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The Key Still Worked

By the time I came back to Menard Street, the house had already started shrinking. That was my first thought. Not a poetic thought. Not one of those beautiful, writerly thoughts that makes you stare out a window while a piano plays somewhere in the background. More like a mildly insulting observation from a tired fifty-eight-year-old man standing in March snow with bad knees, a rental car, and a cardboard coffee cup that had promised warmth but delivered betrayal. The house looked smaller. Which felt rude. For most of my childhood, that house had been enormous. It had held three boys, two parents, one mother’s patience, one father’s routine, several bad haircuts, enough breakfast cereal to feed a summer camp, and the kind of dark wood paneling that made every Midwestern room in the 1970s look like it was sponsored by a hunting lodge.

Now it sat there in front of me like a practical joke. A modest tri-level in suburban Illinois. Built sometime in the great American architectural era when men in short-sleeved dress shirts apparently gathered around drafting tables and said, “You know what families need? Stairs. Not a lot of stairs. Just enough stairs to make carrying laundry feel like a hostage negotiation.” It had dark brown brick, tired siding, a small front stoop, and the same general expression it always had: sturdy, unromantic, and slightly disappointed in everybody. The porch light was off. That bothered me more than I expected. Not because it was dramatic. Nothing about that porch light had ever been dramatic. It was not some grand beacon calling sailors home from violent seas. It was a regular suburban porch light from Oak Forest, Illinois, probably purchased at a hardware store by a man named Ron who knew where everything was and trusted no one.

But when I was a kid, that light meant something. It meant someone was still out. It meant someone was still expected home. It meant my mother had looked at the clock, decided not to panic yet, and left a small bulb burning against the dark just in case one of us remembered we had a home. When you’re young, you don’t understand things like that. You think love looks like big speeches, movie moments, dramatic hugs, somebody chasing you through an airport while music swells. Sometimes love is just a sixty-watt bulb over a front door. Sometimes love is your mother leaving it on because you weren’t back yet. Sometimes love is your father pretending not to be worried while sitting in his chair with the television too loud and a cigarette working overtime in the ashtray.

I stood in the driveway and looked at the house I had left a long time ago. Technically, my mother had sold it a few years earlier. But that wasn’t when I lost it. I lost it slowly. One Florida year at a time. One missed winter. One Christmas away. One job change. One kid’s birthday. One mortgage payment. One visit where I slept in my old room and realized it wasn’t my old room anymore because my mother had turned it into a place where extra lamps went to die. By the time a For Sale sign hit the lawn, the house and I had already been strangers pretending we still knew each other. Still, the key worked. That was the second rude thing. I slid it into the lock expecting resistance. A little theatrical hesitation would have been appropriate. A final test. Some symbolic refusal. Maybe the door would stick and I’d have to shoulder it open like a man entering the past with masculine determination and questionable cartilage.

But no. The key turned like I had only been gone for ten minutes. The door opened. And the smell hit me first. That was the part nobody warns you about. Not the sight. Not the empty rooms. Not the echo. The smell. Every old house has one. It is not good or bad exactly. It is more like a private language. Dust, carpet, old wood, metal vents, heating ducts, laundry detergent, cardboard boxes, and the faint ghost of every dinner ever made in a hurry. This house smelled like my childhood had been stored in a sealed Tupperware container and forgotten in the back of the refrigerator of time. Which, honestly, was consistent with our family’s broader food storage strategy. I stepped inside and closed the door behind me. The living room was empty except for two folding chairs, a roll of packing tape, and three cardboard boxes labeled in my mother’s handwriting. The labels read: KEEP, DONATE, and WHO KNOWS.

That last one felt like the most honest. Every family should have a box labeled WHO KNOWS. Maybe several. Maybe a storage unit. Maybe an entire wing of the Smithsonian dedicated to things middle-class families refuse to throw away because one day someone might need a three-inch piece of coaxial cable, an ice scraper from 1984, or a key that opens absolutely nothing but still feels important. The house was quiet now. Not peaceful. Quiet. There’s a difference. Peaceful means rest. Quiet means the noise left and didn’t say where it was going. I could still see the old furniture in my head, though. The couch against the wall. The television angled toward my father’s chair. The picture window facing the street, large enough for neighbors to know what you were watching and whether your family had upgraded to cable yet.

In our neighborhood, those picture windows were basically suburban movie screens. Every house had one. Every family sat behind one. At night, the whole block glowed with living rooms and bad decisions. And when cable TV arrived, it was as if NASA had landed in Oak Forest and given us all access to the future. The remote control, in particular, changed everything. Before that, if you wanted to change the channel, you had to physically get up and cross the room like a pioneer. Children today will never know the burden of being summoned from the floor to turn the dial while your father stayed in his chair and gave instructions like air traffic control.

“Go to seven. No, not that fast. Back one. Leave it. No, wait. What’s on nine?”

The remote made us feel powerful. Too powerful, as it turned out. But that was a different memory, and I wasn’t ready to let it in yet. I walked toward the kitchen. The floor creaked in the same places. That surprised me. Or maybe it didn’t. Houses remember weight. They remember patterns. They know who walked softly, who stomped, who dragged their feet after track practice, who came in late and tried to be quiet but had the subtlety of a folding chair falling down a flight of stairs. The kitchen looked smaller too. Everything looked smaller. The counters. The cabinets. The eating area. The window over the sink. The place where my mother had stood thousands of times, looking out into the backyard while doing dishes, probably wondering how she ended up as the only woman in a house full of males who believed socks were migratory animals.

My mother was quiet, but not weak. That’s something I understand now. As a kid, I thought loud people were the strong ones. Coaches, fathers, bosses, men on television selling motor oil. But my mother had a different kind of strength. She stabilized the room. She served my father in the traditional way of that time, yes. She made meals, kept order, remembered birthdays, tracked appointments, knew where the extra batteries were, and somehow tolerated three boys and one husband without fleeing into the witness protection program. But she was not invisible. She was the weather system we lived inside. You notice the sun most when it disappears. My father was different. He was routine in human form. Up at six. Cigarette in the bathroom. Work clothes. Coffee. Accountant’s mind. Out the door. Home around five. Dinner. Television. Bed at ten.

Every night. Not roughly ten. Not “around ten.” Ten. The man went to bed with the consistency of a German train schedule, which made sense given his side of the family. His people had brought over many fine traditions, including emotional restraint, punctuality, and the belief that feelings should be stored in the garage next to old paint cans. He was not a hugger. Not when I was young. He did not say a lot of emotional things. He did not pull us aside and explain his inner life. He did not ask us to sit with him on the porch so he could tell us what manhood meant while staring at a sunset. That was not his model. His model was presence. He was at the baseball games. He was at the flag football games.

He was somewhere in the background, usually smoking, always watching. I could hear his voice sometimes, cutting through the noise. Not cheering like a lunatic. Just there. A steady sound. You don’t always appreciate steady when you’re young. You mistake it for boring. You think love should dance more. Then you get older and realize steady is what kept the roof from flying off. I opened one of the kitchen cabinets. Empty. Of course it was empty. That was the point. We were clearing the house. Selling what could be sold. Donating what could be donated. Throwing away what none of us had the courage to identify. Still, the emptiness felt personal. Cabinets should not be empty in a childhood home. They should have coffee mugs from insurance agents, chipped plates, plastic cups from long-closed restaurants, and at least one container of toothpicks nobody remembers buying.

An empty cabinet in a childhood home feels like a mouth with all the teeth removed. I closed it. From the kitchen window I could still see the backyard. Beyond it stood the chain-link fence. And beyond that, Jack Hilly Elementary. That was one of the great conveniences of my childhood. My school was literally behind our house. Other kids had to walk blocks, cross streets, face weather, avoid older kids, and endure the daily journey toward education like miniature settlers. I had to hop a fence. It wasn’t exactly a hardship. Of course, at the time, I probably complained anyway because children are naturally ungrateful and should not be trusted with historical perspective. That fence had once seemed like a border between worlds. Home on one side. School on the other. Safety and cereal behind me. Multiplication and gym class ahead.

Now it looked like a fence. That’s one of the cruelest parts of getting older. Magic starts losing its special effects budget. I turned away from the window and headed toward the lower level. Calling it a basement would have been generous. We didn’t really have a basement. We had a lower level and a crawl space, which was the house’s way of saying, “I contain darkness, spiders, and childhood trauma, but not enough ceiling height for you to stand.” The crawl space was where my father kept the water softener salt and some Christmas decorations. Every now and then he had to go down there, which to me as a kid looked like an act of battlefield courage. There was nothing scarier than that crawl space. Nothing. Not Dracula. Not quicksand. Not getting called to the principal’s office. Not even the possibility that your gym shorts might not be fully dry after swimming class.

The crawl space was pure Midwest horror. Dark, low, dusty, with pipes and mystery sounds and probably the bones of children who had gone in looking for the good Christmas ornaments and never returned. I stood at the little door now and looked at it. Still awful. Age had not improved it. Some things earn their reputation. The dark wood paneling was still there too. Of course it was. You could remove a wall faster than you could remove Midwestern paneling. That stuff was not installed. It was sworn into office. The carpet had changed at some point, but I could still remember the old dark brown. And the upstairs bathroom — God help us — had once had black carpet. Black. Carpet. In a bathroom. That sentence alone should be enough to reopen several congressional investigations into 1970s interior design.

The bathtub had been pink too. Not soft pink. Not elegant pink. More like “somebody lost a bet at the plumbing supply store” pink. As a kid, I never questioned any of it. That’s the thing about childhood. You accept the world you’re given because you assume adults have reasons. Then you become an adult and realize they were mostly guessing with coupons. I walked back up to the living room and stood in the middle of it. The house was small. Thirteen hundred square feet, give or take. I knew that now. But when we were kids, it held everything. Three boys. My parents. Fights over cereal. Track shoes. Baseball gloves. Christmas mornings. Report cards. Bad television. Good music. Silence. Laughter. Cigarette smoke. Sunday dinners. Wet snow pants. Lunch boxes. Fear. Love. All of it stacked inside these ordinary walls.

A house does not have to be large to hold a life. It just has to stand there long enough. My phone buzzed. It was Laura. In real life, her name was my wife’s name, but this is not real life. Not exactly. That’s the bargain I’ve made with myself. Change the names. Protect the living. Bend the facts. Keep the truth. Her text read: How bad is it? I looked around. At the boxes. The bare walls. The dark paneling. The old front door. The quiet porch light. The house that had once been enormous and was now just a modest building full of ambushes. I typed back: Smaller than I remember. Then I added: But still dangerous. She responded with a heart and then: Don’t bring home anything stupid.

That was unfair. Stupid was a broad category. Also, this house was basically a museum of stupid things that had somehow become sacred through the passage of time. I slipped the phone into my pocket and picked up the first box. The labels read: KEEP.

Inside were old photographs, loose envelopes, a few greeting cards, a cracked plastic ornament, and a bundle of keys held together by a rusted ring. Keys. Of course. Every family keeps keys nobody can identify. Throwing them away feels reckless. What if one opens a safe deposit box? A storage unit? A forgotten door? A portal back to 1979 where gas was cheap, everybody smoked indoors, and no one had yet decided to put carpet near a toilet? I held the keys in my palm. They were cold. One of them might have been for the old garage door. One for a bike lock. One for a padlock that probably guarded nothing more valuable than a broken rake. One looked like it could have opened my grandparents’ house in Burnham, though I had no evidence of that besides a sudden ache in my chest.

That’s how memory works. It doesn’t ask permission. It just shows up with its shoes on. Burnham meant Christmas Eve. Polish food. Cabbage. Pierogies. Sauerkraut. Grandparents. Steel. The kind of old industrial neighborhood where men went to work in places that slowly killed them, and women outlived them by decades, keeping the houses swept and the grief practical. One Christmas Eve, my father forgot to get gas. Or rather, he chose to believe we had enough. There is a difference. My mother had asked him before we left.

“Did you get gas?”

“We’ll be fine,” he said.

In our family, “we’ll be fine” often meant “begin preparing emotionally for the opposite.” That night, it was seven degrees. Businesses were closed because this was the 1970s, before America became a twenty-four-hour vending machine with traffic lights. Christmas Eve meant something shut down. Gas stations closed. Stores closed. People went home. If you ran out of gas, society did not provide an app. It provided consequences. We made it almost all the way back. Almost. About a mile and a half from home, the car gave up. Not dramatically. No explosion. No heroic final cough. Just the slow death of a machine that had been warning us for miles and finally said, “I tried to tell you idiots.” There we were. My father. My mother. Three boys. Christmas Eve. Seven degrees. No gas. No traffic. No open station. No cavalry.

It wasn’t Dasher, Dancer, Prancer, Vixen, Comet, Cupid, Donner, and Blitzen. It was the Raines family jogging through Oak Forest trying not to lose toes. At the time, I thought we were freezing to death. Now I realize we were making one of the only Christmas stories any of us would still remember fifty years later. That’s the annoying thing about misery. Sometimes it ages into treasure. I put the keys back in the box and closed the flaps. Outside, snow had started falling again. Just lightly. Enough to make the street look softer than it deserved. Menard Street was quiet. The kind of quiet suburban streets get in winter, when the lawns are covered, the trees are bare, and every house looks like it is keeping secrets politely. I walked to the front window and looked out.

When we were kids, this window had been a stage. We watched the world through it. The world watched us back. Somewhere out there, I had ridden my first bike. Somewhere out there, a new kid had accidentally taken it home because neither of us knew where the other one lived yet. Somewhere out there, my brothers and I had played until the streetlights came on. Somewhere out there, I had learned that suburban childhood was mostly freedom with a curfew attached. Now there were different cars in the driveways. Different curtains. Different porch lights. Different people making memories they would not appreciate until they were too old to fit inside them comfortably. That’s how it goes. You think a place belongs to you because you were young there. Then time keeps moving and proves you were only renting. I stayed there a few minutes, looking out at the street. Then I turned around and faced the house.

“All right,” I said to nobody.

The house did not answer. Which was fine. It had been answering since I walked in. I picked up the box labeled WHO KNOWS. That seemed like the right place to start.
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The Crawl Space Had Teeth

Every childhood home has one place you don’t trust. For some kids, it’s the attic. For others, it’s the hallway closet, the garage at night, or the bedroom window that turns into a mirror after dark and convinces you there is definitely something behind you, even though the only thing behind you is a pile of dirty clothes and your own bad imagination. For me, it was the crawl space. The crawl space was not technically evil, but it had a strong resume. It lived behind a small wooden door on the lower level of the house, low to the ground, as if the builder had installed an entrance specifically for raccoons, plumbers, and childhood trauma. There was no reason for a human being to go in there unless absolutely necessary, which meant my father went in there several times a year with the casual bravery of a man who had never seen a horror movie or simply believed emotion was a design flaw.

His mission was always the same: water softener salt. The water in our house needed softening, apparently. I had no idea what that meant. As a child, I assumed hard water was water that had made poor life choices or perhaps spent time in prison. All I knew was that every few months my father had to drag a heavy bag of salt down there and dump it into some mechanical beast hiding in the dark. The bag was blue or yellow or white — I don’t remember exactly — but I remember it looked heavy enough to qualify as punishment. He would open the crawl space door, crouch down, and disappear inside.

Disappear. That is not a small thing when you are eight. One minute your father is standing there in his work pants, smelling like cigarettes, accounting, and whatever rail manufacturing company paid our mortgage. The next minute he is swallowed by the house. Then you hear noises. Scraping. Thudding. A grunt. The heavy plastic bag shifting. Salt pouring. Pipes knocking. Maybe a spider coughing. Who knows. I would stand outside the opening with the posture of someone pretending to be helpful while maintaining a safe evacuation route.

“You need help?” I’d ask, hoping the answer was no with every fiber of my cowardly little body.

“No,” he’d say from inside.

Perfect. I was a devoted son, but not stupid. The crawl space was where we kept things nobody wanted to see most of the year. Christmas decorations. Old boxes. Maybe suitcases. Probably a fan that didn’t work but remained part of the family for tax purposes. The good ornaments lived somewhere accessible. The strange ones lived down there. Every family has two levels of Christmas decorations. The ones that go on the tree. And the ones nobody likes but cannot throw away because they were made by a child, inherited from someone dead, or purchased during a brief and regrettable decorative phase involving glitter elves. Our crawl space held all of it. Plastic wreaths. Tangled lights. Cardboard boxes with collapsing corners. Ornaments wrapped in newspaper so old the headlines probably mentioned Nixon. A ceramic Santa with one suspicious eye. A nativity set missing at least one wise man, which felt theologically incomplete but very on-brand for our family storage system.

As a kid, I believed anything stored in the crawl space came back slightly haunted. You could pull out a box labeled CHRISTMAS and still feel like something had ridden upstairs with it. A smell, mostly. Crawl space smell is specific. It is dirt, concrete, metal, old cardboard, cold air, and the faint suggestion that a previous family buried secrets under your laundry room. It is not a smell Yankee Candle has been brave enough to monetize, although I’m sure someone in Brooklyn would buy it if you called it “Midwest Subfloor No. 5.” Standing in front of that little door as a grown man, I discovered something disappointing. It was still scary. Not in the same way. I no longer believed there was a monster in there. At least not the traditional kind. I was fifty-eight years old. I had survived corporate restructures, colonoscopy prep, teenage drivers, mortgage rates, and the phrase “quick Zoom.”

A crawl space should not have had power over me. And yet. I opened the door. Cold air touched my face.

“Nope,” I said.

Then I laughed because apparently I had flown from Florida to Illinois to be bullied by plywood. I crouched down and looked inside. It was mostly empty now. A few boxes remained toward the back, along with some abandoned wood scraps, a paint can, and what appeared to be a dead spider large enough to have once held elected office. The water softener was gone or replaced or maybe hidden. I didn’t know. Houses change their organs over time. Furnaces, water heaters, pipes, wires — all the stuff children never think about until they become adults and start measuring life in repair bills. I reached for the nearest box and dragged it toward me. The cardboard made a dry scraping sound across the floor. For a second, I was eight again. My father was inside the crawl space, doing whatever fathers did in the dark parts of houses. My mother was upstairs in the kitchen. My brothers were somewhere being loud or dangerous or both. The television was on. Snow might have been outside. Or rain. Or nothing. Memory has no respect for weather continuity.

The box was labeled XMAS MISC. That abbreviation told me everything. We were not an “exquisite holiday décor” family. We were an XMAS MISC family. Efficient. Practical. Slightly defeated. I opened it. Inside were old lights, a cracked plastic wreath, two stockings I didn’t recognize, and a handful of ornaments wrapped in paper towels. At the bottom was a small Santa with a chipped beard and a face that suggested he had seen things during shipping. I held him in my hand. He was ugly. Not charming ugly. Ugly ugly. The kind of decoration that survives for decades because nobody wants to be the person who throws away Christmas, even if Christmas looks like it was painted during a hostage situation. I set him on the floor.

“Still with us, huh?”

He stared back with one good eye. I put him in the KEEP pile. That’s how they get you. You spend years mocking an object, then one day it becomes the last surviving witness to your childhood and suddenly you’re emotionally negotiating with a defective Santa. The crawl space door stayed open beside me. I sat on the carpet, which was newer than the carpet I remembered but somehow still carried the spirit of every carpet that had come before it. Growing up, this level had dark paneling and dark carpet, as if the house had been designed by people who wanted every room to feel like a steakhouse hallway. The paneling was everywhere. Walls of it. Brown, fake-grained, indestructible. You could have used that paneling to protect spacecraft during reentry. Somewhere in America there are still entire basements lined with that stuff, waiting patiently for archaeologists to uncover them and conclude that 1970s families worshipped at the altar of simulated walnut.

I used to think our house looked normal. Because it did. Everyone’s house looked like that. Dark paneling. Heavy furniture. ashtrays. Big televisions in wooden cabinets. Lamps with shades the color of weak tea. Bathrooms designed by people who had clearly never considered moisture to be a thing. Our upstairs bathroom had black carpet. Black carpet. In a bathroom. I know I already said this, but it bears repeating because some crimes against civilization require documentation. There was also a pink bathtub. That combination — black carpet and pink bathtub — should have qualified the house for some kind of design intervention. But we accepted it. We lived with it. We brushed our teeth in there like it was normal, because children assume adults know what they’re doing. Adults do not know what they’re doing.

They buy bathroom carpet. They run out of gas on Christmas Eve. They say “we’ll be fine” while steering the family toward frostbite. They smoke for sixty years and then act surprised when the body sends an invoice. They protect you from painful news because they think silence is kindness. They love you the best way they know how, which may or may not be enough. I looked back into the crawl space. Maybe that was why it scared me. Not because of monsters. Because it was where the house hid things. The practical things. The seasonal things. The forgotten things. The things nobody wanted to deal with until they had to. Families have crawl spaces too. Places where they store what doesn’t fit in the living room version of themselves. My parents had one.

Every family does. On the surface, we were normal. Three boys. Two parents. Modest house. School behind the fence. Sports. Christmas Eve drives to Burnham. Baseball games. Track meets. Cable TV. Cereal. Chores. Laughs. The Cunninghams with better pierogies and worse bathroom flooring. But somewhere behind the little door were the other things. The alcoholism on my uncle’s side. The cousin struggling with drugs. The divorce. The pain. The fact that adults were not as steady as they looked from the backseat of a car. My parents kept that door closed as long as they could. I understand that now. They were trying to protect us. Or maybe protect themselves. Or maybe both. Parenting is often just a long series of decisions made without enough sleep or information. Still, there are things I wish they had told me sooner. There are funerals I would have attended. There are goodbyes I would have chosen. The old Santa looked up at me from the floor with his chipped beard.

“Don’t start,” I said.

The house was already doing that thing old houses do. You come in thinking you are there to sort belongings, and suddenly the belongings start sorting you. I closed the XMAS MISC box and pushed it toward KEEP. Then I noticed something tucked behind the last remaining box. A long, narrow object wrapped in a black garbage bag and sealed with tape that had gone yellow. That was never good. Anything wrapped in a garbage bag and stored in a crawl space is either sentimental, broken, or evidence. I pulled it out. The plastic crackled. It was lighter than I expected. I tore the tape and peeled back the bag. Inside was a framed picture. Not large. Maybe eight by ten. The glass was dusty. The frame was cheap wood, dark and scratched. Behind the glass was a faded photograph of the five of us standing in front of the house.

My father. My mother. My older brother. Me. My younger brother. Probably late seventies. My father wore a short-sleeved button-down shirt and looked like a man who had already been to work in his mind even if it was the weekend. My mother stood beside him, smiling softly, one hand near my younger brother’s shoulder. My older brother had the forced expression of a kid being held hostage by photography. My younger brother looked like he had recently committed a crime. And me? I had hair that suggested adult supervision had failed. I stared at the photo for a long time. There we were. The five of us. A family. Not close the way some families are close. Not the kind that holds hands in public or talks about feelings over cocoa. We loved each other from a distance, like neighboring countries with a decent trade agreement. We were loyal. We were connected. We were not always intimate.

But there we were. Standing in front of the house when it was still huge. The porch light was visible behind us. Off in the photograph. But I knew it worked. I knew it would come on later. I knew my mother would flip the switch if one of us was out past dark, or if we were expected home from somewhere, or if the world had grown cold enough that a small light felt necessary. I sat there on the lower-level carpet with the crawl space open beside me, holding a picture of a family that had once fit inside a frame better than it fit inside itself. Then I heard a car pass outside. The sound pulled me back. I wiped the glass with my sleeve. My father’s face became clearer.

That was the trouble with cleaning things. Sometimes you saw more than you were ready for. I put the picture in the KEEP pile. No debate. Some things do not belong in WHO KNOWS. Some things know exactly what they are.
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The Junk Drawer Museum

The junk drawer was in the kitchen, to the left of the sink. Of course it was. Junk drawers are never located in thoughtful places. They do not live in offices or garages or workshops where tools and organizational systems might intimidate them into becoming useful. They live in kitchens, near the center of family life, where they can collect the small evidence of human collapse. Every house has one. If your house does not have a junk drawer, I do not trust you. That means you either have a level of personal discipline I find suspicious, or you are hiding your chaos in a basket with a label from a home organization store. Either way, we would not have been friends in 1982. Our junk drawer was legendary. It had begun, I assume, as a normal drawer. A place for maybe a pen and a notepad. Some scissors. A roll of tape. Practical items for practical people.

Then life happened. Life always happens to drawers first. By the time I was a kid, that drawer had become less of a storage space and more of an archaeological dig maintained by a family with no formal training and several unresolved issues. Rubber bands. Batteries. Twist ties. Matchbooks. Birthday candles. Scotch tape with hair stuck to the side. Pens that had been dead since the Carter administration. A tiny screwdriver. Two Allen wrenches from furniture we no longer owned. A receipt from a store that had gone out of business before compact discs became normal. Keys. More keys. Always keys. There were buttons from clothes nobody had worn in years, screws from unknown appliances, one orange golf tee, safety pins, stamps, a small flashlight that didn’t work, a broken watch, a ruler from an insurance agent, and a coupon so expired it felt historical.

The junk drawer was where useful things went to lose their identity. I stood in front of it now and hesitated. The rest of the house was being emptied. Cabinets cleared. Closets thinned. Rooms stripped back to their original practical sadness. But the junk drawer remained closed, waiting for me like it knew. I pulled it open. It stuck halfway. Perfect. A proper junk drawer should never open smoothly. If it glides open, it has not suffered enough. The drawer should jam against something inside — usually a pair of scissors, a flashlight, or a screwdriver positioned by Satan — forcing you to shake it violently while whispering words your mother would not appreciate. I jiggled it. Something metal shifted. The drawer opened another inch. I jiggled harder.

“Come on,” I said.

The house creaked. The drawer finally gave way with a sudden lurch that nearly took out my hip. Inside was a museum. Not a nice museum. Not one with quiet rooms and security guards and paintings of fruit. More like a museum that had been curated by raccoons with access to office supplies. I smiled. There it was. The whole family. Reduced to
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