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PRAISE FOR An Atomic Romance
“Bobbie Ann Mason has, indeed, written an ambitious, engrossing and important book. In An Atomic Romance, she has created one of the most deeply realized and significant characters in contemporary American fiction.”
—Louisville Courier-Journal
“The best part of An Atomic Romance is Mason’s tender assessment of what has been lost—of the deer of Reed’s youth, the tender innocence . . . carried into adulthood, the beauty of the land before it was ruined. . . . [There is] stunning sorrow at the heart of this story.”
—The Boston Globe
“Putting her own distinctive spin on the subject, Mason makes  An Atomic Romance a Southern heritage novel with a twist. . . . [It is] peppered with scary yet quirky background detail.”
—The New York Times Book Review
“Bobbie Ann Mason knows our country’s great middle. . . . [She] has brought such people to life with sympathy and humor, with an eye for the bizarre and even the cosmic. In An Atomic Romance . . . Mason has created her most appealing character yet.”
—The Seattle Times
“[Mason’s] characters are as memorable and sympathetic as ever, with their humor, their mistakes and their simple human struggles to achieve a greater degree of self-knowledge.”
—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution
“I love Bobbie Ann Mason’s new novel. Reed Futrell comes slamming at you out of this book like a Harley. A perfectly convincing, wholly vivid man, whom you care about the way you care about someone you know and love.”
—RICHARD BAUSCH, author of Someone to Watch Over Me and Wives & Lovers
“The ‘atomic romance’ between Reed and Julia makes interesting reading in this novel. . . . It’s pleasant to read a love story about two mature, intelligent people, and Mason makes them come vividly to life as she follows their ups and downs.”
—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette
“With An Atomic Romance . . . Mason once again illustrates on a deeply personal level how the changes that sweep a nation will creep into our lives, slowly altering them forever.”
—The Austin Chronicle
“Mason packs a punch with a light touch, commenting on the missteps of the past and how we have to live with them.”
—Publishers Weekly
“[Mason] wraps up her political comments in a touching—and utterly convincing—love story.”
—St. Petersburg Times
“Bobbie Ann Mason’s splendid new novel takes us inside the perils and deliberate obfuscations of our atomic age. These days, when we seem to be brushing aside the lessons learned so painfully in the postwar period, when there is talk of ‘refurbishing the arsenal,’ this is an important book. I hope only that people will read it and reflect on where we’re heading.”
—CHRISTOPHER TILGHMAN, author of Mason’s Retreat and  Roads of the Heart

 
 
She is the fairies’ midwife, and she comes
In shape no bigger than an agate stone
On the forefinger of an alderman,
Drawn with a team of little atomies
Over men’s noses as they lie asleep.

Romeo and Juliet

1
Reed Futrell still went camping in the Fort Wolf Wildlife Refuge, but he no longer brought along his dog. One spring evening, after his shift ended, he raced home, stuffed his knapsack, loaded his gear onto his bike, and headed for the refuge. He was in one of the enigmatic moods that clobbered him from time to time, and when it struck—the way a migraine hammered some people—his impulse was to hop on his hog and run. Last fall, when one of these moods grabbed him, he rode hundreds of miles, to Larimer County, Colorado, where—in a hot-tub at a spa—he came to his senses and felt like turning back home.
“Good boy, Clarence,” he had said to his collie-shepherd combo as he left the fenced yard and fastened the gate. “Lay low now. And be sweet—unless anybody tries to break in. You know what to do, killer.”
During the five-mile ride, he ignored the industrial scenery and the suburban tableaus and the trailer havens. He escaped the desolation of the outskirts quickly, pretending his hog was a Thorough-bred stallion. As he approached the wilderness, Reed tried to imagine that he was seeing the place for the first time, as if he were entering the unfolding present of the opening of a movie. He was watching, curious to see what might happen.
What anyone notices first about this vast, flat landscape is the fantastical shapes of rising white clouds—plumes and balloons and pillows of cloud, like fleecy foam insulation blown from a hose. When Hollywood filmed a frontier drama here, the source of the clouds remained just outside the frame of the Cinerama panoramas. A radiant green extended for miles, and the great mud and might of the river seemed unlimited. Even now, if you saw this landscape from a sufficient distance and you didn’t know better, you might imagine an untouched old-growth forest. The billowy puffs seem innocent. They are so purely white, it’s as though only dainty, clean ladies’ drawers could have been set aflame to produce them.
But now as the camera zooms in closer, you see that the green is crisscrossed by linked electric towers leading to a set of old gray buildings of assorted sizes—including Quonset huts and prefab mobile units. They are unprepossessing except for the largest two, which appear ample enough to house a fleet of C-5 transport aircraft. These two buildings, in chorus, emit a low roar, like the sound of a waterfall.
Now, the close-ups. The row of gleaming scrap heaps. The gate with the DANGER signs. The small building brightly decorated with yellow signs and festooned with yellow tape. One rusty pile of smashed barrels and girders and coils staggering to the height of a two-story building. From this mountain of metal, a ditch threads into a lagoon, where the still water is green and shiny. Other small lagoons are outlined with yellow ribbon.
A parking lot is filled with large metal canisters painted a pretty aqua color. They resemble gargantuan Prozac capsules. Thousands of them line the pavement. They are parked in geometric rows, like patient pupae waiting to become worms. Beyond the six-pack of cooling towers and the twin smokestacks, two tall construction cranes rise from a clearing on the edge of the wilderness, where a scrim of temporary fencing conceals a new act in an ongoing drama.
Reed’s motorcycle plugs along a gravel road, skirting the security perimeter, passing the tall scrap heap, then leaving the gray, humming village and easing into the solace of the woods, where campers and hunters, with their dogs and deer rifles and picnic coolers, have pursued the natural life for years. Boy Scouts have their roundups and jamborees here. Coon-dog clubs hold their field trials.
The wilderness sprawls toward the river. The road leads into the heart of this sanctuary, away from the string of high-voltage towers and the dancing plumes. Even the crash and gurgle of the invisible waterfall grows distant. But the luminescence of the place remains, brightening with the growing dusk.
Reed Futrell wound through a labyrinth of gravel roads, stirring up a dusting of memories. He had been coming to this place all his life. His uncle Ed taught him to fish here in the large ponds, long before the water began to turn strange colors. He killed his first—and only—buck here. He hunted squirrels with his cousins. He went on church picnics, although he belonged to no church. He probably had camped in this woods three hundred times.
He decided to camp near the levee, where he could hear the blasts from the tugboats towing barges of iron ore and coal. Leaving his bike near a clearing, he lit out through a stand of river birches. He followed his glimpses of the immense metal bridge that spanned the river. At the top of the levee, he squatted and let the last of the sunset happen, imagining it was coming out of him, that he had the power to make the sun go down. If the sun, flaming orange, was like the inferno inside him, the burning blaze of fear and desire, then perhaps he could drop it over the horizon as casually as a basketball. He rose to attention as the sun’s top rim sank. A haze of thin clouds spread above the horizon. A cool tinge in the air brushed his skin. A coal barge was gliding along, and he could see the tugboat captain on his perch. Reed had considered that way of life for himself at one time, a means of living without moorings.
At the levee, he was always aware of his maternal grandfather, who had worked with the Army Corps of Engineers building the levees and preparing the way for the marching towers of electricity that fed the gaseous-diffusion plant. Somewhere along the levee, Boyce Reed had been working on an erosion project, laying willow matting along the banks, when he fell ill with pneumonia. Whenever Reed came here, he was gripped by the vision of his grandfather suffering from fever and congestion while lying in his tent by the riverbank. He had been in the tent for three days before anyone realized how sick he was. He died in 1951, before Reed was born. Reed knew little about him, a pale man in a portrait on his mother’s mantel, so coming here was like a ritual connection. Reed did not have a line of men he was close to. His father, Robert Futrell, had died young, in 1964, when Reed was only six, in an accident at the plant. It was up to his uncles to teach him how to be a man. “This is the way your daddy always baited his hook,” they would say. Or, “He was the champion when it came to muzzle loading.” And “The Almighty broke the mold after he made Robert Futrell.” Reed felt he couldn’t live up to his father’s reputation, and it took years for him to realize that his uncles meant nothing personal.
In the growing darkness, he hiked briskly through the woods back to the spot where he had left his bike. He made his camp methodically, laying out one of his tarps on the ground and stringing the other among some tree branches for an overhead shelter. Then he smoothed off a place for his tent. Slamming the pegs with satisfaction, he anchored the base corners, then wormed the aluminum tubes through their little fabric tunnels. His pup tent sprang open like a flower unfolding on high-speed film.
He constructed a small fire and heated some beans, then unwrapped a chicken focaccia sandwich and snapped open a can of beer. He ate, watching the fire swell and turn colors. The warmth was pleasant. The air still held the mellow spring daytime smells of bloom and decay. The light from the plant blotted out much of the night, but he could see a faint smattering of the Milky Way and a few of the brighter stars. He thought he could make out Sirius. He liked to imagine dying stars, their enormous fires imploding or exploding. He tried, as he often did, to grasp the idea that the present moment did not exist in some star a million light-years off. It was not now there. Not even on Mars was it now. If that was true, it could be reversed, he thought. He and his fire and his tent did not exist from the vantage point of the star, or on Mars, at this moment—whenever that might be.
Viewing the stars, he always felt privileged to witness ultimate mystery, to be in it. The universe tantalized and affronted him, ripping him out of his own petty corner. As he ate, hypnotized by the fire, he listed in his mind all the things in his life that were good. His kids had jobs and weren’t in trouble, his ex-wife was satisfied, his mother was nestled in a senior citizens’ home. His dog didn’t have fleas.
But he had not seen Julia in six weeks. She came out here with him a couple of times, most recently on a freakishly fair day on the last of February. They picnicked in a meadow beside the ruins of Fort Wolf, the old munitions factory that had operated during World War II. It was one of his favorite places. The hulks of the ragged concrete walls were like the forlorn remnants of a castle. Two water towers, their brick and mortar crumbling, stood like bookends without books to hold. He cavorted with her, half-naked, shouting, “It can’t get any better than this!” In the sunny afternoon they wallowed around lazily on a flannel blanket. At night they snuggled in the pup tent (his double-pup tent, he told her when she questioned its size) and shook up the wilderness with riotous sex.
Still gazing at the fire, his sandwich now gone, he wandered into a reverie about Julia, trying to create a Top Ten list of sex-dates with her. But none of them could be relived in his mind. He couldn’t remember what she was wearing the last time he saw her. She said, “I can’t loiter. I’ve got an immunogenetics seminar to go to.” And after that, she did not answer the telephone messages he left.
Julia, who worked at a cytopathology lab, planned to save the world from sinister infectious diseases like Ebola and anthrax. Early in their relationship, not realizing how ambitious she was, he had suggested she go to nursing school. She good-humoredly dismissed his idea.
“I can stick people,” she said. “But I’d rather be in charge of a mental hospital than have to do a Foley or a rectal.”
“You’d rather hear about their cracked minds than look at their cracks,” he said.
She thought for a moment. “A cracked mind—I like that.”
Julia was from Chicago. He loved to hear her talk. Her sweet Scandinavian-Irish-Polish twang. Her sharp, precise sounds, her back-slanted A’s and rounded O’s. He missed her vowels. He missed her lip gloss. She used flavored lip gloss habitually and sometimes smeared it straight across, instead of following the natural lines, so that her mouth was a wide, glistening swath.
He would get his blood tested if she could be the one to stick him. He hadn’t had a complete physical in five years. He was a notorious procrastinator—with tinnitus and a thrumming lust that ran like a refrigerator, kicking on and off automatically.
The tree frogs were peeping a cacophony, in which he heard raucous machines and anxious melodies. He draped a blanket around him and fed the fire little twigs. He picked a tick from his scalp and dropped it into the flame. The sky was gathering clouds, and the stars were fading. The clouds moved swiftly. He couldn’t even see the Dippers. He had been to the Smoky Mountains one August during the Perseid meteor shower; it was dazzling, like fireworks, like the Big Bang. He tried to remember it now, but it was like trying to remember sex; you had to be there then. If there was no now there now, then there would be no then there now either.
Inside his tent, he sidled in and out of sleep, dreaming that Julia was with him. He dreamed that she telephoned a pizza parlor, and a machine voice told her, “Your call is important to us. Please stay on the line.”
A sound penetrated his sleep. In his semiwakefulness he thought he heard himself fart—a muffled, explosive blat that projected over toward the levee, as if his bowels were practicing ventriloquism. But he hadn’t heard himself fart that loudly in years. As a gentle rain began to fall, he sank back into sleep, with the soothing and hypnotic shush of the raindrops on the leaves.
In his dream, a car pulls up nearby and the engine shuts off. The headlights go off, but an interior light stays lit. The car seems to huddle between the shadows of the ancient water towers. The moon climbs high, but the driver of the car does not emerge. With spring peepers screaming out their courtship messages, the night seems welcoming. Hours pass. Then, near midnight, the car door opens once briefly, and a woman—indistinct in the dim light—slips out of the seat, shuts the door, and squats on the ground for a few minutes. Then she reenters the car, starts the engine and lets it run. Radio music blares. The car does not move from its spot in the shadows. The engine keeps running, with the dome light shining and the music playing until the car runs low on gas and begins to sputter. The engine dies. The light goes out. And the blast of the gun splinters the night calm. In a while, rain begins to fall softly.
Reed tries to awaken, but he feels paralyzed. He struggles fitfully, and then eases deeper into dream as his muscles release and he floats toward the car. He glimpses the ice-blue metal, burning like candles, between the water towers. He approaches cautiously, noticing that it is a luxury sedan, a nice city car, not the kind of vehicle a camper or hiker would be driving. Slopping his way through puddles, he reaches the car.
He stares through the broken window at the shattered face. She has fallen toward the wheel, but he can see half her face is ripped away, leaving a reddish-brown spaghetti sauce. She must have hit her temple at a slant. He does not need to open the door. He can see the revolver on the floorboard, a .38 special, its handle decorated with floral decals.
On the dashboard, fastened with tape, are pictures of children. Two boys and two girls. All of them little, smiling, in Halloween costumes, the least one in a bunny outfit, with long, erect ears.
Moaning, Reed reels away. He streaks through the woods—crazed, stupid with disgust and horror. He calls out. He runs and runs, but he feels he is traveling at the speed of a shrimp trawler, which he imagines as a slow boat to Ethiopia. But then the shrimp trawler zooms across the Gulf of Mexico, where he awakens, in a sea of sweat.
His mind had given him a private screening of a horror film. Who was the woman? Why would she come out here to kill herself? He could not fathom a woman killing herself when she had four small children to care for. He turned and stretched in his musty, oversized sleeping bag. Was it so simple to go mad and kill yourself? He didn’t believe it. What if she wanted to spare her children from something? An illness. Maybe the woman believed herself inadequate to the task of raising them. He wondered if her husband would ask the same questions he was asking. Over and over he heard the shot muffled by the rain, saw the faceless woman, someone he would never be able to recognize. The Halloween costumes raced ahead of him as he relaxed again into sleep.
Rain awoke him at the brink of dawn. The dripping rain made a sound like someone pounding in a fence post. Leaving his camp undisturbed, he pulled on his slicker and zipped up his tent. Guided by his flashlight, he began slogging his way through overgrown brambles and wet vines toward the shimmering light of the plant, until he spotted a certain metal scrap heap some two hundred yards away. He didn’t go closer. He could see eerie blue flames licking the metal junk, with tongues of fire nearly a foot high. In a gentle rain like this one, mysterious blue flames often erupted, flickering delicately like a gas fire on artificial logs. The flames were lovely yet terrible, another of those elusive phenomena—like a solar storm, a starburst—that you strive to grasp but can’t. They made him think about quasars, those distant blue lights in the firmament.
The rain was slacking up. He tramped a different route back to his camp, following dirt-bike paths and small lanes, avoiding the briar patches. The ruins of the munitions factory lay ahead. He reached the clearing where in his dream he had found the dead woman. In the dream the setting was visually more of a museum than a wilderness, but his mind had placed it in this space. It was the exact spot where he had romped with Julia among the slag heaps and ruined buildings. They had played hide-and-go-seek in the bunkers, chasing each other around the towers. That was before she accused him of betrayal.
When he reached his camp, he quickly collapsed his tent, rolled up his wet tarps, and crammed his gear into the carrier. Then he kicked the motor to life.
Women were always after him to get a cell phone. If Reed had really needed to call the police about the dead woman, it would have taken him half an hour to find a telephone. The dream had been so real that as he swerved through the back roads, he seemed to be dreaming still. He imagined going to the police station to report what he had seen. He harbored a slight worrisome thread of paranoia. What about his footprints at the site? And did he touch the window? No. He knew nothing. She was a stranger.
The scene had been so desolate. No one had heard the woman’s last utterances; she was like a tree falling in the forest with no one around to hear. His own ears were nearly dead from the decibels at work.
Reed was normally a confident guy, given to bursts of pleasure and celebratory blasts of energy. He wasn’t afraid of much, he knew how to protect himself, he could deal with almost anything. Being neighborly, he once rushed into a burning house to save a ninety-seven-year-old invalid. “Slow down,” his former wife, Glenda, had often said to him. “You’ll burn yourself out.” Now in his forties, he still aimed to charge through life with youthful zeal. But for the last couple of years, a deep pain welled inside him occasionally and confused him. He supposed it was simply chemical—if chemistry was ever simple. But as bitter as his moods had sometimes been, he had never entertained a suicidal thought. The dead woman couldn’t have represented Glenda. She was too much of a schemer, a master of coupon organization. And the dead woman was definitely not his mother. Although she had high cholesterol and arthritis, her life force had the strength of the Saturn V.
And she wasn’t Julia. In no way was she Julia.
He skirted the construction site east of the plant. It seemed forsaken without the row of blue portable toilets, which were removed the day construction was halted. The cranes posed for still lifes.
Reed rode all day, through several counties, following no particular route. The dream wouldn’t fade out. If he had really found a dead woman, people at work would approach him, curious and agog. They would want to hear his story over and over. It would be like receiving congratulations for something extraordinary he had done. Over and over he thought of her last hours. The way she lined up the photos on the dashboard—how long did she stare at those pitiful pictures? Did she talk to them? Did she put off her act until she had said everything she wanted to say?
He let the wind fly through his hair as he swirled around the narrow roads, the sun winking through the leaves like a strobe light. He loved the patterns of sun and shade in the woods on either side of him. Wildlife fled from his mighty engine. Reed Futrell did not know where he was going. He rode along a precipice. He was a mechanized Road Runner, rushing along, but watching himself too, knowing that if he leaned too far in one direction or the other he would pancake down a canyon. His fatalism annoyed Julia.
“I’ve been living with that stuff so long my insides would be neon green if you opened me up,” he had told her. “If I’ve got it, I’ve got it.”
“But if you don’t, wouldn’t it be a relief to know?”
“Can’t you do the blood test for me?”
“No, it’s against the rules. The paperwork would screw you up.”
“Won’t you stick me, honey?” he said, running his hand down her back.
“Can’t do.”
“I’d like to stick you,” he said.
Julia could not know his work history. He hadn’t told her. He wouldn’t.
His mind always meandered while on the road, or lying on the tarp in the woods, or inside the patched pup tent he’d hauled around for years. But now he observed that he was surveying his whole life as though it had a pattern, passions and frailties that connected together.
Reed had grown up reading the Encyclopedia Americana and listening to big bands. He always had dogs. He loved shooting targets. He loved women. He loved being married for the first fifteen years, before he and Glenda began fighting. He realized that when they married, they didn’t understand each other, that they were too young to understand their own natures, or their differences. Glenda had always been picky, and then she sometimes demeaned him by calling him boorish and overly macho. Their counselor began harping on passive aggression, which Reed understood to mean that Glenda blamed him for her own bad behavior. She said she had to go away so she could grow as a person; Reed said that was ironic for a person always on a diet. The divorce was simple, and she finished raising the kids, Dalton and Dana. Now his children were young adults whom he saw only once in a while. They treated him decently. They seemed normal. He was lucky.
His kids bounced along with the scary optimism of youth. Dalton, with ambitions of becoming an architect, worked at a design company in North Carolina. And Dana, who didn’t quite finish college, worked with a producer on Music Row in Nashville. She sent him CDs, sickly pop stuff that you would call gruel if it were food, Reed thought. One of the songs Dana was so proud of had a line, “Carry the gospel to them all,” which Reed persisted in hearing as “Carry the gospel to the mall.” He often kidded her about that song, even singing it on her answering machine.
In a titty bar somewhere on the edge of a river town, Reed ordered a beer. A jejune band was playing country-pop drivel, and he had to listen to half a dozen songs before the girls came on, swinging their fringed anatomies—fringe flying from their tits, fringe hanging between their legs like a collie dog’s skirt.
Reed kept himself fit. Every day he stretched and pumped and jacked up his heart rate. He considered himself sexually attractive and had no trouble getting women. He enjoyed women, made new conquests easily, flirted shamelessly. He’d tuck his finger inside a woman’s blouse and playfully tug her bra strap, or he’d reach down and play with the hem of her short skirt. He would do that even before he knew their names, and they would giggle and swoon. Reed had a certain cockiness, and the way he moved seemed to thrill women. He had simple urges—always present, it seemed, throbbing like a hurt toe and keeping him on high alert, like those power lines humming into the plant.
Sitting at a table near the door, he stayed through two beers, but he did not tip these girls. Tonight he did not feel like folding a five-dollar bill and tucking it under a G-string. He left the titty bar and whisked through the night.
As he crossed the bridge over the river, his mood shifted. He gunned his bike, knowing that just a little slip on a pebble could send him flying. He was eager to check his telephone messages.
His street was quiet and the moon was high when he arrived at his old bungalow, a relic from the 1940s with a pyramid roof and a pillared porch. He left his bike and gear in the garage and went to the backyard where Clarence was in an uproar. The dog was overjoyed to see him, nearly knocking Reed over as he entered the gate. Clarence lunged into the house with him, and Reed hugged him and let him slobber on him.
“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying,” Reed said to Clarence. “Woof woof. We’re in total agreement.”
The answering machine held nothing significant, nothing from Julia. He sat on the dog-abused sofa with Clarence and read the newspapers, to see what had happened in the world during his absence. Same old thing, he learned quickly. More commotion at the plant, troublemakers demanding more investigations. The wider world in chaos. Clarence rested his head on Reed’s lap and ate corn chips with him.
“Clarence, it says here the cops found five bags of marijuana at a yard sale.” Reed laughed. “Probably antiques.”
He was glad to be home. It was comfortable here now with Clarence. Reed read the obituaries, noting the ages. On the page of personal funeral notices, a guy named Jack, a construction worker, had died at age sixty-eight. Reed said, “Come see Jack in the box, visitation two to four p.m. Sunday.” Reed laughed. Jack could have waited all his life for such a moment and then missed it.
The telephone rang. “Go, killer,” Reed said, opening the back door and shooing Clarence out. He answered the telephone.
“Hey, Reed. This is your Prayer Warrior, calling with your ten o’clock prayer.” It was Burl, his best pal since high school. “Hey, man, are you up?”
“Up? Why wouldn’t I be up? Do you mean Big Reed or Little Reed?”
“No, man, wake up. Listen. This is urgent.”
“What?” Reed settled himself against the wall.
“A while ago I had a heavy, heavy notion, Reed, that you were in need of prayer. I need to pray for you.”
“Pray away, Burl.” Burl could be a Prayer Warrior or a pagan dancer. It was all the same. Inevitably, he was drunk.
“Are you all right, Reed? Was your little trip good?”
“Yeah. I saw the blue flames again.”
“No shit! I wish I’d seen them.”
“Next time.”
“But you shouldn’t hang out at that place.”
“I was way over by the river. That’s O.K.”
Reed told Burl in some detail his dream about the dead woman. “It was so vivid,” he said. “I’m still thinking about it.”
“Write that down, Reed. You could win the Pulitzer Prize.”
“Win what? The tulip surprise?”
Burl chortled. “You need a hearing aid, Reed. I said Pulitzer  Prize!”
“You don’t have to yell! I was making a joke.”
“I’m praying for you, Reed.”
“O.K.”
“That business out at the plant is like the butterfly effect,” said Burl. “One thing leading to another.”
“Sure.” What wasn’t involved with the fucking butterfly effect?
“Did you get that test yet?”
“Oh, Burl, go on back to Xanadu, and let me get some sleep. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“O.K., but I’m praying for you.”
“That’s nice, Burl. Thank you. I’ll pray for you too.”
There was no way to pray for Burl, even if Reed were a praying type. Burl was like an asteroid that made periodic close encounters, but never quite came to earth.
Although Reed was tired, he sat down at his computer. As usual, he had a hard time getting past his screen savers, a dazzling variety of galaxies and nebulae, photographs from the Hubble telescope, gliding silently toward him, changing at twenty-second intervals. They shifted before him, unbelievable, colorful close-ups of outer space—galactic clusters, hot clumps of nebulosity, supernovas, spiral galaxies. The universe. When he stared at these pictures, his mind seemed to empty out. He changed the pictures frequently in order to retain that fresh astonishment.
Finally, he checked his e-mail. He wished Julia had e-mail, but she refused to waste her time with it. He found dozens of new answers to a personal ad he had placed on the Internet. Curious, and with a pleasing sexual stirring, he ran through the responses. His ad had been simple: “Strong, good-looking guy looking for smart, sensitive woman with sense of humor and curiosity. Sex not a requirement. Let’s just hang.” He left his zip code and moniker, “Atomic Man.”
He dumped all the messages with distant zip codes. He read the remaining one, from a zip code near his own, someone calling herself Hot Mama.
“Your ad is too vague. You don’t reveal anything about yourself. Why should I be interested? Your ad seems intended to reel in all women indiscriminately. Who would confess to being insensitive, without humor or curiosity? Sex? Screw you.”
“Goddamn,” Reed said aloud. “I can’t deal with you tonight, Hot Mama.”
He stared at the message until his screen saver came on; the shifting images of the cosmos were hypnotic, and he began to feel sleepy.
Exhausted, he fell into his stale sheets. Sleep wouldn’t come. He was too tired to sleep. He rose and dashed off a message to Hot Mama. “I’m sensitive, with a sense of humor, and I’m loaded with curiosity. I don’t stick to the everyday. I fool around with the cosmos. My favorite poem is ‘Kubla Khan.’ I have a scar on my wrist that resembles a rat’s ass. Why am I telling you all this?”
He sent the message, felt better, then went easily to sleep.

2
The Easter tree in the lobby at Sunnybank seemed as fresh and fecund as it had on Easter Sunday, three weeks ago. Its machine-decorated plastic eggs still seemed newly laid, Reed thought. His mother never celebrated Easter in any special way—except the time she went to a sunrise breakfast at a park on the river. He remembered her saying that since the park was on the east side of the river, the staging was all wrong for the resurrection.
Today was Mother’s Day. Reed’s mother, Margaret (“Peggy”) Melinda Reed Futrell Sisson Daly—name tags for husbands no longer valid—lived at 115 Willow Court. Willow Court was a wide, sunny corridor carpeted with pink cabbage roses. Last year Reed had talked her into moving to Sunnybank Assisted Living so that she wouldn’t be alone. He became concerned when he found a blob of stainless steel—a former saucepan—welded to a burner on her stove and found her eating from a plastic container of purple gelatin a neighbor had brought her a month before. Her refrigerator was nearly bare. In the freezer compartment, he discovered dozens of little packages—tidbits of hamburger twisted in foil. He asked her what she was doing—making chipmunk packs? He ordered her a pizza and stocked her refrigerator. After she moved to Sunnybank, her mind improved, and she resented her displacement, insisting that she should not be kept with the toothless and feeble, like a helpless old donkey in a stall. She was forgetful, but not incapacitated, she said then. She withdrew into her apartment, where she read romance novels and worked with her paint set, copying the old masters from an art book. Aides came to remind her of social activities, but she went only on occasion.
“This place is full of incompetents and nuts,” his mother said now, greeting him and his spray of supermarket flowers at the door of her apartment. “Elder abuse, too. I can document it.”
But she was grinning, happy to see him.
“Happy Mother’s Day,” he said, planting a kiss on her cheek and hugging her.
Her steely curls were springy, like the metal coils on mousetraps, and she wore a lively complex of cosmetics. Her place was sunny and spacious. Reed’s sister, Shirley, had fixed it up to resemble home, with family photographs and knickknacks. A bowl of plastic Easter eggs rested on the dining table. Reed recalled a woman he had gone out with who decorated her Easter eggs with swastikas. Where did he find such women? he wondered.
“If I had stayed home, I could be growing my own bouquets,” Reed’s mother said.
“Probably so, Mom,” said Reed. “And maybe you could get a job driving a bus, too.”
“Don’t make fun of me.”
“I didn’t mean to.” Reed still felt guilty that he had uprooted her from her home and plopped her into this glorified way station. It was supposed to be a resort, not a last resort. Maybe he would have moved her back home, but her house belonged to someone else now, a couple who had installed a volleyball court and free-range chickens. The court was enclosed with chain link, and the chickens ran in the street.
Stooping with only slight difficulty, she found a green vase under the sink for his cellophane shroud of blooms. Reed glimpsed a standing army of green florists’ vases in the cupboard.
Her bird clock signaled the hour. It was the woodpecker’s Morse code.
“My birds are screwed up,” his mother said. “It’s supposed to be the cardinal.”
“They need to be readjusted,” he said.
She ran water into the vase, and he plunked the flowers into the water. He set the vase next to the Easter-egg bowl on the small dining table. They situated themselves, Reed on the sofa and his mother in her recliner.
“The food here is getting worse,” she said. “The dietitian is overweight, and I think I see everybody gaining a little.”
“You’re not. You look good.”
“I’m not gaining weight because I won’t eat that slumgullion they concoct here. I fix myself a little something here in the room. I microwaved popcorn last night and watched An Affair to Remember. Did you ever see that, Reed?”
“Probably. I’ve forgotten.”
He listened to her summarize the story. He liked to watch her animated hands, which followed the enthusiastic, girlish trills of her voice. It made him feel better to know that she always made the best of a situation.
“Have you seen Julia again?” she demanded.
“No. She’s still mad at me.”
“Haven’t you apologized?”
“I guess.”
“I know you—you’ll fool around and she’ll get tired of waiting. You always did put off what needed to be done.”
“It’s not that easy.” Reed took a deep breath.
“Go after her! You’ll fool around and lose her if you don’t.”
“Any more orders?”
Abruptly, she inquired about his work. “Reed. Listen—are they going to cancel the new plant?”
“Don’t know. We’ll have to see what the D.O.E. says about how long the cleanup will take.”
“I’m so afraid we’ll lose the new plant. We need the jobs.”
“Oh, we won’t lose it unless the D.O.E. makes the whole place a Superfund site.”
“I doubt if they would take that much interest,” she said, twisting a curl between her fingers.
Seizing an opportunity, Reed said, “Talk to me about the good old days, Mom, when toxic waste was what you found in the cat litter pan.”
“Ha! Good old days! That’s the biggest fallacy in the kingdom.”
He didn’t know how much she knew about the current troubles, and he didn’t want to worry her. He didn’t see a newspaper anywhere in her crowded living room. The family pictures covered several surfaces. His eyes rested on the photograph of his father. He was handsome and clear eyed, a confident man in a tweed jacket and striped tie. Reed recalled his parents dancing to their favorite instrumental from the big-band era—Artie Shaw’s “Dancing in the Dark.” They glided across the hardwood floor of their small living room as if they had all the space in the world.
He said, “I thought you were pretty happy when you started out—when I was little and my dad was alive.”
“That’s true.” She smiled. “He loved his job. It was so important to the national defense.”
“Everybody was fighting the Communists.”
“I don’t believe we ever saw any,” she said with a laugh. “We just believed they were there, like elves.”
Reed had often heard the old-timers tell about how the bomb-fuel plant was the salvation of the community after the Depression and the War. The plant was shrouded in secrecy then.
“Maybe things seem a little different nowadays, Mom.”
“I’m afraid of what they’re finding out,” she said. “I’m afraid it’ll kill the new plant. Will it?”
“I doubt it,” Reed said to reassure her. “They’ve stopped construction while they do site assessment—that’s what they’re calling it. But I don’t think it’ll take long.”
She roused herself from her chair to reach a garment from a table.
“Look at this crazy thing,” she said, laughing. It was an apron she had made in crafts. It had at least a dozen pockets.
Reed said, “I could use one of these at work.”
“It’s just silly!” she said. “They think we’re going to lose everything. They think we’re liable to lose our heads.”
“Looks to me like you could put insulation in those pockets and go to the North Pole,” Reed said. “Or carry your camping gear. You’d be prepared for anything.”
“I’ll have to carry my head in this side pocket,” she said, laughing.
Whenever she laughed, Reed felt heartened. He laughed with her, and he stood up, swinging the apron around his shoulders like a cape.
“Look! Up in the sky! It’s a biker! It’s a maintenance engineer! Yes! It’s Atomic Man!”
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Reed drove his truck to work early, to beat the rush. He followed Constitution Avenue past the Jewish temple, the medical-supply stores, the farm store with a forest of spring bushes and hanging baskets outside, a line of auto-hardware stores, then a fast-food strip. He dipped under the viaduct just as a train trundled overhead. The sunrise at the end of Constitution flashed in front of Reed as he emerged. A soft luster surrounded the sun.
At work, the buzz of the day was beryllium. Lately, it was one alarm after another. The morning TV news had reported that over the years a number of workers at the plant had been exposed to beryllium, which could cause a lung disease. Reed, whose TV had broken a year ago, had missed the latest revelation. A group of his coworkers in the main process building were talking about it, but no one seemed especially concerned except Teddy, an instrument mechanic who had been there for only ten years, fewer than most of the guys.
Teddy followed Reed into the process workers’ break room. “I’ve got all the symptoms,” he said. “It’s in my lungs. I wheeze and spit.”
“I thought beryllium disease was an allergy,” Reed said. “Not everybody gets it.”
“I never even heard of beryllium before.”
“It comes from emeralds.” Reed released coffee from a spigot into a foam cup.
“How do you know that?”
“Chemistry 101.”
“They say you have to breathe it.” Teddy coughed for emphasis, and his coffee dribbled down the side of his cup.
“It’s spring,” Reed said. “It’s pussy willows.”
“Aw, Reed, you’re not taking this seriously.”
“If I’ve got it, I don’t want to know about it.”
Reed tasted his coffee. It resembled sewage sludge and tasted worse. He stored his sandwiches in the refrigerator and his cap and keys in his locker.
“Don’t worry, guys,” said Jim, the shift superintendent. He entered the break room, with his newspaper rolled into a tube. Jim was a small, pale-skinned man with a prissy little goatee that Reed never could match with Jim’s congeniality or complexion. Dispensing reassurance like baby oil, Jim said, “We don’t have enough beryllium to be scared about, and even if we did, by God”—he used his newspaper like a light-saber to stab at the air—“if we did, we’d kill that snake dead.”
“Is it radioactive?” Teddy wanted to know.
“I wouldn’t think so,” Jim said. “Not like the scrap piles.”
He distributed the work packages containing the permits and other paperwork for the day’s jobs. Reed went out to the floor. A bunch of guys were laughing near a supply office.
“Hey, Reed, how hot did you get that last time?” said Kerwin, one of the guys Reed had worked with for years.
“Don’t remember. I didn’t pay attention to the numbers,” Reed said, sounding like a politician insisting that he ignored polls.
“I’ve been hot four times,” Alberto bragged. “Hell, the numbers were higher than the stack, but I thought, hey, what the hell.”
“I figure the company will take care of us,” Kerwin agreed. He was writing on his work papers, turning them sideways to write marginal notes, as if he were writing personal commentaries.
“The union will,” said Alberto.
“You get more in a year from doctors than from what we do here,” Jim said, hurrying past. “X-rays. Dental stuff.”
“Oh, hey, Jim,” said Alberto. “We figure you’re watching out for us.”
Jim waved his light-saber, grinned, and walked away.
Reed dismissed beryllium, as if it were an annoying insect. But he liked knowing it was derived from emeralds.
He changed into pale-green doctor scrubs and whammed his clothes into his locker. After chugging a cup of water, he ascended to the second floor, where it was at least a hundred and ten degrees and eighty-five decibels. It sounded like jets taking off. Although the fourteen-acre building was probably large enough to fly a plane in, it could be claustrophobic—with the rows of cells, the overhead maze of Freon piping, the noise, the dusky light, the swirl of dust, the giant fans.
Reed was a cell rat. On the second level of the largest process building he crawled inside dark, dusty enclosures to repair machinery that yelled in his ears. When he worked on those risky jobs, he wore his yellow astronaut suit. He liked working in the outfit
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