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The Thing About Memory

The memory lives in my hands.

Not in my chest, the way grief is supposed to sit. Behind the sternum, people say, like a stone. For me it has always been the hands. The way I felt the door handle of the Iron Saints clubhouse go warm under my palm before I pushed it open. My fingers were sticky from a drink someone had pressed on me in the parking lot—I hadn’t wanted it, but I had taken it anyway, because I was twenty-five and he had said come see where I live, come meet these people, and I wanted to be the kind of woman who could walk into a room full of strangers and not feel the architecture of her own ribcage closing around her.

I pushed the door. The music hit first. Not the melody, just the low end, the kind of bass that makes you aware of your own pulse. Then the smoke. Then the smell of it: leather and beer and something underneath that was harder to name, the specific animal heat of a room full of people who had decided that most rules were optional. I told myself I was fine with that. I told myself I was not the kind of woman who needed the rules to feel safe.

I was twenty-five. I thought knowing something was the same as feeling it.

Dex was at the far bar. I saw him before he saw me—that was always how it went between us, I found him first in every room—and for a moment I held still in the doorway and watched the way he stood. The particular angle of his shoulders when he was in a space that belonged to him. He had his head tilted down toward a woman I did not know, and her hand was on his arm. Not his forearm. Higher. The way a woman touches a man when she wants him to understand that she is not afraid to touch him.

She was laughing at something he had said. He was responding to her laugh the same way he responded to mine: that slow, specific half-smile, the slight tilt forward as if offering her a better angle. I stood in the doorway and watched and counted.

Fourteen seconds.

I have always counted things. Always arranged numbers in columns in my head even before I had language for what I was doing. Fourteen seconds, the door handle cooling under my palm, the bass against my ribs, the half-smile that I had believed belonged to something private between us. Then I understood. I let go of the handle and walked back to my car. I did not run. That is always the first thing I clarify when I replay the memory, and I replay it less than I used to: I walked.

Now I am standing in Aunt Bea’s kitchen at eleven on a Wednesday in late October, and the memory does what it always does. It arrives without knocking.

The kitchen smells like eucalyptus and old wood and whatever she baked last, probably months ago before she got too tired to bake—the lemon pound cake she made every time I came to visit. The refrigerator hums. The window over the sink looks out at the back yard and beyond it, past the chain-link fence, the edge of Morrow Salvage and Auto. The sign is not visible from here but I know it is there because I looked it up before I drove over from downtown, because I am someone who looks things up before she walks into rooms.

I learned that the hard way.

I set my yellow legal pad on the kitchen table. The same table where Bea made me do homework on summer visits, the same table where she told me once that the most dangerous thing a woman could be was too proud to change her mind. I open to a clean page and write the date at the top. Below it I write: Things That Need to Be Decided.

The house is in decent shape. Bea kept it. She kept everything except her own health, which went quietly and quickly at seventy-one, leaving me the house and the garage and the contents thereof and a letter in her attorney’s files that said simply: You always needed somewhere to land, baby. Land here for a while.

I am thirty-four days into my transfer to the Tulsa field office. Temporary reassignment, I told my supervisor in Kansas City. Six months to settle the estate, assess the property, decide whether to sell. He said fine. He said I had barely used my leave balance in three years. He said take your time.

What I did not tell him: I knew the salvage yard was next door before I accepted the transfer. I had driven slowly past this road twice in the last four years during visits to Bea—slowing down each time, not stopping, making myself keep moving. I knew because I had done what I always do, which is assess the costs before committing. I have not yet figured out the cost of this particular decision.

Under Things That Need to Be Decided, I write: Roof condition (ask Jade for contractor). Water heater (unclear if operational—check pilot). Garage (contents unknown—Bea’s motorcycle?). Back fence gate lock (rusted, needs replacing). Then, on a new line, I write the words: Next door. I look at that line for a moment. Then I cross it out so hard the pen goes through the paper.

The refrigerator hums. Outside, something metallic clangs from the direction of the salvage yard—a familiar sound, the sound of work being done, of something being taken apart or put back together. I close my eyes and the memory is there again: the door handle, the fourteen seconds, the bar, the woman’s hand above his elbow.

His hands on a workbench in the back office, three months into knowing him, the first time he showed me the fabrication shop. He was rebuilding a carburetor and kept talking while he worked, never looking up, hands moving with that quiet confidence that made me understand something about him before I had words for it. He knows what he is doing with broken things. I thought that quality was about the machines.

I fill a glass from the tap. The water tastes like well water, mineral and faintly sweet. Aunt Bea used to say city water had forgotten where it came from. She had opinions about most things. She had one opinion about Dex Morrow, which she stated exactly once and never repeated: That boy has his father’s hands and his mother’s stubbornness. Whether that’s a good thing depends entirely on what you need.

I didn’t know what she meant at the time. I thought I did. Bea and the salvage yard had been neighbors for fifteen years. She knew the Morrows the way you know the people who share your fence line: not well, but truthfully.

I finish the water and look out at the back fence. The gate in the chain-link is padlocked, which it wasn’t four years ago. The lock is rusted at the base, which means it was changed a while back. At some point a decision was made. I make a note on the legal pad: Gate lock—rusted—when changed? This is what I do. I find the inconsistencies. I follow them until they resolve or do not.

My supervisor says I have the best anomaly detection rate in the field office. My mother says I look for things to be wrong so I won’t be surprised when they are. They are both right and they are talking about the same thing.

I tear out the page with the crossed-out line. I fold it into quarters and put it in my coat pocket, because I don’t throw away my own handwriting. Evidence, my best friend Jade calls it. You keep evidence of your own thoughts in case you need to prosecute yourself later. She is not wrong.

The clanging from the salvage yard stops. In the silence, the refrigerator hums. The window frames a sky the color of old pewter. Somewhere in the detached garage there is a motorcycle I have never seen, one Bea apparently owned and never once mentioned in all the years I visited.

I pick up the legal pad and go to look at it.

The garage smells like motor oil and dry wood, the two smells layered the way they get in a space that has been used for one thing a long time. The motorcycle sits in the back, covered with a canvas tarp that has collected dust and a few leaves that blew in through the gap under the side door. I lift the edge of the tarp. Beneath it is a 1969 Indian Chief—or rather, what is left of one. The engine is disassembled, the components laid out on a workbench with a care that suggests someone knew what they were doing and simply ran out of time. The gas tank is dented but intact, painted a deep burgundy that has faded to the color of old brick. On the tank, in worn lettering that I have to lean close to read, someone has painted a single word in a smaller hand than the rest: Decide.

Aunt Bea, speaking one last time from wherever she went, making sure I understand that she left me a project.

I stand in the garage for a long time with the legal pad in my hand and the tarp in the other, looking at the disassembled pieces of something that has not run in years, and I do not know yet what I am going to do about any of this.

But I know the first thing I am not going to do: knock on the salvage yard gate.

That is what I tell myself, standing in the garage with the smell of motor oil and the word Decide painted on a gas tank, while through the back wall I can hear the very faint sound of someone starting a motorcycle engine two hundred yards away and letting it run.
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The Deed

The estate attorney’s office was on the fourth floor of a building downtown that had been an insurance company in a previous life, the kind of building where you could feel the weight of old money in the elevator cables and the carpet that was never quite the right shade of green. His name was Harlan Brophy, and he had the specific brand of gray-headed competence that passes for warmth in legal settings, and he handed me the deed to Beatrice Marion Castillo’s property at 1114 Morrow Road with the ceremony of someone who understood he was handing over more than paper.

“Your aunt spoke of you often,” he said, which people always say and which is usually approximately true.

“She spoke of everyone often,” I said. “It was one of her best qualities.”

He smiled. He gave me the keys—three of them on a ring, two standard house keys and one smaller one for the garage padlock—and a folder of documents I would need for the property transfer, and he told me she had prepaid the property taxes through next year, which was the most Bea thing I had heard in the two weeks since her death. Taking care of the thing before anyone had to ask.

I drove east out of downtown through late-October Tulsa, through the art deco corridor where the buildings still had their old bronze eagles and terracotta trim, past the Brady District where the music venues were just putting





























