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For Melanie Kai Lott



I was dumb and silent,

I refrained even from good;
 
       And my sorrow grew worse.

—Psalm 39
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[image: image]I liked this plumber. He had come to the front door and knocked solidly three times, then three times more before I could answer. I liked that, liked the sound six square knocks made through the apartment. I was there alone. I had things to sort out.

I opened the door, and the plumber stuck out his hand. “Lonny Thompson,” he said. “Landlord sent me up. You’ve got a leak somewhere in your bathroom.”

“Rick,” I said. We shook hands. He knew how to shake hands; grasped my hand just past the knuckles, then squeezed hard and shook. I judged he was fifty, fifty-five years old.

He said, “Glad to meet you. Now where’s this damned leak?”

He led me to the bathroom, as if he’d been here plenty of times, though I’d never seen him around the building before. We walked through the front room into the kitchen, then into the bathroom, the plumber turning his head, looking everything over. There wasn’t much left in the apartment; my wife had taken most everything. Only the sofa bed and the black-and-white portable were left in the living room, one of those small rented refrigerators in the kitchen. Even the hamper in the bathroom was gone. “Moving in?” he asked once we were in the bathroom. He didn’t look at me.

I said, “Well, not really.” I didn’t want to get into it.

He set the toolbox on the toilet lid. “Oh,” he said, and started unbuttoning the gray down vest he wore over a red and black plaid wool shirt. He took off the vest, then the shirt, and dropped them both on the floor. Under the wool shirt he wore a gray workshirt, the same color as his pants, Lonny stitched in red thread above the shirt pocket. He had on old-fashioned plastic-framed glasses, the kind of frames that started out thick across the top and thinned down to wire along the bottom edge of the lenses. He went right to business, got down on his hands and knees and opened the cabinet beneath the sink.

I said, “Cold outside?”

“Where have you been?” he said, his head under the sink. “Thirty-five degrees and dropping. Supposed to get the first snow tonight. Believe it? Snow already.”

I said, “I guess I haven’t been paying much attention.” I squatted down next to him to see if I could tell what he was doing, if I could learn something.

“Bet you haven’t been paying much attention to any leaks then, neither.” He laughed. “Your landlord called me this morning. Five feet square of ceiling in the apartment below came right down on the breakfast table.” He pulled his head out from under the sink and looked at me. “How’d you like that for breakfast?” We both laughed. He went back under.

I said, “I know. He called me and told me the whole thing. That’s a funny story.” I stood up slowly, pushing on my knees, then picked up his shirt and vest from the floor. They both smelled of cigarettes—years of cigarettes burning down to the filter, I imagined, while he drained sink traps and tightened pipes; and they smelled of burnt wood. I imagined this plumber standing beside a campfire at dawn, a rifle crooked in his arms. I folded the shirt and vest and put them on the toilet tank.

I went to the bedroom and looked out the window. There had been a good blow several days before. Most every leaf had been stripped off the trees, and I saw things I hadn’t been able to see in the summer, things like the Ford dealership sign on the main street in town, the charcoal-colored hills, chimneys. The sky was an even ash gray all the way across. He was right about the snow coming.

All these things looked strange under that gray sky, but what seemed most strange was that the grass down in the yard was still green. That green next to all those bare gray trees and the gray sky and the hills looked odd.

I went back into the bathroom, and I don’t think he even knew I had left. I said, “Do you know what the problem is? Do you know what’s wrong?” I sat on the edge of the tub.

“Tell you the truth, I don’t.” He pulled out from under the sink, closed the cabinet, and sat Indian-style on the floor. “All those pipes look fine. No loose fittings, no water marks, no nothing. But you better believe there’s a leak somewhere.” He motioned toward me. “I want to look at the tub next.”

I got up quickly and pulled back the curtain.

The plumber kneeled against the tub and ran his fingers along the edge where the walls and the tub met. “This caulking along here can go,” he said, “and then every damn time you’re standing in the shower, water’ll seep down through these joints and collect beneath the tub. I seen that happen before.” He came to a small crack on the lip of the tub, stopped and examined it a moment, then went on. “I seen it happen once where all the water collected underneath the floor beneath the tub. This was a bathroom on the first floor of a house, and they didn’t have their basement heated. Know what happened?” He grinned up at me. “All this water’s been collecting, and then a big freeze came along and the water froze, broke right through the bottom of the tub, put a half-inch crack three feet long right down the center. I seen that.”

I said “No,” and crossed my arms.

He finished checking the seal around the tub. “Your caulking’s not shot, that’s for sure. Not the greatest, but not shot to hell.” He then started feeling the floor along the tub, pressing down every few inches with the palm of his hand. “Pull your curtain closed,” he said.

I leaned over him and pulled it along the rod, stepping over him still kneeling and feeling the floor. I said, “What do you think?”

“You do keep the bottom of the shower curtain inside the tub when you shower, don’t you?” he said.

I said, “Of course,” and laughed.

“You’d be surprised,” he said without looking up.

He checked either end of the tub where the curtain touched the walls. “You know sometimes water sprays out of these edges. Sometimes people don’t get these curtains completely closed.” He flipped the ends of the curtain back and forth to see where they fell. “Do you have a glass?” he asked, very matter-of-fact, as though the question were the next logical thing to say. “And fill it with water,” he added. He was still flipping the curtain back and forth.

I got the red plastic cup from the toothbrush holder and filled it. I handed it to him, expecting him to drink it.

“Sometimes along the floor, water can seep in, too,” he said. “This is a good test.” He then poured the cup of water on the floor along the edge of the tub. “How about another?” he said. I filled it again, and he emptied it on the floor. “If it seeps down and disappears, why then we’ve found our leak.”

But the water did nothing, only sat in a puddle along the entire edge of the tub. We watched that water for a good three minutes, but nothing happened. “Well,” the plumber finally said, “that’s not your problem, either. I was afraid of this.” He stood and dusted off his hands, though I was sure they weren’t dirty. “We better mop this up.” He waved at the floor.

I got the last clean towel from the closet and dropped it on the water, pushed it along the tub with my foot.

He said, “I’ll bet it’s your toilet. If it’s your toilet, we’ve got troubles. Your landlord’s got troubles.”

I dropped the wet towel in the tub.

He took his tool chest from the toilet lid, set it on the floor, then lifted the lid and flushed the toilet. “Toilets I hate,” he said. “That’s why I always wait until last for them. Some plumbers don’t mind them, some love them. Me, I hate them. Too much water swirling up around everywhere.” He stood over the bowl, looking at it as though it would say something to him. After a moment he closed the lid, and saw his folded shirt and vest on the tank. I picked them up, felt to make sure the radiator was cold, then set the shirt and vest there.

“Thanks, buddy,” he said.

He set the tank lid on the toilet seat, then flushed the toilet again and played with the bulb, flicking it up and down. He reached his hand down into the rising water and opened and closed the round hatch at the bottom. The inside walls of the tank were all brown and rusted, making the outside of the tank look that much whiter. He put the lid back on, then got down on his hands and knees again. He started feeling the floor around the base of the toilet, just as he had along the tub, pressing the palm of his hand down every few inches to test it.

I assumed he was going to ask for another cup of water, so I filled the red plastic cup. I stood with the cup of water and said, “You need some water?”

He had already worked halfway around the toilet; his head was back under the tank. He stopped feeling the floor. “Christ, is that all you do?” he said over his shoulder. “Ask questions?” He forced a laugh, but I knew he meant what he said. He went back to testing the floor. “There’s enough water in this damn toilet already. If there’s a leak, I’ll find it with the water that’s already here, thank you.”

I dumped the water into the sink. “Sorry,” I said. I stepped over him and started out the door.

“Hey,” he said. I turned around. From where I stood I could see his face under the toilet tank. He was smiling, and said, “Hey, it’s these damn toilets I hate. Sorry.”

“That’s okay,” I said. I squatted and watched while he tinkered with a knob on a pipe leading from the tank to the floor.

A few minutes later he was finished. He got up and again dusted off his hands.

He said, “I’ll be damned if I can find what’s your problem. I can’t find no leak anywhere, so it must be somewhere down in the floor, down below here. I’ve seen some strange things before, some strange plumbing problems, so nothing I find’ll be a surprise.” He flushed the toilet again. “You can never tell what’s going on when it comes to plumbing,” he said, staring at the bowl. “Maybe there’s a leak in the roof and when it rains the water pours down between these walls and collected in the ceiling of that apartment below. I’ve seen that happen before, too. I’ve seen the ceiling of a first-floor apartment fall in because there was a leak in the roof three floors up.” He looked at me, then at his shirt and vest on the radiator. “But I’ll be damned if I can find a leak here in this bathroom.”

He reached for his shirt, but I picked it up first, unfolded it and handed it to him. He sort of smiled as he put it on and buttoned it up. Then I handed him the vest.

He said, “So did you say you were moving in or moving out?”

I put my hands in my pockets. I figured I would have to say it to someone sometime, and I liked this plumber. “Neither, actually,” I said. “I guess my wife was the one who moved out.” I waited for some reaction. I waited for him to say something.

But he only finished buttoning up the vest, then picked up his toolbox and led me out of the bathroom, through the kitchen and back into the front room. He glanced around the room again.

“One thing’s for sure, though,” he said.

I said, “Oh?”

“Yeah,” he said, “your landlord’s going to have to spring for a new toilet sometime soon. That one in there’s about shot.” He stood at the door, his hand on the knob. “I’d say that one in there’s at least fifteen years old, and it’s not a very good one. He’s going to have to get a new one, and I don’t envy him having to pay for it.”

“How much do they cost?” I said. I wanted to listen to this plumber talk about things he knew.

“Really depends,” he said. He seemed to enjoy talking about it, and took his hand off the knob. “You can buy a good one for, oh, about a hundred fifty, hundred seventy-five. Last you a good twenty years. But then on the other hand you could buy a cheap one, seventy-five to a hundred, have it last fifteen years, and have to flush it three times just to make sure everything goes down.” He pushed an imaginary lever on an imaginary toilet several times to show me what he meant.

He turned and opened the door, and I could smell the cigarettes and burnt wood. I didn’t want this plumber to leave. I wanted him to stay and tell me more about plumbing, more stories. I said, “I guess you know a lot. About plumbing, I mean.”

“Thirty years,” he said, and pointed to his head. He smiled. “Thirty years.” He walked out into the hall, turned and said, “I’ll be seeing you whenever that landlord of yours decides to spring for that toilet. So long.”

I said, “See you.” I started to close the door, then stepped out into the hall.

“Lonny,” I said. “Hey, Lonny.”

He was already a few steps down the stairs, but stopped and turned around. He looked surprised. He stared at me a few seconds, then put his hand on the back of his neck.

“Jesus, buddy. Jesus, Rick,” he said. He seemed to look past me. “Don’t ask me,” he said. “Don’t ask me a goddamn thing about anything other than plumbing. I’m just the plumber.”

I stood there a moment. He looked away. I said, “You hunt, right?”

“Yeah, I hunt,” he said. He was quiet a moment, then said, “I’ll call you sometime when we go hunting. When we go deer hunting. You can go with us. I know where you live.” He waved and disappeared down the stairs.

“All right,” I called down. “I’ll be here.”

Back in the apartment I could still smell his shirt and vest. I looked out the window at the odd green against the gray, and smelled the cigarettes and burnt wood. I knew he would call me.
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[image: image]I stood at the window a few minutes, looking down at the lawn, and then Lonny came from inside onto the steps, walked across the grass. He was carrying his toolbox. He crossed the street, the collar of his shirt turned up and covering his ears. His pickup was parked at the curb across the street, a dull red Dodge with LONNY’S PLUMBING AND HEATING painted across the rear panel of the bed. He climbed in, started the engine. A blue cloud of smoke and steam poured out the tailpipe. He drove off.

That was Saturday morning. I looked at my watch, saw it was only eleven forty. I had the rest of the day to do whatever it was I had to do. Sort things out.

I flipped on the set, sat on the sofa and watched a pregame show. I watched the game that followed, and the one after that. It wasn’t until the third quarter of that second game that I looked out the window and saw the snow coming down. Snow had already collected a half-inch on the bottom edge of the window pane. It was a fine powder, not heavy, but constant, and I knew we’d have a long snow.

I turned back to the set. One of the teams had just scored a touchdown, a black player standing in the end zone, his arms above his head, his knees buckling beneath him in a slow dance.

It snowed the rest of the afternoon and into the night; by the time the apartment was dark except for the bright black-and-white images from the set the snowflakes had become larger, heavier, more like pieces of cinder falling in the dark. Near nine I unfolded the sofa bed, made and ate a sandwich, and then went to bed. The set played all night, and I remember waking up now and then to some old movie, and to the black snow falling outside the window. That is how I dealt with the situation that first weekend. That is how I began to sort things out.

Paige had left the Wednesday before. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t known a thing about it, either. I had known. I had known there would be one day, one moment, one instant when I would see she was actually going to do it. That instant came Tuesday night, when I came home from work, set the keys on the television set, and heard her crying. I went back to the bedroom where I found her sitting on the floor, her back against the wall, her legs up against her chest. She hugged her legs, and cried without looking at me. This was the moment I knew she was gone.

The next morning a man I’d never seen before, a young guy with a droopy mustache, pulled up outside in a U-Haul truck. He got out. He held a piece of paper in his hand, looked at it, then up toward our window. I was watching all this from the front room. He entered the building.

“Don’t worry,” Paige said from somewhere behind me. I didn’t turn around. “He’s no one. No one you should worry about.” She was quiet, then said, “He’s just a kid from U-Haul. I hired him to give me a hand. He’s no one.”

I turned around, my arms crossed. Paige stood in the doorway between the kitchen and front room. She was wearing an old green and red plaid flannel shirt and gray sweat pants, her hair just brushed through. She wore no makeup, her eyes no less red and puffy than they had been last night. She would think herself ugly like this, I knew, but she wasn’t.

I looked down at the floor. “So who should I?” I said. “Who should I worry about?” Before I even let out the words I knew there was no need for me to say them. There was no one. She was leaving because of what was inside this apartment, not because of something she was headed for out there.

She laughed, put her hands on her hips. She looked down and shook her head because we had been over this before, and because we both knew that what I had said just then was only something said. It meant nothing.

“What about work?” I said, and looked back to the window.

“I called and told them I’d be off today.” She went back to the bedroom. “What about you?” she called out.

I heard her in the room, heard things moving around. She came back into the front room with our two suitcases and a garment bag.

The U-Haul boy knocked at the door. Neither of us moved. She stood with the bags, I stood with my arms crossed.

“Small day,” I said. “I can write my orders from here, then head in later.”

“You’re not going to help here,” she said. She set the bags down. The U-Haul boy knocked again.

“Fine,” I said. I went to the door, opened it. The U-Haul boy stood there smiling, a set of multicolored papers in his hand. He had on jeans and a UMass sweatshirt.

“Mrs. Wheeler here?” he said.

I stepped to the side, pointed at my wife.

After a moment he quit smiling as, I figured, he pieced together what might be going on here this Wednesday morning.

I spent the rest of that morning watching my wife and my belongings move out while I sat on the sofa: here came the mattress and box spring, my wife and the young man struggling to clear the threshold and turn toward the stairs; next the dark oak footboard and headboard; the mirror from the dresser, then the dresser itself; the nightstand, the lamp, the hamper, the color TV, the bookshelves, the coffee table. Then the U-Haul boy brought up boxes from the truck, and the two of them stood in the kitchen folding and taping, folding and taping, neither saying a word. Things were placed in the boxes unwrapped and in no order. She put plates and food from the cupboards and refrigerator in the same box, then he carried the box out; she emptied clothes from the closet and pots and pans into another box, and so on.

The last thing they took out was the refrigerator. The U-Haul boy brought his hand truck upstairs. The refrigerator had been unplugged when they first took out the food. I could feel already the warmth building inside the box, so that when Paige and this boy finally opened up the refrigerator in its new home out would pour this musty, stale air, and that would be me, I thought, that would be me for her.

They fought with the box down the stairs. I heard each loud bump as that refrigerator fell from one step down to the next. When they’d finally made it to the bottom of the stairwell I heard the U-Haul boy’s voice, and then heard Paige laugh.

She came back upstairs alone, walked to the middle of the room, stood there.

“Well?” I said. My voice was loud in the room. My voice banged off the walls.

“Well,” she said.

I looked up at her, then to the light fixture above her head, then to the wall behind her.

“Last time,” she said. “There’s not another chance.” She held her hands behind her back. “As it is I’m not going to come back in here if you spill everything here and now. I’m not moving everything back in here just because you tell me exactly why you’re doing what you’re doing.”

But I wouldn’t break. She knew why. She knew the whole thing. She wanted me to say out loud to her what I knew we’d both been thinking about the last six months. She waited for me, waited, and then she was gone, out the door and down to the truck where the U-Haul boy, seated on the passenger side, waited for her. I watched from the window as she climbed in and drove off.

So that this feeling of waiting was strong in me when I woke up Sunday morning, the television still on, the snow outside still coming down. I sat up in bed, and waited until I recognized the room.

I threw the sheets back, put my bare feet on the cold floor. I stood and went to the window. I no longer had the green against the gray to worry about: snow had covered everything, and hung thick on empty branches. The snowflakes were now big and wet and fell quickly; the air had already started to warm up. A car drove by, silent on the snow. The snowplows had not made it out yet. There was this, too, to wait for. All these things: the snowplows, the melting, that green beneath the white, Lonny. Paige.
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[image: image]Monday morning I was back at work. Wednesday I had done as I told Paige I would: I had filled out sales orders from the sofa, guessing the number of cases of RC, Diet Rite and Schweppes mixers my independents and package stores would need. It had not been difficult to do this. I knew my route well. Thursday and Friday morning I had called Glenn Mitchell, my supervisor, and told him I couldn’t make it in. I had told him I had the flu.

My first stop was a Price Chopper on King Street. It was about six thirty. Most of the snow had melted Sunday so that now the parking lot was covered with brittle sheets of ice that shattered and cracked as I walked toward the store. I hadn’t known how I would feel getting back to work. I still didn’t.

I got to the front entrance of the place, and stopped. I had my route book, my pens; I had fact sheets on all our sales. I was wearing my light blue RC shirt and navy blue tie, my company-issue navy blue pants, my steel-toed black shoes. I had on my RC jacket. I had everything. I looked up into the blue-black sky, saw a few stars. My breath shot out of me in a cloud as I looked at that cold sky.

My route book under one arm, I turned to the Out door and pulled it open, walked in.

On top of one of the registers was a small radio, the check-stand microphone taped onto the radio’s speaker. ZZ Top blasted across the market. Cardboard boxes were everywhere along the front aisle and down each grocery aisle. Stockers, dressed in old jeans and T-shirts, were kneeling, quickly cutting open more boxes, throwing stock onto shelves, facing cans, bottles, what have you.

I breathed in the warm air heavy with bakery smells. I listened to the loud, fast music, heard stockers singing as loud as they could as they worked. I had forgotten over the past few days that Thanksgiving was coming up, was next week. The last time I had been in here was a week ago, and since then they had put up Christmas decorations. Red and green tinsel garlands hung from the fluorescent lights, from the meat case at one end of the store to the bread aisle at the other. Cardboard reindeer hung from the ceiling by fishline. A huge stuffed Santa stood atop the courtesy booth.

I looked around. It felt good being in here.

I made my way through the check-stand and past the cardboard to the soda aisle. I’d usually run into the Coke or Pepsi salesman about this time, but no one was there. I checked my product, wrote down on the back of a Day-Glo carton stuffer how many cases of what I’d need to fill the shelf. There wasn’t much I could put up. Coke owned the shelf in this part of the state: I had two facings of cans for RC, they had twelve for Coke. I had two for Diet Rite; they had eight each for Tab and Diet Coke.

It was with Schweppes that I made some money. My mixers were about even with Canada Dry facings. They outsold us at the holidays, but not by much. And this year we’d been told by our supervisors things were up at the main office, that they were working to change things this year. Schweppes, they told us, would outsell Canada Dry this year.

The mixer shelf was blown, and I wrote down how many cases I’d need from the back room: three tonic, four club soda, four ale, one bitter lemon, one diet tonic. I turned and headed down the aisle toward the rear of the store and the back room.

A voice came over the speaker. “Wheeler the RC man,” it said. It was Cal, the assistant manager. “See me in the back room. The rest of you shits clear the cardboard. Opening in twenty minutes.” The radio came back on, Van Halen.

I smiled, then laughed, and that feeling, the jump of my chest as I laughed, reminded me of how long it had been since I had. I had laughed when Lonny told me of the ceiling falling in below me. That was it. That was the last time. I went to the back room.

More cardboard was piled up in the back room. Three bag boys, all young and pimple-faced, were baling. One bag boy stood at the edge of the cardboard pile and threw cardboard into the mouth of the baler, another arranged the cardboard so that none hung out of the bin, and the third worked the controls, pushing the button that brought down the protective cage door and then started the steel slab down onto the trash, smashing it into a bale. When the slab had smashed as far as it could, the bag boy at the controls pushed another button. The slab rose, the cage door opened, the first bag boy threw in more trash.

The doors from the grocery floor banged open then, and Cal came in, yelling. “What the shit you assholes think you’re doing? Three shits for a job one of you could do? What do you think?” He brushed my shoulder as he went at them. He hadn’t looked at me. “You think I’m some kind of idiot I can’t tell you’re all jacking off back here? You don’t think we’re really opening in fifteen minutes? You don’t think frozen, milk, and nine through sixteen haven’t been cleared yet? And you shits still got to mop? Then bag some old lady’s groceries soon as doors open?” His back was to me, one hand on his hip, the other in front of him in a fist. “Carl, get the hell off the buttons. You and John get over to frozen and start filling carts with trash, and Bob, you stay here and bale. Got it?” The three boys stood with their arms at their sides, nodded. Carl and John, the one who had arranged the trash after it had been thrown in, ran past me and out the double doors to the grocery floor. Bob continued throwing cardboard into the baler.

Cal turned to me. He was grinning, then shouted after the two bag boys, “And you shits want to be clerks.”

I was smiling, too. Cal came up to me, slapped me on the shoulder. “How the hell are you, Wheeler?” he said. He was shorter than me, with red wavy hair that fell and curled just above his ears. He had a mustache more sandy than red, and he was a little overweight. He was wearing corduroys and workboots, a paint-stained sweatshirt. His arms were big, and his slaps on my shoulder always came harder than I expected.

“Same,” I said. “Killing myself. Or trying to.”

He turned, walked back toward the stairs up to the office. His turning and walking away was a sign for me to follow him.

“So,” I said. “You called me back here just so I could stand there and watch you chew out your boys?”

“Hell yes,” he said. We started up the wooden staircase, Cal two steps above me. “Nothing better for you. You don’t sell enough RC shit in here to warrant your coming out to sell me stuff. Just thought I’d entertain you. Felt sorry for you is all.”

“Thank you,” I said.

We went into the office, a long, white room with large windows looking down onto the grocery floor. Desks sat under the windows. I could see the entire grocery area, from the front row of registers and the flower shop to the frozen aisle where two boys broke down cardboard boxes in slow motion.

“They don’t seem to have learned much,” I said.

Cal was taking off his sweatshirt, had it pulled up over his head. His T-shirt was pulled up around his chest, and I saw his pale, fat stomach. He finished pulling off the sweatshirt, then pulled down the T-shirt.

“Punks,” he said. He dropped the sweatshirt on the floor, opened a desk drawer and pulled out a wadded-up white dress shirt. He pulled it on, buttoned the top collar button. He turned to the window and looked down at the two. “Those punks are worthless. But union says we have to give them thirty days. I’ll tell you, it’s only been six, and I can tell those two aren’t going to make it. They won’t. I should write notes to their mothers, pin them on their shirts so they won’t lose them.” He’d finished buttoning up the shirt, then shoved the tails into his pants. He opened one drawer, then another and another, then moved to another desk and opened another drawer before he found a clip-on tie. “That note’d read, ‘Dear Mrs. Whose-its. Here’s your shithead son. Please keep him at home until he can move faster than shit through a turtle.’ ” He laughed, put on the tie.

I smiled, turned from the window.

He took a lime-green vest from the coat rack behind the door, put it on. “Big news, eh? Going to be a big holiday for you.”

“What?” I said.

“The big news from headquarters. From the big boys.” He looked at me, his mouth straight, his head tilted. He straightened his vest.

“The shelf’s blown, if that’s what you mean. I’m filling it before I take off.”

He buttoned the vest, then turned to a desk. He shuffled through loose sheets of paper on the desktop. He found one, pulled it out of the mess, then shook it in my face. It was one of our fact sheets, the one about Schweppes mixers for the holidays.

“This came down in the mail Saturday, along with a nice, sweet, mamby-pamby letter from the buyer explaining that from the Monday before Thanksgiving until the day after New Year’s you’ve got an end display of Schweppes.”

I said, “Great.” I said, “Finally.” I didn’t say anything more.

“Are you all right?” he said. He put the paper on the desk. “I mean, you sick still?”

“Still getting over the flu,” I said.

“The flu. That’s what that punk substitute salesman of yours said on Thursday. A kid not much older and with not many less pimples than those two down there.”

I looked back to the frozen food aisle, where the two bag boys were still dogging it. Cal sat on the edge of the desk. “But there’s nothing I can do about them, except can them when the probation period is over. So what I’ve got to do is put up with it.” He looked down at his feet, then at me. “You don’t look sick to me,” he said. “Maybe you’re not feeling good, but I don’t think it’s because you’re sick.”

I turned to the window.

“Shit,” he said. He stood and straightened his tie again, pulled the vest down to cover his belly as best he could. “What do I care? You’re just the RC salesman. No, now you’re the Schweppes salesman. Wheeler dealer the Schweppes man.” He laughed. I gave a little laugh, too.

I followed him down the stairs to the back room and out onto the floor. He showed me the end he wanted the Schweppes on: a full end on the bread aisle. It was a good spot. Coke had a two-liter display there right now. I would have to have all their product repacked before we could start our own display. It was a big job, but the case sales would more than make up for the problems of building the thing. I started thinking of the extra money this would bring, extra money for Christmas, but then I thought, for whom? To spend on what?

I took down his case order, a number, he told me, that had also come down from the buyers. “Nothing’s left to me any more,” he said. “I can’t even order my own stock any more.” He ordered straight from the letter he held in his hand. “One hundred twenty-five cases to start, and then keep the back room stocked at twenty-five cases per for ale, club soda, tonic, ten cases per for bitter lemon and diet tonic.”

By the time I’d stocked the shelves, filled out the order sheets, and straightened my area in the back room, the store was open. I went out onto the grocery floor. The bag boys still had three aisles left to clear. The floor still had to be mopped.

Cal stood at one end of an aisle, the two boys midway down and breaking up cardboard boxes a little faster than when I had seen them from the office. I came up behind Cal, heard him shout in a whisper, “You punks keep this pace up and those old bags who just walked in’ll have your jobs. Those old women can bag faster than you shits. Can mop, too.”

I stood next to him, said, “You’ve only got a couple weeks to put up with them. Think about that. Your problem’s going to go away.”

He looked at me. His face was red from the shouting, his neck muscles taut. Then he laughed out loud, slapped my shoulder again. “Wheeler dealer the Schweppes man,” he said. “You get over your being sick. It’s just not worth it.”

Outside the sun was about up, everything—my car, the market, the rows of empty grocery carts along the front window—bathed in a faint blue, almost violet. Ice still cracked under me as I made my way to the car, climbed in.

I was home by five. Though I’d had my biggest day since just before Labor Day, merchandising had been light. Most of the day had been spent filling out paperwork: display request forms, sales order sheets, my tally sheet, special product delivery for some stores. Some managers, like Cal, wanted the displays up as soon as possible, and I’d had at one point to call Mitchell at the office and ask exactly how many displays I could expect to have built the next day.

“Not enough,” he’d said over the phone, then coughed his smoker’s cough. “Funny thing. Lynn Andros did too good a job selling to the buyers. We’ve got too many displays coming in. Everyone wants them tomorrow. No chance.”

“So how many?” I asked again. I was at a phone booth outside a D’Amour’s Big Y. I wanted to know what I could promise before heading in and talking to someone.

“Hell, go ahead, Ricky. Promise them the whole goddamn world, you want to. Be a salesman. We’ll take care of it. We’ll cover you.”

I’d known his “We’ll cover you” meant he couldn’t, and so I’d had to have all my cases after that post-delivered. More paperwork.

At the office all I’d done was turn in my orders, my display requests, post my sales on the board, then I took off. Some of the men who’d been filling in their sales on the board when I’d come in were still at it when I left, still marking in with a green pen on the room-length board all sales of items over projection, using a red pen for sales under. Everyone’s Schweppes were in the green today. Everyone’s. I’d overheard some of them talking about going over to the Rusty Nail to drink and celebrate, but I took off. I hadn’t even checked in with Mitchell.

I went into the apartment, dropped the keys on the set like I had done every night I’d lived there.
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