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Japanese Maple

 


It was the halide orange glow of the city light
reflecting off the low-slung clouds he first noticed—pouring in
through the clerestories, eerie and warm. He’d been looking for a
job for a couple hours and hadn’t realized the rain had turned to
snow. The dog, sleeping half in and half out of the office, raised
her head as he peeked out through the blinds.

“Wow,” he said. Fat, heavy flakes fell. Everything
was mounded under by an airy layer of powder, and a good five
inches teetered on top of the mailbox. He stood staring out for a
time, wondering if he oughtn’t go wake his wife. He thought better
of it.

He shut down the computer and slumped on the small
leather couch. He was tired. The dog looked up at him without
raising her head, just switched her eyebrows at him.

“C’mon,” he said, patting the couch next to him. The
dog didn’t move. He tried again. Nothing. “Your loss, applesauce,”
he said.

He slipped off his house shoes and
laid down, pulling a blanket over himself as he did. All around the
room were boxes, some labeled “go” and others labeled “stay.” He
bent his knees, and tucked his feet into the cushions. It was a few
long seconds before his body heat warmed the couch around him. He
stared at the bare walls, the ceiling, and listened to the sounds
of their house: the arc of electricity through a bulb; the crinkle
of the old leather couch and the blanket rubbing at his shoulder;
the dog softly snoring; a small wheeze from his own nose as he
breathed; the hiss and pop of embers in a dying fire in the living
room.

He reached behind his head, searching the top of a
stack of boxes he’d been using as a nightstand. He found his
cigarettes, lit one, and slipped the lighter back into the
half-empty pack. Moving back with her mother made sense on its
face. She was getting on in age, and could certainly use the
help—on that much they agreed. It was when he said he’d try to land
a semester or two at Nicholls State, and she’d said nothing, that
it became clear she didn’t prefer it. And, of course, her mother
would go on and on about a grandchild again, like always.

He opened a book to a dog-eared page. He smoked as
he read, holding his cigarette like chalk. He ashed into the last
of his coffee—another habit she hated. It was a story about an old
Russian cab driver who’d lost a child, and how he didn’t make
enough for oats to feed his broken down mule. He’d read the story
countless times, and had taught it many times to bright-faced
undergraduates eager to know Chekhov and feel the vast and lonesome
world. Too often they complained that the story was sad—just
sad—that sadness was all they got from it. Even now, he could find
something more he liked—something he’d forgotten, or maybe hadn’t
noticed in the past few readings. He felt sure about a deep and
profound truth in the story—one that everyone should see and
understand. And what of a child, he thought. Heat and a glow came
at his fingertips—his cigarette almost gone. He twisted it between
his fingers, took a final drag, then dunked the cherry into the mug
with a hiss.
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