap. Finally: “That’s terrible. I don’t know what to say.” Looked to him. “It’s the kind of news that knocks the breath out of you, isn’t it?”

			“I don’t know how to tell Fran,” he said. “I can’t make Luce do it. But Mom’s had shit raining down on her all year, and I’m so afraid of what’s going to happen to her, with—”

			She gripped his shoulder. “Fran’s gonna be fine,” she said. “Okay? In the long run, maybe it was a good thing, her being forced out. She’s so much more than the business, Benny. And she’s so much bigger than all of the things happening to her. I wouldn’t be here if she weren’t. Okay?”

			She bent forward, grabbed Kleenex. Not unkindly gestured at his face. “This was why your idea was good,” she said. “Us, moving in? Even with everything that’s happened, we can help prop her up. She’s done it for us, we’ll do it for her. I can tell her.” She rubbed his back. “I think you should go upstairs and get some rest. You didn’t sleep last night. I heard you.”

			He would never know how, exactly, Wendy delivered the news to Fran.

			But the next morning, he found his mother perched at the coffee table, red-eyed but showered. She rose: “You. Get over here.” She hugged him painfully. He held on to her—she was so thin, he thought, but upright. No tears, no giving in.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Making lists.” He saw in her looping longhand: Adjustable hospital bed. Two ergonomic pillows. Adult diapers. “We need to track down every twin sheet in this house,” she said.

			“You’ve not eaten.”

			She looked around. “I reckon not. I’ve been running.”

			This was why he’d stayed, he told himself as he dug out the frying pan. Of all the times he’d contemplated moving out, getting an apartment with Donathan—floating the idea of getting a place with Nora, who promptly shot it down—he couldn’t bring himself to do it. The family home was the family home. Though Fran needed to sell it, he was glad they still had it, for this. He stayed to serve. On her face: perfect misery. But her back was ramrod straight.

		

	
		
			32.

			Fran stopped looking for work.

			She gave Benny shopping lists of Luce’s favorite things, detailed with footnotes: her prized pink ChapStick, her preferred variety of Jergens. The flowing rayon nightgowns she liked, all machine washable. They chose the living room no one used as the center of operations, replacing the windows that had been broken and converting the oak secretary into a medicine and supply cabinet.

			By Thanksgiving, Luce was too weak to scale the stairs at her own house and too uncomfortable to deny painkillers. They brought her home. She changed by the day—losing weight, losing color. A clotted, acrid smell began to greet them at the door.

			It was time to prop up the morphine. Benny bought a fourth of an ounce of weed from Donathan, then waited for a day when Holly was at school to commandeer the kitchen and make weed butter. He taught Fran. They began to compile recipes: weed fudge, weed rice pudding, weed apple butter.

			It was Holly, typically the first home from school, who began using the rear patio door to enter, because she hated waking Luce. Pretty soon, they were all doing it. And they all looked forward to the moment when the patio door would slide open and the kid would enter, dark ponytail streaming over her backpack, lifting one hand silently to them. Another kind of fourteen-year-old would have been traumatized by the year. But Holly was good as gold. She was fond of giving Benny cold, creeping hugs around his midsection. Sam, too. A big, extended family: she’d never had one, and she’d never had a household with two parents, either. He watched Wendy do more around the house in her first week after moving in than he’d seen Fred do in two decades. She worked fifty hours a week at Walser’s—had been promoted twice in her time there—and then would come home, change into an old pair of Fran’s jeans, and pump around the kitchen cleaning or baking loaves of bread with a purposeful stride that reminded Benny of his mother. She rolled her eyes when Benny suggested that she and Fran were starting to absorb each other. “Twin lesbian Dolly Partons,” he told them. “Dolly and Polly.”

			He did the grocery shopping. He sat with Luce, taking turns with Sam reading to her, feeding her. He picked up prescriptions. He went to work, he came home. He did not drink. He did not fuck. He labored for his penance: for baiting Combs, for allowing the attack to happen. For hurting Josiah.
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			One night, Fran: “Lemme show you something.” She drew her checkbook out of her purse, slid it over to Benny. In the upper left-hand corner: Francine Baker-Taylor.

			“You changed your name?”

			“Just waiting on Social Security to send my new card.” She slipped it back into the purse. “It’s on the headstone, too. Had us a shopping spree at Lexington Cemetery.” She nodded toward the living room. “Her idea.”

			Benny opened the fridge, pretending to look for eggs in order to avoid folding in half. Of course. Luce had needed an accomplice when buying a candy bar or a fourth drink. Who wanted to be the only person buying a headstone?
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			His heart was being broken in new and different ways: there was a knock at the door one Friday night and he opened it to find Philip Keckley in blue jeans—God, seeing Keckley not dressed in Brooks Brothers was like seeing a cross upside down. “Benjamin,” he said, visibly attempting to keep his voice still. “Is she here?”

			“Hey, Philip.” Benny waved him in, closed the door softly. “She’s sleeping. I was going to try to get her to eat something.”

			The hallway was dark, silent. The French doors, shut. Philip’s eyes went wide. He swallowed. What a weird thing to be a guide to, Benny thought. How weird to be a guide for anything, to Philip Keckley. “Come on,” Benny whispered. “Take your shoes off and let’s go to the kitchen.”

			Benny poured the coffee. “How long has it been since you’ve seen her?”

			Philip shook his head, pale. “Six weeks or so. She didn’t want me to.” He swallowed. “I told her that was stupid, of course I want to see her, I don’t care what she looks like.” He stared at the countertop. “She used to put on makeup before she saw me. Even if she was sleeping.”

			“Sounds like Luce.”

			He looked up at Benny. “It’s happening fast, isn’t it?”

			Benny put the pudding in front of him, handed him a spoon. “I’m giving you formal permission to break her stupid rule. Take supper to her.”

			In the hallway, Philip stood at the precipice, unsure.

			“It’s alright,” Benny told him. “I have a spare key to give you before you leave. You come in anytime you want.”

			Philip took a deep breath. “Thank you, Benjamin.”

			“I’m across the hall if you need anything.”

			In the den, Holly was sprawled on the sectional, flicking through channels. “That the boyfriend?”

			“It is,” Benny said. “How did you know that?”

			“I have eyes.”

			The next time Benny went into the hallway, he peered inside the living room to find Philip Keckley on the bed with Luce, holding her.
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			The next day, Nora called Benny and broke his heart in a whole new way. “I’m not sure how to say this,” she said, “especially since it’s not my fucking job, but these orders are coming from Fred, via the massive asshat from Statler’s he hired to be the new Fran.”

			“Okay,” Benny said. “What is it?”

			“Benny,” she said, “you are fired.”

		

	
		
			33.

			Sam did not take his sedative that night. The last he’d seen Luce, he could feel the division between them—that curtain between worlds, coming down to envelop her. She was close. He’d wanted to be alert enough to come to if Fran called at three in the morning.

			The phone’s bleat woke him up completely. “Hello?”

			It didn’t sound like Benny on the other end so much as the animal in Benny’s midsection that came out to yowl when the rest of him was sloshed. “I’m gonna kill him.”

			“Slow down,” he said. “What’s going on?” He looked at the clock. Three-thirty. “Where are you?”

			“I’m at the store,” he said. “I’m always at the store, man.”

			Were Benny and Josiah on speaking terms again? Likely not, if Benny was calling him. “At three-thirty? When you have to be there in, like, three hours?”

			Benny slurred. “I don’t work here anymore. Fired.”

			Sam swung his feet onto the floor. Head in hand. “Are you sure this isn’t one of those Dad-gets-mad-and-says-stuff-he-takes-back-later scenarios?”

			“Official letterhead. He had Nora do it for him.”

			Sam winced. Christ, that was mean. Even for Fred. “I’m guessing he didn’t take your keys.” Sam rose, looked for his jeans. “Don’t move. I’m coming down there.”

			He locked up and sped through silent Lexington suburbs: darkness in living room after living room, a line of pink along the horizon.

			At the Nicholasville Road store, Benny was absolutely stinking drunk. He had a good fifty pounds on Sam, nearly knocked him over hugging him. There was so much of Fran in him, Sam thought—he just drove himself and drove himself through troubles, looking down at his body, saying, What’s wrong with you? Keep up!

			“How long have you been drinking?” Sam said. He walked into Benny’s office. Saw the half-drained bottle of Pappy Van Winkle on the desk. Rich kid, Sam thought fondly. He rummaged through the desk. Handed Benny a packet of crackers. Then he went to the double doors and peered out onto the store floor. It was gray, dim. How much of their lives had been lived in the peculiar, gloomy light of a stockroom?

			“Why’d he do it, Benny?” he asked.

			“He didn’t give a reason.” Benny was behind him, tapping his hockey stick against the floor. “But I know. I saw him have a panic attack. I talked him through it, the fucking asshole.”

			Sam’s gut shrank. Benny was probably right. He’d seen Fred in a moment of weakness—another one, Sam corrected himself. Now Fred probably couldn’t even look at him.

			Benny scratched his face. Managed, “They’re buying Madison’s.”

			“What is that?”

			“Sporting goods store. Down in Florida. Ever been to one?”

			Sam shook his head.

			“They’re cheap.”

			“Baker-Taylor’s is cheap.”

			“Yeah,” he said. “But it doesn’t feel cheap to be in our store.” The remark was Fran’s, Sam thought. “It feels good to shop with us. Or it did.” Benny put a hand deep into his hair, curls reaching in all directions.

			“Does Fran know?”

			Benny shook his head. “Don’t tell her,” he said. “Things suck enough right now.” He turned. Positioned a can of beans and weenies on the floor. Lined up his stick. Took a practice swing. Surprisingly crisp, for someone so drunk he couldn’t walk a straight line.

			“We’re done,” Benny told him.

			Sam dodged out of the line of fire. Benny swung, made contact. The can flew up into the air and hit the opposite wall, leaving a black mark on the cinder block. Why had everyone been so surprised that Benny wanted to join the business? He might have been born in a hospital, but he probably spent days two, three, and four in a Baker-Taylor’s. He loved it in a deep down way he never would love anything else. His fifth-grade career day project—his parents’ store, and his parents, profiled. “My Role Models.” Both of them, it bore mentioning.

			Benny lined up another while Sam crossed to the back entrance and opened the door. If you stood at the rear of Baker-Taylor’s and you listened to New Circle Road—the only freeway they had to offer, despite the fact that it had traffic lights—the low tide of wheels spinning more quickly than the human eye could comprehend, you could trick yourself into thinking it was the ocean.

		

	
		
			34.

			Sam canceled his morning plans and made his way to Triple Crown Drive.

			He was the outsider here. A certain part of him had divested from his family when he was hospitalized. He had to conserve his energy—he had problems of his own. He’d done his part in nudging Wendy into the household.

			He let himself in through the patio. Holly was at the stove, apron tied on over her pajamas. She greeted him by pointing a spatula at him—Bennyesque. “You look like you want an egg.”

			“I could use two.” He stripped off his coat, hung it on the back of a chair. “Why aren’t you in school?”

			She shot him a baleful look. “Christmas vacation started today.”

			“I see. So you and Fran are holding down the fort.”

			Holly checked over her shoulder. Low: “She needs to eat something, man.”

			Sam hid his smile. “We’ll make sure she does. Is she upstairs?”

			She turned back to the stove. “Shower.”

			He placed a hand to her head as he passed. “I’ll be back.”

			He went to the basement, flicked on the lights. Dead. Lost a minute or two replacing a bulb in the lamp, then went to Fran’s office. Stacks and stacks of banker’s boxes everywhere, each labeled with Fran’s neat, slanting cursive: Taxes 1981. Layout 1966–72. Leases TN/WV/VA 1983–85. Press Archives 1982–84. 1980 Acquisition. The newest, smallest box: DIVORCE.

			He was scared to lose more of Fran than what was already lost. Same for Birdie, who’d had the last shreds of kiddom ripped from her—who’d taken a position on a German basketball team and moved overseas, only telling them after the deed was done. And despite everything, poor Fred. He’d lost his North Star, and he would not allow himself to do what was needed: ask for help. There was nothing so pitiful as pride.

			He pawed through the boxes, removing materials, placing what was needed into a spare accordion folder. He broke to go upstairs and eat eggs with Fran, who only hummed and patted him on the back when he said he was “working downstairs.” He continued into the dark. Then he picked up the old office model phone on the desk and punched in Josiah’s number.

			“Let’s do it,” Josiah said.

			They would split the work, they decided—Josiah would work on Jack, getting the appropriate papers signed, notarized, and faxed. Sam’s first stop would be to Philip Keckley. He’d gotten to know Keckley a bit when he was commissioned to paint a portrait of Keckley’s father, the judge. Keckley invited him in right away and smiled when Sam explained his idea. He drew up the paperwork himself. Sam tucked it under his arm and drove to Triple Crown Drive.

			Fran and Benny were in the basement. They were having an argument over speakerphone with Birdie. “Roberta, no,” Fran said.

			“It’s dangerous, man,” Benny said. “You shot King Turd of Fart Mountain and now he wants blood.”

			“We’ll call you and bring you home if we need to do that,” Fran said.

			“You mean if she starts to die,” Birdie said. “Which could happen at any time. And I am an ocean away.”

			They were both quiet.

			“You exiled me,” she said. “I spent more time with her growing up than with you and Dad combined, by the way.”

			Fran tried again, “Sissy—”

			Sam moved away from their voices. The living room was dark: earthy with shit, sharp with alcohol. Sam pulled a chair to Luce’s hospital bed and watched her. Another memory: he was five and moving through Luce’s cool, dim house. It was on a day when he was sick—chicken pox, he remembered—and he recalled feeling both achy and itchy as he lounged on her furniture. She must have been keeping him for the day while his parents were at work. This was around the time that he’d started seeing—things, in the old house. Fran had blamed his fears on watching Lon Chaney movies on TV. But when he awakened from the sweaty intensity of sleep, crying and unaware, Luce collected him and took him into her bed, where he lay on pink sheets with her old sack-like cat, Potato. And she didn’t look a bit surprised when he asked her what had happened to their older brother. She explained that Billy had died. His body had stopped working, his soul left. And when he asked, Where does the soul go? She’d put an arm around him and told him, “I don’t know, honey. But I reckon somewhere a hell of a lot more fun than here.”

			She turned her head now, eyes fluttering open. Saw him. Reached one hand out.

			“Hey, Luce,” he said. Leaned in: “Want to go shopping?”
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			Sam awakened the next day to find quiet downstairs—in the den, Fran, wrapped in an afghan and lying on her side, back making a gentle rise and fall. The living room door was slightly open. Sam peered inside. Sitting on a chair next to Luce, legs crossed and a new pair of readers at the end of his nose: Uncle Jack. A cigarette hung out of his mouth as he worried over Luce’s nails with an emery board. He muttered something, twiddled his head. From Luce: sandpaper laughter, the first she’d produced in weeks. Then Jack glanced back. “Ooh, lookit that,” he said. “Here’s the hustler. Good morning.”

			When Uncle Jack did something, he did it up. He pointed to a manila folder on the secretary. “Papers are all signed and notarized for you, babe. I’m only staying the night.”

			Luce craned up. Grinned at Sam. Rasped, “You sly boots, you.”

			“He is,” Jack told her. “You raised him right, Lucille.”
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			Two days later, Fran saw something in Luce that rattled her, something none of the rest of them could see. Sam could feel the house tightening. Fran began to orchestrate: she called home health, a nurse arrived. The blackout curtains were drawn closed. That afternoon, Luce went to sleep and did not wake up.

			Wendy and Holly made the grocery run that would sustain those gathering. Sam washed a load of dishes, then scrubbed out the first-floor bathrooms. Met the knock at the back patio door: Philip Keckley, entirely composed except for the frantic glaze to his eyes. He did what a person who needed contact, but could not bring himself to embrace did—he held on to Sam’s forearm.

			Just before sundown, Josiah pulled into the drive and loped out of his car, barely recognizable in a sweatshirt and sneakers. Tailing him was Benny, who’d gone to pick up prescriptions. Josiah waited until Benny climbed out of the car. Benny slumped forward, sporting a full beard and wild hair. He’d learned to be accountable the hard way, Sam thought—by hurting someone he loved. Sam watched them exchange words. Benny, gesturing. Then Josiah reached out, embraced him. Held on to him. Sam turned from the window.
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			Two in the morning: a strange car with out-of-state plates pulled into the drive. A figure climbed out with a duffel bag. Limped to the front door. Sam awakened from where he was dozing in the den to find Birdie struggling out of her coat.

			“How did you get here?” Sam said, shuffling over.

			Birdie stared at the French doors, still closed. “It’s called an airplane.”
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			As they gathered by Luce’s bedside that afternoon, there was a knock at the door. Holly answered it. Walked back in, looking confused. Trailing her was Fred Taylor. His gaze darted around, taking in the new paint job (a soft blush), the custom strike panels Wendy had installed, the Victorian chandelier she’d gotten at an estate sale. Landed, finally, on Luce’s foot. The eyes, widening. Sam recalled his father’s face during his own hospital stay, years ago. His misery in spotting that foot: holding that bag of chicken, a totem of old life, old times, old ties.

			Sam rose, greeted him. “Hey, Dad.”

			“Bubby,” he said, gaze still leaping around.

			Fran—nothing if not polite—stiffly reaching out: “Hello, Fred.” Her eyes, trained on the carpet as she received a cheek peck. “Thanks for coming,” she told him. Then she turned. Went back to Luce.

			Fred gazed after her, uncertain. “Come on,” Sam said, moving toward the kitchen. Fred followed him. Hesitant, he put the bag on the counter. Sat. Sam felt a flash of understanding for Fran: you bought this house, you know where the plates are. Sam retrieved them anyway. “I can make coffee.”

			“Sure,” Fred said, “sure.” Then, “I’ll be right here,” he said suddenly, “just in case you all need something.”

			“Thanks, Dad.”

			When Luce’s respiration took on the sharp, pained tones of a rattle, they all bore it. We’re a series of breaths, Sam thought, a series of laps taken. There was no plummet, no great tumble off the earth’s edge. There was only each soft push around the wheel, each footstep down into a velvet darkness, into nothing so much as a cave—the narrow hallway, opening up into a bright, glittering space.
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			After the funeral home pulled away, there followed an awful, empty burst of work: Holly, helping her mother strip the bed linens, Josiah and Benny clearing the furniture from the living room. Birdie starting a load of wash.

			Fran sat on the newly naked hospital bed, coffee in her hands. The binder Keckley had left was opened next to her. She looked up at Sam, blurry. Pink eyes: two folds framing her mouth. “When’s Christmas?”

			“Tuesday,” Sam told her.

			She rubbed her face. Managed, “Ain’t got you all anything.”

			“We don’t need anything.” He sat next to her.

			Fran looked in front of her, sniffing. Clawed at her nose with a tissue. “That’s some Christmas present you all got me.”

			“Are—are you happy about it?”

			She turned. Reached up to touch one of his earrings. “Oh, honey,” she said. Seemed to close up. Whatever she was thinking, she decided to keep to herself. She patted him on the arm. “There’s a shower and a Seconal up there waiting for me. I’ll see you on the other side.”

			“Get some rest, Mom.”

			He waited until Fran had scaled the stairs before opening the binder. Luce’s will, dated three days prior. No surprises at the first: her cottage downtown, her latest car, her investments and accounts, all willed to Francine Baker-Taylor. The last page: all her shares in Baker-Taylor’s, Incorporated, including the share newly purchased from Jack, were now in care of the same. Fran was officially the company’s largest shareholder.

			Sam walked into the kitchen, the binder under his arm. “You okay, Dad?”

			Fred looked up from the Popular Mechanics spread in front of him. He’d hung on throughout the night. A nice gesture, Sam thought. “Oh sure,” he said. “Anything I can do?”

			“I don’t think so. How’s Pammy?”

			Fred brightened. “Good,” he said. “Need to nail down a date with you all. We’re gonna get married. Once we get the new house. Have it in the backyard.”

			“Congratulations.” Sam shifted the binder, then placed it on the breakfast bar. Fred took a gander around the kitchen, brightened—at least one of his children had spoken to him. Benny strode down the hallway, toting an armful of dirty sheets. “I’ll be right back,” Sam said. He took the binder and followed Benny.

			Benny ticked his head at him, opened up the washer. He hadn’t slept, hadn’t eaten—the past three months had stamped themselves into his face.

			Sam gave Benny the binder. “Congratulations,” he said. “You are the new regional manager. Or whatever bigger title Fran’ll give you when she goes into the office on Monday.”

			Benny shut the washer. Blinked at it for a moment, then turned. “What?”

			Sam gestured for him to open it. “God knows you’ve worked for it, Benny. You’ve been through a lot in the past year. Luce was so happy to do this.”

			Benny opened the binder slowly, stared at the paperwork. His face, in that moment, was amazing: something Sam might have wanted to paint. His smile crumpled into something deeper and sweeter and sadder. Benny wouldn’t take his role lightly, Sam thought. It would be the last thing Luce would ever give him.

			Sam thumped him on the back. “Don’t love on me yet. Your first task is waiting for you. Out there.” Sam nodded toward the kitchen. “He’s got a new boss. Give him the news. However you decide to do that is up to you.”

			Benny looked toward the kitchen, breathing raggedly. He began to say something, then thought better of it.

			Josiah had made a confession, late on the night they engineered all this—“I wish I were a better person,” Josiah said. “I wish this felt good for a different reason.” And then he told Sam about a board meeting where, in front of everyone, Hal Combs had lambasted Josiah: Livin’s easy there, ain’t it? “He had beer cheese in his beard,” Josiah said. “Disgusting. But what I remember about it—I kept waiting for Dad to come in, take up for me—do something. But he didn’t. He just stood there.” He sighed. “It was like something was being decided.”

			“That’s awful,” Sam said.

			“No,” Josiah said. “What’s awful is that I can’t let go of it. What’s awful is that, as I’m taking his company away from him, I’m finding it hugely satisfying. And I wish I didn’t.” He paused. “He changed me. In ways I didn’t want.”

			Sam watched Benny follow Fred, who’d just slid the patio door shut. Fred turned to look—a hopeful expression that put a hairline crack on Sam’s heart. But Benny walked a straight line approaching their father, Fred gazing up into his face. He noticed how similar the two men seemed—the way their bodies were built, the way they took each other in. Benny, with the practiced stance of one delivering bad news. But there, too, Sam thought, was kindness. Such oddness in this moment: no past, no distant future. No ghosts. There was, for once, just now.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			2015

			“Like—look at me like the camera’s not there,” the writer said. “Like we’re just hanging out talking.”

			“I’ve done these before,” Fran told her. She scooted to the edge of the armchair. Took it back an inch or two to give her hip some breathing room. Agatha, cutting through with a cup of coffee. By Fran’s elbow, she placed the old carnival glass ashtray, the one Wendy pretended wasn’t still stowed under the sink. Then she clustered together with the writer—Olivia, her name was—gazing into the screen with the unnerving intensity people now paid to such things.

			“Makeup looks awesome,” Aggie told Fran.

			“She is so good on camera,” Olivia muttered.

			“Right?” Agatha reached out to adjust something. “Not like Dad. Cracking dumb jokes and looking into the camera every thirty seconds.”

			Olivia, shifting her gaze to the real Fran: “I’m not surprised. I saw those commercials on YouTube. Good things don’t change.”

			The grandkids numbered four now, but Aggie was the oldest and the most Fran’s. She was also the most persuasive. When the journalist had contacted the family, Aggie went to work wheedling Fran into the idea. “Olivia works for, like, a serious magazine,” she’d said.

			“I’m seriously not interested,” Fran told her, “but thank you for all the serious-looking issues you left lying around the house.”

			“Some of the kids who saw those commercials? They’re Fran Taylors now,” Aggie had argued. “And they’d like to hear your story.”

			The kiss of death, however, had been when she tag-teamed with Wendy, who’d said privately, “I think you deserve the last word, here.”

			There was a time when needing to have the last word would have seemed childish to Fran. But there was something appealing in having an honest word. And now that there was nothing else to take from her, she thought, she could have it, couldn’t she?

			Fran gave the girls a weak smile. Rubbernecked to check for Wendy—still at work. Pulled out a smoke. “Don’t tell on me,” she said. “And let me know when you turn that thing on.”

			“It’s already on,” Aggie said.

			“Shoot.” Fran glanced at the cigarette. Could not quite make herself snuff it out. “Alright. Where should I start?”

			Aggie drew her mouth to the side. “Let’s start with when you got the company back.”
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			A week after Luce died, Fran unlocked the building at five-thirty in the morning, turned on the lights, and got the coffee started. On the desk: a bouquet of flowers. The card read, To the only Taylor left who does not hate me: Welcome back. —N

			Nora herself entered a half hour later. “I am so glad to see you,” Fran told her.

			Glasses fogging: “You won’t be in about ten minutes.”

			Her children were intelligent people. They meant well. They wanted her to have what she’d built. But it wasn’t hers anymore. She was going to lose it bit by bit. The first loss was finding the extent to which her business had been hollowed out and infected, and all in the span of less than a year. She had returned to a house on fire. Hal Combs, while convalescing from his “hunting accident,” had had big plans for a post-Fran Baker-Taylor’s. One plan had been to employ his own team to put “additional inventory” into trucks coming up from Florida. Nora, that lovely digger, had done her legwork, was able to give Fran the whole picture and more. They’d all found it so odd that when Benny had broken the news to Fred that Fran was back on as shareholder, CEO, boss, there had been no protest, no angry phone calls to Bart Farmington, no grousing to the paper or drumming up what was left of the board. This was why: Fred felt so alone with the mess that Fran’s gracious reentry with a mop and bucket was a godsend.

			He shuffled in at nine that morning to a seething Fran taking a rag of polish to her scratched-to-hell desk. She’d been ready to ream him. But he was so gray and grateful and, good Lord, so much smaller than he’d been a year ago that she merely looked at him.

			In the doorway, propping himself up with one hand: “You settling in okay?”

			The last thing that tempered Fran: he’d tried to spare Benny. He’d tried. Benny might never know it, but Fred firing him had been Fred trying to protect him.

			“I am,” she said. “Could you make some more coffee, please? Thank you.”

			And so began her second marriage to Fred—not so different from the first, in many ways. But this job was harder than the one she’d left.

			“Fred,” she hollered the following week.

			“What?”

			“Come here.”

			Silence.

			“You have to see it,” she said. “I’m not bringing it in there.”

			She’d purchased a huge calendar and a map of the Lower 48 suitable for a classroom. When Fred spotted it, he went long in the face, giving an enormous sigh. “Sit,” she told him. Picked up a fat marker, pointed to the map. Pink dots: Baker-Taylor’s branches across nine states. Then she began to draw a smaller outline within those borders. “Size 16 to a 6,” she told him. “Ever heard the phrase death by a thousand cuts? Won’t be one big thing ending us. It’ll be a bunch of little things.”

			He grimaced, hand fluttering over his belt. “Do you have to use those words?”

			She gave him a long look. “Do you want to fix this?”

			Downcast: a quiet yes.

			“Then this is the way to do it.” She pointed. “Keep northern Ohio. Keep Indiana. No more Michigan, no more Chicagoland. And hem up. Florida may as well be Mars. We’re getting rid of those sporting goods stores, too.”

			“That’s damn near half,” he complained.

			She capped the marker. “Call it forty percent. It’ll feel better.”

			Their new regional manager noticed her tone: “No longer operating with sugar when it comes to Fred, are we,” Benny said.

			Benny had become an adult—gentle and funny and thoughtful. The past year had battered him, but he’d pushed back. When Luce fell ill, he cared for her. When he was burdened with guilt over not being home when the Combs crew had attacked, he worked hard to be a better brother to Birdie, going as far as to fly to Germany with Sam and Josiah to see her play. He had also paid a personal visit to Combs in order to fire him—and had brought along, in his words, “Donathan and three of Donathan’s largest, scariest friends.” Benny was her true partner now. So when she told him: “We use the same professional sensitivity we’d need working with unpredictable leadership anywhere, Benjamin,” he’d agreed.

			“I’m not looking to create more work for myself,” he’d said.

			“Good.” She turned to sort through some files. “And maybe consider forgiving Nora. She was how we found out about Combs, after all.” She sniffed. “I believe Josiah’d give his blessing anyway.”

			Benny, sober: “I’ll take it under consideration.”

			Together, she and Benny tried to resuscitate what was left of Baker-Taylor’s. They closed more branches, met with accountants, doubled down on their branding. In their desperation, they mimicked the tactics of competing stores, trying to make them their own: leaving packing pallets, goods atop, on the floor. Their spin on blue-light specials: purple hours. But what looked right in one man’s home looked completely wrong in their own. Fran had blanched at the pallets: “Hideous. Get rid of them.”

			A year passed. Two. “I’m trying to decide what the end looks like,” she said one night at home.

			Wendy looked up from her papers, readers at the tip of her nose: unwittingly sexy. She’d been promoted twice at Walser’s, was high enough in regional leadership now to travel, hire, have an assistant. Fred wasn’t the only one who read retail magazines. Wendy’s drive was quiet, but present, and of a pleasantly grounded reality; she could stomach loss and losing and not let it walk away with a chunk of her between its teeth. The two of them sold 194 Triple Crown and went in together on a sunny ranch house on the opposite end of town. The Taylor kids rode the four winds—Josiah finishing up law school, Sammy bouncing back and forth between Lexington and New York, Birdie playing ball in Germany. Holly, the last kid at home. A golden calm, their life together.

			“It feels like planning for the next step, that’s all,” Wendy said.

			Fran sprawled back, amused. “You make it sound easy.”

			“Well, it can be.” Another pointed glance before she went back to her papers. “If you commit yourself to the idea that it’s easy.”

			It was no secret: Wendy thought Fran would be better off doing something else.
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			Agatha: “Did you agree?”

			“Oh sure,” Fran said. “Lord, what a mess that all was.”

			Aggie peered at her in that way she had—forehead V in full effect. It was only right that the family member born soonest after Luce’s death was the woman’s very imprint. She reminded Fran so much of Luce at times that it was piercing. The kid had practically pressed on her own diapers while her parents had still been dithering around trying to figure out what you used the baby powder for. Opened her first savings account at twelve years old. She was steering her own life in a way that made Fran achingly proud. But it had occurred to Fran that hearing these things might make Agatha look at her differently. Or worse, look at herself differently. Would Fran want anyone she cared about to see themselves, in this story?

			What she wanted most for Aggie—for her to have a life that would be different from what hers had been, or Luce’s had been, for that matter, and for the girl to never have to question whether she deserved to live inside it.

			Aggie rubbed her eyes with a pained expression. “He was so awful to you. And you walked in and—saved him.”

			Fran’s breath caught. It hurt. But she straightened in her chair. “It wasn’t just about him by then,” she told Agatha.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			A few years after the divorce, at a Better Business breakfast. Fran Baker-Taylor, returned: she dyed her hair, put on a dress, and steeled herself. She could only chuckle when people turned their backs on her; You’re going to love it when it’s your turn, she thought. That particular morning, however, she’d encountered more cordiality than she’d dared hoped for, until she went to the restroom and, while walking down the hallway, encountered a loudmouth who owned a local HVAC business. He spotted her, his expression puckered in a way that she knew, by that point, intimately. With a rushing in her ears, she made her way past, absorbed what he hissed in her direction—nothing new or particularly brilliant—and kept moving while the man walked away, shoulders sagging in satisfaction.

			Fred had been watching. As they were leaving: “What’d that fellow say to you?”

			Digging through her purse for keys: “What did who say to me?”

			He peered up at her. Again, she was struck—when had he become such a little old man? “When you were headed for the commode.”

			“What do you think he said?” Keys in hand, she looped her purse over her shoulder. “See you back at the office.”

			Apparently, the incident had bothered Fred. Later, he asked Benny if Fran had people still getting after her. “I think maybe he gets it now,” Benny told her.

			She considered saying what she thought—that she doubted that, very much. She took her distance, in those early years. She might greet him wanly in the office. She might attend public events with him, teeth gritted but, visually, united. She might feel a flash of compassion for him when, ducking into her office to fetch printing paper one day, she found him gazing at a framed photo on her desk—Wendy with all the kids. There were new people in that photo: Walter and Pete. Jennifer, the girl who’d finally knocked Nora out of Josiah’s system. Gangly, teenage Holly, with arms wrapped around her plain old Fran. This photo, next to the old Herald article from decades before—she and Fred, arm in arm, in front of that old red Baker-Taylor’s sign, all four kids in tow.

			But compassion was always followed by self-correction: Don’t give him an allowance he doesn’t deserve.

			Even when—at Wendy’s behest—they began inviting Fred and Pammy over for celebrations: when Birdie, after four years of ball in Europe, was recruited to play for a top northeastern university. When Benny and Nora were married in the backyard. It was the polite thing to do—he was still their father. At cookouts, Wendy and Pammy became friends and gossiped in the kitchen while Fred and Birdie watched basketball in companionable silence. After one such party, Wendy said, “Pammy told me that this was the best day Fred’d had with his family in about a decade. He told her that.”

			It was clear to Fran: he did not see the web of cause and effect, action and consequence, as she did. Had he seen the past decade with any clarity, surely he wouldn’t set foot in this house. He wouldn’t have the courage to look her in the eye. Lord, Fran thought, you could have given me hell—as much as you wanted—until you were satisfied. But why didn’t you leave our daughter be?

			A Christmas gift from Sammy: a Catholic-looking painting of Fran as saint, flashing a serene peace sign. “You’ve earned it,” he told her, one eyebrow raised.

			A board meeting with good news—she and Fred passed a look of relief between them. They both felt it: something from an earlier time. And Pearl Field, the answer to how the hell Jim Field had managed to put his pants on front-side right every day before dying in 1995, clocked the glance and hummed, “Y’all become friends, I see.”

			And it was true. As long as she could pretend that he hadn’t given the nod to her life falling to shambles. As long as he left, at the end of the day. The fact of the matter was this: as long as Fred was old and weak, she was safe.
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			On a Tuesday morning, Pammy’s replacement, Lucretia, knocked on the door: “Fran, the Beast. Line one.”

			It was the executive assistant to one of the brother CFOs who, since his father’s death, had comprised one-half of the Beast. Fran set the meeting up herself. Hung up: “Well, they didn’t speak in satanic code. Loop in Benjamin, would you?”

			The Beast turned out to be a family business like any other, for when she opened the line on the next day’s call, it was just in time to hear a tenor and bass squabbling at each other. Bass: “I tole you.”

			Tenor: “I hear a click, you idiot. Hello?” A chuckle. “Don’t mind him, Mom dropped him on his head.”

			“She dropped you twice.”

			Fran rolled her eyes so hard it hurt. “Good morning, gentlemen.”

			Tenor: “Mrs. Taylor!”

			Bass: “Mrs. Baker-Taylor!”

			Fred trundled out of the restroom and passed her office, pointing to his own. She heard him settle himself, then click on: “Huh-yellow. Fred Taylor here.”

			Rear door slamming shut. Benny, wind-blown, mug of coffee in hand, entered. From the baby sling on his chest, Agatha bared one mean eye at Fran. Fran gave it right back, sticking her tongue out.

			The pitch: the Beast was getting too big for its britches. A lot of customers were repelled by two-hundred-thousand-square-foot warehouses of blinding lights and relentless air-conditioning. Consumers missed the cozy feel of the general store construct. The Beast wanted to try smaller branches out in the Southeast first, and they admired Baker-Taylor’s so much, hedge hedge, earthy sigh. A calculated friendliness Fran hadn’t missed in her short time away from retail. “We got a distribution center over in Terra Haute,” Tenor said, “and every time we go, we gotta stop off at that Baker-Taylor’s snack bar.”

			Bass: “My wife’d near bout kill a man for that mustard recipe.”

			“It’s good, isn’t it,” Fran said, and no more.

			Benny, laughing silently, put Agatha in her playpen, then turned and flipped the phone the bird.

			Finally—just spitballing—what kind of offer might be feasible in this scenario?

			Fran told them. “We stay on as managing concern. Name stays, too.”

			“Huh,” said Bass.

			“Hmm,” said Tenor.

			Then, something no one but Fran would be able to hear: in the next office, Fred made a bubbling inhale, as if to speak. Then, nothing. So many years, tuning her ear to the sound of this man’s body. Something was off.

			She rose. “Well, this is an ongoing discussion. So why don’t we confer with legal, then circle back later in the week after we’ve each done some thinking.”

			Tenor: “Absolutely.”

			Bass: “Will do.”

			Fran hung up, then told Benny, “Hang on.” Pecked on Fred’s open door. “Have you eaten today?”

			Fred was hunched, breathing through his mouth with a pained expression. “Drove through the McDonald’s this morning.”

			Benny, from behind her: “You don’t look good, Dad.”

			“I’m fine,” Fred snapped.

			Benny—wisely—dropped it. “Think they’ll let us keep the name?”

			Fran shrugged. “Maybe. Seems they care more about the money than they do folks worshipping at their altar.”

			At this, Fred scowled. Fran held up her hand: “We don’t make any decisions right now. I’ll call David Albert in a bit, get an idea as to how long it’ll take.”

			Fred slumped miserably. In a small voice: “It’s the economy.”

			“Economy’s the best it’s been in a decade,” Benny said.

			Fred sat up: “What is it, then? Huh?”

			“Doesn’t matter,” Fran cut in. And Benny, God bless him, left to check on Agatha. The fight seeped out of Fred. He fell back into his seat.

			From her skirt pocket, she produced a forbidden smoke. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

			“You ain’t supposed to be doing that,” Fred told her.

			“You’re not supposed to have McDonald’s.”

			A moment later, Benny stepped out to meet her, passing a hand over his face. He was sleep-starved, a good ten pounds below fighting weight. “Dude’s wife’s gonna rip his face off for not getting that mustard recipe.”

			Fran took a drag, hands on lower back. “They’ll need to pony up more for that. Aggie sleeping any better?”

			He toed his sneaker into a crack in the concrete. “Nope.”

			“Try whiskey.”

			A half-hearted smile. “C’mon in, CPS.” Then, “Dad sounded weird.”

			“We’ll check on him in a minute. I want to hear what you think first.”

			Benny squared his shoulders. “I think,” he said, “that a few years ago, distributors were scared to ship to us because they were afraid we wouldn’t pay them. Frankly, I get comfort from the idea of your granddaughter having parents who will be employed at this time next year.”

			“That’s fine,” she said. “Okay, then.”

			Then Lucretia, panicked: “Fran.”

			Fran pitched her cigarette, went for the door. In the hallway, Fred’s legs were sprawled, one loafer off. His upper half was in the dark restroom. “He fell,” Lucretia cried.

			“Call an ambulance.” Fran crouched next to him. His face was pale and slick, cradled in his forearm. She placed her hands to his head. He looked at her for only a moment before focusing on a phantom point in front of him.
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			After years of feeling as if he were on the verge of a heart attack, Fred finally had one.

			He was cleared for a triple bypass that afternoon. Fran found herself unprepared. She had been too busy imagining ways to lure him into partial retirement—keep an office for him to visit a few times a week, give him jobs to keep him occupied. But in any of her mind’s iterations of their lives, Fred was, unfailingly, there. While he was in the surgical theater, she and Pammy took turns calling the kids, napping, waiting. In the middle of the night, the doctor stepped out—Fred was in a medically induced coma, but still with them.

			Fran ran home to shower and change clothes. She returned to the hospital to find Fred in a private room, where Pammy was jerry-rigging a Panasonic VCR—a Baker-Taylor’s Black Friday item from the year before—to the mounted television. She turned and smiled at Fran, bags under her eyes. She’d left Baker-Taylor’s after she’d married Fred, had found success at a local Lexus dealership. Here she was, Fran thought, thinking about how much Fred had lost in their divorce. And yet he had this good woman, in his home, at his bedside. She liked to remind Fred that, years ago, she’d been the one to hire Pammy, not him. And she’d do it all over again. “Brought some tapes from home,” Pammy said. “He likes rewatching them.”

			She patted Pammy on the arm: “Go get some rest. I’ll stay.”

			One soft foot emerged from under the blanket. Fran tucked the cover over it, looking at the short stack of tapes on the windowsill: Birdie, their late-in-life baby turned late-in-life college student. 11/21/95: SETON HALL. 2/11/96: OLE MISS. 3/13/96: NOTRE DAME. Their daughter’s emotional economy sobered Fran; Birdie refused to discuss Hal Combs, or her Florida time, or her life in Europe. She talked classes and basketball. That, and this, was their Birdie allotment. As a result, Fred had worn these tapes out, especially the one where Birdie’s team had slaughtered Duke. Fran slid that tape into the VCR.

			On the screen, she saw their daughter as a collective of pale pixels. Birdie ran neatly, ball handled low, left hand outstretched, as if testing the temperature. She halted, rose to her toes. Her hand, flicking the ball into high heaven. Sweet contact.

			Fran watched their daughter, engrossed: the screen wipe, the recap. She turned moments later to find that Fred was not breathing. For all the world, it looked as if he’d been waiting on her to arrive before he left.
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			No one knew how to grieve.

			Fran could not bring herself to ask anyone else to take Fred’s old office, so she did, repainting the walls and replacing the desk (a horror: opening a drawer and finding moldering butterscotch discs, an old Post-it with half a grocery list in his backward-slant handwriting). For a period thereafter, Josiah—who’d had the wind positively knocked from him at the news, the suddenness of it—assumed a habit in which he and Jack set aside Friday evenings for getting “teledrunk.” “Boy doesn’t know how to feel,” Jack told Fran privately. “He’s in need.” Benny, too, fell into a slump. “I just thought we’d have more time,” he confessed to Fran. “To—I don’t know. Fix things.”

			Over time, it seemed they all began to reach for the easy memories, to scale back on the stories they told about Fred that had occurred after 1980—instead, it was those early-times stories, of Fred whistling as he unpacked inventory (champion whistler, he was—lots of vibrato), or feeding cans of tuna to the filthy stray cats behind the old store, or he and Jack flicking each other behind the ear when the other wasn’t paying attention, that came up when they convened at holidays, birthdays, graduations. Birdie mentioned playing ball with him in the driveway of the Triple Crown Drive house in a profile. Fran was astounded to find herself doing it, too—in memory, reaching for a Fred that had not existed for three decades. It was for her children, she told herself.

			Core memory—that was the phrase Aggie had used the other day. Were these core memories? No, Fran thought—your core memories were the ones that were with you as you slept. And she did not dream of Fred feeding stray cats.
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			“I reckon you know the rest.” Fran extinguished her cigarette. She held the tray up: “Gotta get rid of the evidence.”

			Aggie, red-eyed, leaning forward. She sniffled. “I’ll get it.” Took it into the kitchen.

			Olivia, looking after her. “Is she okay?”

			“That’s her first time hearing a lot of that,” Fran said. “And the last.”

			Nodding. Scribbling a note: “What do you think Fred would have said about this story?”

			Fran gave a thin smile. “Wouldn’t have cared for it, I imagine.”

			Without looking up: “What has it been like to go to work every day, like, into this thing you made, and run it knowing that it’s not yours anymore?”

			You’re a direct little thing, aren’t you, Fran thought. “Ever had a nail tapped into a molar?”

			Olivia frowned.

			“Kidding,” Fran said. “Not good. But money helps.”

			For these past nineteen years, she’d been considered a hard-bitten matriarch within the company. The Big Britches Brothers openly deferred to her. They could all pretend that Fran had sold to them because she’d wanted to, that Benny had been promoted over his own mother because she’d wanted it that way. And she’d soldiered through. Kept about ten regional stores running. Took on young people: hiring them, training them, rearing them. She reminded herself that she’d always answered to one thing or another. But on the worst days, she felt she was serving up something with an underbelly dark enough that she’d have to answer for it in whatever came next. And she wondered what she was raising all these young people for—what, exactly, was she turning them out into the world to do? Whom would they serve?

			When the Beast began to buckle under online shopping, they opted to close the rest of the Baker-Taylor’s branches. Fran would “retire” with a substantial parting package. Her last bit of service was closing her own stores—doing the killing work while also being killed.

			The liquidators had come that week to strip the interior. She would never be able to enter the stockroom without looking into the ceiling, searching for the place Benny had struck with the superball, or to the floor, for blood. She thought of all of her children. She thought of Billy. She did that more and more now. On the last day, she looked around at all those naked walls, the last few shelves here and there, the piles of debris on the linoleum. She was reminded of an animal, gutted, taking its final breaths.

			That was how this whole interview had started. The closures brought up old stories online. Agatha had trooped over, MacBook in hand, demanding answers. A page of Baker-Taylor’s artifacts for sale on eBay, on Etsy: a coffee cup with the magenta splash, the 1988 holiday ornament featuring Santa on a pink motorcycle. Paeans to the Baker-Taylor’s snack bars. There were blogs devoted entirely to defunct department stores, and Baker-Taylor’s was featured, along with discussions of the loss of pink as a defining color for any corporate entity other than a weight-loss center.

			“They’re selling that cup for thirty-five dollars,” Fran yelped.

			Then Aggie opened a new window to news archives: Local CEO Tries To Keep Business Alive. “What’s this?”

			The divorce, the attack on the house, what had happened to Fran, was now local lore.

			“Is there anything else you want to say?” Olivia said. “Anything else that you think people should know, about what happened?”

			Fran, heaving the breath from deep inside her. She looked to her left: her garden, and her tomato plot, the vines tied to the stakes with strips of old pantyhose.

			“I called Coach Taylor, too,” Olivia added.

			“I know,” Fran replied, trying not to look at Agatha. “I got her permission before doing all of this.”

			Olivia tilted her head and opened her mouth. But Fran rose and picked up her coffee cup. “Story speaks for itself,” she finished.
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			The Nicholasville Road store would become a high-end gym within the month.

			The next day, Fran moved through the building alone. On the old desk in the emptied back office, a handwritten note. That loopy cursive was Aggie’s. She must have swiped her dad’s keys again, Fran thought. To the most amazing person I know. Love, A.

			On top, a bright purple thumb cap—something so old-fashioned now the kid’d had to go to a specialty store to get it. Fran smiled, put it in her coat pocket.

			She locked the back doors for the last time, then retreated to her car, parked by the dumpster. She let herself sob, trembling all over until she was emptied out. Goddamn you, Fred Taylor, she thought, for leaving me alone with no one to cry with.
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			Afterward, she went home. Wendy was in the guest bedroom on a conference call. Walser’s had been bought out, too, by a New York–based department store. But when it had, Wendy had been boosted into the executive bracket. “I’m the only one in that room without a college degree,” she’d whispered to Fran after her first day on the job. “I’m an artifact. I don’t happen anymore.”

			Fran sat down in her coat, scarf hanging limply from one hand. Closed her eyes. Listened to the rise and fall of Wendy’s voice. Then she emerged, put her hands on Fran’s head. Fran warmed. Still golden—still the most beautiful thing she knew. She marveled: I am seventy-six years old.

			“Will you marry me?” Wendy said.

			Fran glanced up. “What, right now?”

			She smiled. Traced her thumb along the part in Fran’s hair. “Why don’t we throw a little party? Invite the kids, maybe.”

			Fran pressed her face to Wendy’s midsection. Her scent had never changed. “I reckon we can now, can’t we?”

			“I have a ring.” Wendy nodded toward their bedroom. “Big old Elizabeth Taylor job. You’ll hate it.”

			Fran felt herself go gratefully drowsy. She knew: Wendy hadn’t wanted the store to be the only thing that happened that day.
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			Birdie, who called herself Roberta now, spent as many holidays with Jack—as old as Fran, and twice as mean, in their monthly phone calls—and Vivian as she did with Fran and Wendy. I deserve that, Fran thought. To lose her a little. Even when she appeared on ESPN, as she did from time to time, she was terse, the North having long ago wiped her accent away. Fran felt foolish, often on the verge of tears, when speaking to her daughter on the phone. There was so much she could not say, so much Birdie wouldn’t hear.

			“The interview,” Fran had said, anxious. “Are you alright with it?”

			“Fran, I’m fine.” An edge to Birdie’s voice—the very question, an imposition. “It can’t hurt anyone now. Hal Combs isn’t going to rise up from the dead to storm after me.”

			It was true—he couldn’t hurt anyone anymore. He’d been found in the office of his dealership at the tail end of 1997, the back of his head opened, the wall behind him bloodied. The bottom part of his jaw had been strategically blown away. The way Birdie had chuckled at this detail had made Fran go cold all over. Died as he lived, she’d said. Unable to shut his fucking mouth.

			“But it’s your story, too,” Fran said. “You didn’t get a choice.”

			Birdie, quiet for a moment before: “Neither did you.”
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			Her own run: decades ago. Someone was coming after them. She’d taken a fall as they’d raced through high grass, laying a cut into her arm. Barely noticed. Fred hauled her up. They kept moving, light low on the hills. She’d just turned sixteen, and one day, in the garden, she’d been leaning into some work, something so repetitive her thinking mind hadn’t been on at all, and her brother Bobby came up behind her, smelling of pennies and sweat, and grabbed her lower than the waist, keeping her there. Bobby was the worst—never seemed to see the sisters otherwise.

			She knew, in a vague sense, what he had planned, and in that moment she decided she’d rather be shot in the back running from it than led to it. In a small, clenched voice: Don’t.

			He’d pushed her away with a grunt and walked off.

			Luce, bless her, came home for supper every six weeks, and in her own car: Well, la-di-da, the brothers would say, twiddling their heads, and Luce would just sit up straight and grin at them. Fran knew that these suppers were for her benefit—her older sister, beckoning her into a new life. She caught Luce outside, driving up, making sure her face was utterly blank before leaning in: Bobby’s scaring me.

			Luce turned white.

			At the end of the night, Luce gave her a hard, tight hug, whispered, Look in your Bible for what to do. Pulled back. Gave her a big smile.

			In her King James Version, Fran found a ten-dollar bill and a train schedule.

			The idea of going alone: inconceivable. And Fred was, even then, her constant—looking at her, following her around at church. He’d go if she asked. And it was so much easier to do this with a partner. And a boy. He’d been a friend to her when she’d needed one. She would come to love him, for this, to be grateful to him, for this—so much so that she would marry him.

			She’d met Fred in a clearing bordering the road, bound for the 5:45 to Lexington. One of the brothers had seen them. She heard her name hollered. They sprinted, her sobbing to Fred, Faster, and they ran until their lungs burned and their faces glowed. Once they’d cleared the woods and reached the dust of US 15, they found cause to turn. Realized that no one, in fact, had been following them. But they kept running. She ran this path through her dreams more and more as she neared what she knew was her end. She ran toward the one true thing she knew—that, at the end of this particular journey, there he would still be, waiting for her.
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