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“Funny and quirky,
Lancaster’s compulsively readable debut has a heart as big as the
Montana sky.”

-Gregg Olsen, New York Times
bestselling author of “The Deep Dark”

 


“With shades of Flowers for
Algernon, author Craig Lancaster doesn’t just give life to Edward
Stanton’s world; he gives life to the reader’s world.”

-T.L. Hines, author of “Faces in the
Fire” and “Waking Lazarus”

 


“600 Hours of Edward has
some laugh-out-loud moments, some tender moments, and an ending
that will probably bring you to tears.”

-Sue Hart, PEN Award winner for
syndicated fiction and 2007 WILLA Award winner

 


“Edward Stanton’s struggle
to escape his self-imposed isolation makes for absorbing reading in
this elegantly written debut novel.”

-Carol Buchanan, 2009 Spur Award
winner for “God’s Thunderbolt: The Vigilantes of Montana

 



Foreword

 


This is a story of how my life
changed. That is what one could call a dramatic statement. It’s
like when people find God; they say, “I found God, and it changed
my life.” I did not find God. I am dubious that anyone can. When
someone says he has found God, he doesn’t mean it in the way that
one would say he found a penny or something else tangible. He is
talking about inner peace or something like that, I suppose. I
don’t know. I haven’t found God, and I don’t like supposition. I
prefer facts.

Even without God, my life did change,
and Dr. Buckley suggested that I write about it. She said that
writing about it would be a good project for me and one that might
even help me understand how it happened and why. Dr. Buckley is a
very logical woman, and I always need a new project.

In looking back, I can fit what
happened into 25 days, or 600 hours. I prefer to think of it in
terms of hours, as I live my life as much by a clock as a calendar.
I will tell it as it happened, from where I viewed it. Others may
have seen it another way. They can tell their own stories if they
want to.

I’ll start with the last day that
everything was normal, or what I believed normal to be. That’s the
problem with belief: If you rely on it too heavily, you have a lot
of picking up to do after you find out you were wrong. I prefer
facts.

 


Monday, October
13th

 


My eyes flash open. I wait a moment
for the dull blur of morning light to come into focus, and then I
turn my head 90 degrees to the left and face the clock: It is 7:38
a.m. I have been awake at this time for the past three days, and
for 18 out of the past 20. Because I go to bed promptly at
midnight, I am accustomed to stirring at 7:38, but occasionally, I
will wake up a little earlier or a little later. The range isn’t
large — sometimes it’s 7:37, and sometimes it’s 7:40, and it has
been 7:39 (22 times this year, in fact), but 7:38 is the time I
expect. It has happened 221 times so far this year, so if it were
you, you would expect it, too. (You’re probably wondering how
frequently I’ve been up at other times: 15 for 7:37 and 29 for
7:40.) Although I do my part by going to bed at midnight sharp, the
variances occur because of things I can’t control, like the noise
made by my neighbors or passing cars or sirens. These things
frustrate me, but I cannot do anything about them.

I write down the time I woke up, and
my data is complete.

You’ve probably done the
math and know that it’s the 287th day of the year. The reason,
aside from the sheer scientific fact that the Earth has rotated on
its axis that many times, is that it’s a leap year. I have to take
the leap year into account in my calculations, but that’s easy for
me to do, as it comes up only once every four years.

I can tell when my feet
touch the floor that the house is warm, warmer than it usually is
for October 13th, and this has nothing to do
with the leap year. The house has hardwood floors, which are good
for reflecting whether it’s hot or cold. I have read about newer
houses with something called radiant floor heating, where the
floors are the source of heat for the home, but this house doesn’t
have that. While I am intrigued by the notion, I have to remember
that this house was built in 1937 and the cost of retrofitting it
for radiant floor heating would be prohibitive. My father could
afford it, and it is, in fact, his house and not mine, but he never
would do it. He’s never here, and so it probably doesn’t make any
difference to him that radiant floor heating would be a lot more
economical. It should matter to him, as he pays the heating bill,
but my father sometimes is not a logical person. I can’t worry
about this now, although I have half a mind to write him a letter
and tell him that he is being foolish for not thinking of radiant
floor heating.

I walk across the hardwood
floor of the house, open the front door and pick the Billings
Gazette off the stoop. According to the front page, the temperature
will reach 72 degrees today in Billings, and that is as I suspected
when my feet touched the floor: It will be warm for October
13th.
It’s far warmer than last October 13th was (56 degrees). Of course,
I won’t know for sure until tomorrow’s newspaper comes, the one
with the official temperature for today. The number on the front
page today is just a forecast, and forecasts are notoriously
off-base.

I flip over to the back
page of the Local & State section and look at the weather data
from yesterday, Sunday, October 12th, the
286th day of the year (but only because this is a leap year). The
weather data is always on the back page of the Local & State
section, and while it does bother me that the Local & State
section is sometimes Section B and sometimes Section C, I have
learned to cope with this inconsistency, as I have no choice. I
once wrote to the editor to complain about it, but I did not
receive a reply.

The high temperature yesterday was 53
and the low temperature was 31, and those are much more in line
with the 10-year trends that I have recorded in my notebooks. I
write those numbers down, and my data is complete.

 


My father bought this house eight
years ago. Actually, it was eight years and 86 days ago. He bought
it for me to live in because “I had become a distraction whose
presence was proving divisive in the family home.” My father didn’t
write those words; his lawyer did. I have never heard my father
refer to “the family home” before or since.

The reason I know that his lawyer
wrote the letter is that it arrived on the lawyer’s letterhead. I
do sometimes talk to my father face-to-face, but many times, it is
followed up with a letter, sometimes on his letterhead and
sometimes on the lawyer’s. I have not figured out how to predict
which letterhead I will receive, although I can always predict the
letters. I don’t trust predictions anyway. I prefer
facts.

I live in this house alone. When my
father bought it for me, he made it clear that I was to have no
roommates without approval. I don’t know why my father worried
about it. A roommate would probably mess up my routines and fool
with my weather data. I know how roommates are. I have seen the
television comedy “Perfect Strangers,” although not in many years,
as it was canceled in 1993. I liked Balki Bartokomous. He was very
funny. If I had a roommate like Balki, though, I would have to keep
watch over my weather data. His rambunctiousness (I love the word
“rambunctiousness”) would wear on me if he started fooling with my
data.

 


The two-drawer filing cabinet in my
bedroom holds one of the most important collections I have. Inside
are my letters of complaint. I have them filed in green office
folders under the name of the person I am complaining to, and in
those files, the letters are arranged by date.

You are probably thinking that it is
odd to keep copies of letters of complaint, and you would be right
if not for the fact that these are not copies. These are the actual
letters of complaint, and they will never be sent.

The letters are Dr. Buckley’s idea. I
don’t know where she got it, but it’s a great one. Eight years ago,
after my father and his lawyer persuaded Garth Brooks to drop the
restraining order against me, my father bought this house for me.
He seemed to suggest that the “Garth Brooks incident,” as he still
calls it, was what caused him and my mother to decide that I could
no longer live “in the family house.” I think that my letters of
complaint to Garth Brooks were entirely justified. If you look
objectively at country music, you cannot come to any conclusion
other than he ruined it. He also ruined a lot of pop music,
especially when he pretended to be that Chris Gaines person and
when he covered that song by Kiss. I merely wrote to him and let
him know about the damage he was doing, because I thought that
maybe he didn’t know and would stop if he did. I had to write to
him 49 times before he wrote back, but it wasn’t really him. It was
his lawyer.

After that, I came to live here, and I
had to start seeing Dr. Buckley. I have seen her every Tuesday of
every month of every year since then. She encouraged me to continue
to write my letters of complaint, but she suggested that I not send
them so I did not have trouble with other people. I will admit that
it didn’t make a lot of sense to me at the time, but it really does
work. Writing the letter makes me feel better. I find that after I
write one and file it away, I soon no longer wish to send
it.

Dr. Buckley is a very logical
woman.

 


Every night at 10 sharp, I
watch Dragnet. I
watch only the color episodes of Dragnet, the ones that were made
between 1967 and 1970. Dragnet
does not appear on television anymore, so I have
to watch the episodes that I recorded on videocassette in 2000,
when the TV Land network was still showing it. I have all 98 color
episodes on videocassette.

Because today is October
13th,
the 287th day of the year (because of the leap year), I will be watching
the 91st episode of the series, “Burglary: The Dognappers.” This will
be the third time this year that I have seen this episode, which
originally aired on February 26th, 1970.

Here is my method for
watching Dragnet:
On January 1st
of every year, I start with the first episode
of Dragnet. I then
watch the episodes in succession, one each night, until I reach the
end, and then I start over.

Because the 365 days in a year — or
366 days in a leap year — are not cleanly divisible by 98 episodes,
I will watch each of the episodes at least three times a year, and
I will watch the first 72 episodes four times. Because this is a
leap year, I’ll watch the first 73 episodes four times. You would
think that I would know the first 72 (or 73) episodes a little
better than the others because of the disparity (I love the word
“disparity”) in watching them, but I have no proof that’s true.
Perhaps I should see if I can find the scripts and run some
calculations on how many of the words from the first 72 (or 73) I
know, as opposed to the last 26 (or 25). That will be a good
project for another time.

“Burglary: The Dognappers,”
the 19th episode of the fourth and final season of the color
episodes, is one of my favorites. In this episode, Sergeant Joe
Friday and Officer Bill Gannon work a case involving people who
steal dogs from cars and then return them to the owners for reward
money. You could make a credible case that every
Dragnet episode has a
moral component, but this one does especially. It’s not right to
steal. Also, people love their pets, if they have them. I do not
have pets.

As always, in this episode Sergeant
Joe Friday is a very logical person, and while Officer Bill Gannon
isn’t as logical, he can be funny. I like them both.

 


After Dragnet, I get things ready for the
next morning. I double-check my wakeup time and weather data and
then put my notebook on the end table beside the bedroom door so I
can find it first thing after I wake up. I also put three pens
beside the notebook, because I don’t want to be in a situation
where I can’t write down the time I wake up and the temperatures
from the previous day. One backup pen is just asking for trouble,
so I make sure I have two.

The last thing I do before
going to sleep is I write my letter of complaint. It’s hard
sometimes to wait until the very end of the day to do this, but it
jumbles my day up too much when I write my letter of complaint at
the moment that someone makes me mad. If I’m not careful about the
timing, for example, I could miss the 10 p.m. start of
Dragnet, and that would
just foul up everything. Also, writing the letter at the end of the
day allows me some “separation time” between the incident that made
me angry and my response to it. Dr. Buckley says that I can avoid
many bad situations by learning to use “separation time.” She is a
very logical woman.

As you might expect, I’m going to
complain to my father. I already have five green office folders
that hold letters of complaint to him. Soon, I may need
six.

 


Dear Father:

I think you have erred in
not considering radiant floor heating for the house that I am
living in. I have read many articles about this type of flooring,
and it is my understanding that by utilizing pipes in the concrete
floor that carry hot water, you can significantly reduce your
energy costs. As you know, in Montana, winter can be very cold. I
think that radiant floor heating would bring substantial savings,
although I will concede that there is an upfront cost of
installation that must be considered.

I also must concede that
perhaps you have thought of radiant floor heating and simply have
not communicated those thoughts to me. I would ask that you show me
the common courtesy of letting me know what you’re thinking in
regard to this issue, for if you decide to install radiant floor
heating, I will have to adjust my life to accommodate the intrusion
of a contractor.

Finally, I would urge you
to not use the unseasonably warm weather we have been having as an
excuse to disregard the heating apparatus of this house. I have 10
years’ worth of weather data that show conclusively that we will,
at some point, come in for some cold weather. That said, I do not
like to rely on predictions. I shall wait for the facts to bear
this out before contacting you further.

I appreciate your
consideration.

With regards, I am your
son,

Edward

 


Tuesday, October
14th

 


The sound of a lawn mower
jolts me awake. I turn to face the clock, and it reads 7:28. This
is an oddity. Every previous day this year, I have awoken at 7:37,
7:38, 7:39 or 7:40. Now, on the 288th day of this year (because it
is a leap year), I am awake at 7:28. Further, I am all but certain
that I have never awoken at this particular time. I will have to
check my data, as I don’t like to trust assumptions. I prefer
facts.

I retrieve my notebook from the end
table and grab a pen. I record my waking time, and my data is
complete.

At the front door, I bend
over and retrieve the Billings Gazette from the front stoop. I can
now see the source of my early awakening: The woman across the
street, the one who moved in on September
12th (the 256th
day of this year, but only because it is a leap
year), is mowing her front yard. I have seen her a few times since
she moved in, but this is the first time I have seen her mowing her
front yard. A boy lives with her, and I assume that he is her son,
although I don’t like to assume. He looks to be 8 or 9 years old,
but I’m not comfortable in such conjecture. If I could find out the
boy’s birth date, I would know for sure and would feel more
comfortable about the situation. There is a big difference between
the ages of 8 and 9, and in this case, I just don’t know. This
frustrates me.

I have not seen a man over there, and
so I wonder whether my neighbor has a husband or her boy has a
father. I would be sad to think that he doesn’t, but having a
father isn’t necessarily a good thing. I have one, and while he did
buy this house for me to live in, he also has his lawyer send me a
lot of letters and may not have given any thought to radiant floor
heating.

I see now that the woman across the
street has stopped pushing the lawn mower and is waving at me. I
think it would be better if I looked at the weather information and
recorded it inside. I close the door. Soon, my data will be
complete.

 


After breakfast, I thumb through my
voluminous (I love the word “voluminous”) data sheets and I am
correct: Before today, I have never awoken at 7:28 a.m. Today is a
landmark.

 


Because I have many things to do
today, including my weekly appointment with Dr. Buckley, I will
have to put off my Internet time until later. I meet with Dr.
Buckley promptly at 10 a.m., just as I have every Tuesday of every
month of every year since I started seeing her, save for
one.

 


On Tuesday, June
11th,
2002, Dr. Buckley had to move my appointment to 11 a.m. It was a
disaster. All I could think about was that the shuffling had put my
10 p.m. viewing of Dragnet
— episode No. 64, “Frauds: DR-28” — in jeopardy,
and so I could not answer questions about how my medication was
doing or what projects I was working on or how my letters of
complaint were working out. Dr. Buckley cut the session short,
which mitigated against the damage done to my schedule, and we both
agreed that from then on, we would meet at 10 a.m. on
Tuesdays.

This is one of the things I like about
Dr. Buckley. Although she sometimes makes mistakes, she is a very
logical person.

 


My first stop is Home Depot, in the
paint department. I have decided to paint the garage. I need a new
project, and the 10-day weather forecast looks as though it will
allow me to do this. I don’t like forecasts, though, as they are
notoriously off-base. I will have to wait for the actual data, and
it is my hope that by then the garage will be painted.

There are more paint varieties and
colors here than there were the last time I was at Home Depot.
There must be an entire arm of the paint industry dedicated to
coming up with new colors and combinations, and I instantly wish
that I had looked at some possibilities on the Internet before
coming here. I’m frustrated with myself for not thinking of
this.

The man in the paint department, who
is supposed to assist me, isn’t helpful at all. He asks many
questions, faster than I can answer them, and he is talking about
things like ambience, things that I don’t care about. I just want
to find the right paint.

“Leave me alone,” I
say.

The paint man trudges away, shaking
his head.

Did you know that there are NFL team
colors available in paint? I am intrigued by this. I like the
Dallas Cowboys, but I don’t think that I would want their colors on
the garage. I will have to think of a project that would work with
Dallas Cowboys team-color paint. This is something I would like to
do, sometime after I finish the garage.

After I spend a few more minutes
looking at swatches, it’s obvious that the paint situation is
hopeless. I cannot decide on a color, and I can feel the urge to
rip these swatches from the wall welling up inside of me. I close
my eyes, as Dr. Buckley has suggested that I do when I feel this
way, and I try to breathe. Dr. Buckley says that when I feel
overwhelmed by frustration, I should think before I act and find
the path that will carry me away from the frustration.

Dr. Buckley is a very logical person.
I do as she has counseled me, and my path becomes clear.

I walk over to the unhelpful man and
say, “I would like three gallons each of the Behr mocha chino, the
Behr parsley sprig, and the Behr bronze green.”

As the unhelpful man walks over to
gather the supplies needed to mix my paints, he is shaking his head
again.

 


I like Dr. Buckley’s waiting room. The
walls have dark wood paneling, and the lighting sets me at ease.
Dr. Buckley also plays soft music in her waiting room. I prefer
rock music — my favorites are R.E.M. and Matthew Sweet — but I
think that if Dr. Buckley played Matthew Sweet, some of her
patients would not like it. Matthew Sweet has a song called “Sick
of Myself,” and I am pretty sure that is exactly the wrong song
name for a therapist’s waiting room.

I try to arrive at least 10 minutes
early for my 10 a.m. appointment, although I can never be sure
exactly what time I will get here. Things like stoplights and the
uncertainty of where in the parking lot I will find a place for my
car affect it. I once asked Dr. Buckley if I could have my own
parking space, but she assured me that was not possible.

I arrive early for two reasons: First,
as I said, the lighting and wood paneling and the soft music help
set me at ease. Second, Dr. Buckley’s other, less-organized
patients are always getting the magazines out of order. I sometimes
need the full 10 minutes to organize the magazines by title and
date. I would do it after our appointment, when I have more time,
but Dr. Buckley prefers that her patients not linger.

Today, however, the magazines are not
badly out of sorts, and so I have three minutes to just sit and
listen to the music.

 


When Dr. Buckley emerges from her
office to summon me in, I look down at my digital watch, and the
time is 9:59:28. I tell Dr. Buckley that it is not quite time for
my appointment, and so we stare at each other for 32
seconds.

 


There is a rhythm to my talks with Dr.
Buckley. She asks many of the same questions every week, but it’s
not by rote. She is interested in my answers. Dr. Buckley has never
been less than professional, and she is a very logical
person.

“How has your week been,
Edward?”

“Very good, I think. My
data is complete, and before I came here today, I bought some paint
for the garage.”

“It’s a little late in the
year for that, isn’t it?”

“The 10-day forecast looks
good.”

“You’re trusting forecasts
now?”

“No, but you’ve told me
that I should have a little faith, right?”

“Very good. Have you been
taking your medication?”

“Every day. Eighty
milligrams every day.”

“Any problems with the
Prozac?”

“I prefer the term
Fluoxetine.”

“Any problems?”

“No.”

“Excellent. Are you still
writing letters?”

“I wrote one to my father
last night.”

“But you didn’t send it,
right?”

“No.”

“What was your complaint to
your father?”

“I don’t think he’s even
considered radiant floor heating. Do you realize how much money he
could save?”

“Radiant floors are nice.
Do you know why this is so important to you?”

“It’s not that it’s
important. I’m frustrated that he hasn’t thought of it. It doesn’t
speak well of him.”

“Do you think, perhaps,
that it might be too much to expect that your father has thought of
radiant floors just because you have?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. He
makes me mad.”

“We can talk about that
some more.”

 


Tuesday is also the day
that I go to the grocery store. It just makes good sense. Dr.
Buckley’s office is at Lewis Avenue and 16th Street West, which means that
I can go north on 16th
to Grand Avenue, take a right turn and be at the
Albertsons store three blocks later. After shopping, I can take a
right turn on Grand, then another right turn on
6th Street West, then another right turn on Clark Avenue, where I
live.

I like right turns much better than I
like left turns.

At Albertsons, I buy the same things
every week: three packages of spaghetti, three pounds of ground
beef (the kind with only four percent fat), three bottles of
Newman’s Own roasted garlic spaghetti sauce, a 12-pack of Diet Dr.
Pepper, a big box of corn flakes, a half-gallon of milk, a quart of
Dreyer’s vanilla ice cream, and five assorted frozen Banquet
dinners and one DiGiorno’s pizza (usually spicy
chicken).

I can get three meals out of each box
of spaghetti; spaghetti is my favorite food. I mix the spaghetti
with a package of ground beef and one of the bottles of spaghetti
sauce. That’s nine meals total. The five Banquet dinners bring the
total to 14 meals. I can get seven bowls of cereal from the corn
flakes, so that’s 21 meals, or three a day for the seven days of
the week. The ice cream and the DiGiorno’s pizza are
treats.

Ever since the Albertsons
on Grand put in self-checkout stands, I have been a happier
shopper. Before, I sometimes had to wait behind several people in
line, and that threatened to affect the projects I had at home and
conceivably, although it never happened, could have caused me to
miss the 10 p.m. start of my Dragnet episode. I’m no longer
permitted to go to the Albertsons on 6th Street West and Central
Avenue, which is actually closer to the house that my father bought
for me.

It was a dumb situation: I was in the
checkout line behind an old woman, and she and the checker were
talking a lot, and the line was moving slowly. I asked if they
could quit talking so I could leave faster, and the checker shot me
a mean glance, and then kept talking. So then I said, “Please,
hurry up because I have to leave soon.” The man behind me didn’t
like this and pushed me, and I ran into the old lady and knocked
her down.

The store manager called the police,
and my father had to come to the store and tell the police that he
would make sure it never happened again, even though I told them
that it was not my fault and that I wouldn’t have run into the
woman if I had not been pushed. Nobody believed me.

You can probably guess that the whole
thing ended up involving a letter from my father’s lawyer, who
ordered me not to go back to that Albertsons ever again.

But now that the Albertsons
on Grand Avenue and 13th
Street West has self -checkout stands, I think
it’s a moot point. I don’t have to talk to anyone to pay for my
groceries now.

 


After I get home and unload and put
away the groceries, I notice that the mailman has already been to
the house. Ideally, I would like to add to my data sheets the time
that the mail is delivered each day, but my projects and
appointments sometimes take me away from the house, and so I don’t
always see the mailman when he comes by. I might be able to rig up
a video camera that would record his visit even when I’m not home,
but Dr. Buckley says that is the sort of impulse that I need to
work on controlling.

I don’t receive much mail. My bills go
directly to my father, and he pays them. My name is not on this
house or on my car, and so even junk mail is scarce. That’s how the
junk mail people find out who you are and where you live. They go
snooping around in public records, like home and car titles, and
then they write to you. Also, if you apply for credit cards, you
are sure to get all sorts of junk mail. The only credit card I have
is for my expenses, and the bill goes to my father. If this card
has resulted in junk mail, I can only assume that my father is
receiving it. I don’t like to assume. I prefer facts.

Today, there is one letter in the
mailbox. It is from my father, in an envelope from his office. I am
relieved that I am not hearing from my father’s lawyer, but hearing
from my father isn’t necessarily better. I will have to open the
letter to find out.

 


Edward:

I have received your
credit card bill from last month. Everything looks to be in order,
but I am confused by one charge: $49.95 for eHarmony.

Call me so we can address
this.

Ted Stanton

 


I had a suspicion that this was going
to happen. Now it is a fact.

I go inside the house, pick up the
phone and dial the number at my father’s office.

“Yellowstone County
commissioners.”

“It’s Edward Stanton. Let
me talk to my father.”

“One moment,
please.”

I listen to the orchestral version of
a pop song — Muzak, it is called. Paul McCartney’s “My
Love.”

“Ted Stanton.”

“Father.”

“Edward, thank you for
calling. How are you?”

“I am fine,
Father.”

“Can you tell me about this
$49.95?”

“I signed up for
eHarmony.”

“What is that?”

“It’s an online dating
service.”

“You’re dating?”

“I am looking at online
personal advertisements.”

“Does Dr. Buckley know
about this?”

“My treatment with Dr.
Buckley is between me and Dr. Buckley.”

“Online dating,
eh?”

“Yes.”

My father’s voice softens. “Well. This
could be interesting, Edward. This could be something good for
you.”

“You’re going to pay the
bill?”

“Sure. Yes. Why
not?”

“It’s the only one you will
get. I canceled the membership.”

“Oh.”

“Goodbye,
Father.”

 


I guess I should tell you about
eHarmony. I spend a lot of time on the computer, looking at Web
sites on the Internet. I used to keep track of how many hours and
minutes I spent on the Internet, but I don’t do that anymore. It
was easy when you had to pay for the time on the Internet, because
you could just write down the time when you got the bill. Now, the
Internet is hooked up through my cable television, and I can spend
as much time as I want on it for one price, which my father pays.
It bothers me sometimes that I don’t keep track of the time I spend
on the Internet, but I’ve learned to “let that go,” as Dr. Buckley
says. Dr. Buckley was very happy for me when I stopped tracking my
Internet time. I’m not sure why she cared.

Lately, I have been spending most of
my online time at Internet dating sites. On the television
commercials, everyone who is finding dates online seems so happy,
and all of them have found a “soul mate,” whatever that is. I doubt
that they have any scientific proof that they have found their soul
mate — for all they know, someone even more special is out there
dating someone else — but I cannot argue with how happy they all
are. I am envious.

I have not gone on an Internet date. I
think I would like to go on an Internet date, but so far, I haven’t
met anyone who keeps track of weather data, and I think it is
important that whoever I date on the Internet have something in
common with me.

I have not told Dr. Buckley about the
Internet dating yet, as there is nothing to tell. I wouldn’t have
told my father, either, but he got the bill and asked me about it,
so I had no choice.

I now use
Montana Personal Connect.
I tried eHarmony, because I liked the white hair and glasses of
that guy on the commercials, and his manner was gentle, but
eHarmony told me that its system and its 29 levels of compatibility
couldn’t find anyone for me.

That hurt my feelings.

 


At 10 p.m. sharp, I watch
episode No. 92 of Dragnet, which originally aired on
March 5, 1970.

The episode, the
20th of
the fourth and final season, is called “Missing Persons: The Body,”
and it is one of my favorites.

In this episode, Sergeant Joe Friday
and Officer Bill Gannon have only two clues to identify a woman who
was found dead under the Venice pier in Los Angeles: a wadded piece
of paper and a ring. But because of their doggedness, they
eventually find out who she was and crack the case. Sergeant Joe
Friday and Officer Bill Gannon are good cops.

When I started to learn my
way around the Internet, I found that the actors who appeared
on Dragnet were,
in many cases, not difficult to track down. Most of them were not
big stars, and some even have listed phone numbers and addresses.
That’s not the case with the main actors in this episode, Anthony
Eisley, Virginia Gregg and Luana Patten; they are all dead. A lot
of other people who were in the ensemble are dead, too, but some
are alive. I exchanged some mail with an actor named Clark Howat,
who appeared in 21 episodes of Dragnet. He was very nice. He told me
how the star and creator of the show, Jack Webb, who plays Sergeant
Joe Friday, didn’t want his actors to act because the series had
such a small budget and could not afford more than one take on each
scene. Instead, Jack Webb had them read their lines off
teleprompters. Mr. Howat said it was hard to get used to, as
actors’ training is to be more natural. But, he said, Jack Webb’s
methods worked. I wrote back to Mr. Howat five or six times, and
even invited him to have a cup of coffee with me if he ever came
through Billings, but he never wrote back. It’s just as well. I
don’t like coffee, and I think it would be difficult to sit at a
table with a stranger and talk, even if he was in
Dragnet 21
times.

 


I am flummoxed by my letter of
complaint tonight. I love the word “flummoxed.” I heard a man use
it once, and I immediately incorporated it into my lexicon (I also
love the word “lexicon”). I had to look it up first, though. I used
to write down the words and definitions I looked up, but I stopped
doing that because the words are right there in the dictionary, and
I can look at the dictionary any time I want. It’s harder to keep a
record of daily temperatures, because you would have to store a lot
of old newspapers in the house, and so I decided that it’s best
that I focus on that and not the words. That way, I ensure that my
data is complete.

I would like to complain to my father
for his rudeness about my credit-card bill, but I don’t like to
complain to the same person two times in a row. It’s bothersome
enough that the complaints themselves don’t follow any particular
pattern; I don’t need the added aggravation of bunching up my
complaints about one person, not even my father.

I think I will complain to Matthew
Sweet. This will require that I start a new green office
folder.

 


Mr. Sweet:

It pains me to have to
write this letter to you, as I am very much a fan of your music.
However, two things are bothering me.

First, I can’t listen to
your music when I am waiting to see my therapist, Dr. Buckley. She
prefers quiet, more reflective music, and while it would be unfair
to say that you’re not reflective, I don’t think “Sick of Myself”
is emblematic of the sort of healing and self-respect that Dr.
Buckley strives for in her practice. Perhaps you could consider
something more upbeat, should you, yourself, someday feel a little
more optimistic about things.

Second, as I’m sure you’re
aware, the middle songs on your album “Blue Sky on Mars” are
substandard. From “Hollow,” the fourth song, to “Heaven and Earth,”
the eighth, you appear to have accepted half-baked songs. You
cheapened your talent and swindled your fans by not insisting on a
higher level of performance.

I will say, however, that
you acquitted yourself nicely on your next album, “In
Reverse.”

As ever, I remain your
fan,

Edward Stanton

 


Wednesday, October
15th

 


When my eyes open, I’m lying on my
back. The clock says 7:38 a.m. This is a relief to me, after the
waking-time debacle from yesterday. That’s 222 days out of 289 this
year (because it’s a leap year) that I’ve stirred at 7:38. There is
something in my physiology that favors this time. I do not know
what it is. I am not a physiologist.

I reach for my notebook and my pen,
flip over to today’s page and record my waking-up time, and my data
is complete.

 


Today, I am going to paint the garage.
I have been in this house that my father bought for eight years
(eight years and 88 days). I paint the house and the garage in
alternating years. I would prefer to paint them on the same date
each year, but weather is too much of a variable.

Technically speaking, I do not need to
paint this often. A good paint job, the only kind that is
acceptable, can last 10 years or more, even in a climate as erratic
as Montana’s. Dr. Buckley tells me that I will feel better if I
remain as busy as possible, and I have found that physical busy
work is more beneficial than mental busy work. For example, I like
putting together plastic models of trains and automobiles and such,
but often, I will start thinking not of the glue or the paint
involved in the model, but about something someone has done to
irritate me — someone often being my father — and I end up writing
letters of complaint that I am tempted to mail, and this interferes
with my project. Dr. Buckley does not want me to mail my letters of
complaint. I also like painting the house and the garage, and my
mind does not go to other things when I’m doing so because the work
is more physically demanding. That’s why, today, I’m going to paint
the garage.

But I can’t paint every day. For one
thing, paint needs time to dry. For another, Montana’s weather is
such that there is precipitation — that’s rain or snow — every
single month of the year. Even if paint somehow magically dried
(and there is no such thing as magic) two seconds after you applied
it, you would still have to deal with rain and snow. Someday,
scientists might make super-fast-drying paint. Controlling the
weather will be much harder, even for scientists.

There is also a third reason, which I
don’t want to talk about for very long, as it will make me angry.
The third reason is my father. There is no way that my father would
buy enough paint for me to paint the house and garage every single
day, even if I could. I have to fight with him just to paint every
year, and I know he will be mad when he sees that I’ve bought nine
gallons of paint for a tiny one-car garage. It wasn’t my fault,
though. Home Depot had too many choices, and the paint man was not
helpful. I need to write him a letter.

 


After a bowl of corn flakes
and taking my 80 milligrams of Fluoxetine — and after changing into
my painting T-shirt and jeans, which are very ratty and thus are
kept deep down in my bottom drawer so I don’t have to see them
except when they’re needed — I log on to Montana
Personal Connect. EHarmony and
its 29 levels of compatibility found no one for me, but there are
no levels of compatibility on Montana Personal Connect. You just
write a profile and post it and wait to see what
happens.

My profile looks like this:

Edward, age 39

Status: Single

Seeking: Dating

Lives: Yes

Location: Billings

Region: US-Mountain

Looks: Average

Hair/eyes: Brown / brown

Body: Average (although I don’t know
what average really is)

Height: Tall (although I don’t know
what tall really is)

Smoking: No

Drinking: No

Drugs: No

Religion: No. I prefer
facts.

Sun sign: Capricorn

Education: High school
graduate

Children: No

Career field: Not answered

Politics: Not answered

More about me …

I keep track of the
weather, and I like to watch Dragnet, but only the 1967-1970 color
episodes.

 


There are no messages waiting for me.
Montana Personal Connect seems a lot less scientific than eHarmony,
but at least it let me post a profile.

 


Because I paint the garage so
frequently, I need only wash it before painting. When my father
bought this house eight years and 88 days ago, the painting on both
the house and the garage was in very sorry shape and probably
hadn’t been tended to in 20 years. It was so bad that I wanted to
write a letter of complaint to the man who sold the house to my
father, but my father would not give me his address. That
frustrated me.

The first year I painted the house, I
had to use a wire brush and a putty knife to dig out defective
paint, and then I sanded down most of the house by hand. The next
year, when I painted the garage, I knew better and bought a power
sander. My father was not happy about that expenditure.

Now, I need only wash the garage. It
should dry quickly. The Billings Gazette said the temperature was
going to reach 72 today, which is very warm for this time of year.
By contrast, the high temperature a year ago was 46, which I know
because my data is complete. I won’t know for sure whether the
temperature reaches 72 today until I see tomorrow’s newspaper.
Today’s has only a forecast, and forecasts are notoriously
off-base. I prefer facts.

 


My garage, which is detached from the
house, is very small. In 1937, when the house was built, people
didn’t build the huge houses that are built today, unless they were
very rich or very ostentatious (I love the word “ostentatious”).
The house is 1,360 square feet — 680 upstairs and 680 in the
basement. The garage is 12 feet wide by 15 feet deep, or just big
enough for my car, a 1997 Toyota Camry, and some tools and other
things.

Still, it takes me a while to wash the
garage, mix the paint — I’m going to try Behr’s parsley sprig first
— and get my various brushes lined up in the order that I’m going
to use them. I also have a ladder for those hard-to-reach
areas.

By 11 a.m., I am painting, working in
the same direction that the sun is moving.

I am happy.

 


“I like that
color.”

I’m on the ladder when I hear the
voice, and I’m so startled that I nearly hit my head on the eave. I
set my brush on the shelf on the ladder. My heart is beating fast.
I steady myself and back down the ladder, and then I turn
around.

It’s the boy I have seen across the
street.

“What?”

“I said, I like that
color.”

“It’s Behr parsley
sprig.”

“What does that
mean?”

“Behr is the company that
made the paint. Parsley sprig is the color.”

“What’s parsley
sprig?”

“Do you know that green
stuff they put on your plate at a restaurant?”

“Yeah. You’re not supposed
to eat it.”

“That’s a parsley
sprig.”

“Oh.”

The boy has his hands in his pocket
and he fidgets. This makes me fidgety, too. I don’t like
it.

“What do you
want?”

“Nothing.”

“Go away, then.”

“Well, maybe …”

“What?”

“Can I help you
paint?”

 


I am agog (I love the word
“agog”).

There is an 8- or 9-year-old boy
painting the garage. Holy shit!

I do not curse often, but I
am partial to the phrase “holy shit!” Many years ago, I saw the
movie Animal House, which is very funny. In one scene, Bluto and D-Day and
Flounder from Delta House take a horse into the dean’s office — I
am not sure why; the scene flummoxed me — and Flounder shoots a gun
in the air, and the horse has a heart attack and dies. The other
two guys come in and say “holy shit!” a lot. It is a very funny
movie.

I am giggling now, thinking of
this.

“There’s an 8- or
9-year-old boy painting the garage.”

“Holy shit!”

“He’s 8 or 9 and he is
painting the garage.”

“Holy shit!”

“The garage is being
painted by an 8- or 9-year-old boy.”

“Holy shit!”

I am pretty funny
sometimes.

 


The boy does not paint the garage
exactly as I would prefer, and I would say something to him if not
for the fact that he never stops talking as he paints.

“What’s your name?” he asks
me.

“Edward. What’s
yours?”

“Kyle. Did you know that
your house will be brown but your garage will be green?”

“Yes. I will paint the
house next year.”

“Why next year?”

“That’s the way I do
things.”

“Are you
married?”

“No.”

“Have you ever been
married?”

“No.”

“How old are
you?”

“I’m 39. How old are
you?”

“I’m 9. I was born in
1999.”

“That’s the year Kevin
Spacey won the best actor Oscar for American Beauty.”

“What’s that?”

“A movie.”

“I like movies.”

“So do I.”

“Are you going to pay me
for painting your garage?”

I am taken aback. It’s not quite the
same thing as being agog.

“Did we have a
deal?”

“No.”

“Then I’m not going to pay
you.”

“I am saving up my money
for a bicycle. That’s why I was wondering. I have 53 dollars, but
that’s not enough for the bike I want. My mom said that I might get
one for my birthday, but she’s not sure.”

“If you expected money, you
should have negotiated a deal with me before you started painting.
That’s the fair thing to do.”

“It’s OK. I like
painting.”

“When is your birthday?” I
ask him.

“February
9th.”

“That’s when you’ll be
10?”

“Yes.”

“You’re 9 years and 249
days old.”

“Cool! How did you do
that?”

“I’m good with
data.”

His painting is haphazard. Sometimes
his strokes are up and down, and sometimes they are side to side.
Little dots of paint are missing the garage and landing in the
driveway. And I am surprised that I don’t seem to care.

I will have to talk to Dr. Buckley
about this.

 


The garage painting is finished by
4:30 p.m. It looks pretty good, especially considering that a
9-year-old boy did some of it. I offer to shake hands with Kyle,
but he insists on a high five, something I’ve never done. I’ve seen
the Dallas Cowboys do it, and it looks like great fun. I hold up my
right hand, and Kyle slaps it hard. It sort of hurts. It’s not that
much fun.

“See ya, Edward,” Kyle
says, and he’s dashing across the street to his house, his blond
hair flying behind him, his arms flailing.

 


At 8:07 p.m., after I’ve had my
spaghetti, I hear a knock on the door. I am flummoxed. Visitors are
rare at this house. I have not had a visitor since July
21st.

I open the door, and standing on the
stoop is the woman I saw mowing her yard yesterday morning, the
woman I presume to be Kyle’s mother.

“Hello? Mister … I’m sorry,
I don’t know your last name. You’re Edward, right?”

“Edward Stanton.
Yes.”

“I’m Donna, Kyle’s mom. I
don’t think we’ve met.”

“Not until now,
no.”

“Kyle told me he helped you
paint your garage. I hope he wasn’t any trouble.”

“No.”

“I just thought, if he’s
going to be hanging around over here, I should know who you are. I
hope you’re not offended.”

“No. But he just helped
paint the garage.”

“Of course. I don’t want to
be rude. You just can’t be too careful, you know? I’m sure you
understand.”

“I didn’t let him go up on
the ladder.”

“OK.”

She’s now just looking at me. I stare
back at her.

“Is there anything else?” I
ask her.

“No, I guess not. Thanks
for letting Kyle help you out, Edward.”

“All right,
then.”

I close the door. I can tell from the
sound outside that Donna stands there for a few seconds before
walking across the street to her house.

I’m as flummoxed as I’ve ever been, I
think, although I don’t keep data on that. I may need a new
word.

 


Tonight’s
Dragnet is the
21st episode of the fourth and final season, “Forgery: The Ranger,”
and it is one of my favorites. It originally aired on March 12,
1970.

A character named Barney Regal, played
by Stacy Harris, who died many years before I started writing to
“Dragnet” actors, tries to pass himself off as a forest ranger. In
talking to various groups about forestry, he ends up stealing
credit cards and other valuables. Sergeant Joe Friday and Officer
Bill Gannon slowly work him over at the office downtown,
methodically poking holes in his story until he confesses that he’s
not Ranger Barney Regal at all but a common criminal named Clifford
Ray Owens.

I would not want to be a criminal
being worked over by Friday and Gannon. They would surely make me
admit my crimes. They are very logical men.

 


I have a couple of candidates for
tonight’s letter of complaint. The unhelpful paint man at Home
Depot has avoided my wrath so far, and he is deserving of
complaint. But I have to concede that the Behr parsley sprig looks
pretty good on that garage. He will get a complaint – he deserves
one – but it can wait.

 


Donna:

I did not appreciate your
uninvited knock on my door this evening. Had you granted me the
courtesy of some warning of your visit, I would have been
better-prepared to answer your questions and more comfortable in
talking with you.



Also, I am uncomfortable
addressing you in a familiar way by using your first name. You have
left me no choice, however, as you introduced yourself that way.
However, I gave you the courtesy of letting you know my last name,
and yet you insisted on addressing me as Edward. This, too, is
entirely too familiar given our limited interaction.

Your son, Kyle, is a very
courteous young man, if a little exuberant. I can only assume that
he learned his manners from someone other than you. That said, I do
not like assumptions. I prefer facts. Perhaps we can discuss this
issue at a more appropriate time, while referring to each other in
an acceptable way.

I thank you for your
consideration.

Regards,

Edward Stanton

 


Thursday, October
16th

 


My eyes open at 7:37 a.m. I
am on my side, facing the clock. This does not happen often. I
usually awake on my back. On the 290th day of the year (because it’s
a leap year), I have awakened at 7:37 for the
16th time. There is no correlation between those numbers that I can
see, but as I have recorded both in my notebook, my data is
complete.

 


Through the big bay window in the
dining room, I can see both the garage (now the color of Behr
parsley sprig, although not for long) and, in the other direction,
signs of life on Clark Avenue. People are heading to work and
school and who knows where else. Today, I will be joining them. I
have volunteered to make calls for the Muscular Dystrophy
Association. I do not like to talk on the telephone, as I do not do
spontaneous conversation well, but I have been assured that I will
have a “script” to use, and that I can do. I can read very well.
Dr. Buckley encourages me to stay as busy as possible, and
volunteering to help the Muscular Dystrophy Association seems like
a good way to spend a day.

I found out that the Muscular
Dystrophy Association needed a volunteer through reading the
Billings Gazette a week ago. I am now reading today’s Billings
Gazette, and the front page says the high temperature will be 60
degrees today. Of course, that’s just a forecast, and forecasts are
notoriously off-base. I prefer facts. I will know for sure tomorrow
what the temperature reaches today.

Today, however, I know that it reached
66 degrees yesterday, with a low of 44, and I record those numbers
in my notebook, and my data is complete.

In any case, I can deduce from the
advisory and from what I can see with my own two eyes that the
garage should be dry today, while I am off volunteering for the
Muscular Dystrophy Association.

 


As I’m dressing — brown corduroy pants
and a blue button-front, long-sleeved shirt, as today I will be
working in an office — I think that it makes me feel good to have a
job to go to today. It’s not really a job, of course, but it seems
like one, in that I will be in my car when everybody else is going
to work, and when I get to the Muscular Dystrophy Office, I will be
making phone calls and writing things down, just like a person who
has a job. I wonder if I will get my own desk. That would be
neat.

If everything works out all right, I
might even take a coffee break. I don’t like coffee, but if that’s
what they do at the Muscular Dystrophy Association, I think it
would only be polite to do the same.

I used to have a job, many years ago.
In 1993, my father helped me get a clerical job with Yellowstone
County. I liked the work very much. I maintained files in the clerk
and recorder’s office, and it was very orderly work. Paperwork
would come in, and I would find the file where it belonged and put
it away. I was very good at keeping everything in order, and when I
was asked to retrieve a file, I could do so quickly. My boss was
very complimentary of my work, and I was left alone to do it. I
liked that job very much.

But I stopped working for Yellowstone
County in 1997. A new clerk and recorder was elected the previous
November, and she wanted things done completely differently from
the way I was doing them. She did not like my work at all, and she
told me that I had to do it a different way, her way. I did not
like her way, and I told her so. She told me I had to do it anyway.
I told her that I wouldn’t. She told me that I would or I would
have to find somewhere else to work.

My father had to come down to the
office after I removed every file and shook its contents onto the
floor. The new clerk and recorder told my father that she was going
to call the deputies if he did not remove me
immediately.

After that, I did not have to work
anymore.

 


The Muscular Dystrophy
Association office is on the West End of Billings, a few miles from
the house on Clark Avenue, which is in a part of Billings that I
suppose you would call central. But I have read histories of
Billings suggesting that where I live, at 6th Street West and Clark Avenue,
used to be the western edge of town. I suppose that the idea of
what is north, south, east or west of something else depends a lot
on what point of history you’re looking at. These are facts that
change. This flummoxes me.

At
19th Street West and Central Avenue, I see the Exchange City Par-3
golf course. My father loves golf, so much so that he wears golf
shirts no matter what time of year it is. He looks like a tool. (I
love the word “tool” in the pejorative sense. I also love the word
“pejorative.”) He and my mother go on vacation in places like
Pebble Beach, California, and Hilton Head, South Carolina. I’m not
sure what my mother does in those places, but my father plays
golf.

When I was a boy, my father took me to
the Exchange City Par-3 golf course and tried to teach me how to
play. We went once, and I have never been back. Golf is a stupid
game. You cannot hit the ball the same way every time and get the
same result — not even Tiger Woods, the best golfer in the world,
can do this. I do not like such unpredictability. Our golf outing
ended when I threw three of my father’s golf clubs into the water.
He didn’t talk to me for two days after that.

I take a right turn on
Monad Street (I like right turns), then a left on
20th Street West (I don’t like left turns so much), cross over King
Avenue West and see the Muscular Dystrophy Association office. I
pull into the parking lot.

I am a little bit nervous. As I reach
for the ignition, I hear through the car speakers the opening bars
of R.E.M.’s “Try Not to Breathe,” and it seems to me that this is
just about the worst possible advice right now.

 


Inside the Muscular Dystrophy
Association office, I am met by a woman named Sonya Starr, who
smiles a lot and wears too much makeup. She firmly shakes my hand,
and I think she notices that I recoil a bit at that, but her smile
stays firmly attached to her face.

“Thank you so much for
coming in and helping us, Mr. Stanton.”

Sonya Starr has more teeth than anyone
I’ve ever seen, although I know this is just an illusion. The
normal adult human mouth has 32 teeth, and it defies all
statistical probability that Sonya Starr has 33 teeth and everyone
else has 32.

“You’re
welcome.”

She smiles again.

“We had expected to have
two of you making calls today, but unfortunately, our other
volunteer had to cancel, so it looks like it’ll just be
you.”

“Do I have to do the work
of two people? Because I don’t think I can do that, since I’ve
never done this before, and if that’s the requirement, I should
have been told of this when I called last week.”

Sonya Starr is not smiling
anymore.

“It’s no problem, Mr.
Stanton. You do what you can do in the time that you feel you can
give us. You are a volunteer, and we appreciate you for offering
your time.”

“Yes.”

Sonya Starr is definitely not smiling
anymore.

 


Sonya Starr explains to me what I will
be doing today. I am to call businesses on a master list and ask if
they would like to participate in the Muscular Dystrophy
Association’s Turkey Time fundraiser.

I have a script for this:

“Hello, Mr./Mrs.
_______________. This is (your name) from the Muscular Dystrophy
Association of Montana. I am calling to see if your business is
interested in helping with our Turkey Time fundraiser. Are you
familiar with Turkey Time?

(If the answer is “no,” read next
paragraph. If “yes,” skip next paragraph.)

“Turkey Time is a
fundraiser in which customers are asked if they would like to buy a
turkey for $1 to assist the Muscular Dystrophy Association.
Customers who choose to buy a turkey get a paper turkey on which
they can print their name, and the turkey is displayed at your
place of business. The money generated goes to the Muscular
Dystrophy Association in support of our range of programs for
children afflicted with this terrible disease.

“Are you interested in
taking part in this fundraiser?

(If the answer is “yes,” proceed to
the bottom and explain to the business how the program is
administered. If the answer is “no,” read the next
paragraph.)

“I’m sorry to hear that.
The program is very easy to administer, requires no upfront cost to
you and helps many, many children and their families deal with the
effects of this terrible disease. Are you certain that you’re not
willing to take part?

(If the answer is “yes,” politely
thank the business for its time. If the business now expresses
interest, read the last paragraph.)

“We thank you so much for
your participation. I will now ensure that I have the correct
address for your business, and then we will send you a packet with
the turkeys and an explanation of how to get the money back to
us.

(Now verify mailing address and
contact information before hanging up.)

“Again, thanks so much for
your time and your generosity to the Muscular Dystrophy Association
of Montana. Goodbye.”

This is going to be
exhausting.

 


After showing me to a cubicle and
teaching me how to use the hands-free headset, Sonya Starr asks me
if I have ever seen the Turkey Time fundraiser. She says she wants
to hear from the “front lines” how recognizable the program
is.

“No,” I say.

“It’s in all the grocery
stores this time of year, as Thanksgiving approaches. Are you sure
you haven’t seen the little paper turkeys at the checkout
stands?”

“I use the self-checkout
stands. It’s easier not to talk to anyone.”

Again, Sonya Starr isn’t
smiling.

 


The calls are a disaster.

First of all, I’m supposed to ask for
the manager or owner. I rarely get that person. I get a lot of
answers like “he goes home at 10” or “he won’t be in this week.” I
get so many of these, in fact, that I soon regret that I’m not
counting and classifying the answers I’m getting.

Second of all, I get a lot of
hang-ups. I’ll be halfway through my opening — “Hello, Mr. Business
Owner, this is Edward Stanton with the Muscular …” and I’ll hear
“we already gave” and a click. This is frustrating.

Third of all, I get a lot of dodges.
People tell me that only the corporate office can approve things
like the Turkey Time fundraiser, and so I ask for those numbers and
fill up another sheet of paper with more numbers to
call.

Fourth of all, Sonya Starr’s preferred
method of keeping track of the calls is terrible. She wants me to
mark successful calls — as of noon, I have two of those — with a
yellow highlighter. The calls that don’t connect with an owner or
manager — as of noon, I have 14 of those — take an asterisk, so
they can be called back. The ones that turn me down — as of noon, I
have eighteen of those — are to be marked with a
strike-through.

If you ask me, which Sonya Starr did
not, it would be better to mark the callbacks with a yellow
highlighter and the successful calls with a green highlighter. (The
strike-through, of course, makes perfect sense.) The reason is
simple: Green means go (as in, these Turkey Time turkeys are ready
to go) and yellow means wait (as in, you will have to wait and try
these numbers again). Anybody who drives a car knows the value of
these particular colors.

At 12:30, Sonya Starr tells me I can
go to lunch. There has been no coffee break.

 


At 1:29, I return from lunch and stop
in at Sonya Starr’s office.

“Yes, Mr.
Stanton?”

“I was wondering if I could
change the way I mark the calls.”

“Why?”

“This way is
dumb.”

“What do you
mean?”

“You have a yellow
highlighter for a successful call and an asterisk for a callback.
It should be green highlighter for a successful call and a yellow
highlighter for a callback.”

“Does it really
matter?”

“Yes. Colors have meanings.
Yours don’t make any sense.”

“But everybody in the
office knows this color scheme.”

“It flummoxes me. It’s
probably why the calls have gone so poorly.”

“I doubt that.”

“I’m sure of it. Well, I’m
not entirely sure. I would have to do a detailed analysis to be
sure and talk to all of the business owners and ask them what is
causing them to say no, and I doubt that I could do that, since I
have had so much trouble reaching them thus far. So it’s not right
for me to say I’m sure. I prefer facts. But the fact is that I’m
flummoxed by this.”

Sonya Starr smiles at me.

“Mr. Stanton, I think we
won’t be needing any more of your help. Thanks ever so much for
coming by.”

 


On my drive home, I’m stopped at every
traffic light by yellow. I do not keep data on traffic lights, but
I cannot remember this ever happening to me before.

 


As I near the house, I see that Kyle
is standing in the sidewalk where it crosses the driveway. His back
is to the street. His hands are jammed in his back pockets, and he
is staring at the garage.

I toot the horn, and he jumps aside
and waves at me. I pull the car forward, set the brake, shut off
the ignition and get out.

“The garage looks good,”
Kyle says.

“Yes.”

“We did a good job. Do you
like the color?”

“Yes. But I’m painting it
again tomorrow.”

“What? Really?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I want
to.”

“Can I help?”

“If you want
to.”

“Will I get
paid?”

“No.”

He smiles. “I had to ask.”

And then he’s gone, running again. I
can’t remember the last time I ran. I don’t keep data on
that.

 


Dinner is leftover spaghetti with meat
sauce, warmed up in the microwave. I eat spaghetti nine times a
week, every week, and it is my favorite food. And yet tonight, I
wonder if I am in a rut.

 


Tonight’s episode of
Dragnet — the
22nd of
the fourth and final season — is called “DHQ: Night School,” and it
is one of my favorites.

In this episode, which
originally aired on March 19, 1970, we see two Dragnet rarities: First, Sergeant Joe
Friday spends most of the episode not wearing his customary gray
suit, as he is attending night school. Instead, he wears a red
cardigan sweater than I can only assume was a popular item in 1970,
although I don’t like to assume. I prefer facts.

Second, Sergeant Joe Friday has a
female interest in this episode, a young nurse who is also
attending night school. I guess night school is the sort of place
where you met someone in 1970, before the Internet and online
dating.

Sergeant Joe Friday is doing very well
in night school, but he spots a classmate carrying marijuana, and
because he is a cop and cops are never off-duty, he arrests his
classmate after school. This greatly angers the teacher, played by
an actor named Leonard Stone, who also played Sam Beauregard in the
movie “Willie Wonka and the Chocolate Factory,” which is one of my
favorites. He’s the one who says, “Violet! You’re turning violet,
Violet!” Sam Beauregard is also supposed to be from Miles City,
Montana, which isn’t all that far from where I live.

Sergeant Joe Friday ends up getting
kicked out of class on a vote of the classmates for breaking their
trust. Sergeant Joe Friday stews about this, then comes back and
asks the teacher for one more chance to talk to the class, with the
agreement that if he doesn’t sway two-thirds of the class, he’s
still out. The vote is in favor of Sergeant Joe Friday, but not by
two-thirds, and he is prepared to leave until a lawyer wearing an
eye patch tells the teacher that he has no right to deny Sergeant
Joe Friday an education and that he will file charges to keep
Sergeant Joe Friday in the class if the professor
persists.

This episode, I think, is about
standing up for what you believe in, no matter how unpopular. I
need to be a lot more like Sergeant Joe Friday.

 


Sonya Starr:

I wish to express my
extreme displeasure with your intractability on the issue of how to
label the calls made on behalf of the Muscular Dystrophy
Association. Your refusal to listen to my concerns and then your
abrupt dismissal of me were not professional representations of
your organization.

I think that people who
stand up for what they believe in, no matter how unpopular, should
be celebrated, not cast aside. I believe that my ideas about green
highlighters and yellow highlighters could have served the Muscular
Dystrophy Association well, if only they were given a proper and
considerate airing.

It is my hope that should
we have occasion to work together in the future, you will exhibit a
higher standard of professionalism.

Respectfully
submitted,

Edward Stanton

 


Friday, October
17th

 


It’s hazy in here. The
edges of my vision have a gauzy feel. An R.E.M. song I like,
“Daysleeper,” calls it “headache gray.” Michael Stipe, R.E.M.’s
lead singer, puts words together in odd yet pleasing
ways.

Suddenly, she comes into
view. I think I have seen her before, and yet I cannot put a name
to her. She is looking at me in a way that sends a tingle through
me. She licks her lips and moves closer to me.

She is naked.

I am naked.

She reaches down. Oh my
goodness. This can’t possibly …

 


My eyes fly open. My breath
is shallow and rapid. It’s 7:39 a.m. It is the
23rd time this year that I have awoken at this time, although never
before like this. I breathe deeply and purse my lips and expel the
air in a single blast. I reach for the notebook and pen, flip to
today’s page and write down “7:39 a.m.,” and my data is
complete.

Also, my balls ache.

 


When I log on to
Montana Personal Connect,
I see something I haven’t seen before:

Inbox (1).

I had not anticipated this. I try not
to anticipate things at all, as that is just supposition about what
will happen, and supposition is not fact. I prefer facts. And yet I
know that anticipation is also human, and so am I, no matter how
much I try to resist it.

I had not anticipated this. It seems
silly to say, but I am not sure what to do.

I had not anticipated this. I guess I
should click the inbox link. Yes, that’s the thing to
do.

I had not anticipated this.

Click.

 


Edward:

I really liked your
profile. So many people on here try to “sell” themselves. Its all
so fake. But your profile is simple and to the point. I like that
in a man.

And your funny too. Anyway
I hope you will check out my profile and maybe write
back.

Have a great
day!

Joy

 


I am flabbergasted. (I like the word
“flabbergasted.” It’s not quite an onomatopoeia, another word I
like, but it’s close.)

It’s not a perfect letter. Joy does
not seem to know the difference between “you’re” and “your,” or how
to use an apostrophe or a comma, and she didn’t mention anything
about tracking the weather.

It’s also the first response my
profile has received. Beggars can’t be choosers, as the saying
goes. My father says that a lot, but I don’t think it’s a
philosophy to him. He just doesn’t like poor people. It’s not a
philosophy to me, either. I prefer facts.

Joy’s profile picture is very pretty.
It would be a stretch to say she’s beautiful. Beautiful is Angelina
Jolie or Merry Anders, one of my favorite ensemble actors on
“Dragnet.” Joy is not that. But she is very pretty.

She has short blond hair and blue eyes
that are very bright. She smiles very well, and she has dimples.
She looks very sturdy, too, which isn’t always considered a
beautiful trait, but I like it.

This is what her profile
says:

 


The guy I am looking for
is secure and wants a woman who is secure too. Ive been there done
that with guys who are controlling or insecure and never again. I
am a simple girl with simple tastes. Take me out to a movie and
dinner once in a while and its all good. I prefer H/W proportionate
but its the spark that counts. If you can make me laugh its all
good. If your in a relationship or living in your parents house
don’t bother. If your rich that’s even better. Ha ha. I have 2 kids
who live with there dad. I would like to have more kids.

 


Joy is 41. If she wants to have more
kids, she needs to hurry.

Her grammar is atrocious. I am worried
about this desire for more kids. It is a lot to think about right
now, since I haven’t even met Joy. I can’t think about kids yet.
It’s too much pressure. Also, she lives in Broadview, a small town
that is 31 miles away. A lot of reasons not to respond are piling
up. I am thinking about hitting delete on her note and waiting for
another response. It could be a long wait, though.

Dr. Buckley has encouraged me to
challenge my tendency to not want to talk to or meet people. I
wonder what she would think of this.

She might tell me that Joy was very
nice to have responded to my profile and that I ought to be equally
nice in return.

She would probably tell me to be more
forgiving about the atrocious grammar.

Maybe I should write back.

Maybe I should paint the garage first
and figure out what I want to say.

 


After a bowl of corn flakes
and recording yesterday’s weather data — high of 57, low of 34 on
the 291st day of the year (because it’s a leap year), and now my data is
complete — I drag the Behr mocha chino paint, the mixing pans and
the paintbrushes into the driveway. I have extra brushes for Kyle,
in case he decides to show up after school.

I am feeling apprehensive about the
painting. The 10-day forecast looked good, so I am reasonably
confident that I can get the mocha chino applied and even the
bronze green before Billings gets a blast of snow or rain. I don’t
know this for a fact, of course. That’s the problem with forecasts.
They are notoriously off-base.

So it’s not the painting, per se, that
makes me hesitant. I don’t quite know what it is. I’m beginning to
wonder if it wasn’t dumb of me to buy three kinds of paint, all of
which I will have to see on the garage before I am satisfied. I
know this about myself, and I’m now regretful that I couldn’t have
chosen just one color and been done with it. Even though I want to
blame the unhelpful paint man, I cannot. It’s my fault for being so
compulsive.

But what’s done is done. I cannot
reverse it now.

I wonder if Joy will think I’m weird
for painting the garage three times. Maybe I can wait before
telling her. Maybe I’ll put it off to somewhere between our first
meeting and our discussion about the kids.

 


I am in nearly the same spot on the
garage and at nearly the same time as before when Kyle shows up. I
prefer to be more precise than “nearly,” but I did not write down
the time of Kyle’s last visit, as I did not expect that it would be
the sort of regular occurrence that would require data-keeping on
my part. Here, again, is the problem with assumptions. They are
sometimes wrong. I prefer facts.

This time, I don’t almost hit my head
on the eave when he speaks, because I heard him coming. I also
expected that he might show up, and I was right. Sometimes,
expectations aren’t so problematic.

“Can I help?” he
asks

Again, I back down the ladder and face
him.

“Yes. I have paintbrushes
for you.”

Kyle goes over to the lined-up
brushes, chooses one, dips it into the mixing pan and starts
sloshing the Behr mocha chino on the garage door.

“You should use a steady
stroke in the same direction.”

“Like this?” He is holding
the paintbrush rigidly and moving it up and down
quickly.

“Relax your wrist and slow
down a little bit, and paint in one direction.”

“Like this?” He has done as
I asked.

“That’s better.”

“Why are you painting the
garage again?” he asks.

“It’s part of my
plan.”

“Like a secret
plan?”

“Something like that,
yes.”

“And I’m like your
partner.”

“Yes. On this garage plan,
you are my partner.”

Kyle giggles.

I let him paint.

“Hey, Edward.”

“Yes?”

“I’m 9 years old and 251
days today.”

“Yes.”

 


Boys who are 9 years old and 251 days
talk, a lot. I am leaning against the hood of my 1997 Toyota Camry,
drinking a can of Diet Dr. Pepper while I watch Kyle paint. His
Diet Dr. Pepper is sitting in the driveway, unopened.

Kyle talks about his school. He
doesn’t like his teacher. He likes math. And he likes a girl. I ask
him if she knows that he likes her. He says no. I ask if he’s going
to tell her, and he giggles again.

Kyle talks about his house,
the one he and his mother moved into on September
12th. He
has a Playstation 2 but wishes he had a Wii, because those “totally
rule.” He asks if I want to come over sometime and play Playstation
2, and I pretend that I didn’t hear him, and he goes back to
painting.

He talks about his mother. She is a
nurse at Billings Clinic and she works Fridays, Saturdays and
Sundays in the emergency room. She is 34 years old, he offers. She
has lived with many men — I count a Donald and a Troy and a Mike in
his anecdotes. He tells me that the reason they moved into this
house is that Mike hit her, and she filed a restraining order
against him. I ask him if he saw Mike hit his mother, and Kyle
says, softly, “Yeah.”

“Where do you go on
Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays when your mother is
working?”

“I stay with my grandma in
Laurel.”

“Your mother’s mother or
your father’s mother?”

“My mom’s mom. I don’t know
my dad.”

“I know my
father.”

“What’s he
like?”

“He is a Yellowstone County
commissioner.”

“What’s that?”

“He runs stuff around
here.”

“Oh.”

“He’s not very nice
sometimes,” I offer. “Maybe it’s better that you don’t know your
father.”

“I don’t think
so.”

 


A little before 5 p.m., while Kyle and
I are washing out the paintbrushes, his mother walks across the
street.

“Kyle, it’s about time to
go.”

“I know.”

“OK, run home and grab your
overnight bag for grandma’s house.”

“See ya, Edward,” Kyle
says, and he lights out.

She smiles at me.

“Hi, Edward.”

“Hello.”

“Kyle wasn’t any trouble,
was he?”

“No. He’s a very good
painter now.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I taught him how to
do it.”

“That’s great.”

I nod.

“Listen,” she says. “I want
to thank you for being nice to him. He doesn’t get much of a chance
to do these kinds of things.”

“OK.”

“I’m sorry if I was
accusatory the other day.”

“OK.”

“You don’t have a lot to
say, do you?”

I stare at her.

“I’m sorry,” she says.
“That didn’t come out very nice.”

“OK. I have to go
now.”

“OK, Edward.”

I gather up the brushes and head to
the front door, then stop and turn around.

“Donna?”

She’s halfway across the
street.

“Yes?”

“What’s your last
name?”

“Middleton. What’s
yours?”

“Stanton. I told you that
the other day”

“Right. Sorry. I
forgot.”

We’re looking at each
other.

“Goodbye, Ms.
Middleton.”

“Goodbye, Mr.
Stanton.”

 


First, dinner. I will have the
DiGiorno’s pizza.

It’s good, but it doesn’t taste like
delivery, no matter what the TV commercial says. I don’t think
delivery has a taste. It’s nonsensical. Delivered pizza has a
taste, but that’s not what the commercial says. Imprecision
frustrates me.

 


Second, I will write back to Joy. I
haven’t given my reply as much thought as I’d hoped, what with
spending the day with Kyle and, for a few minutes, his mother. But
I can’t put it off much longer, for I fear that Joy will think I am
rude.

I decide to wing it. I don’t like
winging it. I like plans.

 


Joy:

I hope this note finds you
well.

Thank you for responding
to my profile. I enjoyed reading yours. It has given me much to
think about. It’s hard to know what to think of this online dating.
I wish a kind face (yours) were a reliable barometer. But it seems
that one has to be willing to take a chance. I don’t like chance. I
prefer reliability and facts.

Here are some things about
me:

* I am 39. I was born on
Jan. 9, 1969, and so I am really 39 years and 282 days old, if
you’re counting. I always count.

* I like to track the
weather and keep track of other things.

* I am 6-foot-4 and a bit
heavy. You said height-weight proportional but also that a spark
was most important. I will take you at your word.

* I am a
non-smoker.

* I have never
married.

* I have no children. You
spoke a lot about children in your profile. I would like to wait to
have those discussions.

* I live in Billings. You
live in Broadview. That’s 31 miles. I would be willing to travel
for the right person. How do you feel about this?

I hope to hear from
you.

With regards,

Edward

 


I hit send. Holy shit!

 


Third, at 10 p.m. sharp, I
will watch tonight’s episode of Dragnet.

This one, the 23rd episode of the
fourth and final season, is called “I.A.D.: The Receipt,” and it is
one of my favorites. It originally aired on March 26, 1970. In this
episode, a woman accuses two detectives of stealing $800 from a
dead man, and Sergeant Joe Friday and Officer Bill Gannon are
called in to investigate. They eventually prove that the detectives
did not steal the money, because they follow clues relentlessly
until the truth emerges.

You may be wondering why, in 2008, my
favorite television show is one that was made largely before I was
born. I will tell you.

Sergeant Joe Friday, played by Jack
Webb, is no-nonsense. He wants only the facts, which he repeatedly
tells anyone with whom he is talking. The facts lead Sergeant Joe
Friday to the truth, and that allows him to put the bad guys away
and make Los Angeles a little bit safer. There are not many TV
shows like that anymore. The ones today are full of moral
equivalencies, and there seems to be little celebration of the
truth. I do like shows like “Law and Order,” which is made by Dick
Wolf, who is a big fan of Jack Webb’s. But even shows like that end
up in mired in the sort of ambiguity that Sergeant Joe Friday
disdained.

Also, some of today’s shows have a
totally unrealistic view of the world. On that show everybody seems
to love, “24,” Jack Bauer can get from one side of Los Angeles to
the other in five minutes. This is simply not possible. I went to
Los Angeles on a vacation two years ago — my father was apoplectic
when he saw the cost. (I like the word “apoplectic.”) I can tell
you from experience that you cannot get from Hollywood and Vine to
the Sunset Strip in five minutes, and those places are very close
together, in Los Angeles terms. Jack Bauer is fooling his audience,
but he doesn’t fool me.

 


My letter of complaint tonight
requires yet another new green office folder. This letter is
overdue.

 


Unhelpful paint man at
Home Depot:

As I have had other things
attracting my attention, I have been slow to register my complaint
about your poor performance on October 14th, when I purchased paint in
your store. I would be remiss, however, if I did not cover this
ground with you.

I have now applied two
colors to the garage, and because of your inability to help me zero
in on a single color, I will still have to apply another. This
wastes my valuable time and could conceivably cause me to run up
against the erratic October weather for which Billings is
known.

Still, I also must
acknowledge my own role in this failure. I could not control my
impulse to buy three colors of paint, and that is not your fault. I
had merely hoped that you could help me negotiate the many choices
at your store. I will continue to work on my problem. Perhaps you
could work on yours.

Respectfully,

Edward Stanton

 


Saturday, October
18th

 


I am standing at the edge
of a cliff, looking down. I don’t know if I’ve been here before.
There is a rim rock that surrounds Billings; it is the signature
geographic formation of the area. I know it well. I see it every
day. I don’t know if this is it, as I can’t see the whole rock or a
town below. I see my feet and the brown, dusty, weather-beaten
sandstone below them, and below that only the murky
darkness.

Then I feel myself fall
down. Only it’s not me.

It’s him. Kyle. I can see
his face as he falls away, and I know his little body is going to
crash to the rocks that I assume are below, although I don’t like
to assume. I can feel the black terror inside of me.

And suddenly, a hand
reaches out and catches Kyle’s wrist. It’s my hand, and I feel the
snap of my shoulder as his fall is arrested.

“Help me, Edward!” he
says.

“I have you,” I say
through my teeth, straining to keep my grip on his wrist. I’m lying
flat on my stomach, my chin hanging over the edge of the cliff, my
feet scratching at the rock behind me as I try to find
purchase.

“I’m slipping!”

“I have you!”

And then I don’t have him.
Gravity pulls him from my grip and hurtles him to certain death,
and …

 


I am awake.

And I am up.

And I am out of here.

I don’t know what time it
is.

My data is not complete.

 


Once I am sitting in the driver’s seat
of my 1997 Toyota Camry, I notice three things. First, it’s 7:40
a.m. Second, the Behr mocha chino looks horrid on the garage in
front of me. Third, I am wearing my 1999 R.E.M. “Up” tour T-shirt
and blue-and-red pajama bottoms. I sleep in these. I am wearing no
shoes.

I don’t care.

 


From the house that my
father bought, the route to Billings Clinic is easy: right turn on
Clark Avenue to 6th
Avenue West, left turn on
6th to
Lewis Avenue, right turn on Lewis to Broadway, left turn on
Broadway to Billings Clinic. I can be there in five minutes. My
stomach is churning, and not from the left turns.

 


At Billings Clinic, I find a parking
spot in the lot behind the emergency department. Before I step out
of the car, I catch a glimpse of myself in the rearview mirror and
lick my right palm, then paw at my head. My hair is puffed up and
bent every which way from sleep. I look crazy. I feel crazy. I
guess I am crazy.

I’m running for the door.

 


“I have to see Donna
Middleton.”

“And you are?” The security
guard at the emergency department’s front desk is looking at me
with suspicion, and I cannot blame him, but I also cannot
care.

“Edward Stanton. You have
to get her.”

“Does she know you’re
coming?”

“No. Get her.”

“Sir, you need to calm
down.”

“Please get
her.”

“Sir.”

“Please.”

“Sir, why are you
here?”

“Please. Just tell her it’s
Edward Stanton. Please.”

He looks me over slowly. I try to
stand up a little straighter, as if it would make me look any less
ridiculous.

He picks up the phone.

 


In two minutes that seem to take
forever — it’s funny how time can be both fact and illusion — Donna
Middleton emerges from the double doors separating the lobby from
the emergency department.

“Edward, what’s going
on?”

“I have to talk to
you.”

“OK. Edward, I’m at
work.”

“I know. I have to talk to
you.”

“OK.”

“I need you to call
Kyle.”

“Why?”

“I need you to make sure
he’s OK.”

Her face, until now perplexed, changes
in an instant. It flushes with color, her eyes bore in on me, and
there is a snap in her tone.

“What happened? Did
something happen to my son? Why are you here?”

“Please, just call
him.”

“What do you know about my
son?” She is yelling at me.

The security guard, having watched us
warily from behind the desk, is advancing on me now. Donna
Middleton’s hands are fists.

“I … I …”

“What about my son?” She is
quaking.

I start talking fast. “I don’t know. I
had a dream. I’ve dreamed the past two nights. I dreamed that
something happened. I couldn’t save him. I tried. I really, really
tried. You have to call him. Just make sure he’s OK. Please. Call
him.”

Donna Middleton wheels away from me
and sprints back through the double doors. The security guard, a
very strong young man, grabs my arms and pulls them behind my back.
I slump to the floor.

 


I am not surprised when my father
comes through the automatic doors and into the emergency department
lobby. The security guard called the police, and the police called
my father. It has happened before, although never here at Billings
Clinic.

My father is wearing a tan golf shirt
under a windbreaker. Given the unseasonably warm weather — I
haven’t compiled my data yet, but I would guess that it will get
into the 60s today, although I don’t like guessing — I have
probably interrupted my father’s golf game. He looks at me and
shakes his head slightly, and then he walks over to the front desk.
He talks with the security guard, but quietly. I’m sitting in a
chair along the wall, my hands shackled behind the back of it. I
can hear my father identify himself, and I see the guard nod, but
I’m having trouble hearing more.

After a few minutes of discussion with
my father, the security guard nods again, and now they’re both
walking over to me. The security guard reaches behind me and
unlocks the handcuffs, puts them back on his belt and goes back to
the front desk.

My father sits down next to
me.

“What happened,
Edward?”

“I had a bad dream. I was
scared.”

“About this woman’s
son?”

“Yes.”

“Edward, what’s your
relationship with this boy?”

“Relationship?”

“Yes. Why are you so
interested in this woman’s son?”

“I am not interested in
him, Father.”

“Considering the
circumstance you’re in here, Edward, that’s difficult to
believe.”

“He has helped me with
painting the garage. He came over one day. That’s it.”

“That’s it?”

“Yes. He has helped me
paint. His mother knows about it. She hasn’t
complained.”

“She’s complaining
now.”

“Yes.”

My father sighs. He leans forward in
the chair, rubbing his eyes with his thumb and
forefinger.

“Do you understand how this
looks? You’re in your pajamas, you don’t have any shoes, and you’re
in a hospital emergency room talking about a woman’s son being
hurt. Do you understand how that might be viewed as
unacceptable?”

“Yes. I was
scared.”

“OK, Edward. But now you’ve
scared someone else.”

 


After talking with me, my father talks
with Donna Middleton, who has come out to meet him. They talk a few
feet away from me, and it’s as if I’m not here.

“Mr. Stanton, I’ve never
been so scared.”

“I know.”

“I called Kyle. He’s
fine.”

“That’s good. Edward says
he had a bad dream. I’m sure your son was never in
danger.”

“Can I ask you a
question?”
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