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Somehow, each new day, year after year, the plywood seemed heavier while the quality seemed crappier—just like my body, Wally was thinking. Awkwardly balanced on the ladder, Wally pushed a raggedy four-by-eight-foot panel up toward the roof. Sweat trickled along the hairs of Wally’s armpits and dripped to the second-story subfloor fourteen feet below. He supported the plywood with the top of his belly, a splinter digging into his flesh, as he shifted his grip.
Standing above Wally, straddling two roof trusses, Juke was ready. While Juke took hold of the top of the panel and lifted from above, Wally pushed the plywood from below.
Wally’s arms trembled.
They both saw it.
“Fork it, Boss,” Juke said. “You’re too old for this.”
“Respect—” Wally said, panting, “—your elders.” Wally was fifty-five. He was wearing a faded black T-shirt with the sleeves ripped off, his gray hair tied back in a ponytail.
Juke, less formal, wore no shirt at all, just cutoff shorts, steel-toed boots, and a living mural of tattoos. Laying the plywood over the trusses, squinting a practiced eye, Juke lined up the edge and set to work with the nailgun. Phap phap phap.
“No bounce-nailing,” Wally said as he climbed down the ladder.
“Yes, sir, fork you, sir,” Juke said indifferently as he concentrated on the nailing. Phap phap phap phap phap. “And fork your mother too, sir.”
“Bounce-nail, go to jail,” Wally said, equally without passion.
“And I tender my forkin’ resignation.” Juke shifted his weight over the nailer. Phap phap phap phap phap phap phap.
It was a well-polished conversation, abbreviated from years of practice.
In bounce-nailing, a skilled operator—and Juke was as nimble as they came—could bounce the pneumatic nailer down a sheet of plywood, driving a nail each time the tip of the gun made contact with the surface of the wood. It was like precision dribbling of a basketball. In fact, watching Juke on a roof reminded Wally of a Harlem Globetrotters warm-up routine. Instead of a ball, Juke bounced a Duo-Fast nailer they’d named Debbie Doofus, a venerable tool, indestructible like a block of concrete, too heavy for most carpenters—but not for Juke.
Wally hated bounce-nailing, though it was common practice in the industry. Since the trigger was permanently on, the nailgun would fire on contact with anything. Besides the danger, in the hands of an amateur it left a sloppy line of nails. Wally had tried to ban it years ago, but Juke threw a legendary shit-fit that ended with Juke shouting, “I tender my forkin’ resignation.” So Wally gave in—if Juke agreed to wear safety glasses. Juke hated the “goggles,” but that was the deal.
Wally had a head for business, caution, and social skills. Juke had a head for craft, speed, and trashy women.
Phap phap phap. “Who you gonna hire?” Juke called down from the roof. Phap phap.
“Had a guy,” Wally said, sliding the next sheet of 19/32 CDX ply up the ladder. “Maybe you saw him. Showed up yesterday morning, supposed to start—”
“Yeah, saw him.” Juke reached down for the plywood, which was still below his grasp. “Blue forkin’ Dodge with side boxes.”
“—and he’s holding a beer can in one hand and a joint in the other. At eight in the morning.” Wally, now at the top of the ladder, raised the sheet above the angle of the truss.
“So I guess you fired his ass.” Juke was no stranger to alcohol—or marijuana—or just about any method of impairing one’s brain—but he knew Wally’s Laws, plain and simple. Wally’s Law #14: Get wasted after work. Juke could abide. He liked working for Wally.
Still leaning down, Juke grasped the top of the plywood with his fingers and pulled.
And at that moment on that hillside where the frame of a house was rising among live oaks and wild oats with a red-tailed hawk soaring above, the world stirred. On this calm day, with neither Juke nor Wally noticing, clouds had formed. The oak branches bent. The oats flattened. The hawk shot out of sight.
Juke was just turning sideways when the wind hit. Suddenly, from out of nowhere a bolt of air was pulling the plywood—and Juke along with it—like a big, stiff kite.
Down below, meanwhile, Wally still had a hand on the plywood in addition to supporting it with his belly and, for one brief moment, no grip on the ladder. The updraft whipped the plywood out of his fingers and knocked his body off balance. Instinctively, Wally shifted his weight.
The ladder shifted, reacting to Wally’s sudden move.
Up above, Juke realized that if he didn’t let go he would be lifted to hang-glide into the sky under a four-by-eight panel of plywood. So he let go. The rough edge of the sheet ripped the tips of his fingers and sailed away. Juke fell back against Debbie the Duo-Fast, which started to slide down the slope of the roof decking. Juke, with raw, bleeding fingertips, reached for the nailgun and at the same time saw that Wally had lost his balance on the ladder just below.
Their eyes locked.
Wally was fourteen feet up a ladder that was moving to the right while his body was twisting to the left. Juke lunged for Wally’s hand just as Wally, whose body had now spiraled a hundred and eighty degrees, was desperately reaching over and behind his head to grab the king post of the truss. Juke had the nailer in his grip. All three—nailgun, Wally’s hand, king post—met at the same moment.
Phap.
For Wally, it was a moment of absolute clarity. He felt—and even smelled—the puff of compressed air, stale from a hundred feet of hose, that had driven the nail through his wrist. He felt Juke’s hand grabbing his own free left hand, the one that wasn’t nailed to the post. He heard the sliding of the ladder and then the clatter as it hit the floor below. He heard a mighty thud and a splintering of wood as the nailgun, dropped by Juke, struck the floor a moment later, and he even had time for the passing thought that the damage had been to the subfloor, not to Debbie Doofus. He kicked his feet in a broad arc searching for support even though he knew that nothing was there.
“Jesus fuck!” Juke shouted from above.
And there was a woman. Where she had come from Wally had no idea. Already she was lifting the fallen ladder, but she wasn’t strong and the ladder was heavy.
Inside the nailed wrist, Wally felt two separate bones grinding against the nail. Or maybe the nail had shot right through one bone, splitting it in two. He couldn’t tell. All he knew was that inside his body, bone was in contact with steel, that the bone and nail and flesh were supporting the weight of his body, that the flesh was ripping as he wriggled, that the nail felt solid and unforgiving, that the bone felt as if it was bending and would be torn from its little sockets and pop like a broken spring out of his skin. Weird explosive shock waves were racing up the nerves of his arm to overload and confuse his brain. Even more urgent, rising into Wally’s awareness above the flood of pain: He couldn’t breathe. The weight of his body was stretching the muscles across his chest so that only with a supreme effort could he exhale, making quick ineffective puffs. With rapidly de-oxygenating air in his lungs, he was suffocating.
Juke, still holding Wally’s left hand in one of his own, lay down flat on the roof decking and placed his free hand under Wally’s armpit. When he had a solid grip he moved his other hand to Wally’s other armpit, supporting all of Wally’s weight.
With an explosion of fusty air Wally exhaled, coughing, and then sucked a deep gasp of breath.
Juke’s face was now pressed up against Wally’s, cheek to cheek, stubble to stubble, sweat to sweat.
Wally was panting, catching up on oxygen.
Meanwhile, down below, the woman couldn’t lift the ladder. Whoever she was, she’d never before dealt with the unwieldy heft of an OSHA Type A Louisville fiberglass extension ladder.
Juke called down to the woman: “You—uh—you—”
Wally could feel Juke’s jaw moving against his own.
“You gotta—” Juke was trying to tell the woman how to raise the ladder but he was handicapped by his speech impediment—an inability to open his mouth without cursing. Juke’s personal law of carpenter etiquette wouldn’t allow him to swear in the presence of a lady. He might be rough but he was gallant. Or if not gallant, at least fearful: Juke still had nightmares starring angry nuns.
“Walk it up,” Wally said in a voice that sounded strangely high-pitched to his own ears.
The woman, confused, raised her face toward Wally. “What?”
For an instant, Wally stared. Her eyes, even at this distance, the eyes of a puppy, luminous and brown.
Juke, meanwhile, stared as well. He could see right down the front of her jersey. Nice rack.
“Grab one end,” Wally squeaked, trying not to screech, to remain calm, to ignore the electric buzz that was running up his arm. “Place the tip against the wall, and then walk under the ladder, lifting it higher as you go, keeping one end against the wall. Can you do that, please?”
The please came out a little higher than Wally had intended. Screechy high.
The woman tried. She raised the ladder half way, sliding it up the studs. A moment of extended arms, trembling. As she tried to shift her grip, she lost it. The side of the ladder bounced against her shoulder and then rattled to the floor.
“I’m sorry,” she said. Briefly she laid a hand on her shoulder, wincing.
“You all right?” Wally said.
“My God. What a thing for you to ask right now.” Already she was trying again. This time she seemed to get a better angle on it, walking the ladder up the frame of two-by-fours without overextending her arms.
With something like a ballet move, Wally was able to arch his potbellied body and swing his legs sideways while the woman slid the ladder until his foot, and then two feet, once again supported his weight.
Juke could now let go of Wally. There were bloody fingerprints on Wally’s arm. Wally’s body was blocking Juke’s access to the ladder. Juke whispered, “Now what, Boss?”
Wally spoke to the woman below. “See that saw? No, behind you. The Milwaukee. There. Yes, that. Can you bring it up the ladder and give it to my partner here? You’ll have to reach around my body—no—better idea—I’ve got a free hand—you hand it to me and I’ll hand it to him. Carry it by the handle so you don’t touch the trigger.” Always Mr. Safety. “Make sure it stays plugged in to the extension cord. Okay?”
Oops. His voice had squeaked again on the okay.
Juke whispered, “No, Boss. I ain’t cuttin’ your hand off.”
“Cut the post,” Wally said.
And that’s exactly what Juke did.
Wally walked on his own two feet out of the house and straight to his truck, his hair powdered with fresh sawdust, his left hand cradling an eighteen-inch piece of two-by-four Douglas fir that was still nailed to his right wrist, trailing blood. But then as Wally reached for the door handle his knees buckled.
Juke grabbed him by the belt.
“How about my car?” the woman said. “He could lie down.”
And so it came to pass that Wally lay in the rear of an old Subaru wagon on a blanket smelling of dog, driven to the emergency room by a woman he’d never seen before, a woman with thick, rich chestnut hair gathered loosely in a blue ribbon. Juke was riding shotgun, silent, stiff, nervously beating his knee with his fist and glancing to the rear where two golden retrievers were wagging their tails and taking turns licking Wally’s face.
“By the way, I’m Wally,” Wally said from beneath the slobber of a dog. “And this is my partner Juke.”
“I’m Opal.” The woman flashed a smile. “Pleased to meet you. Well. You know what I mean.”
“Nice to meet you,” Wally said. He was glad that his voice was no longer screeching, though the pain that had moved temporarily to the background while he was arranging his rescue was now coming full blast. There were two separate tortures: one from the specific point where the head of the nail was embedded in his flesh up against the bone, the other a more general agony that made his brain throb.
Juke said nothing.
Wally wished he could have another look at Opal’s face, into those puppy eyes. He said, “If you don’t mind my asking, what are you—”
“I’m a photographer,” Opal replied without turning around. “For the belt sanding? At lunch time? Guess I was late. Sorry.”
On Fridays they raced belt sanders. Word had spread, and lately every Friday at lunch a small but rowdy crowd would gather at the construction site. Some came to watch, some to bet, and some came to match their own belt sanders against Wally and Juke and anyone else who happened to be on the construction crew that day. This particular Friday a newspaper reporter came too, but his photographer never showed up, so he didn’t think the editor would run the article.
“Maybe,” Wally said, “you were just in time.”
Juke relaxed slightly. This was no lady. This was a photographer. He turned to face Wally: “Hey, Boss, I am so forkin’ sorry—”
“At least you missed my heart,” Wally said.
“Yeah, Boss, missed your brain too,” Juke said. “Speaking of brains, you hear about that forkhead who was unjamming his nailgun, had it cradled in his forkin’ lap, still had the forkin’ air hose connected, and—”
“Agggh,” Wally gargled, instinctively crossing his legs.
At the sound of Wally’s agggh, the golden retrievers intensified their licking.
“Leary! Timothy!” Opal turned to the dogs. “Leave the poor man alone.”
Wow. Those eyes. Combined with that chestnut hair she reminded Wally of a dog he once had, high-strung and high-joy, a nervous, playful mostly-Irish-setter pup. “Too bad,” Wally said, “you didn’t get your picture.”
Opal faced the road again. “Got one,” she said.
Opal gave Juke a ride back to the construction site. She’d pitied him in the hospital waiting room, flopping about like a fish in a bucket. Clearly he was not a man to be confined. Or to make small talk. He was lanky, awkward like an overgrown kid, tongue-tied in the presence of unfamiliar women, nearly indecent wearing boots and cutoff shorts, no shirt, with red chest hair and vibrant tattoos. Not cute, but she knew plenty of women who would find Juke irresistibly sexy: strong, wild with a hint of danger, a stallion in need of a bridle.
In the Subaru they rode in silence, side by side, up the long, winding road from the flatlands into the hills overlooking the Silicon Valley. Juke fidgeted. The dogs panted in the rear. She wanted to ask Juke about Wally, an odd mixture of a man, this fellow with the face of a scholar who wore a tool belt patched with duct tape, a man who while hanging nailed to a board asked her if she was all right.
Finally she said, “Should we call somebody? His family?”
Juke shook his head.
“He has no family?”
“Kids gone. Just the wife.”
“He has a wife?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Then shouldn’t somebody call her?”
“No, ma’am.”
“They’re divorced?”
“Uh, no. No, ma’am.”
“Separated?”
Juke stopped fidgeting for a moment and looked her straight in the eye. He seemed angry. “She ain’t forkin’ there, ma’am. Okay?”
“Okay, gotcha,” Opal said, blushing. She hated being transparent. Even this roughneck carpenter could see what she was up to, probably better than she knew herself. What was she up to, anyway? And why did she have the feeling that Juke was trying to protect Wally from something? From her? “I mean,” she said, “I figured, like, with a man you never know, but since he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring—”
“He’s still married,” Juke said. “Can’t wear a ring in construction. Catches on shit. Rip your finger off. Writes a letter to her. Every forkin’ day.”
She discerned an almost imperceptible pause, a slight pursing of lip, a tiny tension before the word “forkin’.” A filter, she realized. It reassured her to find a hint of civility in this man who—face it—had probably never, ever, flossed his teeth.
“A letter?” Opal said. “That’s sweet. Where is she?”
“She’s gone.”
“She left him? Is that it?”
“No, ma’am.”
Opal tried to drop it. She told herself, Please, just once in your life, leave somebody’s relationships unexplained. But about a minute later she said, “Couldn’t he call her sometimes? Send e-mail?”
“You don’t get it.”
“My God. Is she in jail?”
“No, ma’am.”
“Then why can’t she—? I mean where would—? Antarctica?”
Juke sighed. “She’s dead, ma’am.”
“Oh, how awful.” And yet somehow, Opal was relieved.
“He’s still married, ma’am. Writes her a letter, every forkin’ day.”
“Does he mail it?”
“No, ma’am. He ain’t psycho.”
The sun was setting as Juke stepped out of the Subaru. Alert for movement—thieves, vandals—he crossed the construction site. In the panic they’d left their tools out, unguarded. The rest of the crew had gone home after the belt sander races, something Wally let them do every Friday. Only Juke had stayed with Wally to help finish off the roof decking.
Some coals were still glowing in the barbecue. One of the crew, a big man named Steamboat, always brought a barbecue to the site and cooked himself some lunch. Fridays, he made ribs for everybody. Finger-sucking good ribs.
Twice before, the site had been vandalized. Snotty-ass kids. Somebody had spray-painted THIS HOUSE SUCKS on the foundation wall, and another time somebody had slashed twenty-two sacks of ready-mix concrete and then pissed over them, spelling out what looked like a raggedy "BeelZe," which had hardened over a weekend into concrete graffiti. And then there was the uphill neighbor, a guy named Pilpont, big-shot stockbroker who kept filing bullshit lawsuits trying to stop the construction, keep the view, preserve the land as open space. Everybody suspected Pilpont had something to do with the spray paint, not that the man would do it himself in any way that could be traced to him.
Right now, though, the site was calm. There was a smell of fresh-cut wood borne on gusts of wind. The sky was orange, visible through the skeleton of the house. To Juke a fully framed house was a thing of beauty, lovely like a woman, sensual, strong and yet vulnerable, naked to the weather, the vandals.
Gotta button up fast now, roof and siding, before she gets hurt. This house sucks? Plumb and true, each and every stick, and solid as granite. No gaps in these joints, no bow in these boards.
“Forkin’ tight, Boss,” Juke said to himself.
A rustle.
The sound of his voice had flushed some creature—or some person. Where? Juke, a born hunter, stood absolutely still, listening. Shadows, a slight motion behind a stack of insulation batts. Juke crept closer. He dove. Tackled. Legs, blue jeans. Got ’im.
A scream. Kicking. “Let me go, let me go!” It was a girl. Teenager. Zit face.
Surprised, Juke let go.
And immediately something solid like a steel pipe smashed him on the neck.
“Hey!”
She was running.
Juke leaped to his feet and chased. The first floor was a maze of two-by-fours, the bones of walls you could pass right through or dodge around. The girl scrambled between studs and leaped to the ground. Juke hurtled through the six-foot frame of a window and raced after her.
She was quick.
He was quicker. Caught her arm. Held on. “You,” Juke said. “You—”
“Let me go!”
“No. You . . .”
She gave up struggling. She was panting. A big girl. Stocky. Clouds of breath in the evening air. In her hand a long black Maglite, switched off.
Juke tried again. “You—uh—you . . .”
She looked scared. Juke still had a hand clamped over her parka. She said, “Please don’t hurt me.”
“I ain’t.”
“Please.”
“You. Uh. Look. You. Hey. Uh.”
Juke had the feeling she was studying him, sizing him up. He tried again: “You . . .”
Pause.
“You. Hey.”
Suddenly she looked defiant. “What’s the matter, can’t you talk?”
“Yeah. You . . .”
“Would you please let go of my arm?”
“No.”
Her eyes narrowed. “So what am I supposed to do—suck your dick?”
Juke drew a deep breath. “Forkin’ little bitch. I oughta call the cops.”
Again she looked scared. “Please don’t.”
“I oughta.”
“I didn’t do anything.”
“Then what in holy horseshit are you doing here?”
“Nothing.”
“Yeah? You ran.”
“Because you scared me.”
“You bashed me. With the forkin’ flashlight.”
“Because you tackled me.”
“You were hiding.”
“Because you look like a creep.”
“I work here. You’re trespassing.”
“You assaulted me.”
It stopped him. He held on, silent, glaring.
She glared back. “What do you want?”
“Somebody’s been jacking this place. Spray paint. Tore open the ready-mix and pissed on—”
“I didn’t do that. Jeezo. You think I—? Jeezo. I chased them away.”
“You chased them?”
“Yes.”
“You know them?”
“No.”
“Kids?”
“Yes.”
“So you been here before?”
“Yes.”
“You live around here?”
“Sort of.”
“Sort of?”
“Yes. I live around here.”
Juke let go of her arm.
She didn’t bolt. She shivered, shaking from head to foot like a dog shaking off water. But she stayed.
He should talk to her parents. Yeah, right. And say what? Juke knew how he’d appear to the people in this neighborhood of electric gates and security cameras. He could build a house on their street but he’d better not knock on their doors. Around here twenty acres was considered a small plot and guys like Pilpont, if they didn’t like how you landscaped your estate, they’d file a lawsuit. Juke came from a place where nobody had landscape, just parking space, and if you had a dispute with your neighbor you shot out his windows.
“What’s your name?”
“FrogGirl.”
“What?”
“Frog. Girl.”
“What kind of a name is that?”
“Mine. It’s my name.” She ran a hand through her hair, which was red, curly, short.
“Hey,” Juke said. “I get it. You’re French?”
“No.”
“So then. What?”
“Look. I don’t have to explain my name.”
Juke squinted, studying her. “You don’t look that much like a frog.”
“Thank you.”
“No. I mean.”
“I know what you mean. It’s all right. We can’t all be cute.”
“Yeah. I mean.”
“Yes.”
Two uncute people. Their eyes met briefly. Hers were dark green and at the same time bright. An angry teenager from a rich neighborhood. And Juke was a convicted felon. Not to mention what he wasn’t convicted of, what he wasn’t even suspected of, what the law didn’t know and Juke wasn’t telling. He could see who had the power here. Big danger. Assaulted her. Shit. And yet something about her seemed okay. Like he knew her. Like she was a kid sister, a troublemaker, but kin.
“Okay, hey,” Juke said, looking away. “Just don’t come messing around here again.”
“Nobody took your tools. I made sure.”
“Uh, hey. Thanks.”
“No problem.” She started to walk away. It was almost dark now. “Cool house,” she called, looking back. “Forkin’ tight, Boss.” She flashed a smile that lit up the twilight. Then she turned away.
Juke noted her walking: like a man. No waddle to her butt.
She never turned on the Maglite. She simply disappeared into the deepening shadows.
Wally, from a sound sleep, heard a ringing phone, sat up, tried to grasp the handset with the bandaged hand. Why wouldn’t his fingers close? He beat at the handset with his bandage, sending explosions of pain through his arm. Which woke him up. Using the left hand he picked up the phone. The room was black, lit only by the glow of the clock radio dial.
“You all right?” It was his daughter’s voice. Sally.
“I’m fine. Are you? Sally, what’s wrong?”
“I’m fine.” Sally was a Peace Corps volunteer in Kenya. “It’s about you, Dad. You sure you’re okay?”
“Sally, it’s five in the morning here. What’s wrong? Where are you?”
“I’m standing at the edge of a corn field. A bunch of little kids are staring up at me. I borrowed this satellite phone and there’s only about thirty seconds left on the battery. Dad, I saw the picture. You really okay?”
“What picture?”
“On the Internet. The picture of you nailed to the house.”
“There’s a picture?”
“You didn’t see it?”
“Sally, I was in the emergency room until midnight. I’ve had about three hours of sleep. My arm feels like—like a bullet went through it. My God, Sally. I’m your dad. You call a dad at five in the morning and do you have any idea what kind of horror runs through my head? But I love hearing your voice . . . Are we still connected?”
Silence.
Apparently, the battery had died.
Kids. You gotta love ’em. Sally kept in touch with the home town news whenever she could find an Internet cafe.
How do they build in Kenya? Mud? Grass? Or stick-frame construction? Would they use two-by-fours or some weird metric crap? Wally lay back, imagining. It scared him having her in Africa—terrorists and AIDS and all the evils of the world out there, and he could do nothing to protect her.
Remembering the warm sound of her voice, for a few minutes he could forget the cold pain in his body.
The next call came at eight in the morning.
“You okay?” It was Leo, Wally’s youngest.
“Yeah, sure, I’m okay.” Wally was in the kitchen, pouring Grape-Nuts into a bowl. “How’d you know?”
“I saw a picture in the Post-Dispatch.” Leo lived in St. Louis.
“So,” Wally said, “a construction accident in California is news in St. Louis?”
“It was just a great photo. You’re in a work of art, Dad. Didn’t even give your name, but I knew as soon as I saw it. Man, that must have hurt.”
“No big deal.”
“Dad, it had to hurt.”
“Okay, it hurt. It’s over.”
“Break anything?”
“Nicked a bone. Nothing broke. Stretched something—tendon or ligament or whatever—hanging there with all my weight on it. Missed the artery. Coulda been worse.”
“Anything I can do, Dad?”
“Just keep calling. Just let me hear your voice.”
“I’ll do that. You sure you’re all right?”
“I’m fine,” Wally lied.
After saying good-bye, Wally lay down on the kitchen floor. A wave of nausea was rising as, under the bandage, tramping elephants were crushing his arm. He was wearing the same clothes as yesterday—after sleeping in them, including his boots—because with one useful hand he couldn’t figure out how to button the pants or retie the shoelaces if he took them off. Likewise he hadn’t changed his bandage in spite of the nurse’s instructions and it was soggy with yellow ooze. The floor was gritty with sand and smelled of rot. Turning his head to the side Wally could see a fruit, shrunken, fuzzy with fungus, in the toe space under the sink cabinet. Months ago, he vaguely recalled, he’d dropped an avocado and never bothered.
Maybe the nausea was something serious like a heart attack. Maybe he would just die right now and remain lying on the floor until he too was shrunken and fuzzy with fungus. Bummer.
He was still lying there when the doorbell rang.
In the hierarchy of real estate values on the San Francisco Peninsula, altitude means wealth. Other than a few pockets of comfort such as the leafy estates of Atherton, the least desirable property is located in the flatlands east of the railroad tracks, which is where Opal found Wally’s neighborhood, a low-rent section of Redwood City where clunker cars were parked three-deep on front lawns and half the houses had iron gratings over the windows. Wally’s yard had no cars on the lawn, but then it had no grass either, just an old water heater lying on its side, some plastic buckets, and a mound of bare dirt. There were no iron grates, but one window was broken, covered with cardboard. Paint was peeling; gutters drooped; a screen door had no screen.
Blurt, she told herself. Don’t be frightened. Just blurt. It’s what you do best.
Opal rapped her knuckles on the door.
For a minute nothing stirred.
She rapped again.
Now you can go, she told herself. Nobody could blame you.
She heard a shuffling sound from within the house. A bump, a crash. More shuffling.
The door opened.
He looked like the house: unmaintained. It wasn’t just the dirt-smeared bandage around his hand and arm. It was the hair, uncombed; the face, unshaved; the clothes, same as yesterday. Had he slept in them? Had he slept at all? He smelled of sweat and sawdust and something more—something both putrid and medicinal wafting from the gauze that was taped around his wrist.
Blurt, girl.
“Hi!” Opal said with as big a smile as she could muster. “I brought you some extra copies of the paper. I suppose you’ve seen it already?”
“Yeah.”
“Lucky shot, right? Didn’t it come out great?”
A moment of silence. Staring blankly, Wally said, “Congratulations.”
“I can’t brag,” Opal said, “because you’re the star. The way your arms are spread out, that expression on your face where you look resigned and—and, you know, angry and—so woeful all at the same time. Even your toes point down. And the track of blood, the way the clouds light up in the background, the angle of the shot from down below . . .” Suddenly Opal got it. “Are you in pain?”
“Some.”
“Oh! I’m so sorry. You want to sit down?”
“Yes.”
She reached for his elbow. “You need help?”
“I can walk.”
“I’m so stupid.” Opal followed Wally across a cluttered living room and into a grimy kitchen. “Here I am babbling about my wonderful photo without even asking how are you and all the while you’re standing there in agony and naturally you hate that picture. It humiliates you. Right?”
“Sort of.”
“You’ve been building houses for thirty years or something and you’re probably a superb craftsman and when do you get your picture in the paper? When you get nailed.”
Wally sat down. On the table in front of him was the front page, the photo, the caption: “A bad day at the office.” For a moment he stared at her through wire-rim spectacles while Opal tried not to be repulsed by the greasy gray ponytail, unbrushed and flecked with sawdust. She tried not to look at the ceiling, cobwebs hanging tattered with dust and dead flies. She said, “Didn’t they give you something? For the pain?”
“Doesn’t work.”
“And you don’t want to take something stronger, right? You probably hate drugs?”
“Yeah.” Wally looked at her curiously.
“I think I know how you feel. Because pain is lonely. Nobody can see, nobody can feel, I mean people can know you’ve got pain but nobody can do anything about it and it’s such a lonely thing. It puts you on the other side of something. It alienates you.”
“Yeah.” Wally was watching her with open wonder.
“And here I am intellectualizing,” Opal continued, “which doesn’t help you one bit. I’m sorry. But I think I know how you feel. Lonely.”
“Sounds like you’ve been there.”
“You bet.”
“You want to talk about it?”
“No!”
“Good.” Wally smiled. “Because I’m a lousy therapist.”
“I don’t need a therapist. I’m sorry I gave you that impression.” Sometimes when she was in blurt mode, she felt herself slipping out of control. This was one of those times. “Can I come back and start over? Here I barge into your house and start talking about pain and loneliness. You must think I’m toxic.”
“At least you got me off the floor.”
“Omigod. You were lying on that filthy floor?”
“A little nausea.”
“That bandage looks oozy.”
“It’s supposed to drain.”
“Do they always smell like that?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never been nailed before.”
“I’d better take you back to the emergency room.”
“No!”
“Oops. Sorry.”
Wally was studying her again, as if she were a puzzling photo in a gallery. “You like some tea?”
“Yes, please. You? Let me fix it.”
“I know how to cook water.”
“But you’re hurt. I didn’t mean anything. Can’t we be friends?”
“Yes.” Wally’s eyes widened. “I’d like that.”
“Me too.”
Silently, digesting those last words, Opal filled a sauce pan with water, lit the gas, found mugs and tea bags without having to ask. Not coffee. Tea. Who was this man?
Seating herself at the opposite side of the table from Wally, dabbing the Lipton’s bag up and down in the mug, Opal said, “I feel like I know your wife.”
Arched eyebrows. “How so?”
“I know where to find things. It’s like I’ve known this kitchen all my life, like I organized it myself. Except I’d clean it.”
Wally smiled. “So would she.”
“Juke told me. He didn’t want to, but I pried it out of him. That your wife had died. Am I being intrusive?”
“Not yet.”
“Did you make this table? And the chairs? They’re so lovely! What kind of wood is this? I’ll bet it glows. That is, it would if it was . . .”
“Clean.”
“Yes. Cared for.”
Wally shrugged. “I’m a little behind in the housework. A couple years.”
Next to Wally was half a wall with ragged edges of torn-out drywall and exposed wiring covered in a layer of dust and grease. Clearly the kitchen had once had a breakfast nook, and he’d stopped in the middle of tearing it out.
On the table was a full bowl of cereal, dry Grape-Nuts. By the bowl was a newspaper and a sheet of paper, the letter half written, the penmanship abominable. Opal tried not to look, tried to keep it from creeping into the corner of her eye. But Wally caught her anyway.
“I admit,” Opal said, “Juke told me you write letters.”
“You want to analyze that?”
“No. I think it’s sweet.”
Wally reached for his tea. “No more letters. For a while.”
“Why?”
“Using my left hand—I get this feeling she won’t be able to read my handwriting.” He laughed, softly.
“Want to dictate the letter to me? I have good handwriting. And don’t worry, I’ll attach a note to explain that I’m your temporary secretary and assure your wife that our relationship is purely platonic.”
“Is it?”
Their eyes met. His were a deep, warm brown.
Wally laughed nervously.
Opal pushed back her chair. “I’d better go.”
“Please. Don’t.”
She stood with her side against the stove. “Honest to God, I’m not like that.”
“Me neither.”
“And that’s not why I came here.”
“Why did you come here?”
“Something stupid. Never mind. And it wasn’t to brag about my picture, either.”
There was an electric clock built into the backboard of the stove, humming, the clock face covered with old brown spatters of grease.
“The last time I made a pass,” Wally said, “it must have been thirty-five years ago.”
“And she ended up marrying you?”
“Yes.”
“Must have been one heck of a pass.”
“Better than that one I just made.”
“Next time you want to hit on somebody, change your bandage first.”
“I’ll remember that.”
“And you might wash your hair and change your clothes.”
“I’ll remember that too.”
“Not that I should be giving advice. And not that you should make another pass at me.”
“I’ll definitely remember that.”
Opal placed thumb and index finger over her eyelids, breathing in, breathing out. When she opened her eyes she saw Wally sitting patiently, hopefully, at the table gazing up at her. Like a friendly dog. She said, “I’m sorry if I was seeming flirtatious.”
“You weren’t. I leaped to a conclusion.”
“I think I give out the wrong—I mix my signals a lot. Somebody used to call me the Queen of Mixed Signals. What you should know is, I sing in the Presbyterian choir.”
“I see.” Wally nodded his head. “Yes.” He smiled. “If I’d known you were Presbyterian, I never would have made a pass.”
“Okay. I must sound like a complete idiot.”
She was still standing. Wally gazed up at her from the table and said, “I want you to know I’m not normally the kind of guy who hits on women. Once every thirty-five years. That’s my limit. So who called you the Queen of Mixed Signals?”
“Some guy.” Her ex-husband, actually. He’d also defined her, somewhat fondly, as Ms. Blurt-and-Backpedal.
An empty dog food bowl lay in the corner next to the back door. Opal asked, “Where’s your dog?”
“It died.”
“Omigod. I’m sorry.”
“No letters.”
“I wasn’t even thinking—”
“Look, I appreciate you being here. Being so perky. I could use perk. Won’t you please sit down?”
She’d come on a mission. So far, it had been a disaster. Could she possibly pull it off now? She thought of two dogs meeting for the first time, approaching on tiptoe, fur erect, going through all those funky dog-greeting rituals before they could relax and play. Eventually she and Wally would be ready to relax, to move on. Beyond butt-sniffing. Already she knew some things about him. It was in his choice of words, his gentle manner. And in spite of his hair and his housekeeping she knew without asking that he flossed. Every night.
Retaking her seat, Opal gulped a slug of tea without tasting it. “Just so you know, I have two children.”
“How old?”
“Abe’s eighteen. Ronny’s two.” And she thought: This man hasn’t wiped his stove during Ronny’s entire lifetime.
Wally leaned forward. “Big gap.”
“I had a big gap between marriages. Different fathers. I mean, just so you know. Two husbands, two children, two exes.” She watched to see if Wally flinched. She’d just told him in a continuation of butt-sniffing that she was damaged goods. Twice failed.
Wally was nodding. “Me, three kids. One wife.” An ironic smile. “Just so you know.”
“It’s okay, the age gap thing. Matter of fact at this very moment Abe’s watching Ronny. An in-house babysitter. But I’ll lose him in September. He starts college. Princeton.”
“Ooh la la.” Wally ran a finger around the rim of his mug. “So Abe’s a good kid?”
“Oh yes. Except when he gets in a mood. Then he goes out and sits on the roof. In the rain, even. For hours.”
“How often does that happen?”
“About twice a day.” She laughed. “He’s got some things to sort out. It’s hard. He never had a father figure. Actually, he had a couple of anti–father figures. My fault of course. So out of guilt I’ve probably been too soft on him. I don’t want to make him sound like a spoiled brat because he’s not, but he needs a little focus. A little discipline. This is mother talk. I’m sorry. I must be boring you.”
“I like mother talk. Does Abe have a girlfriend?”
“Sort of.” Without thinking, Opal had picked up Wally’s pen from the tabletop and was doodling in the margins around her photograph. “With all the usual issues.”
“What issues?”
“Hormonal.” Opal shifted in her seat. “The icky stuff.”
“Ick?” Wally looked amused. “Ick happens.”
“It is happening. And I know I can’t stop it. But must I approve? And if I don’t approve but I don’t want them sneaking around should I, like, enable it?” Opal sat up straight. “You’ve been there. What did you do?”
“Enabled,” Wally said.
“In the house?”
“Sleepovers. Sure.”
“But I don’t want to walk in on—I don’t even want to hear—I mean didn’t it ever get, like, icky?”
“They had to be discreet. That was the deal. Discretion is advised. Like the example I hope we set ourselves.”
“Discretion is advised. I’ll needlepoint that and hang it on the wall.”
“You can bet those kids don’t want you walking in on them, either. Or hearing them. They’ll be careful. Because to them—” he smiled “—you’re the ick.”
“I am not,” Opal said. Then she laughed, hearing herself. “Of course I can’t even talk to him about it.”
Wally’s finger moved faster around the rim of the mug. “This summer. Abe got a job?”
“No.” The pen, without Opal’s awareness, advanced up the page to begin doodling around the weather report.
“He doesn’t want a job?”
“Not if I find it for him.” The pen was obliterating the entire forecast: Today, utter blackness. “But he’s shy. Doesn’t like to—to present himself.”
Wally’s finger slowed, still circling the rim of the mug. “Any work experience?”
“None whatsoever. Other than babysitting.”
“Skills?”
Opal looked up, pen poised. “He’s very smart.”
Wally’s finger stopped, rested on the rim of the mug. “Is he physical?”
“As opposed to mental? No. I’d have to say mostly he’s a thinker. Loves astrophysics. And pure math.”
“Is he strong? Athletic?”
“No. Used to play soccer—badly. And baseball was a disaster. Your basic skinny kid with eyeglasses. Not totally spastic but . . . He just never seemed to be paying attention in sports. He’s into music. Mandolin. Good with his fingers.”
“Hmm.”
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“Oh.”
Wally stared at his finger on the rim of the mug.
Opal set down the pen, crossed her legs, and folded her hands on her lap. She forced herself to be silent for five seconds. Ten. Twenty.
Finally Wally looked up. “Can he swing a hammer?”
“I thought you’d never ask.”
Wally heaved back in his chair. “Far out!” He was grinning, shaking his head. “Is that why you came here?”
Opal nodded. “You hire a lot of teenagers?”
“One or two every summer. I seem to get the misfits. Pissed off, punk, picked-on, maybe just plain weird—but they come around. Not always. But mostly. You build something, you see the results, you feel good. Teamwork. Discipline. Pride.”
“You sound like the Marines.”
“We only shoot nails.” Wally was still grinning. “Why didn’t you just ask about the job?”
“I’m sorry. I’m not usually a devious person.”
She was checking me out, Wally realized. And I almost flunked the secret test. All right, so he shouldn’t have made a pass at her. A perky Presbyterian, for Christ’s sake. With two children and some mystery baggage, because beneath the poise she was frightened of him—he’d picked up the vibe. She’d manipulated him, found the kid a job. What was she so scared of? And yet here she was, sitting in his broken-down breakfast nook: a woman who understood the loneliness of pain. A woman who came to him in a moment of clarity as a nail blasted through his body, as he looked down into those puppy eyes, as he saw what a pathetic piece of crap his life had become. Writing letters to a dead woman. In a kitchen full of crud.
With those thoughts, all Wally said was, “Isn’t this a case of what Abe hates—of you finding him a job?”
“You’re a father. A real one. You’ve been there. You’ll think of something.”
And Wally knew he would. Not because he was keen on hiring this klutzy kid but because for the first time in ages, he’d felt that electric thing. That attraction to the scent and quiver and explosive emotions of a living, breathing woman. A dog person, the best kind. Freckled like bird’s-eye maple. A lush, casual head of hair. Earrings, little white doves. He wanted to see her again. He wanted more than that. He wanted to overcome her fright. He wanted to play. To share food. To watch old movies and drink lemonade from sweaty glasses and cuddle on the sofa while dogs scratch on the rug. He wanted someone, perhaps, to love. And ick.
Ground fog covered the job site. It was one of those California mornings where everything is wet, the trees are dripping, and no rain has fallen. In the parking area in front of the power shed and Steamboat’s barbecue, Wally stopped his old yellow truck next to a brand new gleaming black beemer.
Patience, Wally commanded himself. Maintain calm and peacefulness. Ommm . . .
The BMW belonged to Anton Krainer, boy wonder, who had owned it less than two weeks. A rack on top of the car held a couple of Litespeed bicycles—likewise owned less than two weeks—each titanium frame worth more than Wally’s entire Toyota long-bed, which he’d owned for over two decades.
“There’s a hole in that roof truss,” Krainer shouted cheerily as a greeting. He was standing on tiptoe, holding the string of a plumb bob against the top plate of the wall between master bedroom and master bath. The bottom of the plumb bob, at floor level, was swinging like a pendulum.
“Little accident,” Wally said, joining him. “Fix it today.”
“My friends are asking me why I’d hire a contractor who nails himself to houses.”
“I’m sure you’d rather nail me yourself.”
“Ho ho,” Krainer said sarcastically.
Won that one, Wally was thinking. Neutralized him with the truth. Wally tried to avoid jock humor—the kind that was competitive and aggressive without being particularly humorous—but it was the only way to spar with this kid. Krainer had blond hair and dimpled cheeks. Life came easy to the golden god. He’d dropped out of Stanford to found an Internet startup company that in less than a year had an IPO that spiraled into a bidding frenzy. Krainer bought an old ranch on a hillside overlooking Silicon Valley. He hired an architect who in turn recommended Wally for the construction because the architect had dealt with Wally before and they’d worked well together.
The original plan was to preserve most of the acreage in its natural state as a private, personal wildlife refuge where deer could browse and coyote could roam. Overlooking the meadow, and with a view of the entire Silicon Valley plus the San Francisco Bay and the mountains beyond, would be a house that was modest in scale but perfect in detail. The gig appealed to Wally, whose standards of workmanship could be summed up as “Slow down and do right.” Also, it was a wonderful piece of land. He wanted to be paid for working among the spirit of hawk and wild oats, the rush of wind through a lone Bishop pine, the rough and craggy arms of oak trees, the ghosts of ancient redwoods cleared and gone. There was even a plan for a butterfly garden, an area stocked with native flowering plants that would bloom in sequence through the seasons attracting a timely progression of butterflies including the migrating Monarchs.
Then, as the construction began, stock in Krainer’s company soared. Krainer had gone from merely wealthy to obscenely rich. And the prospective house began growing in size, from modest to mansion, from ten rooms to thirty-three. The goal of perfection in detail remained, but the details had grown in scale.
Wally had signed up to catch a marlin and now he was chasing Moby Dick. He would never accept such a large project if it were presented in advance. He had to sub out work he’d normally handle with his own crew, which made it harder to maintain the quality. Also, Krainer could throw the occasional tantrum. Wally found himself checking the stock market about once a week and, oddly, he was hoping Krainer’s wealth kept growing—not so Wally could add more rooms but so Krainer might reach the magic billion. In Wally’s limited observation, once you have a billion dollars, it tends to sober you up. Not always—not one particular software mogul, for example, suave, satyric, sue-happy, of whom tradespeople told stories that would, um, never mind—but sometimes it helped.
Krainer seemed to believe that his wealth validated his sense of taste even as it became increasingly apparent that he had, as Wally would put it, aesthetic impairment combined with wretched excess. There was, of course, the mirrored ceiling to be installed in the master bedroom with video cameras hidden in all four walls and Wally didn’t want to ask why. There was the master bath with hot tub, fireplace, built-in wine cooler, and big-screen television, plus mirrors on every possible surface including one mirror etched with the sandblasted image of a life-size couple who were, well, coupling. There was the media room with purple velvet–upholstered chairs and strip lights down the aisles. Every room would have remote-controlled curtains; all lights would be controlled by a central computer; heating and cooling would be a state-of-the-art geothermal system involving underground pipes for heat exchangers whose cost could never be justified in this mild California climate.
And then there was the grotto. Next to the outdoor pool, Krainer wanted a fountain of his own design—a winged and very naked angel with water spouting from her breasts—at the top of a waterfall running over rocks. The fountain was bad enough, but Krainer wanted the “rocks” to be built by a group of “artisans” from southern California who had built the faux rock “hardscapes” of Disneyland. Both Wally and the architect had taken a stand on that one, conceding the fountain—you have to choose your battles—but arguing that the mini-Disneyland hardscape would be tacky, tasteless, ugly, and stupid, that it would look like something the highway department had installed. Still, they would have lost the battle if Wally’s landscaper, Little Landscaper Lucy, hadn’t come up with an alternate plan. Lucy had only signed on because she loved the idea of the butterfly garden, which remained as an afterthought but was now in the background of larger schemes. Lucy proposed a grotto using real dirt growing real moss and real ferns combined with real rocks placed by cranes. Her rocks would cost half as much as the Disneyland ones and, as she pitched it, “look just as authentic as the fake ones.” Further, she said, there was a quarry near Santa Cruz that had “the perfect rocks.”
Bingo. The perfect rocks. Anton was sold.
What bugged Wally the most was that Krainer believed he’d earned that money. Otherwise, the guy was likable enough. You just had to remember the main thing: Krainer was a kid. Half Wally’s age and would never grow up. Would never have to.
Wally knelt at Krainer’s feet, steadying the plumb bob so it wouldn’t swing.
Krainer’s female friend was wandering among the stud walls with a camcorder. Her name was Lenora. Willowy, wearing a bulky fisherman’s knit sweater with the sleeves pushed up, long dark hair gathered in a tight knot on top of her head with a few loose strands dangling carelessly, Lenora from the waist up looked casual, East Coast, old money, sophisticate, ballerina, anorexic. Waist down, she wore tight stretch pants with the cameltoe clearly visible at the crotch, glittery ankle bracelet, bright red toenails, high platform shoes—like a Las Vegas prostitute. Krainer had first introduced her to Wally as “Lenora from Gomorra,” which Lenora had tolerated with an icy smile.
Peering through the camcorder, Lenora seemed to be filming every wall, board by board.
Krainer called, “Lenora, you get that truss on tape?”
Lenora didn’t bother to answer. She too treated Krainer as a child—though, in physical age, she was younger. She made Wally nervous. Once when Krainer was out of sight she’d flirted—blatantly—with Wally, fixing him in a steady gaze and casually lifting her own shirt and tracing her long red fingernails over her concave belly as she spoke. There was a line of black hair like a fuzzy caterpillar starting just below her navel, crawling over the lower tummy, then widening at the bottom as it disappeared into the top of her pants. In a husky voice with a vaguely British accent she said she used to be a student at Stanford, psych major. She told Wally, who hadn’t asked, that she was forced to leave Stanford after a compromising situation involving the chairman of the psychology department that was his fault, but she got the blame. Also without being asked she said she was born and raised in Boston but would never go back, not even in a coffin. Smiling, momentarily looking vulnerable, she said, “It’s so cool you know what you’re doing. You’re strong and you can build things. I envy that.” Wally wasn’t remotely attracted.
What you hope for with somebody like Krainer, somebody who grows too rich too fast, is that he finds a woman who brings everything he lacks—a woman with taste and values and social skills—a woman who can fill the gaps. Lenora, in Wally’s opinion, only widened the gaps. She broadcast a general vibe of kinkiness, though vague and undefined. He’d never seen anything resembling a look of affection between her and Krainer and could only assume that it was a relationship of convenience: frequent and probably outlandish sex for Krainer, money and security for Lenora. Plus she looked magnificent in a convertible. A trophy mistress. The whole world of uncommitted sex was a mystery to Wally, though he enjoyed puzzling over it. All he’d really wanted in life was a good and steady woman, preferably well-padded, cheerful, and smart.
Juke was leaning against a window frame, silent, alternately glowering at Krainer and studying Lenora—below the waist. Juke, Wally thought, is somebody who could understand what makes her motor run.
Lenora started filming Juke.
Juke, glaring into the camera, methodically picked his nose.
Lenora, giggling, filmed the entire nose-reaming.
“Isn’t the bathroom supposed to be bigger?” Krainer said.
Here we go again. Aloud, Wally said, “Juke, would you go to the trailer and bring out the plans?”
With a nod, Juke walked down the rough stairs to the first floor, then down the gangplank and across the mud.
Lenora followed with the camcorder, filming every step.
“What are we doing with this plumb bob?” Wally asked, still kneeling.
“Is the wall straight?” Krainer asked. “It looked off.”
“It’s within a sixteenth,” Wally said, standing.
Krainer pocketed the plumb bob. “Meaning it’s off by a sixteenth of an inch. It’s a fact.”
“Sixteenth is tight,” Wally said. “Most contractors settle for a quarter inch. Three-eighths in the tracts.” Talking to Krainer, Wally often felt like a high school teacher lecturing a bored but dangerous student. “Over time, those walls move. Moisture changes. Wood expands and contracts.”
“Shouldn’t we at least start with plumb? Give the walls a fighting chance?”
“A variation of one-sixteenth of an inch over eight feet of span is plumb, Anton. With the lumber you get today, that’s great construction.”
“What you’re saying is, ‘That’s great enough construction.’ I don’t want great enough. Remember the goal here? We’re building the perfect house.”
Wally had seen plenty of grandiose mansions where they’d built the fireplace out of Italian marble but undersized the floor joists, where below expensive crown molding you could bump your shoulder against a wall and feel the entire house shake from end to end, where condensation formed because of sloppy insulation, where builders cut corners and buyers bought glitz. Wally called it Hollywood construction, and Krainer—in spite of his efforts with the plumb bob—was a Hollywood buyer. What saved Krainer from himself was the fact that he’d hired a good architect and an honest contractor, though he sometimes seemed bent on alienating them both.
“What I’m wondering, Anton, is why you came here today bringing a plumb bob. It’s not something most men carry around in their pockets—unless you’re trying to make up for a deficiency.”
“Ho ho.”
Got him again. “Really, Anton, I have to think you came here today looking for a fight.”
“Why would I do that?”
“That’s what I’m trying to find out. Could it have something to do with the fact that you owe me two progress payments?”
Wordlessly, Krainer handed Wally an envelope. Sealed.
Rudely, Wally tore the envelope open right then and there and examined the check. “That’s one payment. Half what you owe.”
“The next payment is contingent on completion of the wall framing. If a wall’s out of plumb, it isn’t completely framed.”
“Crap, Anton.”
“Hey, I’m easy.” The dimpled smile. “I’ll settle for a sixty-fourth of an inch.”
Wally was uncharmed. “Tomorrow morning. The check. Or I stop work. And Pilpont will be ever so happy.”
Krainer scowled. Any mention of his uphill neighbor put him in a cold fury. So far, Pilpont had filed lawsuits demanding a zoning revision, a geotech study, an endangered species review, an anthropological history investigation, and an environmental impact report. The odd thing was, Pilpont’s property was set back on a natural terrace making it barely visible from Krainer’s. Nobody was blocking anybody’s view. Pilpont hadn’t even objected to the original plans. Only when Krainer’s stock ballooned in worth while the project doubled, then tripled, then quadrupled in size did Pilpont become a born-again environmentalist claiming the land was a “heritage site” where Ohlone Native Americans had camped and buried their ancestors, a land that was teeming with endangered red-legged frogs and San Francisco garter snakes, a land where a historic ranch had once stood, a land that was “our last, best chance to preserve all we hold dear.” A land, he failed to add, from which he had carved his own property and grand estate.
Wally actually sympathized with the environmental arguments. So did Krainer. It was the hypocrisy that pissed them both off. And the fact remained that on a thirty-five-acre parcel, Krainer’s sprawling castle with all its associated pieces—the parking area, the pool and grotto, the tennis court, even the butterfly garden—would cover only three of those acres. The rest would remain meadow and oak and seasonal creek, a home to the frog, the snake, the wandering deer and coyote. Krainer wanted a natural preserve. All he asked was to live at its edge—and live there in luxury.
“You’ll have the check,” Anton said. “If I have a sixty-fourth.”
“I’ll do my best,” Wally said, purposely vague. Then quickly he changed the subject before Anton could quibble—and before Wally might blow up. “Hey, you got any triathlons coming?”
“Killer. Switzerland.” Anton described the uphill and downhill challenges of the coming event. Wally listened, idly wondering what would happen if all the energy expended in triathlons were applied to, say, building houses for the poor. Then Anton started bragging about the winery he was building in Sonoma County. This was news to Wally. Anton had bought the land for a pittance, he said, because the hillside was too steep for normal production methods, but he was planting a vine he’d found in Croatia that could thrive there—a rugged, ancient variety that could blend into a sensational pinot noir. It would sell for a thousand dollars a bottle, it’s a fact. Again, Wally wondered about energy expended—and cash. Was his progress payment going to a Croatian grape?
And if this is to be a perfect house, do you want to make me grovel for every dollar? Do you know about karma, Mr. Krainer?
At last, Juke returned from the trailer with the rolled-up plans. Wally couldn’t blame Juke for avoiding Krainer as long as possible and in fact was glad that he had, given Juke’s visible contempt. Lenora wandered behind Juke, swinging the camcorder from her wrist. She’d untied her hair so it tumbled over her shoulders and down to her waist, still looking cool and composed. Juke, by comparison, looked flushed.
Wally and Anton examined the plans until Anton conceded that the bathroom was framed exactly as drawn. But, he said, the drawings were a mistake; he wanted the toilet in a separate alcove.
Stock must have gone up, Wally was thinking. Every time the stock went up a point, Krainer added another room. “That’ll be a change order,” Wally said.
“Just do it.”
“I’ll write it up.”
“Meanwhile, get started.”
“Not until you sign for it.”
Krainer sighed.
Wally folded his arms. He knew what happened to contractors who made changes without written agreements.
Krainer brightened: “Hey, I’m buying a belt sander. When’s the next race?”
“Every Friday,” Wally said. “Noon.”
“Please, let’s go,” Lenora said, grasping Anton by the arm.
“See you Friday,” Anton said as Lenora pulled him away. “Prepare to eat dust. And that goes for you too, Juke.”
At those words, Lenora and Juke exchanged a glance. Immediately, they each looked elsewhere. Lenora was tugging Krainer toward the BMW. But Wally had seen enough.
As the beemer drove away, Juke leaned out the rough window. The glassless frame held a commanding view of the Silicon Valley and beyond: the sprawl of San Jose, the giant blimp hangars of Moffett Field, the cool waters of the bay stitched by silver bridges, the crawling cars glinting sunlight, lovely Mt. Hamilton and the white dome of the Lick Observatory to the south, massive Mt. Diablo behind the hulking brown hills of the East Bay. With binoculars one could see the crowded skyscrapers of San Francisco, the great ship-loading cranes of the Port of Oakland and Alameda, the dozen or so freighters packed high with containers that had crossed the Pacific Ocean and slipped under the Golden Gate Bridge to idle in blue water awaiting a berth like toys in a giant bathtub. Just twenty feet away one could see wild roses tumbling over an old grapestake fence as hummingbirds hovered and darted.
Juke squinted, still leaning out the window frame, and spat toward the valley.
Wally said, “I can’t believe you did that.”
“Did what, Boss?”
“You know how much money that guy owes me?”
Juke turned to face Wally. “So?”
“So. In the trailer.”
Juke shifted uneasily. “What about the trailer?”
Wally said nothing as he folded his arms across his chest and shook his head slowly from side to side.
Juke broke: “Hey. She started it. She was steamin’.”
“Are you aware of Wally’s Law number thirteen?”
“No. What’s Wally’s Law number thirteen?”
“No mortise-and-tenon with the clientele.”
“Hey. She mortised me.”
“Just because she comes on to you, Juke, you don’t have to . . . Like that housewife in Los Altos Hills? And then she expected a discount. Or that au pair in Atherton? How old was she—fifteen? Just because they love the tools doesn’t mean you can go around boinking every—”
“You want me to tender my boinkin’ resignation?”
“Don’t bother. If Krainer doesn’t send me a check first thing tomorrow, the whole gig is boinked, anyway. And so are we.”
“Sorry, Boss.”
“Just go clean your dick. Then we gotta check out a prospect.”
Abraham Jupiter Rainbow Fromberg, better known as Abe, was sitting with his back against the chimney, downhill side—his crow’s nest. A broad suburban valley spread before him. The distant roar of freeway traffic blended with the more local blast of a leaf-blower. It was hot, the sun baking down after the morning fog had burned off. Abe, though, wasn’t aware of the heat or the noise. Just one hour ago, his girlfriend Rachel had left in a huff, and he wasn’t sure she would ever come back—or if he wanted her back.
The subject of their disagreement was oral sex. He was pro, she was con. Or, actually, to be more fair to her position, she was pro too in a reluctant sort of way but not every time they got together no matter how briefly and not three times a day and not when it meant ducking into broom closets at school or the dressing room at Target and especially not the bathroom at McDonald's. And when he’d pointed out that they’d only done the McDonald's thing twice—once, really, if you didn’t count the time the manager kicked them out before they’d barely gotten started—and the broom closet thing wouldn’t happen anymore because they were finished with classes, and besides it wasn’t really a broom closet but more of a utility room with that giant hot water heater that always smelled like seeping sulfur—when he pointed these things out in what he thought was a reasonable, calm manner, Rachel went ballistic.
What made it even more of a bummer was that just this morning Abe’s mother had let it be known—in the world’s most excruciatingly awkward conversation—that “it would be okay if sometimes Rachel, um, spent time alone. In the house, that is. In your room, that is. Not alone, that is, but with you, that is. Just so you know. And don’t you dare hurt her—ever—but beyond that as long as you can be respectful. Discreet, that is. Not that it’s shameful for you to want to be alone together but you need to be respectful of other people’s feelings. Mine, that is. Discretion is advised. And I’m not trying to push you into anything and in fact would prefer the opposite, and beyond that I don’t really want to know. But if you must. That is, just so you’re aware, um, I expect you’ve already heard this but goddammit you have to use a condom all right?” Yet just when Abe passed this wonderful news on to Rachel, she’d decided it was time to Discuss the Relationship.
In the street below, a little yellow pickup truck pulled to a stop. Two men stepped out and unstrapped a ladder from the rack. The golden retrievers in the yard ran to the fence, barking and wagging their tails at the same time. The older-looking man, gray hair in a ponytail, kneeled at the fence, greeting the dogs. Then while Leary and Timothy danced with joy, totally useless as guard dogs, the two men carried the ladder through the gate, tilted it against the side of the house, and climbed to the roof.
Scarcely glancing at Abe, nodding a greeting as if it were perfectly normal to find somebody sitting against the chimney, they set to work at the far end of the roof. The younger guy, a redhead, manned the tape measure while the older guy—with a bandage on one arm from elbow to fingertip—wrote figures on a clipboard with his one usable hand.
“Ain’t too bad,” the redhead said.
“I’m gonna recommend a ridge vent,” the old guy said.
They paused, crouching, at the dormer that was Abe’s bedroom window.
“Flashing’s forked,” the redhead said.
“Shingles too,” the old guy said. “It’s like a path.”
For the first time, Abe saw what he’d done to the roof: shingle edges mashed and rounded or split entirely off. He’d worn a trail from the window to the crow’s nest. Practically plowed a furrow.
Now the two men were standing by the chimney, talking as if Abe weren’t there. “It just needs a repair job,” the old guy said. “Good for another ten years. You wanna take it, Juke?”
“Need an Alfredo,” Juke said.
“Just pick one at the corner.”
“You oughta hire a full-time Alfredo as long as your hand’s forked. She-yit, Boss, hire some kid for a summer gig.”
“Kids today, I dunno. You got any prospects, Juke?”
“Hey. You. Hey. Forkface. Roof-wrecker. Yeah, you. I’m talkin’ to you. You know anybody needs a job? Good forkin’ pay? Hard forkin’ work?”
“Maybe,” Abe said, turning sideways so he could see them. He had to squint in the sunlight. They seemed gigantic standing above him leaning against the top of the chimney. “I need a job.”
Wally and Juke exchanged a glance. Wally stepped back and folded his arms. Juke leaned forward, right into Abe’s face, and said, “You? We’re lookin’ for somebody with hair on his balls.”
“Uh, excuse me? I have—uh—that.”
“How old are you?”
“Eighteen.”
“Eighteen? College guy?”
“I, uh, start college in September.”
“Pretty smart, huh?”
“Uh, good enough, I guess.”
“Where?”
“Uh, Princeton.”
“Princetown? Where’s Princetown?”
“Princeton. It’s in New Jersey.”
“Now if you’re so smart, why in the name of donkeyshit would you want go to New Jersey?”
“It’s not that I want to go to New Jersey. It’s where the college—”
“Listen, Forkface, can you lift a house?”
“Uh, no.”
Juke leaned even closer. His eyeballs seemed lit by wild red veins. “Then why would we hire you?”
“Uh, maybe I misunderstood. What exactly do you mean by lifting a house?”
“I mean forkin’ lift it.”
“Do, uh, do you lift houses?”
“Hundreds. Board by forkin’ board. Nail by forkin’ nail.”
“Oh. I think I get it. Okay.”
“Because that’s what you’re gonna do, Forkface. Lift houses. Haul trash. Dig holes. Slop poison. Breathe fiberglass. Sweat your balls off. Pull splinters, eat dirt, and shit concrete.”
“Uh, okay.”
“Okay what?”
“Okay,” Abe grinned, “I’ll forking do it.”
“Hey! Don’t you ever cuss on the job site. Never! Got that, Forkface?”
“All I said was—”
"Shut the fork up!" You want to embarrass your forkin’ crew? We’re a team here. You never swear. I don’t care if we drop a forkin’ wall on your toe, before you even say ‘gosh darn’—before you even think it—you say, ‘Request permission to swear, sir!’ Got that?”
“Uh, okay.”
“Okay what?”
“Okay, uh, sir.” It was the first time in his life that Abe had ever addressed anybody as “sir.” To cap it off he saluted, hoping it didn’t seem like mockery.
It did. Juke glared.
“Uh, sorry, sir. I salute you with all due respect. I won’t do it again. Sir.”
“Wally, hire this kid’s ass.”
And Abe, heart pounding, felt as happy hearing those words as he’d felt when he opened the big envelope from Princeton, though he couldn’t say why.
Mornings, Juke liked to arrive early. Sitting in the El Camino, he’d pour a cup of coffee from the Thermos and stare out over the job site at stacks of boards waiting to be given life once again, boards still bleeding the wetness of the forest. Juke’s brain worked in images, not words, but the images went something like this:
Wood lives twice.
Tree becomes house.
House breathes air
in and out,
drinks water,
comes to life.
A house has a personality.
A house grows.
A house has a soul.
It was all part of Wally’s Law #12: Each house is a miracle.
Or, in Juke’s words, a forkin’ miracle.
And those thoughts in the form of vague mysterious images passed through Juke every morning while sitting in the cab of his El Camino before anybody else had arrived. It was the one reliable moment of calm in his life.
This morning, though, as he was just settling in, he noticed something blue on the second floor. Blue and baggy. Peering through the windshield, he squinted . . . Well, fork a dork.
Gently Juke let himself out of the El Camino and, still carrying mug and thermos, walked softly across the dirt, up the gangplank, across the first floor and up the rough stairs. On the plywood subfloor of the master bedroom, in a sky-blue sleeping bag next to a sky-blue backpack, FrogGirl lay sound asleep. Next to her lay the big black Maglite, a blunt weapon within easy reach.
Juke sat himself down cross-legged on a box of nails.
FrogGirl, lying on her back, seemed to be dreaming. Her eyeballs moved beneath the lids. She sucked deep gulps of air, held for what seemed like minutes, then blew out and sucked again. Suddenly she rolled to her side, took another gulp of air—and opened her eyes.
“Coffee?” Juke said.
With a start, she sat up straight. Almost immediately, she placed a hand to her forehead, winced, and lay back down.
“That,” Juke said, “is just how I feel in the mornin’.”
Flat on her back, alert and at the same time calm, with furrowed eyebrows, she gazed back at Juke. The top flap of the sleeping bag lay open. She was wearing a sweatshirt and sweatpants, both gray.
Juke held out the mug. “You take it black?”
Without a word she rolled to her side, took the mug, and sipped.
“Thought you said you lived around here,” Juke said.
“I do.” She tried to hand the mug back to Juke, but he waved her off and poured a cup for himself in the cap of the thermos. She said, “I live here.”
“This house?”
“Night, yeah. Overslept today.”
“Runaway?”
“No.” She studied Juke, considering her next words. “Well. Technically, yes. Except I bet they’re glad I’m gone. So, technically, you might say I’m homeless. If you don’t count this place.” She scratched her scalp through the short red hair. “I don’t hurt anything. Always straighten up. Leave it like I found it. I’m kind of a neatness freak.” Again, she was studying him. “You gonna tell?”
The way she studied him, Juke wanted to squirm. Like all women, even this teenager seemed to read him better than he read himself.
“I ran away,” Juke said.
“Really? Jeezo.”
“Long time ago.” Juke winked. “Saved my ass.”
“Why?”
“I was runnin’ from a bad situation. You tell me your story, I’ll tell you mine.”
“Can’t right now.” FrogGirl slid out of the sleeping bag. “Gotta go.”
“Where?”
She stuffed the sleeping bag into a sky-blue sack. “Gotta barf. Then I go to work.”
“You sick?”
She slung the backpack over one arm. “Sometimes coffee makes me barf.”
“Then why—?”
“I dunno.”
“Where do you work?”
“Starbucks.”
She rushed from the house to the porta-potty. Juke heard the sound of retching, and it made him sad. She coulda used the ground, he thought. Nobody should have to hurl into the hole of an outhouse.
Phone rang. Left-handed, Wally answered. “Hello?”
“Hi, Dad.” Jaspar’s voice. Wally’s oldest son. Living in Boston. Biotech research.
“Hey, Jas. How are ya?”
“How are you, Dad? I just heard about your accident.”
“How’d you hear?”
“Saw the photo. You know, the one in Time.”
“Time the magazine?”
“You didn’t know?”
“I’m gonna kill that photographer.”
“No! It’s a great shot. Didn’t give your name. Just said ‘a carpenter in California.’ But I knew. So will this finally make you slow down a little bit? Relax and take some time off?”
“I can work. It’s just sort of like going through the day wearing a boxing glove.”
“Does it hurt?”
“Nah.”
“Ennnh!” Jaspar made a sound like a game-show buzzer. “Lying! Dad.”
“All right. Maybe a little.”
“That’s why I’m cloning spiders. Pain stuff. Can’t say more than that. You know.”
“Yeah. I know.”
Not only was his son more educated, but even if Wally could understand the science Jaspar couldn’t talk about work in progress. Contracts and patents and confidentiality agreements. Botheration. But Wally was proud of him. My son the scientist. Look what I built.
Wally, running a little late, arrived at the job site just as a pink Miata was backing out. In the passenger seat were two tennis rackets. Like Krainer’s bicycles, those rackets were probably worth more than Wally’s entire truck.
Wally’s pickup, a five-speed Toyota long-bed, had clocked 337,000 miles so far and still, as Wally said, purred like a kitten (a kitten that burned a little oil and tended to pop out of reverse). He’d bought it brand new in 1984 and it reflected his values: Don’t overdo it. You buy a good tool and you take care of it. That 22R engine was practically bulletproof. He’d kept it maintained and sharp until about two years ago when everything—truck, business, life—had started to fall apart.
Lenora, wearing pink sunglasses, pink ribbon in her hair, pink lipstick, pink low-cut and very tight shirt with pink aureola half moons rising, shouted from the little sports car: “I left the check with Juke.”
Wally waved at her, smiling, while thinking cunt. So Krainer came through. Wally now realized that he’d been half hoping that Krainer would try to stiff him, that he’d be able to take the day off. His wrist—in fact his whole arm all the way to his fingertips—was hurting more, not less, with each passing day, and a nasty smell was wafting out from under the bandage. He’d made a doctor’s appointment for the afternoon.
Abe was sitting on a stack of two-by-fours.
“Where’s Juke?” Wally asked. “He was supposed to get you started.”
“He was, uh, busy,” Abe said.
Just then Juke came around a corner of the house carrying two sacks of Quikrete, one under each arm.
Wally suppressed a smile, knowing what was coming. Those sacks weighed eighty pounds each, but Juke made it look effortless as he walked up to Abe and said, “Here, Forkface. Take one, okay?”
Abe reached out. Juke casually unwrapped his arm from around one bag and let it fall into Abe’s hands.
Abe staggered backwards. He lurched sideways. The sack was slipping from his grasp—and both Abe and the concrete collapsed to the ground. Juke, meanwhile, had turned his back and was walking away singing “If you ain’t got the dough re mi, boys . . .”
Wally held out his left hand. “Hello, Abe. Welcome to the trade.”
Abe stared up from the ground at the outstretched hand. The sack had split open. His face and hair and eyeglasses, even his lips, were gray with the dust of Portland cement as he said, “Request permission to swear, sir.”
“Permission granted.”
But Abe found that he no longer wanted to say anything. An oil drum of a man, looking as if he could sub at left tackle for the ’49ers, was crouching over Abe and studying him, hands on knees, head slightly cocked, as he might study a new tool—skeptically, judging heft and worth and durability. “I’m Steamboat,” the man said. “You’ll be working with me. I always break in the Alfredo.”
“I just got broken,” Abe said, getting to his feet.
“Good start,” Steamboat said, and he handed Abe a new sack of Quikrete. This time Abe was ready and didn’t drop it, though he didn’t think he could possibly carry it with one hand the way Juke had. Fortunately, Steamboat didn’t try to give him another sack. Unfortunately, he didn’t tell Abe what to do with the concrete either, so Abe stood there cradling an eighty-pound bag in his arms while Steamboat buckled on a tool belt and engaged in some minor housekeeping: shifting a screwdriver from one loop to another, sorting out two different sizes of nails that had ended up in the same leather pouch, then cinching the belt a little tighter.
“You got a belt? Tools? Anything?”
“No, sir.”
Steamboat shook his head.
Abe heard the unspoken You just can’t hire good help these days.
“I’ll see what I can scrounge.” And Steamboat walked away, leaving Abe and his eighty pounds of dry concrete mix, which seemed to gain a few pounds with each . . .
. . . passing . . .
. . . minute. A kind of pain that Abe had never experienced was flaming in his shoulders, his arms, even his hips, and he started shifting his weight from one leg to the other. His fingers were trembling. He was dripping sweat mixed with the gritty gray powder that had coated his body.
At last, Steamboat returned carrying a raggedy tool belt made out of cloth. It was just a couple of nail pouches with a loop for a hammer. “Best I could find,” he said. “Hey, you coulda put down that bag. What do you think this is, a test?”
“I guess I did,” Abe said.
“Look, man, the second thing you need to know on this gig is to work smarter, not harder. And it’s still plenty hard. We don’t need to test you. Half the Alfredos don’t make it past the first day. We don’t fire them. They just disappear.” Steamboat paused, scratching his jaw. “Of course, we reserve the right to jack you around some.”
“I got that,” Abe said. He shifted the concrete in his arms. “So what’s the first thing I need to know?”
“Work safe. A lot of guys in this trade, by the time they’re sixty, they can’t count to ten no more. They’re lucky if they can count to nine and a half. If you get what I’m saying.”
“I get it.” Abe looked down at his fingers, still trembling under the load of the concrete. Counting didn’t worry him. Playing the mandolin did.
Abe’s first task was to help Steamboat move some lumber and then build a landing for some stairs that would descend from a deck that a couple of carpenters—who seemed to speak only Spanish—were framing at the rear of the house.
Steamboat could carry twenty-foot two-by-sixes three at a time, over his shoulder. Abe could barely lift one. The wood was heavy with water, treacherous with splinters—rasty wood, Steamboat called it. And those rasty boards were so long that Abe couldn’t seem to keep both ends off the ground at the same time. While Abe was still hauling his first, Steamboat went back for three more, whistling.
Then there was nailing. Steamboat could drive a three-and-a-half-inch nail with just a tap to start and then two swings of the hammer. Abe couldn’t even keep track of how many blows he needed to drive a nail, especially since most of the time the shaft bent and had to be straightened.
“You play baseball?” Steamboat asked.
“Used to.”
“Then you know what happens when you try to kill the ball?”
“I strike out.”
“Same with hammering.”
Abe had always struck out whether he tried to kill the ball or not, but he knew what Steamboat was talking about. He eased up and tried a new nail.
Same result: bent shaft.
“Third thing you need to know,” Steamboat said. “What looks simple, ain’t.”
And what could look simpler than building a rectangle out of two-by-sixes, then filling it with concrete? Abe noted the care Steamboat gave to all the details: He shoveled the ground flat, a little deeper around the perimeter, and then tamped it firm with his flat-soled boots. He made sure the form was square and exactly the right distance from the edge of the deck, measuring twice. He leveled the boards with his fingers by pushing dirt under one corner, scooping some away from another, eye to the earth, butt to the air. With an electric saw in a shower of sparks Steamboat chopped a piece of rebar into four pieces and laid them like a tic-tac-toe puzzle on top of some little concrete biscuits that he called dobies. He pounded in the stakes, wetted the ground, showed Abe how to use the noisy, smelly gas-powered mixer, slowly adding water to the ready-mix until they had just the right consistency.
“Like oatmeal,” Steamboat said. “That’s how you want it. Now we pour. Hey. No. Don’t just dump it. Watch. See this board? Call it a splash board. See how I’m doing? You use the splash board to direct the flow. Now, take that square shovel and spread the concrete tight against the corners and edges. Kinda shake it, vibrate it—yeah, like that—so none of them boogers leave bubbles.”
Next he showed Abe how to strike off the top with a screed board, which was just a regular old two-by-four, pulling it back and forth along the top of the form in a sawing motion, cutting off the high spots, backing and filling the low spots. With a running commentary all the while, Steamboat seemed quite happy to be slopping concrete in dirt, practicing a skill that until this moment Abe had never given a thought, much less any respect.
Abe’s one moment of glory came when it was time to mix the concrete. Steamboat told him they’d need about a dozen bags of Quikrete, and Abe in spite of himself said, “Ten and three-fourths.”
“Says you?”
“Yes, sir.”
Steamboat seemed amused.
Blew it, Abe thought. Now I get jacked. It wasn’t that he was wrong—Abe knew for sure he’d calculated the volume perfectly, two-thirds of a bag equals one cubic foot, slight irregular ellipticity of the bottom calling for some simple calculus . . . Abe had always tried to conceal the fact that he was a little strange about math. And astrophysics, which is basically math as it applies to the deepest questions of the universe. He had just finished reading an entire book about Fermat’s Last Theorem. Just for fun he had spent entire evenings constructing fractals. Somehow, in social situations, talking about fractals never seemed to advance his popularity. It had thrilled him—actually sent chills down his spine—when he saw Steamboat checking the squareness of the form by measuring diagonally across the corners to see if they matched. The diagonals of a four-sided figure are only equal when each angle is exactly ninety degrees. What could be more real—more actual math—than a big, sweaty guy on his hands and knees in the mud with a tape measure employing an abstract geometric concept before pouring concrete?
Instead of teasing, all Steamboat said was, “You want to put money on that?”
“Yes, sir.”
They mixed eleven bags. After screeding they had just a little clod of concrete left over, about enough to fill a large paper cup. Wally, Juke, and the two other carpenters had gathered to watch. And as Steamboat passed Abe a ten dollar bill, money changed hands among the rest of the crew. Abe was surprised: Look where the money’s going. Wally bet on me. And—amazing!—so did that maniac.
“Good work, Forkface,” said the maniac.
“Thank you, sir.”
The onlookers drifted off, but the job wasn’t finished. Steamboat showed Abe how to swing a wooden floater in circles, working all the stone (“boogers”) in the mix so they dropped below the surface, holding the leading edge of the tool up slightly to keep it from plowing. The wet concrete had an odd quality under Abe’s hands, feeling both solid in its mass and grudgingly liquid on its surface, sort of bouncy, as the tool swept over. There was magic the way the pebbles disappeared, as if the floater was sucking smoothness from the mix. Lastly, Steamboat showed Abe how to run a steel edger along the forms, pulling the concrete away from the two-by-sixes and leaving a curved corner.
“Now hose out that mixer,” Steamboat said. “I don’t want one grain of cement left inside that drum—or anywhere else on that machine. Got that?”
“Yes, sir.”
Steamboat nodded toward the landing. “Lookin’ good,” he said.
“Yes, sir.”
Abe liked saying sir. He knew he didn’t have to, it was a joke, but he didn’t want to stop. He liked the ache in his muscles that would grow into strength. He liked the smell of wet concrete. He liked this work—so solid, so basic, so real. It would be a good summer.
At the end of the noisy day, Wally and Juke carried the heavy table saw into the Wells Cargo trailer, swung the big door shut with a final boom of metal, snapped the padlock, and then stood for a minute. Wally was taking in the splendor of it all. The live oaks dropped long rippling shadows over the wild oats. Fog gathered on the ridge of the California coastal range above them. Such a beautiful spot for a house. A house that made peace with the landscape. Not this house.
Eventually Wally said, “So, this morning, you and Lenora—you cool it?”
Juke suddenly needed to rearrange some dirt with the toe of his boot. “Uh, it weren’t so easy.”
“Juke . . . Hey.”
“You got the check, Boss.”
“She’s the client’s girlfriend. This is dynamite. You can’t play.”
“She ain’t his girlfriend. Just his . . . thing.”
“She’s Krainer‘s thing.”
“It ain’t so good. She don’t tingle.”
“Tingle?”
“She kinda likes me.”
“Do you have any idea what she sees in you?”
Juke spat. “Must be my charmin’ personality.”
“That, and your impeccable manners. You know she’s just slumming, don’t you?”
“You think I’m slum?”
“Figure of speech. But she’s high class. Money. Power. Spoiled rotten. She can be dangerous.”
“She says I’m forkin’ dangerous, Boss. That’s her turn-on. Man, she just creams when I—” Juke’s grin faded. “Money’s his. Krainer’s. She don’t have none. Just acts like she does. Family disowned her.”
“Disowned her?”
“She says it was her father’s fault but she got the blame.”
“Blame for what?”
“She don’t wanna talk about it. All I know is she came here from Boston bringing nothing but a three-leg cat.”
“She told you all this in ten minutes in the trailer?”
“Last night. Sorry, Boss. I know what you said but we sorta got together. Drove around.”
“In the Miata?”
“My Camino. Little extra, uh, elbow room. And then at my place.”
Juke lived in an unheated garage in East Palo Alto. The decor was early machine shop. “How’d she like your place?” Wally asked.
“Musta seemed okay. She stayed.”
“All night? Is that why you dropped that glue-lam today? No sleep?”
“We mighta dozed off once. But you don’t get it.”
“Get what?”
“She’s more’n pussy. Great pussy. More’n that. We kinda . . . tingle.”
“What in the world do you—Juke, excuse me if this is a rude question but I’m—uh—what do you like about her?”
Juke gazed toward the fog that was creeping down the hill. “It’s sorta. Appreciation.” Juke spoke slowly, thinking between each word. “She . . . appreciates me. Who I am. What I do. Don’t do. She says once you rub the dirt away, there’s silver just needing some polish. Me—silver. You know what it’s like when a lady appreciates you?”
Wally nodded. “So what don’t you do?”
“It’s kinda personal.”
“Okay. Sorry.”
“Hurt her.” Juke rubbed the back of his neck.
“Krainer hurts her?”
“Dunno what he does. The pain thing. It’s yes. It’s no. It’s now. It’s not now. She says I’m the only guy who gets that. The not-hurt part.”
“So she asks to be hurt?”
“You gotta know where to stop.”
“And you like that?”
“No. So I stop. It’s easy.”
“Then I still don’t get what you like about her.”
“Appreciation, Boss. I told you. There’s that. And the stuff.”
“What stuff?”
“Uh. You know.”
“I don’t know. What stuff?”
“Hair.”
“Hair?”
“You seen her pits?”
“No. Saw the belly.”
“Yeah! Exactly! She don’t shave her pits. Just trims ’em a little. And you wouldn’t believe the inside of her thighs. Like bangin’ a deer. You think I’m pervert?”
“Only the deer part.”
“I ain’t even told about her furbelow.”
“Her what?”
“Furbelow. Forkin’ jungle. But I ain’t talkin’. Some things are private.”
Opal sat at the computer retouching a photo of a man who had just rescued seven kittens from a burning house. Somehow, no matter how she adjusted, this heroic and happy man looked slightly haunted, driven by demons. Her editor had remarked: “Opal, your pictures always bring out the inner warmth in women and the inner evil in men.”
Unfortunately, so do my relationships.
Except the picture of Wally. It was a lucky shot, a providential accident, but possibly a new departure for her. If she took Wally’s photo again she’d reveal no hidden evil. She saw it in his face, the eyes of a big old friendly dog, a working dog, a Saint Bernard, wet and warm and totally without guile, a dog who flossed. Not a psychiatrist or a professor or any kind of a brilliant authority. If only it was as easy to keep a man around the house as it was to keep a dog.
The door flew open and Abe burst into the house. Smeared with mud, splashed by concrete, sprinkled in sawdust, he looked triumphantly happy.
“How’d it go?” Opal asked.
“Fine,” Abe said, going blank.
“Oh, Abe. If only Rachel could see you now.”
“We broke up.”
“I know, but if she saw, she might change her mind.”
“Because I’m dirty?”
“Because you’re on the way to becoming a man who knows how to do things. Build things. Fix things. Let me tell you, there’s nothing more seductive than a man who comes into your house and starts fixing things.”
Abe considered a moment, then broke into a laugh. “You’re talking about old people.”
Opal felt herself blushing.
“I mean,” Abe continued, “no disrespect or anything.”
“You must think I’m totally ignorant, right? I was just offering a little advice. It might apply to someone you meet sometime.”
“Mom.” Abe rolled his eyes. “Can you imagine me going into some girl’s house and, like, fixing her faucet or something? It might impress her mother—or her grandmother.”
“All right, Abe. You can drop it.”
“No, wait. Not that I know how to fix faucets or anything. The way it might apply to me—like, if I want to score with some girl from my high school—that is, based on my skill set—such as it is so far—I need to find some cute cheerleader who just wishes more than anything that she had a concrete stair landing.”
“Slight change of plans,” said Anton Krainer as he unrolled a fresh set of blueprints across the hood of Wally’s truck. “That front entry? The boring little box? I changed it to a tower.”
Wally leaned over the prints. “Am I reading that right? You want a tower that’s thirty feet high? A round tower on a house of squares?”
“I just woke up the other morning and realized I’ve always wanted a tower.”
“What did the architect say?”
“Gone.” Krainer adjusted the sunglasses on the bridge of his nose. Ray-Bans. He was wearing a pink shirt and white shorts, clean and crisp.
Wally, without shades, squinted against the sunshine. He was dressed in cruddies—work clothes. “Fired?”
“Resigned,” Krainer said. “Draftsman drew these up.”
“So the architect wasn’t exactly enthusiastic about the tower?”
Krainer frowned. Even frowning, he had dimples. “We’ve had some . . . disagreements.”
“Like the California modern style mixed with the Greek columns? Or does he maybe disagree about designing separate rooms for a home theater, a den, an office, a library, an exercise room, a family room, a great room, and a living room plus three walk-in closets, two guest rooms, three bedrooms, and six bathrooms including two bidets for an unmarried man without children? Not to mention the wine cellar, the seven-car garage, the indoor spa with fireplace, the swimming pool and grotto, the fountain, the tennis court, the—”
“So you don’t like my house?”
“I love your house, Anton. It’s my job to build it, so I love it. I’m just speculating about what the architect might not agree with.”
Krainer stared out at his view of the valley, which today was a brown puddle of smog ringed by golden mountains. “He never got it. The mission.”
“To create the Perfect House?”
Krainer smiled. “You got it.”
“That’s my job.”
Krainer seemed satisfied.
Wait’ll Pilpont sees this tower going up, Wally thought. Can you sue for aesthetic distress?
After Krainer departed, Juke and Steamboat reappeared (they tended to remember urgent work in distant corners of the job site when Krainer came around). Wally showed them the plans. Abe stood behind them, eavesdropping.
“Is he kidding?” Steamboat said.
“Looks like the house has a hard-on,” Juke said.
“This is gonna be the ugliest house I ever worked on,” Wally said. “But at least it’ll be a well-built ugly house.” He thumped his good hand on the drawing. “Do we actually know how to build a round tower?”
“Double the sticks,” Juke said. “Eight inches on center.”
Wally nodded. “How do we round the sill and the plates?”
“Plywood,” Steamboat said. “Make our own glue-lams.”
“You done this before?” Wally said.
“All the time,” Steamboat said.
“Okay, Steamie, you’re in charge.”
“Hey,” Juke said. “I can do this.”
“So can Steamie.” Wally walked away. Juke followed, arguing that he should be in charge.
Alone with Steamboat, Abe asked, “Where did you build towers?”
“Never done it.” Steamboat smiled. “Neither has Juke. Wally just needed to hear, so he could tell the client we got an experienced, crackerjack team.” Steamboat rolled up the plans. “C’mon, Princeton. You’re gonna help me tear out these walls. Then we’re gonna frame the perfect erection.”
Possibly by telepathy, the entire crew suddenly seemed to decide that Abe’s name was no longer Alfredo (or Forkface) but Princeton. And that everything was his fault. If a board split while Steamboat was nailing he’d say, “Dammit, Princeton, you got some rasty old wood.” If a bolt wouldn’t fit when Wally tried to install it, he’d say, “Princeton, your bolt’s too short.” If an air hose tangled while Juke was yanking on it, he’d say, “Princeton tied the forkin’ air hose.” Even Pancho, wiping sweat from his face, was muttering, “. . . esta pinche caliente . . . pendejo Preenceton.”
At the end of the day, Wally asked Abe to stay a few minutes after the others had departed. “Little help, Princeton,” Wally said.
“Yes, sir.”
Together they pulled a blue tarp to expose a stack of lumber. Empty acorn shells and a few shiny bits of insulation foil were scattered over the wood—plus a silver-colored piece of jewelry. A small animal scrambled away from the sudden daylight.
“Pack rat,” Wally said, picking up the sparkly jewelry. From a wire clip, a small green stone hung by a delicate chain. The clip was shaped like the outline of a tiny pair of scissors. “Is this an ear ring?”
“Uh, no, sir.”
“A nose ring?”
“No, it’s a clip.” Abe knew what it was for—Rachel had worn something similar in a special location for special occasions. And Abe knew he’d better keep his mind away from that location and those occasions or else he might start missing her badly—except he already missed her excruciatingly, painfully, mournfully. When he’d had her, he’d thought the attraction was all about sex. Now he knew it was about a whole lot more. He longed for the more. And he wouldn’t mind the sex again, either. “Not for a nose,” Abe said after a moment’s pause. “Would you want a stone dangling from your nose?”
“When something dangles from my nose, I get a Kleenex.” Wally twisted the chain between his fingers. “Dumbest thing I ever saw.” He dropped the clip, chain, and stone into the pocket of his cutoff blue jeans.
The boards were partly black and partly silver with age, gouged, badly split, dotted with nail holes, spattered with stains. The old wood smelled of something familiar that Abe couldn’t identify at first. What was that scent? Something basic, deeply alive.
“I’m doing a little salvage,” Wally said, and he explained how when Krainer bought this ranch they’d found a funky pile of boards partly overgrown with blue forget-me-nots and scarlet columbine that flowered through the cracks. Some gold-rush guy, after he couldn’t find any, had come to this hill and started a farm, cut some trees, and built a barn. Wally tried to convince Krainer to use the wood, but Krainer’s stock was already flying and he had no interest in salvage, which, though noble in intent, would be imperfect. So the wood was Wally’s. “The real gold in these hills,” Wally said. “Feel that.” Wally ran his fingers over one of the boards.
Abe did the same. A hundred fifty years of sun and rain had sculpted the pattern of the grain into valleys and ridges like a relief map of an endless, writhing chain of mountains.
“Redwood,” Wally said. “Old growth. Heart. Some of these one-by-twelves are actually clear. You couldn’t buy this today. And they used it for siding on a barn. Can you imagine?”
“Uh, imagine what?”
“You know what I’m talking about?”
“Not entirely.”
“Clear wood has no knots. Nicer grain. Straight and true. It’s from the center of the tree. The heart.” Wally covered the basics: Grain is tree rings. When a tree grows fast, the rings are farther apart. When it grows slowly, the grain is tight. The inside rings get squashed—compressed—as the outside adds more. Tight grain is stronger. A redwood grows fast for a hundred years, then slowly for another five hundred, sometimes two thousand years. The outer part of a redwood tree is sapwood. It’s white, rots easily, soft as Velveeta cheese. The inner part is red from the tannin, the same stuff that makes wine red. The tannin protects the wood from insects and rot. For a while, anyway. Redwood will rot, but it takes longer. Few carpenter bees got in,” Wally said, pointing to some insect holes the size of pinpricks. “Anyway, the red part is called heartwood. All you see is silver and black because the surface gets burned by the sun, but inside—watch this.”
From his pocket Wally pulled out a Leatherman and unfolded a blade that had saw teeth. With a few strokes in the soft wood, he cut a notch revealing the deep brownish red inside. “This could have started growing when Jesus walked the Earth.”
“Yes, sir,” Abe said. “Amen.”
“You mocking me?”
“No, sir.”
“More likely the trees here were younger, probably just one thousand years. Ten centuries. Some of that sawdust that fell on your boots might be from, oh, the eleventh century.”
“Ninth. Actually. Ninth century, sir.”
Wally paused, considering. If the tree was cut down a hundred and fifty years ago, and it was a thousand years old . . . “You’re right. Ninth century. No wonder we call you Princeton.”
Abe leaned forward until his nose was against the notch Wally had cut. Breathing deeply, he now recognized the scent, so rich and familiar: It was blood.
Wally was gazing out from the hillside toward the late afternoon haze of the Silicon Valley. “You know what was happening in the ninth century?”
“Bunch of dumb wars?”
Wally looked startled, as if he’d expected a more thoughtful answer. Then he frowned. “Arabs were kicking butt. Discovered coffee, invented algebra, studied astronomy, made an astrolabe—”
Abe grinned. “Amazing what a little caffeine will do.”
“So anyway, every day I load a few boards on my truck and take them home.”
“For what, sir?”
“Dunno yet. Gotta communicate with these boards, figure out what they want.”
“You a wood whisperer, sir?”
“Not out loud.” Wally laughed. “And no, they don’t talk back. Grab that end, okay?”
As they walked the old planks to the truck, Wally said, “You’re catching on pretty fast. Think this’ll give you a head start in the Ivy League?”
“Oh, yes,” Abe said. “I’ll probably place out of the lecture class, you know, Construction 101. They’ll let me register for the graduate seminar.”
“Which is?”
“Existential Issues in the Art and Philosophy of Banging Nails.”
“Oh yeah,” Wally said. “I remember that class.”
“You went to college, sir?”
“Not exactly Princeton.”
Abe laughed nervously. He sensed he’d touched on a sore point. Trying to make light of it, he said, “You know what, sir? This work—this summer—might improve my social life.”
“How?”
“Stuff I care about—astrophysics, math—girls don’t want to hear. But now . . . Girls like it when guys know how to build things. Fix things. That’s what my mom says. She says the sexiest thing a guy can do is come into a woman’s house and start, you know, repairing faucets and patching walls.”
“She said that?”
“Actually, she didn’t say ‘sexy.’ She couldn’t say that word.”
“So what did she say?”
“Most seductive.”
“Seductive, huh? She really thinks that?”
“Yeah.” Abe shrugged. “Not that she has a clue.”
Buried in beaver, lying on his back, Juke was approaching a decision. Lenora’s thighs, warm hairy carpets, squeezed his hips. Juke’s hands slapped her butt once, twice, and then spread the cheeks while his fingers reached into the crack. Lenora squirmed, urging him deeper. Unlike any other woman Juke had known, she kept her eyes open, pupils dilating wildly as she grew more and more excited, mouth ajar, lips forming an oval as a low humming sound escaped in rhythm with their thrusts.
It was Juke’s first time in Lenora’s bed, first view of her Saratoga condo with a balcony over the swimming pool. Beyond Lenora’s humming Juke heard the shriek and splash of children along with the fwop of tennis games billowing through the wind-blown curtains into this spacious, sunny room. A room, she had told him, paid for and maintained by Anton Krainer, the golden chump. Wally’s my boss and Krainer’s the client and I’m forkin’ the goose who laid the golden gig. And I gotta quit. In a minute. Maybe.
Lenora, eyes still wide but now entirely white, groaned as her belly fluttered, and Juke felt warm slick pulsating pussy enveloping him, devouring him.
Gasping, shivering one last time, Lenora lay like liquid on top of Juke. Her irises descended from inside her head. After a minute, raising herself on her elbows, staring into Juke’s eyes, she said, “Good job, Carpenter.”
“Yeah?” Juke felt the muscles around her puss making little nibbling motions on his joint. He appreciated the attention.
Dreamily she said, “That’s what we want.”
“We?”
“I’m not talking to you.” Stretching her arms above her head while arching her back, she pushed her bantam breasts against Juke’s chest. “I’m answering the question, ‘What do women want?’”
“To get laid?”
“To get nailed.” She wiggled slightly side to side, scraping pointy nipples across Juke’s tattoos.
Juke was looking at the headboard, hand-carved in Mexico, flowers and angels and a Virgin Mary with a halo. He said, “Who asked?”
“Sigmund Freud.”
“I got a saw blade named Freud.”
Lenora giggled. They were still joined. The giggling belly bounced her up and down on top of him.
“You are really something, Carpenter.”
“Plumb and true.”
Lenora squeezed. “Very plumb,” Lenora said. “Very true.”
Lenora’s three-legged cat, an ancient animal with bare spots in its fur and a permanent odor of mothballs, jumped onto the bed and started rubbing her side against the top of Juke’s head, purring.
Reaching for the cat, Lenora stroked the splotchy pelt. At the same time Lenora began languorously weaving her hips, bringing more response from Juke.
“Build it,” she whispered. “More plumb. More true.”
“That ain’t what I mean.”
Frowning, Lenora stopped moving and studied Juke, their faces just inches apart.
Juke was looking at the gold-framed mirror, the closet full of clothes, all bills covered by Anton Krainer. “Anything I make,” he said, “I got to have pride. I build a foundation, I make it plumb and true. That’s what’s strong. That’s what’s right. Door frame. Forkin’ flower box. I do it plumb and true.”
Lenora propped her head on her hands, elbows to each side of Juke’s neck. “I’ve seen you work, Juke. I adore that. Your fingers, the look in your eye. You hold a piece of wood like you’re handling a woman. Like it’s worth something.” She giggled. “And then you nail it.”
“You’re worth something,” Juke said. “More’n some old board.” He licked his lips. It was going to be hard to say these words. “But what you’re worth, Lenora, it ain’t my money.”
Her body tensed. “If I know what you’re thinking,” she said, “you’d better not.”
“I think I gotta.”
“You’re inside me and you say that.” Lenora pulled off, rolled over on her back. “You’re jealous.”
“Of Krainer? No. But you’re bought and paid for. You ain’t true and I ain’t plumb. That’s all.”
“Could you pay for this place?”
Juke snorted. “No, ma’am. But I could build it better.”
“Not without money you couldn’t.”
“Yeah. His money.”
“I don’t believe it. You sound like Boston. I could’ve stayed there if I wanted to hear this.”
“I never been to Boston, but I bet plumb is plumb everywhere.”
“It wasn’t plumb in my house, you stupid shit.”
“Hey. Don’t call me stupid.”
“You’ll be so sorry.”
“I’m already sorry, Lenora. But we can’t. No more.”
“You don’t know how sorry you’ll be.”
Abe was starting to see the big picture: Building a house was just a string of separate projects, a long labyrinth, like a video game made physical and sweaty. Each little phase of construction seemed like a mini-adventure with its own small goal and its own mysteries of craftsmanship. Advancing to a new level required special sets of skills as if you were gaining magical powers. And each step, Abe saw, presented its own puzzles calling for a wizard to make the crucial decisions.
For building the round tower, the crucial decision came right at the beginning: Could they use the existing foundation? It would be like trying to balance a round peg on top of a square hole. Juke wanted to keep the existing foundation walls and just double or triple some of the joists in a cantilever arrangement that could bear the weight of the circular erection. Steamboat said it would look like crap unless they tore it all out and started over. Wally listened to both arguments, then came up with a plan that was basically a compromise: They’d tear out the front half of the foundation where it would show beneath the tower. They’d replace it with a deep-drilled cylindrical pier and a rounded block wall which would later be faced with stone.
“Abe,” Wally said, “I’ve got a little job for you.” These were words that Abe soon learned to dread. “Sorry about this,” Wally said.
Abe had the ball-buster job of removing the old foundation wall. He quickly found out why nobody else wanted to do it. His tool for the day was a rented demolition hammer, Hitachi Model H65. It looked like a rifle on steroids and weighed in his hands like a block of concrete. Two blocks of concrete. Abe had to hold the tool Rambo-style in front of his body while the chisel point struck the vertical wall fourteen hundred times per minute with twenty pounds of force in each blow. There was a recoil of those same twenty pounds of force absorbed by Abe’s hands, arms, shoulders, and ribs—fourteen hundred times per minute. Chips of concrete flew out like little bullets striking any exposed skin and finding their way up his sleeves and down his shirt collar and even down his pants.
Abe spent the entire day pummeling the concrete wall into manageable pieces, cutting rebar with a Sawzall, and wrestling with a wheelbarrow—loading the chunks, rolling, losing balance, tipping, picking up, and refilling, and then finally lifting the chunks and throwing them onto a pile of other debris that, Abe assumed, resulted from a previous change of plans. Mostly, though, he rattled with the demolition hammer. In spite of work gloves he grew blisters on both hands. Behind stifling hot safety goggles his eyeglasses steamed over and sweat ran like raindrops down the lenses. His arms and straining back quickly tired of holding a forty-pound tool in a horizontal position. His cheeks jiggled. Even his eyeballs trembled. His shoulders went numb from the shaking and for a while—as he was taking a break—his fingers stopped working altogether as quick needle points of pain danced up from his fingertips to his armpits and back down. Steamboat mentioned the time he’d worked on an extension to the perimeter wall at Folsom Prison—the extra thickness, extra-strength concrete, extra rebar were all similar to how they’d built this “perfect foundation.”
Back at work after the break, the safety earmuffs isolated Abe from the normal sounds of the rest of the crew, leaving him in a bubble where all he could hear was the thumping and grinding of the chisel point, the gurgle of his saliva, the roar of blood in his veins, and the clattering of his own teeth. Concrete dust clogged the inside of his nose like mud. Drops of perspiration striking the hot metal of the tool sizzled—and then vanished. For a while he fantasized that he was tearing down the Folsom wall—the rebar like a steel cage—through which he and all the other lowly workers of the world would escape and pour into the streets to seize the yachts, the vacation estates, the private jets and vaults filled with gold. Anger created energy but, like all the other strength in his body, it faded. Abe was vaguely aware that Folsom Prison was not populated by the noblest workers of the world and that he in fact would not want to be circulating among them. Eventually the vibration drove fantasy and all sensation from his carcass and any thoughts but one from his brain: Get it done. Just get the forking job done.
At last, at the end of the day, the wall was gone. As feeling slowly returned to his flesh, Abe twitched all over. He blew the gray sludge out of his nose. An ache of cold pain began pulsing, deeply embedded in his shoulders.
Switching on the radio, Abe drove home in his dual–air bag Honda Civic hatchback, the car selected by his mother for its safety. At this moment, though, Abe felt like he’d been in a non–air bag accident. Grime coated Abe’s body; sore muscles fluttered randomly. Brain a blank, radio blasting bluegrass, he had made his prison break, he was drained, he’d earned his pay—and he felt insanely happy, at peace with the world.
On Steamboat’s advice, Abe bought a tool belt, speed square, hammer, cat’s paw, utility knife, twenty-five-foot tape, carpenter’s pencil, and a torpedo level—the framer’s starter kit. In the first week, though, the only tools he was allowed to put to use were the hammer and the cat’s paw. The cat’s paw was mainly for undoing the damage he’d done with the hammer.
In frustration Abe demanded of Steamboat: “Would you just let me use a nailgun? I mean, hammers are so obsolete. Like, why don’t you let me—Is there any good reason why I can’t—I mean, what’s the deal anyway?”
“No,” Steamboat explained.
Steamboat didn’t talk much. He cut wood, drove nails, and tended his barbecue. Abe found him easy to work with. As a side benefit, Abe was learning how to cook ribs.
Sometimes Juke joined Abe and Steamboat for a few hours, broadcasting that he could do whatever Steamboat was doing, only better. Abe hoped the rivalry between them stayed under control.
Friday morning they were framing a gazebo, something Krainer had added on a whim to overlook the pool grotto. The drawing they were working from was more of a wish than a plan, an open-sided octagon with a roof, so Steamboat and Juke were basically making it up as they went along. Abe found himself in the middle. Steamboat would hold a board over whatever gap he next needed to fill, copy the angle and then mark the wood with a pencil. “Save the line,” he might say, and Abe would carry the board to Juke and repeat, “Save the line.” Juke would cut the board so that not one speck of wood showed beyond the penciled line. Abe would carry it back to Steamboat, hold it in place, and Steamie would nail it. Then Abe would pick up the next board that Steamie had marked, and this time Steamie might say, “Save the line big.” Juke would then cut the board with a slight sliver of wood showing beyond the penciled line.
“Split the line.”
“Gimme a hair.”
“Kill the line.”
“Shave it a bright red pussy hair.”
Abe kneeled, carried, held in place, lifted, watched, learned. The flow of work, the hot breath of the power saw and the whine of the blade, the heft of the wood in his hands, scratches on Abe’s elbow where he collided with a four-by-four, drops of blood sprinkling in powdery sawdust, the sharp fresh-cut scent of fir, the nails whacking true, the prickling heat of the sun, the outline of the gazebo forming and then filling, board after board, joist to beam to rafter, the skillful and yet spiritual rhythm of it all was like a song. Or a prayer. The frame came out tight as a drum.
Friday at noon Juke gave the cry: “Gentlemen, start your forkin’ engines!” Beer, bets, and belt sanders received equal attention. Steamboat served succulent ribs. A couple dozen pickups and vans parked haphazardly in the dirt of the construction area—plus one shiny BMW. Even Lenora’s pink Miata showed up, though she only seemed to want a word with Krainer before departing.
Wally drank an Odwalla smoothie. He’d just handed out the weekly paychecks to the crew, so everybody was in a happy mood. Fingers sticky with barbecue sauce, they’d race their sanders, then they’d race to the bank.
“Hey! Princeton!” Juke was calling. “C’m’ere and meet somebody.”
Next to Juke stood a muscular man with a thick silver mustache who was carrying two belt sanders, one in each hand.
“This is Alfredo,” Juke said. “The forkin’ original.”
Alfredo smiled amiably at Abe. “Como le va?”
“Muy bien,” Abe said. “Y usted?” After four years of high school Spanish, Abe had a lousy accent but could understand what was spoken pretty well.
Juke slapped Alfredo on the shoulder. “Started with us, he didn’t know shit. Right, Alfredo?”
Alfredo nodded, smiling.
“Now he’s got his own company. This pisshead underforkinbids us. And you know what? Wally loaned him the money to buy his first truck.”
Again Alfredo nodded, smiling.
“And,” Juke said, “I taught him everything. Right, Alfredo?”
“Si, cabron,” Alfredo said, still smiling. Turning to Abe, Alfredo shook his head. “Wally ya me dijo: No te juntes con Juke Jacobs! Fue un buen consejo, y ahora te lo paso a ti. Oye bien. Quedate lejos de ese hijo de la chingada forking Juke Jacobs!”
Alfredo winked—and laughed. Juke, who had only understood the words “forking Juke Jacobs,” laughed too. Abe joined in the laughter but was pretty sure that Alfredo was warning him not to follow in Juke’s footsteps.
“And over here,” Juke said, guiding Abe by the arm, “is Larry Ludowski. Larry, Abe.”
“How do you do?” Abe said, meeting the handshake of a large unsmiling bald man. The touch was quick but nearly crushed Abe’s fingers.
Juke said, “What’s shakin’, Larry? You cheated any widows ’n’ orphans lately?”
“Not today,” Larry said, frowning. “I was too busy cornholing your mother.”
Quickly Juke steered Abe away, but not before Abe saw the vein start throbbing in Juke’s eyeball.
“What was that all about?” Abe asked.
“Just want you to know the enemy,” Juke said.
“What does cornholing mean?”
For a moment Juke chewed his lower lip while studying Abe as if he didn’t know what to make of such appalling innocence. “Butt-forkin’,” Juke said. “Brags about it. With a lady, pork ’n’ blab, all the details, guy’s got no class. Porks a client, don’t tell, but we see the results. He can build good as anybody but he ain’t happy unless he can sleaze it. Undersize the bolts where nobody can see. Lower grade of lumber. Gives us all a bad name.”
“So he’s a cheapskate?”
“Ain’t the money. Pennies, man. Butt-forker.”
“Don’t some women—I mean, I don’t know, probably not your mother of course—don’t some women like that stuff?”
“Not how he does. Nothin’ wrong if you do it right. You gotta know what a lady likes.”
“What does a lady like?”
Again Juke studied Abe, as if gauging his readiness for such important information. “Givin’.”
Abe had been expecting some secret technique from the master craftsman, some special stroke or touch. “Giving?”
“Hey. Sex is givin’. Not gettin’. And the better you give, the better you get. Now don’t tell nobody I said that.” Juke looked slightly embarrassed, as if he’d shown a weakness.
“Is that one of Wally’s Laws?”
“Oughta be.”
Abe felt the awkwardness too. Juke’s Law. Did all these guys have Laws? Abe changed the subject: “Was Ludowski an Alfredo with you guys?”
“Nope. If Wally’d trained him, he couldn’t cheat nobody.”
“Why not?”
Juke frowned. “Cuz you don’t.”
“Uh. Yes, sir.”
“And when we call you an Alfredo, understand, it ain’t no disrespect. It means we hope you do as good.”
Abe watched Alfredo with his Latino workers. Just as Wally was king of his crew, respected and obeyed, so was Alfredo with his men. Abe wondered if he could ever succeed like Alfredo, make Wally proud, be king of a crew. What makes some people leaders? And what makes some go to Princeton?
First up were the stock races, meaning belt sanders that ran pretty much the way they came out of the factory: no changes of gear ratio allowed, no extra capacitors, no motor modifications.
Krainer had bought a rice burner: a top-of-the-line Makita with a belt speed of 1,640 feet per minute, the fastest—theoretically, by the numbers—of the stock competition that day. It was a sleek-looking machine, teal-colored like all Makitas, running as quiet as a snake in grass. And it lost. In spite of major horsepower, slick engineering, top belt speed, Krainer was eliminated in two quick rounds. He lost to Steamboat’s workmanlike boxy red Milwaukee, and then he lost to Pancho’s beat-up, piece-of-crap little black Craftsman that Pancho had bought at a flea market after haggling it down to a dollar and five cents and a couple of Lucky Strikes.
Juke, in a show of generosity, tried to explain to Krainer: “It ain’t about the price you pay for a tool. It’s the worth.”
“You mean,” Krainer said, “this sander isn’t worth what I paid for it?”
“She’s a forkin’ good sander,” Juke said. “Good for sandin’. But she ain’t got the heart of a racer.”
“So it’s got worth as a sander. I get it. And this would apply to any kind of tool?” Krainer looked around. “What’s worth the most—what tool?”
“See that nailer?” Juke pointed at Debbie the Duo-Fast, lying in dust where he’d dropped her after making an emergency repair to the race track. “Ain’t worth crap as a resale, but to me she’s priceless.”
“That?” Krainer squinted. Then he broke into his boyish, dimply smile. “To each his own. Like a scruffy old cat. Nothing can replace it.”
“If you like cats,” Juke said.
“Exactly,” Krainer said.
Alfredo won the stock class, as he often did, with his old bulldog of a Porter Cable 504, a machine whose design hadn’t changed since the days when an airplane was a DC7 and a truck ran on a flat-head V-8—which happened to be the motor in Alfredo’s 1948 Mercury pickup, powder blue, lovingly restored. The 504 looked like a locomotive and wouldn’t surprise anyone if it could pull a small freight train. It was dull gray, ridiculously heavy, stubborn, powerful. You could sit on it and it would carry you across a room. Alfredo with fanatical attention to detail kept it tuned, balanced, and clean—just like his truck.
After the stock class came the modified. In these races, you could do just about anything to your sander as long as it still ran on a sanding belt and drew on electricity as the power source (like, no rocket boosters). Amid the smell of beer and scorched plywood, through double elimination rounds a winner emerged: Juke, driving a weird-looking Black and Decker with a motor substituted from an angle grinder, extra capacitors held on with duct tape, custom gears from an outboard boat engine, and Juke’s home-brewed lubrication that he called pussy grease.
For a final round, there was a run-off between the winners of the stock and modified classes. One would expect Juke’s blazing-fast modified to be the favorite with its belt speed of about three thousand feet per minute, but a lot of money was siding on Alfredo’s stodgy old Porter Cable clocking at fifteen hundred fpm. Partly it was the two-to-one odds, but mostly it was the knowledge that a modified sander, especially one in the hands of Juke, was an unreliable beast. A Juke-built sander was likely to jump screaming off the track into the spectators—it had happened before—or simply burn out in a quiet pfft with a plume of curly black smoke.
This time, the mechanical demons did not appear. The gods of garage tinkering smiled on Juke. He won. He buried Alfredo in a rooster tail of sawdust.
Now all eyes were on Wally.
“As you know,” Wally said, “we have a little tradition here. Yes, sir, we have a special prize for the winner. We have a prize that reflects the importance and solemn value of the belt sander races. Something worthy of all you good people who joined us here today. In other words, we have something ugly. Useless. Something stupid. I’d like to thank Pancho once again for contributing last week’s prize. I’m sure you all remember that paw of road-kill possum. Such a good-luck charm. This week’s prize was donated by a pack rat. Juke, would you step forward, please? By the powers invested in me as Grand Master of the Belt Sander Races I present you—ta da!”
From his pocket Wally pulled a shiny piece of jewelry.
Everyone leaned forward, squinting.
Juke turned pale white.
A small green stone dangled by a silver chain from a wire clip that was shaped like the outline of a tiny pair of scissors.
Juke grabbed Wally and pulled him away—far away to the other side of the house. “What the suckin’ asshole you doin’, Boss? You know what that is?”
“All I know, it’s not a nose ring.”
“It’s a pussy clip.”
“A what?”
“A lady wears it—down there. Don’t you know who lost it?”
“Who?”
“In the power shed, Boss. Where I took it off her. Where the pack rat found it.”
“Oh, my God.”
Wally looked around. Pancho and Steamboat were dismantling the race track so they could store it in sections. The electrician was rolling up cords. Abe was picking up beer cans. Gathered at the tailgate of a pickup, a knot of men were laughing about some joke. And in the street a BMW was roaring out of sight.
Wally stopped at Opal’s house in the foothills just above Palo Alto. She didn’t have the Krainer/Pilpont altitude—and acreage—of extreme wealth, but her lot was comfortably higher than the flatlands, near Stanford, and in realtor parlance she was prime. From the lawn came the scent of fresh fertilizer. Next door at somebody’s sprawling ranch house, laborers were digging trenches, installing sprinkler pipe. Across the street at a Spanish colonial was the truck of an air-conditioner repairman. In front of a McMansion with an insanely complicated roof, two installers were lifting a heavy roll of carpet from the back of a van. Scattered along the block were the trucks and vans of a pool cleaner, a gardener, a maid service. The street had the quiet, buffered feel of big money at rest, tended by small money at work.
On his previous visit when he and Juke had checked out Abe while pretending to check out the roof, they’d never gone inside Opal’s house. Still, Wally had already formed an impression of the place: basic, adequate construction (assuming no crooks were involved) limited by the standards of when it was built. Rim foundation and pier blocks. You could bet on shallow footings. No shear-wall bracing, no hold-downs whatsoever. Probably no bolts in the mudsills. She’d better have earthquake insurance. Part of the kitchen looked like an addition. The tip-off was a change in the sizing of the exposed rafter-ends, about an eighth of an inch, which jumped out at Wally but would pass unnoticed by most people. Cracks in the stucco, nothing serious. Single garage, door rotting at the bottom. Aluminum windows aging badly. A low-end house in a high-end neighborhood, ripe for an upgrade, good profit potential.
To Wally’s surprise, a little boy just able to reach the doorknob answered the chimes and stared up without saying a word. In the air wafted the wet scent of lavender shampoo.
“You must be Ronny.” As Wally spoke, two golden retrievers dashed between his legs, knocking him against the jamb. The dogs raced down the driveway and into the street.
Opal walked barefoot into the room wearing a blue bathrobe, hair wrapped in a blue towel. With a frown at Wally, she said, “Why’d you let the dogs out?”
Running, Wally caught up with the first dog about a block away. “Come!” Wally called, hoping the animal was trained. Apparently it wasn’t or else it was choosing to forget, and also it didn’t fall for the make-a-fist-as-if-I’ve-got-a-treat-for-you trick, either. Not even the kneel-down-and-scratch-the-ground-as-if-there’s-something-interesting-and-you’d-better-check-it-out trick. But when Wally threw an empty 7UP can, the dog cheerfully retrieved it, prancing to Wally with can between teeth. Wally grabbed the collar as Opal drove up in the Subaru with Ronny buckled into the front seat. Barefoot, she had shed the towel wrap but was still wearing the blue bathrobe, which gaped open as she leaned forward. Wally tried, unsuccessfully, not to look at her breasts.
“Leary!” Opal called. “Good boy. Get in.”
Timothy was a tougher case. He loved pursuit. They finally caught up with the dog at a playground where he had stopped to help two boys who were digging tunnels in a sandbox.
Once again, Wally found himself on a blanket in the rear of a Subaru with two golden retrievers who were wagging their tails and taking turns dispensing excess saliva—this time mixed with sand—over his face while Opal drove the mile back to her house. “We have to stop meeting like this,” Opal said.
Wally laughed, a mistake in that it seemed to signal the dogs to increase their lathering—though just about everything seemed a signal to slobber. It was the laughter that comes not from the head but from playing with dogs and children, the kind that wells up from the belly, a joy Wally hadn’t felt in what seemed like years. In a cloud of lavender plus another more pungent odor, he made no effort to hold off the dogs as the sandy slime thickened over his cheeks and nose and lips and chin.
Opal’s eyes met Wally’s in the rear view mirror. She said, “I hope Timothy didn’t find any cat poop in that sandbox. Because, you know, he eats it.”
Back in the house, Opal excused herself so she could get dressed. Glancing at the framed photos on the walls—hey, she was pretty good—and noting the quality furniture—was that an actual Eames chair?—Wally found his way to the kitchen where he washed his face with the sprayer in the sink. Ronny and the two dogs followed his every step, three faces gazing up at him.
Dabbing his cheeks with a paper towel, Wally crouched down to the level of the three faces and said, “Hi, my name is Wally.” He held out his unbandaged left hand. The two dogs each lifted a paw for a handshake. Ronny just looked puzzled.
“You know how to shake hands?” Wally asked. “The dogs can. See?” Wally shook hands with Timothy, then Leary. Timothy was smaller with white tips on his ears.
Solemnly, without a word, Ronny held out his left hand. Just as solemnly, Wally shook it.
“You know why people shake hands? To show trust. Because if you touch somebody, and they touch you, it means you trust each other enough to do that. You have any idea what I’m talking about? You know what trust is, Ronny?”
Ronny said nothing. If Opal had puppy eyes, Ronny’s were like a puppy cartoon. Same dense hair only softer, a lighter shade, tawny brindled with chestnut.
“What’s that on your face?” Wally placed his hand in front of Ronny, pinched the nose, and then withdrew his hand in the shape of a fist with the tip of a thumb protruding between two fingers. “Oh, it’s your nose,” Wally said. “I’ve got your nose in my hand.”
Ronny said nothing, but his eyes grew wide.
“Here, let me put it back,” Wally said. He ended the move with a tweak of Ronny’s real nose, and the boy giggled.
“Gotcha,” Wally said.
Ronny said nothing, but he was grinning.
“That’s how you teach trust?” Opal said. She’d thrown on a turtleneck and blue jeans. Earrings and a bracelet, each of turquoise. She was leaning against the doorway to the kitchen, arms folded. To Wally she looked arty, casual, approachable, with freckles, honest wrinkles, unfussy hair, decent padding—not a model’s body, but a human one.
“Guy bonding thing, you know, stealing noses,” Wally said as he stood up in front of the sink. “Trust was the subtext. Noses were the metaphor.”
“You tricked him.”
“You’re angry?”
“I might be.” Opal opened a heavy, clunky, sliding glass door—leaning, heaving with her entire body—and shooed the dogs into the yard. A fenced yard.
“But he liked it. And that’s what games are all about. To learn the hard stuff without being cruel.”
“You a teacher?”
“Was. High school.”
“Shop?”
“No. English.”
“Ooh la la.”
“That’s French.”
“You know what I meant.”
“Yes.” Wally smiled. “English to construction. How far the mighty have fallen.”
“So that’s why you don’t talk like a contractor.”
“How do contractors talk?”
“They don’t say ‘subtext.’ Or ‘metaphor.’ Why’d you quit? The money?”
“Didn’t quit. I loved teaching. They fired me because I tried to talk one of my students out of joining the Army.” Wally shook his head. “And you know what? He’s career Army. We still keep in touch.”
“You’ve got that thing. That good teacher thing. With kids. I like the way you don’t talk down to Ronny. What about teenagers? Do they talk to you?”
“Of course they talk to me.”
“Well, they don’t talk to me. Not even my own son most of the time. And is that what brings you to my house? Has Abe screwed up already?”
“Abe’s doing fine.”
“Really? Something physical? He’s doing ‘fine’?”
“I like his hustle. Good attitude. As for skills, well, not yet. But I’m here about the estimate. For the roof? I’ve got some numbers.”
“You’re kidding.”
“You really do need some work on that roof. Just as you need to tighten the hinge on the front door—that’s why it doesn’t latch right—and you need some blocking under that soft spot in the entry floor—or else it’s termites. You’ve got nail pops on that wall. The wheels are broken on that sliding glass door, which is why you had to put your whole body into opening it, and you might consider updating it with something more—”
“Would you shut up?”
“Huh?”
“What are you thinking? You walk in here and start criticizing everything?”
“I walk in a house, I look around. Second nature.”
“Well then, don’t you dare go into my bathroom. I couldn’t afford it.”
“Guess I started off on the wrong foot here.”
“And which foot would that be?”
“The one in my mouth. I was just trying to help. Let me fix that hinge. No charge. Okay?” Without waiting for an answer, Wally hustled—almost ran—to the front entry, checked to make sure the dogs were still in the yard, then opened the door. From his pocket Wally removed a Leatherman tool, unfolded the Phillips-head screwdriver, and started tightening the top hinge. Ronny had followed, silently observing. When the top hinge was tight, Wally crouched and loosened the bottom hinge enough to allow him to slip a few business cards behind it as spacers, then retighten. “Okay Ronny, see if you can close the door now.”
Without a word, Ronny pushed the door closed.
With a solid click, the latch popped into place.
“We fixed it, Ronny. Gimme five.”
Confused, Ronny held out his hand for a handshake. Smiling, Wally shook it.
Coming up from behind, Opal tousled Ronny’s hair. “Good job, Ron.”
There was an awkward silence. Wally knew he should leave now, but he didn’t want to.
Opal squeezed Ronny’s shoulder. “So what do you think, Ronny? Do we need a new roof? Should we let this nose-stealer state his case? And invite him to stay for hamburgers and salad?”
Big-eyed, Ronny said nothing.
“That’s a yes,” Opal interpreted. “You a carnivore?”
“Omnivore. Can I help? Is Abe here? Is he coming?”
“Abe left me a message about going out with somebody in your crew. Actually, I assumed it was you.”
“Nope.” Wally searched his memory for an image of who Abe had been hanging with after the belt sander races, but he drew a blank. Steamboat, he hoped. Not Juke. Abe wasn’t ready for Juke.
Opal was pulling vegetables out of the bottom drawer of the refrigerator, passing them to Wally. “You want a beer?”
“No.”
Opal placed thumb and index finger over her eyelids, breathing in, breathing out. Going inward. Wally had noticed that tendency—she’d done it in his kitchen. Opening her eyes, she handed Wally a few radishes and said, “Abe’s graduation is tomorrow. Did he tell you he’s the valedictorian? I’m so proud.”
Please, Lord, don’t let it be Juke. Out loud, Wally said, “Wouldn’t it be better with the door opening on the left?”
“The fridge? It came this way.”
“You know it’s reversible?”
“Would you stop?”
“No charge.”
While Opal cooked, Wally reversed the hinges on the refrigerator door. He also tightened the handle on the kitchen faucet, replaced a light bulb that had broken off and become stuck in its socket, mounted an over-the-stove spice rack that Opal had bought but never installed, and adjusted the latch of the door to the under-sink cabinet so it would close all the way. Without a word, Ronny followed his every step, carrying Wally’s Leatherman and, when asked, helping Wally select the smallest screw from a box of assorted sizes.
Finally as they sat eating hamburgers, Ronny spoke to Wally: “Big band-aid.”
“Yeah, I got, uh, hurt by a nail,” Wally said.
Ronny looked blank.
“You don’t know what a nail is?”
Ronny shook his head.
“Mom,” Wally said, “every boy should know what a nail is.”
“Go ahead.”
So for a demonstration Wally fetched from his truck a few eight-penny nails, scraps of one-by-four pine, and a hammer—just the little sixteen-ounce finish nailer, the Estwing with a steel handle, blue rubber grip, nice balance, always felt good in his hand. Since the accident, Wally hadn’t used his favorite, a twenty-four-ounce Vaughn California Framer with a wooden handle, comfortable and intuitive as if an extension of his arm—but only his right arm. Hammering with his left hand, Wally felt like a clumsy amateur, but it was good enough for show and tell. Ronny then tried a few taps, grabbing the Estwing with both of his little hands plus guidance from Wally who never for a moment let go, not even when in the middle of steering Ronny’s swing Wally glanced up at Opal and saw an expression on her face that spoke of soft thoughts, long term.
Abe was a little worried about Juke. Only a little. It was hard to worry about anything after six shots of tequila, which was six more than he’d ever had in his life before this night. The waitress, who had clearly been sampling the merchandise, had asked to see Abe’s ID and after staring at it blearily served whatever he ordered just as Juke had said she would. Two senoritas in thongs were dancing on the bar. Their headlights were small but the tailfins were ample. Juke was tossing dollars on the bar and pointing at Abe. One of the dancers, crouching, backing up, wiggling, still backing up, picking up the dollars from the bar and still backing up—backed right into Abe’s face and buried it between golden, quivering thighs.
Juke whooped. “You see this guy? His name is Forkface. And you know what? He just got his face forked!”
From a table in the corner, a man with a smile like steel was waving two women toward where Abe and Juke were sitting. One was short and round in a low-cut blouse with plenty of jiggle. She gave Abe a smile as she sat down beside him. “You order me dreenk?”
“Coming up. Uh, si. Que bonita.”
“Te gusta?”
“Si. Muy gusta.”
She laughed at his bad grammar. More jiggles.
Another thing Abe had never done in his life before this night: talk to a whore. And he was wondering: If sex is giving, what besides money can you give to a prostitute?
The other woman was sitting cross-legged next to Juke. She was pouty-lipped, angry-eyed, and skinny except for the outline of a pair of amazing mounds with the clear outline of nipple like the nose of twin Buicks defying gravity within her halter top. No jiggling there. “We wanna make a forkin’ donation,” Juke said as he folded some paper money, “to the forkin’ Community Chest!”
Somewhere in the depths of Abe’s brain was the thought that he might be better off leaving this place and pulling Juke along too. But tequila number seven was clouding the thought even more and, besides, Miss Jiggling Bonita with her fingertip was drawing circles up and down his thigh.
Opal could see that once they had shared the hammering, Ronny and Wally were bonded for life. Or at least Ronny was. She wondered if carpenters who had hammered together were like soldiers who had fought in battle together, where men of wildly different backgrounds became lifetime brothers. Probably not. Anyway, there was no stopping it when after dinner Ronny insisted that Wally see his wooden building blocks and help him make a house. Ronny’s idea, it turned out, was to nail the blocks together, but Wally was successful in nudging the project into a more conventional piling of blocks one on top of another, embellishing the structure with an arbor, deck, hot tub, and—why not?—a backyard race track where matchbox cars could vroom vroom vroom! and crash crash crash!
“He’s so wound up, I’ll never get him to bed without a good long bath,” Opal said.
Ronny hugged Wally’s knee. “You baff!” he screamed.
“I’d like to help,” Wally said, “but you see, Ronny, I’m not allowed in your bathroom.”
“Oh all right,” Opal said. “Just don’t notice anything.”
Opal drew the water and helped Ronny out of his clothes. Wally sat on the toilet lid.
Standing in the water, bubbles up to his thighs, Ronny said, “You go.”
“He likes to bathe alone,” Opal explained.
“Wally stay.”
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