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CALEB HAD LOST COUNT OF the days he’d lain here.  It was long enough for the cockroaches to infect his bedsores.  He watched them lay eggs and he was helpless to stop them.  He couldn’t move.  He lay there with tears in his eyes.  The sun shone outside and through the window across the room it looked like a beautiful day, but he was denied the enjoyment, trapped here in his own body.

His nurse would be in a few hours later to feed him, but he thought “nurse” was a bit of a stretch.  A nurse would have kept the bugs out of him.

He felt no pain, and he supposed for that he should be grateful; whatever was wrong with him, it didn’t hurt.  But sometimes seeing a thing is bad enough without feeling it.

Having no family, Caleb figured he should count his blessings he had that woman to feed him, because stuck up here in this bed twenty-four hours a day, as inept as he thought she was at her duties, he was always glad for the company.

And then a thought occurred to him: count his blessings?  What blessings?  Was it a blessing to be a prisoner of himself and not even know why it was happening?  Was it a blessing that the only person he ever saw shoveled cold soup into his mouth twice a day, but couldn’t be bothered to bathe him or to make sure his muscles weren’t completely atrophied?  Where was the blessing in this life?

Whatever was happening to him, it was no blessing.  Whatever was happening to him, God certainly had nothing to do with it.  God the creator, God the loving father to all. As far as he could see, the “generous God” myth was one of the biggest hoaxes ever pulled on humanity.

I would gladly turn my back on all He has created for just one more day of mobility.

As that thought formed, then dissolved in Caleb’s head, he noticed a man in his room.  This man was perched atop the bedpost like a gargoyle, smiling down at him.

“Would you, now?” he said to Caleb.  “Because I think we can work something out, you and I.”

Who are you? Caleb thought.  Paralyzed within himself, thinking it was all he could do.

The man made a brief motion with his eyes, looking up.  Caleb’s eyes followed and saw horns sprouting from the man’s forehead.  “Now do you know who I am?” the man whispered.  “I can get you out of this bed.  I can make it so you walk again, so you can clean yourself and feed yourself again.  No more cold soup, no more soiled sheets.”  He leaned in closer, his feet still clinging to the bedpost but the man was so impossibly close to Caleb’s ear now, Caleb wondered how he didn’t topple forward and fall to the floor.  “There’s a world out there, and you’re missing it.  I can change that.  Just say the word and it’s done.”

Caleb lay mute and terrified.

“Sorry,” the man said.  “I guess you can’t.  I tell you what, if I make it so you can talk right now, I’ll trust you to fulfill the rest of the bargain afterward.  If it’s a deal, blink once.”

If this man can make it so I talk again, Caleb thought, I’ll give him whatever he wants.  Even if I don’t walk or move again.  If I can talk, that would be enough.

He blinked.

The man’s eyes lit up and he leapt from the bedpost to stand beside Caleb.  He touched Caleb’s throat and heat invaded the invalid’s body where the man’s hand rested.  He took his hand away and asked, “Do you accept?  Speak.”

Caleb croaked the word and his mouth was still numb, but he could tell it was moving, his tongue thick and heavy between his teeth.  “Yes,” he said.

“Yes,” the man repeated.  “Perfect.”  He laid his hands on Caleb’s face this time, his thumbs resting over Caleb’s eyes, and that heat swept through him again, this time through his entire body.  He felt it in his chest and his stomach, he felt it in his legs.

“Sleep,” the man told him.  “In the morning, you’ll get up, dress yourself, and go downstairs.”  Before Caleb had time to think of anything else, he passed out.

Night fell and the nurse came, but Caleb was sleeping so she let him rest and would check on him again later.  Before she could do so, she fell asleep on the couch.

Meanwhile, Caleb was upstairs having the most horrible nightmares.  He wouldn’t remember the details, but there was darkness and heat and cockroaches.  Good God, the bugs he dreamed!  Millions of them, more even.  Every cockroach to ever populate the Earth must have been in his dream.

And then before he knew it, the sun was shining again and outside his window he heard a bird chirping.  Caleb opened his eyes, rubbed them, and lifted his head off the pillow to look about the room.

He suddenly realized what he was doing and he shot up in bed.  He looked at his hands and watched the fingers flex and relax.  He swiveled his head about.  He pulled the cover off and stared at his legs.

The bugs were gone, the bedsores were healed.  But, even if his body were fixed, wouldn’t the sores still be there?  He wondered for a moment if the dream he’d just woken from had been the sickness and maybe all that time he’d spent trapped up in this room had been the real nightmare, from which he’d now woken only to find it all a figment of his imagination?  Could it be?

He climbed out of bed and pulled fresh pants and a shirt from his dresser.  He stood before the mirror and watched his body at work.  Dressed and ready for the day, he took the glasses off the nightstand—it seemed like he hadn’t worn them in months—and headed downstairs.  Excited, Caleb did a foolish thing and leapt down the first two stairs.  He overstepped and his foot came down on the edge of the plank, slipped, and Caleb went tumbling head over heels to the floor.  He smacked his head on the stairs as he went down, then once more on the hardwood floor.  His vision went blurry, then black, and his head rang with bells and his skull felt as if it were vibrating.  A vision appeared on the ceiling above him, a thousand scurrying cockroaches swarmed from cracks that opened up and they all sat there, upside down on the ceiling, watching him.

“Bugs,” he said before losing consciousness.
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WHEN I TOLD MY PARENTS I was moving out, you’d have thought I told them I decided to join a traveling road show, selling homemade jewelry out of the trunk of my car while midgets juggled flaming bowling pins on the side.

“What?” my mother said.  “Moving out?  You can’t move out, Todd, you live here!”

“Mom, I’m twenty-three.  Believe me, it’s time to get my own place.”

“And you’re gonna pay for this new place how, exactly?” my father asked.  “With your ‘art’?”  There was Dad, always the solid support structure for my dreams and goals.

May was winding to a close in Fairfield, Missouri.  It had rained the night before and the air still carried some of that chill.  I don’t care much for the cold, so I was hoping it burned off soon.  Memorial Day was in a week, and a few days after that, the first of the month, which, for me, meant a new sense of freedom from the confines of my parents’ house, and a release from the scrutiny of my father’s disapproving eye.  That was the plan, anyway.

I’d confronted them over breakfast, probably not the best idea, and now I was wishing I’d waited until lunch.  My mother sat through the entire exchange with a cooling piece of toast in one hand and a butter knife in the other, six inches from its target, and I kept wanting to grab her hands and put them together before the wad of butter fell off the end of the knife.  My father, meanwhile, sat over a cup of coffee that he would pour in the sink in about five minutes when the exchange was over and he’d lost his appetite.

“Yes,” I replied, “I expect to pay for it with my art.  Dad, I make more than you think.”  And I don’t get so stressed out from a day at work, I have to unwind with a few beers afterward, every night for ten years until my wife tells me to stop drinking or find a new place to live.

“And how long’s it going to last?” he asked.  “Until you get bored with it?”

“Get bored with it?  This is my job, this is what I trained for all through high school.”  Some people take art in school for the credit, some of us actually want to learn something about art.  And this is one of the reasons I was moving out.

“And you think people are just itching to hire a guy who, instead of going on to college, spent four years learning to draw so—.”

“You have no idea what I do.”

“I know it’s not a job.”

“You know,” I interrupted, “you can go on all day about what bad choices I’ve made and what a failure I’ll be in life, but in the end it’s not going to make any difference.  I’ve already paid the deposit and the first and last month’s rent.  The key is on my key ring and Bryan’s helping me move this weekend.  I’ve already got the U-haul paid for, too.”

“With what?”

“I’ve been saving up.”

My father turned away and my mother, still holding the knife and toast like a living sculpture, asked, “Where is it?”

“In Angel Hill.”  I said.  “On Parade Street.”  There.  I’d done it.  The easy part, I knew, would be telling them.  The hard part would be telling them where.  But now it was out.  I didn’t even have a chance to count down to the explosion before my father turned back toward me.

“Angel Hill!?  You think you’re moving to Angel Hill?”

“No,” I said, “I don’t think I am, I am, it’s already set.”

“Why there?” my mother asked.  “If you were really set on this independence thing, we could have found you a nice place around here, somewhere a little closer—.”

“Mom,” I said, trying to ease her pain, “it’s a fifteen minute drive.  And I’m going to Angel Hill because . . . well, you’re right, okay, my work wouldn’t have paid for a place here in Fairfield.  But this is a rich town.  The cost of living in Angel Hill is lower, and it’s not that far.  Besides, Owen lives there, doesn’t he, Dad?  It’s not like I’m going off to California or something.  I’m in the next town up.  And while we’re on the subject, this isn’t an ’independence thing.’  I told you, I’m twenty-three.  It’s time.”  God, was it ever.

But I knew the fact it was Angel Hill wouldn’t sit with them at all.  It’s a nice place.  It’s small enough you won’t get lost, and big enough you won’t get bored.  But anyone who’s ever spent enough time there can tell you, Angel Hill is a different sort of place.  Growing up, Owen, my father’s best friend, would tell us stories.  Some of them, I’ll be honest, scared the piss out of me, but my father, always the “realist”, spat on those stories and told Owen “Don’t fill his head with that shit.”  I’ve spent my entire life wondering what the hell Owen sees in my father that he keeps coming around.

“You’ll never make it,” my father said before getting up, pouring his coffee down the drain, and walking out of the kitchen, running his hand through what was left of his grey hair.  My mother finally noticed the butter about to slide off the end of her knife and she put both it and the toast down on her plate next to her cold scrambled eggs.  She got up and followed her husband out of the room.  I stood beside the kitchen table looking at breakfast and thinking, Yeah, I should have waited until lunch.

* * *
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A FEW DAYS LATER, I carried one end of my drafting table while my best friend Bryan held the other.  Tell your friends you need some help moving; you’ll find out who the real friends are pretty quick.  The table wasn’t heavy, just awkward; the top had been pivoted to its vertical limit to fit through the front door, and while that gave us stability in holding it up on the front, the whole thing kept wanting to tilt backward in our hands and there was just nothing to grab back there.  We managed to get it inside when I said, “Okay, okay, set it down.  I’ll slide it the rest of the way.  Holy shit, that’s heavy.”

Bryan exhaled, cleared his throat, and went back out to the U-Haul.  I stood up, stretched, and popped my back.  I took another look around the living room.  Couch there, TV here, table there.  It would all look bare at first, but over time I’d flesh it out.  Behind me, Bryan yelled, “Shit!” just before something in the truck crashed.  I stepped outside to see a box of art supplies lie scattered across the floor of the U-Haul.

“Hey, man, that’s my livelihood there,” I said, and stooped to pick up pencils, pens, knives, needles, and pins.  I really should have this stuff better organized.

“Yeah, well, your livelihood jumped out at me,” Bryan said.  “You should have taped that up.”

“Don’t blame the box, man.”

Bryan was holding a box marked KITCHEN and he carried it inside while I gathered my things.  I had stuffed most of the smaller stuff into a couple of shoeboxes, then put them on top of some other boxes so they didn’t get crushed.  But Bryan was right, I should have taped them.  In fact, I thought I had.  But everything looked accounted for and nothing was broken.  I grabbed the second shoebox from the top of the pile and carried them inside.

In the kitchen, Bryan was getting a drink from the tap.  I should have thought to bring some beer.  Coke, at least.  Moving in summer?  What was I thinking?  He chugged the water, then sighed and said, “Man, I still can’t believe you finally got your own place.  Haven’t I been telling—.”

“Yes,” I said, nodding my head, “you’ve told me plenty of times.”

“And your parents didn’t threaten to disown you?  I can’t believe that.”

“My dad said if I thought I was taking the car with me when I left, I was mistaken.  He made that down payment for me.”

“That was like six years ago.”

“I know.  And I had to remind him that I made every payment afterward and that the title had been transferred to my name when I turned eighteen so there wasn’t much he could do about it.”

We were back in the U-Haul, both at either end of a powder blue couch.

“Where’d you get this thing?” Bryan asked.  We grabbed it by the bottom and lifted.  It looked heavier than it was.

“While my dad was threatening legal action if I took ‘his’ car, my mother slid me a few bucks to get a couple things I might need, like a couch and some secondhand store dishes.”

“Used dishes?” Bryan asked.  “You know, dishes aren’t that expensive.  Go to Wal-Mart.”

“Yeah, I found that out.  After I bought the used ones.”

We got down the ramp and Bryan was about to back in through the doorway when he realized the desk still blocked his way.

“Shit.”  He set his end down and turned inside, scooted the desk across the carpet to the far end of the room.  Then we brought the couch in and put it against the wall.  “There you go,” Bryan said.  “Looks like home already.”

“Yep.”

Another trip to the truck and we were bringing in the coffee table when my neighbor appeared from the side of his house next door pushing a lawn mower from somewhere in the back yard.  He started it with a roar and all conversation ceased; we were too tired to yell over the mower.

When the truck was unloaded—the bed was the last thing to go into the house—Bryan sat on the couch and asked, “We have to go back for the rest?”

“There isn’t any rest,” I said.  “Here it is, everything I own in the world.  Except my car.”

“You know, it might not be such a bad idea to let the old man keep that piece of shit.”

“That hurts my car’s feelings.”

I sat at the other end of the couch and put my feet on the coffee table, another secondhand store find.

“So that’s everything.” Bryan said.  He looked around.  “Spread out around the house like this, it doesn’t look like much.”

“It’ll do.”

“Right.  At least you’re finally out of your parents’ house.”

“Shit, I’m out of my parents’ town.”

Bryan sighed, exhausted, but he stood up anyway.

“This truck’s gotta be back today?”

“Yeah,” I said.  “Actually, would you mind taking it back for me and maybe coming to pick me up tomorrow?  I got no bed back there anyway, and I don’t feel like driving back there to get my car and then coming back again.”

“Do what?  You know what gas costs now?”

“I’ll pay for your gas.”

“Good enough,” Bryan said, looking around for the keys to the U-Haul.  “I’ll come get you tomorrow morning.”

“Thanks.  I want to start getting this stuff put away.”

“Where are the keys?”

“Probably in the truck.”

“Right, I never took them out.”

I stood on the front porch and watched Bryan disappear over the hill at the top of the street.  The smell of the grass from next door drifted over and that, coupled with the shade of the sun being behind the hill Bryan had just topped, and the crickets waking up made all of this seem surreal.  Everything around me was new, but it still carried the sense of home, because that’s what it was now.  No more coming home late and trying to make sure I didn’t wake my parents.  No more listening to their excruciating chatter about who had died or who’s kid makes how much money.  And my father could now hurumph all he wanted about my “job”, because he was going to have to do it from a town south of me.  Fuck him, right?  I didn’t have to prove anything to him by getting one of those high-paying, back-breaking factory jobs.  I could make a living off my own talent, and if he couldn’t appreciate that, then to hell with him.

But the most pleasing thing, right then, was the simple act of being twenty-three and not living with my parents.  There’s a lot to be said for not having all the responsibilities of your own place, but there’s so much more to be said for having a home of your own.  At least that was the theory.

I took a last breath of Angel Hill summer air, and went back inside.

The house wasn’t big, but neither was it a shack.  I had an extended living room that had space at the rear for a dining table, which I didn’t own and if I was being honest, couldn’t see a reason to.  The living room led to the kitchen which was small and would be crowded if more than two people were in there.  To the left of the kitchen, just past the stairs to the basement, was the bonus room.  I thought maybe it was called that if you lived alone, otherwise it was called a second bedroom.  This would be my studio.  The drafting table and supplies would go in here.  The computer, too.  Everything I needed to feel like a professional in my craft, this was the room.  So far, I knew the desk would go next to the window, but hadn’t decided on anything else.  A large set of steep steps took up an entire wall and led to the attic, cutting the amount of space in the room pretty much in half.  A Jack and Jill bathroom connected the bonus room to the bedroom, which in turn opened up back in the living room.  If I ever got bored enough, I could do laps in my house.

My house.

I liked the sound of that.

So what if I was only renting.  Most guys I knew who got places after high school had roommates and lived in duplexes, or worse, apartments.  But the gods had been shining down on me the day I opened the paper and saw this listing.  The owner said it was the first day the ad had been out, he hadn’t expected a call so soon.  It was ten in the morning when I called.  I said with the rent he was asking, I knew if I waited another five minutes, I’d miss my chance.  I drove to Angel Hill that afternoon and signed the rental agreement before I headed home.  I’d known on the drive back exactly how my parents would react, but my reluctance to tell them kept getting overshadowed by the thought that I was finally moving out, and with that, possibly growing up.  God knew it was hard to feel the full burden of adulthood when you replied “With my parents,” to the question “Where do you live?”  And getting laid?  Forget about it.

I looked around the living room at the jungle of boxes and furniture.  The stereo was somewhere in this mess.  When I found it, I hooked it up and set it on the coffee table, then searched for my CDs.  I put in Bowie’s Diamond Dogs, then went to work.

I slid the drafting table across the carpet in the living room, to the kitchen, and then around into the office, thinking it again over and over, My house, my house, my house.

* * *
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I WAS AT MY DESK AT four the next afternoon when I got my first visitor.  Bryan had pulled up outside early that morning, honking, to take me back to Angel Hill for my car.  At the house in Fairfield, my
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