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Falling

Richard Pfeiffer lay on his back in the damp cool grass, silently taking inventory, for several minutes after falling from the roof. Toes moving. Check. Fingers moving. Check. Legs and arms responding to orders. Check, check. Whatever was broken – for surely something was broken, one didn’t fall three stories onto one’s back without something being broken – it wasn’t his spine. He was breathing easier now, free of that invisible anvil that had been sitting on his chest during those first few moments, threatening to suffocate him. So his initial diagnosis (collapsed lung) seemed not to be the case. Could it be his head? No, he couldn’t very well be taking inventory if his head wasn’t intact, could he? He turned his head slightly, bracing for pain, for the grating sound of loose bone, for a drop of blood slipping into his eye, anything. He twisted his neck a quarter turn in each direction, then, getting daring, gingerly twisted it a full half-turn to the left. Nothing but the tickle of stiff, freshly mowed grass in his ear. Check.
Perhaps the inevitable injury was internal? How did one check one’s own brain? He stared up at the brittle autumn sky, at the few lonely clouds there, trying to determine if they were real. They looked suspicious, a little too much like cartoon clouds, like white paint on bright blue cellophane. But then, they had looked like that earlier, too; he remembered noticing it shortly before he stepped backward on the roof to adjust the angle of his hammer and discovered there was nothing under his right foot.

Richard’s gaze settled on the hard line of the roof edge, forty feet up. Seeing it, his stomach floated again, the way it had in that first sickening moment when he had felt his balance shift irreversibly backward. He felt it all again, an echo of the helplessness and terror that had washed past him with the thin, crisp air on the way down. It was the echo of terror, finally, that jolted him to lift his head from the grass and push himself up onto his elbows.

Propped up, surveying the apparently undamaged surface of his reclined body (check), he turned his head once more to each side; still no pain, no numbness, nothing but a faint, high whine that recalled the sound he’d heard in his head for a full day after taking a savage punch to the right ear during his first and only foray into boxing, in college. The crushed grass under his elbows felt warm, and he wondered how long he’d been lying there. He hadn’t lost consciousness, exactly – at least he didn’t think he had – but his short-term memory of the minutes since the fall had taken on a gauzy haze. Did he call out during the plunge? Did he close his eyes at all as he lay there in the grass? He wasn’t sure. He remembered reading something once about survivors of parachute accidents reporting a ``black-out’’ sensation just before impact, and he wondered if that was what had happened to his memory. Then he wondered how there could be such a thing as a survivor of a parachute accident. 

A small laugh, one-breath long, escaped his throat at the thought. The small laugh dispelled like smoke the last of the haziness. Now he shook his head twice, clearing it, and sat fully upright. He took a deep breath and looked around. He had landed further from the house than he’d initially thought. The windows needed washing, he noticed; funny what you notice, he thought. He twisted to look behind him – and felt his stomach rise once more.

The concrete patio ran perpendicular to where he’d been lying, its cracked, stony edge forming the top bar of a T with his reclined body. He could still see the gentle little crater that the back of his head had formed in the thick grass next to it. The crater’s edge lay flush against the raised edge of the patio. The grass crater was close enough to the concrete border (he noted, while trying to calm his stomach) that the hair on his head must have been touching the corner of the cold gray cement as he’d silently studied the clouds.

The house, when they had bought it six years earlier, was wrapped throughout the exterior in hard graying-white asbestos tiles, which broke with a muted snap, like stale bread, when Richard bent them. He had methodically broken hundreds, maybe thousands of them over the summer, while picking them up off the lawn after stripping them from the exterior with a small blue iron flatbar and hammer. They were less than a foot square to start with, so the breaking wasn’t strictly necessary to get them into the oily-black plastic bags. He initially reasoned that smaller pieces would be less apt to tear the bags, though he hadn’t actually seen any evidence of this. He acknowledged to himself fairly quickly that the breaking was more vice than necessity, something he did not for any constructive reason but rather for the indefinable pleasure of doing it. The tiles looked and felt tougher than they were; each snap was a victory. As vices go, it had seemed like a harmless one, so he’d allowed himself to indulge in it, meticulously breaking them though a whole string of summer afternoons, into halves and then into quarters -- every single one from the entire front of the house, certainly hundreds of tiles (and four times that many tile fragments), though exactly how many hundreds he didn’t know. He could figure it out if he wanted to – the front of the house was forty-eight feet wide and three stories high, about twelve feet per story, with about one-and-a-third asbestos slates per square foot, whatever that came out to (minus the gaps for the windows) – but he hadn’t gotten around to it.

(As it turned out, breaking the tiles wasn’t so harmless after all; it had damaged the muscles in his hands for a time, causing him to grimace while opening jars of pickles or passing dishes of pasta or chicken-rice casserole across the table. Worried, he had mentioned it to Byron, the skinny, mostly silent junk hauler he’d used on the project – he’d gotten a neutral shrug in response – but he had hidden it from Sarah. He wasn’t sure why, other than, how do you explain something so stupid? No, he didn’t want to have that conversation, didn’t want to listen to her make that female sound in her throat, that exasperated little expulsion of air, and tell him what an utterly pointless injury it was, a fact he’d already figured out on his own.)
On the late-summer afternoon when Richard had snapped the last tile into its four pieces he had found himself looking around for more, and then had been surprised to discover there weren’t any more. It had been not yet evening, he could have gotten another hour or two of work in. But instead he had cracked a beer and stood on the lawn and stared at the house, stooping to pick up scraps of debris here and there so if someone happened to notice him out there, it wouldn’t look like he was standing there doing nothing. What he was actually doing, between the debris-picking and beer-tipping, was admiring the naked three-story tower of tar paper before him. The house looked uglier for it, but that wasn’t the point: The whole house had been sheathed in siding, and now, because of Richard, it wasn’t. Though he had personally done it, he found himself astounded that it was done. He had transformed a building with little more than his bare hands. This wasn’t like dissecting and manipulating a mathematical formula for his students; this was a more fundamental achievement, one that altered not just theoretical numbers and symbols but the actual physical world, or at least one little part of it. The achievement was, for that one sweaty dusk in the front yard, amazing. Sobering. Herculean.

It was a word that Richard had read somewhere, one of those words that looks better than it sounds. Herculean. He couldn’t remember ever having spoken the word out loud, but it floated into view now and then during the house project, whenever he finished some task – demolished a wall and refinished the passage to make it look like it had never been there in the first place, gutted a ceiling and claimed the space above it like a colonial conqueror – that looked like too much for one man to have done with no resources except a few cheap, rusting tools and gumption. Richard was a soft man, paunchy-verging-on-pudgy, not especially broad-shouldered. His occupation – college mathematics professor – didn’t exactly resonate with machismo. He would have been the first to admit his carpentry skills were as suspect as his tool collection, all deduction and little actual knowledge. All of this only made the accomplishment all the more Herculean. The house was the biggest on the block, a looming square mountain that laid its sharp shadow clear across the street in late afternoon. It was huge, and yet Richard had single-handedly undressed it like it was a willing woman. Herculean. Who would have thought one could derive such satisfaction not from creating but from disassembling? The naked house was like . . .  art. Art in reverse.

Sarah’s reaction had been what he’d expected: She’d wanted to know how quickly he could get the new siding up so the neighbors wouldn’t have to look at the tattered gray-black tar paper any longer than necessary. ``God, that’s all there is under there?’’ she’d asked. ``What did you expect,’’ he’d answered, ``a brassier?’’ Richard wouldn’t have expected Sarah to appreciate the accomplishment of unveiling the hidden skin of a house, to view it as anything other than a step in a process, a practical necessity unworthy of further thought once it was done. Sarah wouldn’t ponder the concept of man-versus-large-structure, wouldn’t dwell on a word like Herculean. Sarah didn’t think in Herculean terms. She was a journalist, a practical realist, and, more to the point, a woman. 

That fact – her womanhood – hadn’t always been the overriding factor in Richard’s dealings with Sarah. He could still remember, in a vague, previous-life kind of way, a time when her gender, and his, had seemed irrelevant outside the bedroom. He had once prided himself on that view of them; they both had. Years ago, in college, the two of them had lived and breathed the belief of that elevated little corner of their generation: that there were no fundamental differences between men and women beyond the physical; that their parents’ gender roles and characteristics were societal myths, self-fulfilling prophecies that condemned women to domestic trivialities and men to emotional isolation. Richard and Sarah and their friends had reveled in their rejection of the myth, had sneered at how thoroughly their elders had allowed something as superficial as their genitalia to dictate every facet of their personalities and their lives. Richard’s generation (like every generation before it throughout the history of human civilization) finally had it all figured out. There were no such things as male or female characteristics. It was all a hoary myth. In college, they ran all the tests and confirmed it: Women could crudely talk sex and sports; men could cook, cry and demurely sip wine. In bed, men could finally shed the burden of aggression, and women could finally pick it up. When Richard and Sarah married, they, like all their friends, purged the ceremony of any reference to gender. It might as well have been the marriage of Richard and Sam. ``I now pronounce you . . . married,’’ said the priest. Richard had watched with satisfaction as his mother’s mouth had tightened at the edges (``What’s so wrong with `man and wife’?’’ she had later demanded. ``Is `wife’ a dirty word all the sudden?’’). What sheep they all were, Richard and Sarah and their friends had decided, unthinking gray old fools being led through life by either their boobs or their balls. It was almost twenty years ago that the two of them had embarked on a marriage that Richard believed would be a living testament to the simple proposition that, as an ingredient to a life, gender was no more fundamental or important than shoe size. 

They were two months into the marriage when Richard first began to suspect it was all bullshit. His first clue was in the kitchen, where his new spouse, his life-partner, the person who was going to help him show the world how unnecessary and ridiculous gender stereotyping was – this person announced one night that if Richard didn’t stop mixing the forks and knives in the same compartment of the drawer, they were headed for trouble. Richard had searched the warning for wry humor or cynical irony, and found none. She’d said it in a way he’d never heard from her before, but that he’d heard from his mother, directed at his father, plenty of times: vaguely parental, but with less affection, in a tone that precluded any discussion or debate. Sarah wasn’t any neater or more organized than Richard (less so, sometimes), and she had never once in college shown any sign of being a control freak. Yet she had suddenly made clear, with a few clipped words and a narrowing of her soft-green eyes, that on this issue – flatware management – she would give no ground.

From there, over subsequent months and years, the clues had piled up. Sometimes they were the classics: She wanted him to quit it with the television remote, already. She couldn’t believe he was going to wear that shirt with that tie. He called that clean? Other times, the issues were more novel ones. If Richard chewed ice in Sarah’s presence, (((//////////)); if he (????/WHAT?????)). Some of these characteristics were technically genderless, Richard knew, but in his mind they had become female characteristics, because they’d come from Sarah – and Sarah had become no longer a human who also happened to be female, but rather a female who also happened to be human. Richard had to look harder and harder to see where the world converged for them. (They both had to eat, there was that, though Sarah seemed to survive on salad alone.) By the time Richard watched their boys slip from Sarah’s womb – the most dramatic and affecting clue yet that Sarah was practically of a different species than he in every way that mattered – Richard had long since passed the point where he’d needed any additional proof.

Of course, it was entirely possible – likely, even – that Sarah had come to view Richard’s maleness with a similar befuddlement during the long march of their marriage. He wasn’t the easiest person to live with, he knew. Hair had started spouting in strange places early on – nose, ears, shoulders – and the situation had worsened with each passing year. Richard’s stubborn determination not to let evolution roll backwards made for some messy sinks. He also had a tendency to chew his fingernails(((SOMETHING BETTER))), to keep his clothes in complex and strategically arranged piles around the house that only he understood, and to dissect and disseminate the Sunday paper as if he was trying to carpet the room with it. As he got older, he would, more and more, catch himself becoming the kind of male he had once sworn never to be. He found, during his endless channel-flights, that he was landing more and more on images of explosions, firing guns, flying fists. He started tinkering with wood in the basement, even as Sarah, who hadn’t cooked much in college, seemed to be tinkering more and more in the kitchen – a kitchen she painted one weekend in such an unapologetically feminine yellow that Richard instinctively lowered his voice when he was in it. The more female Sarah became during their marriage, the more Richard felt his own maleness asserting itself, like a sprig of hair that wouldn’t quit reappearing on an earlobe. He fought it at first, telling himself not to be like his father, like all their fathers, not to step hypnotically into the cycle of gender, but he had to admit it had its upside. He liked messing with the tools and wood in the basement, liked the explosions on television and the occasional cigar on the patio. A few years into it, when Sarah demanded one night in bed that he stop being Mr. Sensitivity and take some damned initiative already, he realized that was exactly what he’d wanted to do. It was the first thing they’d agreed upon in months.

That part of their life had hummed along at a harmonious, if unsettlingly traditional, pitch ever since. ////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////((No affair; then into mysteries of women)) Women between a certain age were ageless. That woman in the second row of Calculus 201, the one with the straight, gold-streaked hair and the gently curving ribbed sweaters and the black pen cap always trapped between her glistening lips; that woman lazily regarding a world of men who, she knows with unconcerned certainty, are helpless against the slow, feline blink of her heavily lidded eyes – that woman could be twenty-eight or she could be seventeen. . . . ((sex as a war, then mention wife . . and how strong they really are.)) (///) Richard’s unblemished fidelity wasn’t something in which he took any particular pride, because he knew the reason for it had nothing to do with principle. To have an affair would have been to open up another front. Fidelity was a good word to put to it, but the truth was that Richard liked the peace of marriage, the perfect excuse to sit out the everlasting battle without casting suspicion on his manhood. His marriage was his bunker.

//////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////

Richard had traversed half the yard now, and was slowly approaching the back steps, walking gingerly, as if on crusted snow. No new pain had yet presented itself, he had no particular reason to believe he needed to be so careful in the walking – no reason other than the disquieting knowledge that he had just fallen off a roof – but he paced himself anyway, just in case his body had any surprises in store for him. 
He stopped and looked up again at the roof’s edge. Forty feet. Jesus.

The house remodeling, conceived the previous year, had been, for Richard, as much a quest as a project. He would do it himself: the expansion of the dining room, the new windows, the new back porch, the new siding, the new roof, all of it. ``You’ll fall and kill yourself,’’ Sarah had declared, which had cemented Richard’s decision. Officially, his explanation was that they would save thousands of dollars by not hiring it out. Privately, he knew the more fundamental truth: He was an almost-pudgy mathematics professor with a wife and two children, a mortgage, an economy car in the driveway and an easy-chair in front of the television that had molded itself to the shape of his butt. It wasn’t enough. The increasingly agitated male inside him wanted a purpose, a goal, some sliver of relevance in a gentler, more civilized, ever-more feminized world. Any sissy could write a check to a contractor; Richard wanted to grip this massive house in his hands and wrestle it to the ground and pin it there. Herculean. By the sunny mid-autumn day when Richard Pfeiffer plunged to what should have been his death, he had already come full-circle in his life, back to the maleness he had once thought he could redefine, to discover it had defined him.

The black plastic bags of asbestos tiles were long gone by then, taken by Byron, the sickly-thin, red-haired junk salvager who, judging from his timing in appearing at Richard’s door, seemed to be able to actually smell things like broken asbestos tiles, discarded roofing shingles and corroded aluminum window frames. Throughout the house project, Byron had shown up, unsummoned, each time there were just enough of these things to build a swaying mound of debris in the bed of his battered blue pickup truck. He always asked for some modest sum of money for the service and then always accepted less, whatever cash Richard had on him – usually little enough to make it obvious that the stuff wasn’t bound for a legitimate landfill. Each time Richard handed over the too-small stack of fives and ones, he hushed his environmental conscience and reminded himself how far over budget the house project already was. On the late August day that Byron took the dozen big plastic bags of asbestos tile fragments, Richard had stood in the driveway watching the coughing vehicle sway down the street, almost losing its load as it turned. He had squeezed his aching palms together and tried one last time to calculate, from the combined sizes of the bags, how many tiles there had been. 

Each time Byron’s coughing truck rounded Grant onto Elm and disappeared, Richard paused to discreetly survey the houses around his, to see if any of the neighbors were watching from their driveways or windows. It wasn’t just the all-too-apparent illegality of the thing that made him check the perimeter, but also a less-focused concern about the way it looked. Byron’s blue truck was a rusting, creaking disgrace, so loud and wounded that it drew open stares from passing drivers, and Byron himself was only marginally more presentable. His wiry red hair had a flat, matted look that made it clear he never combed and seldom washed. His tall, stick-thin frame, always slumped at the shoulders, was dressed perpetually in a red plaid shirt (the same red plaid shirt, Richard suspected), and his face seemed forever smudged with a three-day growth of beard – no more, no less, though Richard couldn’t figure out how that was possible. Byron was in his mid-30s, ten years younger than Richard, but he always seemed measurably older, an old man wearing a young man’s scrabbled whiskers and dirty red plaid shirt.

Beyond Byron’s unrefined appearance was something more interesting, though, something that tugged at Richard. In several dealings with Byron, Richard had gradually concluded that he was the most fundamentally male person he had ever met. There was something in the way Byron squinted at whatever task was before him, assessing it calmly, thinking of only that, then doing only that, then moving on to squint at something else. The thin man’s job, his whole life, was to make piles of construction refuse disappear, and Richard had never gotten the slightest indication that the man ever once thought of anything else. When he broke for lunch, he would eat it mechanically in the front seat of the truck, staring the whole time at whatever was left of the pile of work in front of him. As he was still chewing the last bite, he would stuff the remnants of his sandwich bag into the brown paper sack, crush the sack into a tight little ball, step out of the truck and – still chewing, still staring at the pile – toss the paper ball in with the rest of the junk, and get back to it.

Richard had quickly given up hanging around trying to make small-talk during Byron’s work; Byron appeared perfectly comfortable with dead silence. Once, while Richard was standing not five feet from him, trying in vain to build some kind of conversation about the weather, Byron had sniffled, pushed one finger tightly against one side of his nose, and casually blown a glob of white snot out directly onto a pile of ceiling tiles that he was in the process of loading onto the truck. Then, without further pause, he’d gone back to the loading. Richard had been both repulsed and amazed. He thought it was the single most male thing he had ever witnessed.

Byron had first appeared at their door early the previous summer, after Richard had yanked out every one of the two-dozen aluminum-framed storm-window casings from the old house. They had been lying there in a tangled pile in the driveway for almost a month, half-corroded metal skeletons that had been clinging to the house for so long, through so much weather, that the rusting screws anchoring them broke into pieces with little more than a good kick at the bottom of each frame. ((HERCULEAN)) The extraction of the frames had been fairly easy (this was before Richard had ruined his hands breaking the asbestos tiles) but disposing of them had proven more complicated. Richard shredded nine or ten black plastic garbage bags in futile attempts to stuff the frames into them, before he finally accepted that it wasn’t going to work. The curbside garbage service had already made clear that it wouldn’t pick up unbagged construction refuse. Richard had been pricing dumpster rentals – and panicking at the estimates he was getting – when Byron and his red plaid shirt had appeared on his doorstep.

``I was driving by and I happened to notice your scrap pile there,’’ Byron had said, without introduction, as soon as Richard had opened the door. It struck Richard as a bizarre thing to say; the glittery, spike-laden pile was impossible to miss. The aluminum reflected the sun viciously, and the pile swayed, creaked and made hollow whistling sounds in the wind. At dusk, if he squinted, Richard could see a giant metal porcupine crouched on the cement driveway, preparing to pounce on whatever it was that porcupines ate. The continuing presence of the pile had been a point of contention between Richard and Sarah for weeks.

``Yeah,’’ Richard had answered, glancing at the pile and wondering if the city had finally sent out a health inspector to confront him. Instead, the small, sickly man in the plaid shirt had said: ``I can get that out of here for you. I can have it out today. I can give you a good deal. Ten bucks.’’

Richard had been wary. ``That’s it? Ten?’’

``Ten,’’ Byron had nodded. ``And I get the metal.’’

``Right,’’ Richard had answered, though the last comment had confused him. Of course the thin man would get the metal – that was the whole point, to take the metal away so Richard wouldn’t have to look at it and listen to it anymore. It hadn’t previously occurred to him that the whistling pile of garbage in his driveway might be worth something to someone. It was only after the pile had disappeared down the street in Byron’s alarming pickup truck that Richard had started to get the sinking feeling he’d been taken. Sarah helped nurture the feeling.
``You paid him?’’ she’d demanded, upon hearing it. ``You paid him? Jeez, Richard, if he’s gonna get money for it, he should have paid you.’’

``I can’t believe he can get very much money for it,’’ Richard had answered. ``I mean, it was garbage.’’ But in his mind, the scrap pile had become a glistening mound of treasure, a mountain of cash, the nest egg that could have funded the rest of the house project. And now it was gone, all gone. The worst part was, neither of them had any idea what scrap aluminum went for, nor how much of it the pile had contained. The pile could have been worth hundreds of dollars for all they knew. In fact, Sarah was suddenly sure of it. ``You should call him. Re-negotiate,’’ she’d said.

``I don’t have his number,’’ Richard had said, grateful that he didn’t have his number. How would he even begin such a conversation?

``You don’t have his number?’’ Sarah had repeated, incredulous. ``You just let him drive off with the whole pile and you didn’t even get his number?’’

``It was junk,’’ Richard had insisted, as much for his own benefit as Sarah’s. ``You were telling me yesterday to cut it into little pieces so we could slip it into the regular garbage.’’

``That was before I knew it was worth something,’’ she’d said. ``You weren’t a little suspicious that he was willing to do it for ten dollars?’’

``You’re right!’’ Richard had said, savagely. ``If he’d charged me a hundred bucks we could both sleep easy, but since it was ten, I guess we got screwed!’’

It was then that Sarah had paused and looked off, as if consulting some invisible calendar for an opening – then had declared, with a brave tone of sober obligation that she would call around herself to the recycling places and find out who the guy was. Richard had heard variations of the tone before. It was the tone she unpacked and tinkered with (always in Richard’s presence, though the tone resonated with the implication that she didn’t necessarily notice nor care whether Richard was there) when she had to buy the birthday gifts for Richard’s relatives or find a medical form for the boys’ doctor appointments that Richard had lost, or pick up something Richard had forgotten at the store. The tone at once accused Richard of incompetence, while dismissing him as irrelevant. ``I will have to fix things – again,’’ said the tone. Occasionally, when she needed additional information to carry out her mission, she would amend the tone to temporarily recognize Richard’s presence, as she did after declaring she would step in and find this junk hauler. ``It was a blue truck, right?’’ she’d asked, still looking somewhere off over Richard’s right shoulder.

Richard recalled the conversation now, for no reason that he could have explained, as he walked slowly up the freshly painted back steps into the kitchen, his ears still ringing from the fall. He was aware he was walking like an old man, or like someone who had wet his pants. He advanced up the green wooden steps rigidly, almost comically, trying to get where he was going with as little unnecessary movement as possible, just in case. Something could still be broken, he reminded himself, though he had mentally checked and re-checked every bone and joint he could think of and all seemed to be working. He wouldn’t have believed it was possible to fall that far without something happening. He found the notion surreal. 

And he found, to his surprise, that the notion filled him with pride. Richard hadn’t just fallen. Richard had fallen off a goddamned fucking three-story roof! Right onto his back! And now he was walking around! A little stiffly, true, but still walking. Talk about Herculean! As he filled a clear plastic glass with cold tap water in the yellow kitchen, Richard pondered for the first time the apparent fact that no one had witnessed his great plunge, and he found it bothersome. How would he even prove to anyone that it had happened? What if no one believed him?

Had Sarah ever tried to track down Byron’s identity?

The thought appeared out of nowhere as the cold water slid down Richard’s throat. Sarah had said she would find the junk-hauler. It wasn’t like her to leave any task unfinished after she set out to do it. Yet she had never reported back to say whether she had found him. All Richard knew was, Byron had eventually re-appeared at his front stoop, attracted by a new pile of broken plaster and lath like a yellow-jacket to a picnic. Richard, seeing a rare opportunity for redemption, tried to convey a menacing glare as he opened the door, but Byron either failed to notice it or ignored it.

``I can get that pile out of here for you,’’ Byron had said, all business.

``Sure,’’ Richard said, his voice heavy with what he hoped sounded like accusation. ``One thing – how much did you get for that metal scrap you took last time?’’

``Forty-seven dollars,’’ Byron said, without hesitation.

Richard, who had been expecting him to feign uncertainty at the question, was momentarily thrown off his strategy. He turned the figure over in his head: Forty-seven dollars. Add the ten that Richard gave him, and it was fifty-seven. One-fourth the dumpster estimates Richard was getting. Roughly the amount Richard had spent on dinner with Sarah and the boys the night before. Fifty-seven dollars, for which Richard himself wouldn’t have hauled someone else’s junk metal to the end of the driveway, let alone off to wherever it was that junk metal went. 

Richard studied Byron’s face – was he lying? Was it really four-hundred-seventy? 

``Forty-seven?’’ Richard repeated.

Byron nodded and smiled. His bottom front teeth were crooked, but relatively white. ``Forty-seven,’’ he said. ``I do appreciate it.’’ Then, back to business: ``I can take this pile, too. It’ll be a little more, ‘cause I can’t get anything for it.’’

Richard thought, Here it comes. ``How much?’’

Byron squinted at the pile. It was as big as the last one but, in Richard’s eyes, not nearly as evil. It didn’t make any particular noise and, more importantly, it wasn’t bristling with razor-sharp edges. This one, Richard could bag up and slip in under the curbside-garbage radar if he had to. This time, Richard held the cards.

``Thirty bucks,’’ Byron said. And Richard was again stumped. He studied the man’s face, trying to determine if perhaps he was retarded. What were the ethical implications of doing business with a retarded man? Was Richard morally obligated to offer something realistic, or was laissez-faire in full force regardless of the mental capacity of either party?

Richard had been pondering this when he had glanced aside the man’s left shoulder and saw Sarah’s face in the kitchen window, framed in yellow, apparently watching the two men talk. Richard, feeling the sudden need to demonstrate to her that he was capable of navigating this particular test of competent maleness, The Negotiation (a demonstration he wouldn’t have been the least bit inclined to make in their college days, but which now seemed a requirement) had flashed her a casual, confident smile that said, I’ve got it under control, Hon. He hadn’t noticed any response in her face. Her face was so unresponsive, in fact, that he had wondered momentarily if something was wrong with her.

``Thirty,’’ Byron had repeated, apparently not noticing the woman’s face in the window, nor Richard’s distracted glance toward it, nor, seemingly, anything other than the negotiation at hand. He’d repeated the number as if clearing his throat, which had pulled Richard’s gaze from his wife’s still face. Richard had then reached into his pocket, turned out its contents and glanced at it and mumbled, sheepishly, ``All I’ve got on me is twenty-three.’’

``That’ll work,’’ Byron had said, his feet moving him toward the junk pile before his mouth had finished producing the words.

Now, standing in the yellow kitchen, draining the last of the water from the glass, Richard found himself annoyed, almost angry, that Sarah hadn’t been right at this spot, staring stoically out the window, today, a few minutes earlier, when he’d fallen. She would have seen his figure flash past the window, his arms pinwheeling, his legs kicking at nothing; she would have heard the thump. She would have leaned forward over the sink to see him lying on his back on the freshly mowed grass. She would have rushed out to him. And he wouldn’t now be standing here wondering if there was any circumstantial or medical way for him to prove to her that it had really happened. 

Richard stared out at the lawn, looking for the indentation his head had made in the grass, not finding it. Why was it so important to him that his fall be a matter of record? He couldn’t have explained it, but it was important, crucial, urgent, that this achievement – falling – not be overlooked. Why? It hadn’t taken any skill or knowledge to do it (in fact, it might fairly be argued that it was indicative of a lack of skill and knowledge). It had created nothing, accomplished nothing. Yet Richard realized, as he set the glass down, that it was the most Herculean thing he had ever done: He’d fallen forty feet, onto his back, then had stood up and strolled into the house as if returning from an errand. For that moment, he wasn’t a tamed spouse, a responsible mortgagee, an almost-pudgy mathematics professor; for that moment, Richard was the more male than any man he knew. 

Forty fucking feet. Herculean. 

Richard’s chin suddenly felt cold, and he realized some of the water had dribbled out of his mouth. Had he damaged his facial control in the fall? Perhaps this was a stroke, or a heart attack, or some other post-traumatic event? He stood icy still for a moment, taking facial inventory (Mouth closing. Check.) then calmed himself and concluded that, no, he’d simply dribbled a little water out of his mouth. Understandable, considering.

Was there blood? He reached into the top drawer to the right of the sink, the one that was always crammed with so many towels and washcloths that it generally wouldn’t open, and he forced it open. His hands were dirty, still, from the roofing; he needed a light-colored towel to check for blood. The one his hand settled on was wine-red, exactly the wrong color for the task. 

Richard nonetheless held up the cloth and looked at it. It appeared to be a bandana, sprinkled with a blue-and-gold paisley design, tattered on one edge, with a peanut-sized glob of dried carpenter’s glue stuck to one corner and something that might have been dried oil streaked across another. The bandana was so worn that it was almost transparent in some spots. Holding it higher, Richard could see the waning afternoon sun from the window waft through the fabric. He had never owned such a thing, nor could he imagine Sarah having bought anything like it. Even laundered and folded and freshly out of the drawer, it looked filthy. 

And masculine – as masculine as a piece of cloth could look, Richard thought, marveling. He thought, too, that he had seen it before – or perhaps just something like it? – and the question of its provenance momentarily spawned in him more interest than he’d have thought possible from a cloth in a drawer. Odd, what you notice when you’ve almost just died, he thought. He could picture the red bandana peeking out of a tight denim pocket, could picture it being roughly dragged across dirty hands, could picture sweat bleeding through it as it’s mopped against a glistening forehead. 

Richard heard the bark of a commercial from the other room, and it broke the thread he’d been tracing in his mind, and he traced it no further. He tucked the red banana back into the drawer, found a yellow towel there, dabbed his mouth, checked for blood, found none, and then stepped toward the living room, less cautiously now. Sarah was there, curled up on the fat gray loveseat like a cat (that looks so comfortable but no man would ever in a million years sit like that, Richard thought, randomly), watching cable news, occasionally glancing down at the magazine in her lap. 

``How was your day?’’ Richard asked with deliberate casualness. It was the first time he’d used his voice since the fall, and its unsteadiness surprised him. The words felt oblong and jumbled in his mouth. 

``Fine,’’ she said, absently, eyes down in the magazine. Then she glanced at him, smiled hello, glanced back down – and a moment later returned her gaze to him, more directly this time. She studied his face, peering at it purposefully, as if scanning its surface for something she’d dropped. ``You look pale,’’ she said, with journalistic bluntness. ``Is something wrong?’’

Richard blinked once, debating. Suddenly, he was reluctant to tell her. She would ruin it, make it out to be something disastrous, or, worse, stupid. ``You fell off the what?’’ she would snap. ``I knew it! I knew it! That’s it, we’re hiring a contractor!’’ She would diminish Richard’s great fall. It would no longer be Herculean. It would just be that he had fallen.

But there were other considerations. He noted, with growing unease, that the ringing sound in his head was still with him. And both his arms were numb, he was noticing for the first time. Could a fall kill you ten minutes after landing? Could it maybe cause a blood clot or a delayed seizure? He was a mathematician, not a doctor; he couldn’t know what to watch for. If he suddenly lost consciousness without telling anyone he’d fallen off a house, how would they even begin to diagnose him, without that significant piece of information at their disposal?

It was that thought that finally put Richard onto the path of full disclosure: the thought that he might yet drop dead from some unnoticed injury sustained in the fall, his great plunge never known by anyone, the cause of his death forever a mystery. Who would deduce it, after all, a man falling three stories and then just failing to mention it? It wasn’t the way he wanted it to end, with some coroner’s examiner standing over his dissected body, peering at some internal organ burst open like a water balloon, scratching his head and thinking, ``Now, how in the hell did that happen?’’

Would Sarah cry inconsolably at his funeral? Richard indulged the image a moment, then decided, no. She would cry, but not inconsolably.

He nodded, and said: ``Yeah, something’s wrong. I fell off the roof. Right onto my back.’’ 

Sarah studied his face a moment longer, waiting for the rest. When it didn’t come, she issued a little laugh – the kind of polite, bare-minimum laugh reserved for earnest but failed jokes – then turned her attention back to her magazine.

(END)
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