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The mid-November morning meted out a handful
of sun and a few miles an hour of damp, frigid wind to southeastern
Virginia. Typical autumn weather for the region. On the shoulder of
rural Creeds Run Road, a one-foot strip of gravel coated with a
thin layer of russet pine needles—and crowned by one very dead
possum—Dare Jordan balanced his Serotta road bike between lean,
strong thighs and pulled his head of short, wavy hair, which was
the color of aged tobacco, out of a vented red helmet. He secured
the helmet by way of its chin strap to the middle of the bike’s
handlebar to avoid scratching it, paused his mp3 player, and
retrieved his beeping phone from a plastic bag tucked within a
zippered leather under-the-seat satchel. He squeezed one hazel eye
shut to make out the caller’s phone number, inhaled a deep breath
of icy air through his nostrils, held it until the count of ten,
and released it through pursed lips.

“Dare
Jordan speakin’,” he forced out, nipping the g off the end of the
last word, evidence of his conversion to the homogenized dialect of
the new American South. A multigenerational Yankee lured below the
Mason-Dixon Line by Virginia’s temperate climate and its strong
economic forecast, it had taken Dare most of two decades to
surrender in full to the region’s native tongue. Early on in his
immigration, he fought hard against verbal assimilation, but with
the g
of his ing’s now softened away to nothing, and his frequent use
of the term y’all, which began as a joke, the transformation was
complete and irrevocable.

“Dare, now I—I—hate like hell to do this to
y’all on a Sunday,” the caller sputtered out, “but we—uh—we’re
havin’ some problems here.” Dare imagined a fan of saliva
accompanying the delivery of each broken word into the office
phone’s mouthpiece. “Yeah, Dare,” the caller went on, “it’s—uh—the
Robert Motors’ year-end financial statement.”

The “we”
on the other end of the phone was Buddy Sams, one of Dare’s five
partners at Hawkins, Neff & Griffin, CPAs, Norfolk’s largest
independent accounting firm, or HNG, as members of the firm
referred to themselves. At five-ten and three hundred and twenty
pounds, sixty-year-old Buddy Sams led himself around with his
belly. Each day, he coerced his smattering of gray hair into a
slick comb-over with a heavy dose of hair tonic, the result being a
halo of alcohol fumes, which intensified when Buddy was anxious,
excited or angry. And in his sixteen years with the firm, Dare
couldn’t recall a day that Buddy did not exhibit all three
emotional extremes. The man’s cleft chin all but disappeared
beneath a cushion of fat, which obscured both his neck and
collarbone. His gray eyes reminded Dare of whale’s eyes—lashless
and thick-lidded and tucked beneath an expanse of crease and skin.
If he wanted the floor in a meeting and believed he was being
overlooked, or if he didn’t like what somebody had to say, Buddy
began a string of staccato palilalia, repeating the same word a dozen or more times, keeping
his voice in the conversation but not technically interrupting the
rightful speaker. When the other person paused out of
frustration—and at some point, they did—he rushed to fill in the
blanks with his own rhetoric. A holdover from the firm’s younger
days when small business owners and local farmers didn’t trust an
accountant whose knowledge of finance exceeded their own by a
significant degree, Buddy held a shrinking book of business at
HNG.

Buddy was undisciplined, careless,
disrespectful, and an equity share-consuming SOB, if you asked
Dare. But no one did, and he hadn’t sensed the cue to volunteer his
assessment. He knew a lot about the people he worked with. Much
more than they knew about him. And, he knew the only reason Buddy
would show up at work on a Sunday morning was to make up for time
lost on the Robert Motors’ financial statement—or to be more
accurate, time stolen—while he was in some sleazy motel, screwing
his married girlfriend instead of his wife.

Heart pounding from his sudden stop, Dare
pulled his cell phone away from his ear with a numb hand, still
programmed to maintain a lock-grip the bike’s handlebar. “Fuck,” he
mouthed to the barren farm fields on either side of the road. He
had slammed the bike to a full brake from high gear, and began
calculating the necessary steps to resume his ride: raise the rear
wheel, downshift and pedal forward, hope the chain wouldn’t drop.
If it did, reset the chain and start the process again. There was
no room on the road’s shoulder to work in safety. No room for
error. Best possible outcome? His pace was shot, the ride was a
wash, and his hands would be filthy from filament, dust, and
grease, because for the first time in a decade, he had forgotten to
put a clean cloth in his toolkit.

“Now, I know it’s the weekend and all…” Buddy
blathered before delivering a hissing wheeze. “Dare—y’all
there?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m here.” Drops of briny sweat
broke out on Dare’s forehead and trickled down his face, stinging
his eyes and lips. He pulled off his wet gloves and folded them
into a tight square, creating a makeshift blotting pad. After a few
swipes, it was wringing wet. He started to rub a damp palm on his
Pearl Izumi shorts, but wondered what damage kneading salt and
sunscreen into the black fabric might cause, and yanked back his
hand as though he had just touched a hot stove. “I’m not at home
now, Buddy. I should be back…uh…” He coughed and checked his Swiss
chronograph watch. It was 9:21 a.m. “Give me until noon.”

“I’m surely sorry ‘bout this, Dare,” Buddy
insisted. “I surely am.”

Drenched, shivering, and straddling his bike,
Dare tiptoed along the road shoulder to a large white mailbox. He
leaned his elbow on the mailbox and focused beyond it across the
grass, at a battered red-and-white trailer, bathed with dirt and
rust. It was the only structure in sight and looked abandoned. A
post-and-board fence, long past its prime and shedding chunks of
thick white paint, bordered the trailer’s front yard. He could tell
that the fence had been well constructed decades earlier, and
subjected to its current state of neglect in the recent past. He
had breezed by the place a hundred times on previous bike rides,
never taking a hard look at it for two reasons: one, he was
traveling at a twenty-mile-an-hour clip; and two, it didn’t qualify
as one of the aesthetic highlights of Southern Point.

If Buddy had called him one minute later,
Dare would have been a half mile further down the road, in front of
a pristine renovated farmhouse with latticework trim and a paved,
level driveway. There, he could have paced the driveway apron to
cool down—maybe have propped his bike on one of the brick entrance
pillars. But he was here, saturated, his core temperature sinking
to a point that would leave him with a miserable chill for the rest
of the day. He needed to get Buddy off the phone and get moving
again.

“Now, Dare, if there was any other way to try
and figure this thing out…” Buddy rambled on.

Dare reached in his jersey pocket and pulled
out a black wind jacket, studying the old house trailer for signs
of life. “Buddy,” he said, resigned to an afternoon trip to the
office, “understood.” He started to crane his head over his left
shoulder toward what sounded like a truck, minus its muffler—or
maybe a tractor—approaching. “I’ll see—”

The phone sprang from Dare’s hand and bounced
across the pavement as an old black van straightened out the curve
in the road, its extended side mirror catching his arm and slamming
him against the unyielding mailbox, which had been anchored to the
ground years before with a thick iron pipe set in a concrete well.
After taking the full impact of the van’s metal-and-glass appendage
with his left shoulder and rib cage, Dare’s slim frame slammed
against the mailbox, arced over the handlebar of his bike, and
carried it with him sideways into a shallow ditch below.

≈

There
were two of them, standing over him, staring at him. The first one
was fat and old—a decrepit basset hound in the process of delivering a
strand of toxic drool onto Dare’s neck, blinking at him repeatedly
with cloudy eyes crusted over at the corners with gray gunk. Dare almost choked as
the smell of rancid wax from the dog’s ears drifted downward,
assaulting his nostrils. The odor was more effective than smelling
salts in rousing him.

Next to the dog stood a young boy. From
beneath a green-and-orange-striped sweater, a strip of the boy’s
pink belly flesh popped out of blue corduroy pants that were a size
too small for his stocky body. He looked about six or seven, with
thick brown hair and brown eyes, and a streak of either dirt or
chocolate smudged across his chin. Dare squeezed his eyes shut for
a moment and looked again to be sure he wasn’t hallucinating.

“Hey, mista, you okay?” the boy asked in a
thick drawl, scratching his nose and kicking at a spot on the grass
with one of his grimy sneakers.

The dog yawned, presenting two rows of yellow
tartar-caked teeth, and held its position above Dare. Its breath
hung in the small space between them like a rank cloud.

“I—uh—don’t—don’t know,” Dare mumbled, flat
on his back, the metal chain of his bike cutting into his left
calf.

“Huh?” the boy asked, scratching the side of
his bare waist.

Dare wondered if the kid had fleas.

The boy scrunched up his face. “Whad’ya
say?”

The
pressure in Dare’s chest was crushing. “I—can’t seem—to catch my
breath.” He coughed, and thought he might black out again from a
level of pain he wasn’t sure his body had the resources to endure.
His brain was shutting down. Am I going to die? he asked himself.

“Mista, you…wait here,” the boy said. “Lila
and me—we’ll get my Gran Rose. Be right back!” He and the dog
vanished from Dare’s fading visual range.

Breathing was like trying to suck in a
lungful of air through a coffee straw. Dare was suffocating. He
closed his eyes, fighting against panic. When he opened them again,
he had no idea whether minutes or an hour had elapsed, but the boy
was back, holding hands with a reed-thin old woman who couldn’t
have topped five feet. She wrestled an enormous sweatshirt over her
plaid house dress and then splayed her legs to steady herself. “Oh,
son, they got ya good, didn’t they?” she asked, her pale-blue eyes
grazing the surface of Dare’s body. The wind tousled her wavy white
hair around her face. She pressed it flat against the sides of her
head to keep it out of her eyes. “Lemme see here, son,” she said.
“Hmm, what month is it?”

“November!” the boy screamed.

“Not you, Hoagy!” she scolded, her voice
crackling from the effort. “Young man, what…state are we in?”

Dare huffed out an audible answer.
“Vir—gin—ya.”

“Y’all remember the day a’ the week?”

“Sun-Sunday,” Dare said, gasping for air. He
pulled in less oxygen after each exhale.

She rubbed her forehead with her fingers,
coaxing out an idea. “Hm. I’m not likin’ ya color. But if ya can
move your arms and legs, let’s get ya inside somehow. It’s nearly
freezin’ out here ta-day, and the neighbors are sayin’ it might
take a while for the ambulance ta get here. B’lieve me—I know.”

The boy pulled at the handlebars on Dare’s
bike.

“Don’t touch anythin’ yet, Hoagy!” the woman
yelled. “Not yet. He might’ve broken bones!” She grabbed at her
throat, catching her breath. “Lord, boy. Settle down.”

The boy jerked back his hand and shoved it
into one of his pants pockets. Dare kicked away from the bike,
closed his eyes, and forced his three functioning extremities
outward in one unified motion, as he’d done when he’d made snow
angels as a boy. Pathetic as it was, his demonstration of mobility
must have met with the woman’s approval. She looked over at the
trailer and then back at Dare. “Okay, then. I guess we can try and
get ya up. Okay, Hoagy, give ‘im a hand, son.”

Hoagy dragged Dare’s twisted bike to the
trailer and propped it up against the front steps. He raced back to
the ditch and began pulling on Dare’s right shoulder with
surprising strength. Dare tensed his muscles and jackknifed to a
sitting position. “My—my bike—” he stammered, hit by a rush of
dizziness. “How—long—was I—out?” He tucked his legs under him and
pushed himself up from the ground with his right arm.

“Long a’nuf. Now, stop talking’ or ya gonna
be out again,” the woman said, as she and Hoagy helped Dare shuffle
up the trailer steps. “Ah, shucks,” she muttered. “Your head—you’re
bleedin’.”

Dare started to reach back behind his head
with his left hand to find the source of the bleeding, but he
stopped dead when a slug of pain ripped across his upper body.
“Aah!” he cried out, hunching over.

“Watch it, son!” Rose shouted. “Easy
now.”

As he ducked into the trailer, Dare noticed a
spotless beige love seat lining one paneled wall, and an antique
console table against the other, both sorely out of place in the
dilapidated mobile home. He took a couple of shallow breaths—tried
to make sense of the place, the people—but the old woman’s voice
broke into his thoughts. She stood before him, her lips moving. Now
she was shaking her head back and forth. He strained to hear her,
to make out her muffled words, but couldn’t. He grabbed at the air
in front of him. Everything went black.
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Dare stayed five days in the hospital. Five
days of staring at the ceiling, willing his collarbone and four of
his ribs to fuse, and his left lung to stay inflated. Five days of
soggy food, ginger ale sucked through a straw, of peeing into a
plastic bottle and sailing along for hours at a time on Vicodin—and
craving his own house and personal routine.

Dare hated being away from home. Within the
boundaries of his property, within the walls of his house, he knew
the state of all things. He knew where his food came from, that it
was fresh, and that his hands were clean when he prepared it. He
knew when the sheets on his bed were last changed, and when it was
time to charge his toothbrush. He knew the condition of each of the
5,304 shingles on the roof of his house, and the creeping path of a
newborn hairline crack in his concrete driveway, which he monitored
through weekly photo documentation. He had full control over who
could enter his personal space, engage him in conversation, or
invade the privacy of his thoughts.

He hated hospitals. Those artificial
environments where people were paid to appear kind, and convince
you that they somehow knew what was best for you, when in truth
they knew nothing about you, or what you missed, or who was waiting
for your return. They were empowered to tell you what to do and to
keep you there until you were no longer able to leave. In his
experience, hospitals were a place not of healing, but of
estrangement, separation and final departure. Dare’s mother and
maternal grandfather—two of the three people he loved most in the
world—had died in hospitals. Details on the assumed demise of the
third person, Dare’s father, remained unknown. To this day, no one
knew for certain if Thomas Chester Jordan had died, and if so, how
horrible the process had been, at whose hands, or the precise
location and time at which his death had taken place.

After withstanding the necessary procedures
to immobilize his arm and collarbone and remove his chest tube—a
device any sadist would relish—the continuous infusion of
mind-altering pain meds proved impressive in suppressing Dare’s
full contempt for his surroundings. On his second day as a patient
at Coastal Medical Center, he struck a deal with a cooperative
nurse, who swore to tell any visitor who might venture toward
Dare’s room that he was sleeping. In truth, he did sleep much of
the time. Not a rejuvenating restful sleep, but an opiate-induced
stupor from which he was easily startled into glassy-eyed
uselessness. The dose of unstructured time to which he found
himself subjected carried with it anxiety over the whereabouts and
condition of three elements essential to Dare’s existence: his cell
phone and all the client emails and passwords contained therein,
some or all of which could now be exposed and compromised; his
cherished car, which he had parked at the old Southern Point
General Store on the day of the accident; and, lastly, what Dare
was certain was his mortally-wounded Serotta road bike, one of the
first of the designer’s new line of custom-built bikes available
for sale to the public.

≈

For all the expensive floral arrangements
courtesy of the partners at Hawkins, Neff & Griffin, the
combination of sincere and obligatory get-well cards from corporate
clients accumulating on the windowsill of Dare’s private hospital
room, and the assorted phone calls and attempted visits from
colleagues and one forgiving ex-girlfriend, it was his housekeeper,
Patty Beekins, who got Dare’s request for a ride home when the
doctors gave him the okay to return to his life. Patty was the one
person he trusted enough to observe him in this unprecedented state
of physical disrepair and vulnerability. A widowed grandmother with
enough time on her hands to be lonely, Patty had responded, three
years earlier, to Dare’s newspaper ad for a new cleaning lady.
She’d shown up at his door that day, thickset and energetic, her
graying blond hair in a no-nonsense pixie cut, and dressed in white
scrubs and tennis shoes, because, she explained, “If my clothes
don’t show any dirt, it means I haven’t been cleaning well enough.
Oh, and I use a lot of bleach, and bleach can’t ruin something if
it’s already white.”

As part of their brief interview, Dare had
walked Patty through his neo-Victorian townhouse, located in
Chesapeake Bay Commons, a gated enclave on the edge of Norfolk’s
Chesapeake Bay, across the city line from Virginia Beach. Purchased
while it was under construction eight years prior, the three-story
brick unit was among the best built in the area, boasting
heritage-wood flooring, bronze plumbing fixtures, black stainless
appliances, ten-foot ceilings. Each of the Commons’ twenty homes
also had three fireplaces, a landscaped front entrance and portico,
a fenced-in backyard, a finished, heated garage, and an
unobstructed view of the Chesapeake Bay.

As they’d scaled the staircase and visited
each room in the house, Patty asked Dare about his artwork and
furniture, jotted non-stop in a palm-sized notebook, and then
ticked off her additional qualification. “I’m bonded and have a
clean background—I worked on the Navy base for forty years—now I
head up the event volunteers at the USO. And I understand privacy,
so if you want me to stay out of some areas of your house, you let
me know what’s off-limits. Otherwise, I’ll learn my way around the
place and keep it up your standards. I guarantee it.” He had hired
her that day.

Patty’s Tuesday and Thursday visits to Dare’s
house gave him a hushed sense of family for the hour he was with
her in the morning before he left for the office, or the clip of
time they sat together in the kitchen and talked when he got home
from work. She would pack up her plastic caddy with supplies, which
for a reason unknown to Dare included a pair of binoculars, place
it by the front door, and then wait for him to return from the
accounting firm before heading home to her post-WWII bungalow. That
way, she could brief him on what she’d accomplished that
day—laundry, windows, cleaning out the refrigerator. She might have
freshened up Dare’s bespoke business suits with a portable steamer,
or, if they had hung unworn for more than a month in the closet,
dropped them off at the dry cleaners. Perhaps she had discovered
some new way to arrange the contents of his medicine cabinet, or
reorder his military book collection. The specific household tasks
she executed while in his house didn’t much matter to Dare, because
whatever she did, he was always left with the impression that what
she cared about, most of all, was that he was alive and well.

≈

Once Dare’s nurse had wheeled him off the
elevator and out to the hospital’s patient entrance, Patty ducked
into the back of her compact station wagon and shuffled around
fabric bags brimming with groceries, and a row of baskets
overflowing with what looked like blankets, sheets or some other
type of fabric.

“I got the usual for you, so you’ll have what
you need,” she said. “The usual” was Dare’s standing once-a-week
shopping trip, involving two stops. The first stop was HT Traders
for veggie burgers, certified humane eggs, poultry and dairy,
fruits, nuts and vegetables, two bottles of Meiomi Pinot Noir 2015,
rubbing alcohol for sanitizing doorknobs and switch plates, and
bleach for disinfecting and laundry whitening.

The second stop was TJMAXX’s gourmet food
section for imported French mustard, balsamic vinegar-based
ketchup, green tea and Sumatran coffee (“Why does everyone say
‘Sumatra’ when it’s ‘Sumatran’?” Dare asked Patty. “Is it the
‘America’ Flag?’’), olive and coconut oil, and imported Scottish
tart cherry preserves. The cherry preserves sat on the refrigerator
shelf for months, to then be handed, without comment, to Patty,
tucked into her caddy and transported to her house for quiet—yet
appreciated—consumption. The ejected preserves were then replaced
by a new jar, destined to sit on the same refrigerator shelf,
unopened, beginning the cycle again. Neither of them spoke of the
preserves—ever.

Patty managed to free up enough space to
squeeze Dare and two bags of unwanted hospital accouterments into
her cluttered station wagon. “Buckle up!” she instructed him.
Relieved to be en route to things familiar, he settled into his
seat and closed his eyes, allowing Patty to shuttle him home in
silence, stopping twice along the way to pick up his prescriptions
and fill up at the gas station.

“Mr. Dare, are you sure you don’t want me to
stay overnight?” Patty asked, once Dare was settled in his bedroom,
encircled by medicine, bottled water, and a selection of
newspapers, which she had dissected by dividing them, one by one,
into sections and slicing down the gutter with scissors so he
wouldn’t have to extend his arms to read them. “Hear me now—if I
get my hands on that fiend who tried to kill you!” she threatened.
“And your left arm too. How in the world will you write or
drive?”

“First, Patty, you know that Southern Point
has its own. . . set of rules. And, whoever and whatever it was
that hit me could be hidden anywhere. In a barn—in the swamp. In
the next state. Who knows if the vehicle was even registered—it
could have been one of those Farm Use trucks that doesn’t have a
license plate. How can the police look for something I didn’t
see?”

She was unsatisfied. “You’d think someone saw
something—some little thing that could help.”

“Second,” he said, cruising the newspaper for
headlines, “My ambidexterity is about 55/45. You know that.”

“Left hand, right hand—what does it matter if
you can only use one arm!” she cried. “Now that I see you here, I
think you should have stayed in the hospital a few more days.”

He stifled the urge to debate the subject,
relieved by the return to familiar surroundings, agreeable smells,
and the underrated contentment of lying in his own bed, which Patty
had made with layers of white sheets and thin blankets that held
the slight fragrance of chlorine bleach blended with floral fabric
softener from a bottle Dare guessed had a label that was varying
shades of purple and illustrated with flowers whose existence no
botanist could confirm.

She’d shared her trick with Dare on one of
the first days she’d worked at the townhouse. He had walked in on
her while she was soaking his white bedsheets, which she stirred
with a wooden spoon as though they were witches’ brew, in the white
porcelain kitchen sink. “You just feel better in a nice, clean
bed!” she had told him, explaining that she presoaked the sheets in
bleach and water before she washed them, and then added two cups of
fabric softener to rinse cycle.

“There’s a utility sink in the laundry room,
Patty. Wouldn’t that be…easier?” Dare asked.

“Easier, maybe, but by doing them in the
kitchen, it deep cleans your white sink, too!” she said, proud of
her efficiency.

Dare shrugged. He couldn’t argue the point,
imagining the pantry in her little house stocked full of bleach
bottles. That occasion marked the first and last time he evaluated
her housekeeping methodology.

≈

From her place in Dare’s bedroom doorway,
Patty tsk-tsked as she watched him grapple with the newspaper.
“Well, you just let me know if you need anything at all. I’m a few
teeny minutes away,” she said, wearing a look of maternal concern.
“Call me, Mr. Dare. I’ll be here in a jiff.”

“I’ll be fine on my own,” Dare promised.
“Have a good night.”

“I wish…oh, never mind,” Patty fretted.

“What?”
he asked, attempting to skim the business section of the
Washington
Post. His eyes and brain
were not cooperating with one another.

She let out a weighty sigh. “Have you thought
about getting a dog or something, Mr. Dare?” she asked. “Some kind
of company for yourself?”

Dare put down the newspaper and frowned.
“What made you think of that?”

“You’re too young to be alone all the time,
is all,” she said. “Loneliness is for…well—you know—old
people.”

He leaned back on his pillows and closed his
eyes. “I’m fine. The Jag is fine. And my bike,” he babbled. “I
don’t understand how someone repaired it—who could do that—I have
it—I have things just the way I like them. In their place.”

She crossed her arms and looked to the
heavens. “Oh, all right then. I’ll let myself in tomorrow morning.
And…I’m comin’ over every day till you’re better. And don’t even
think about tryin’ to pay me.”

“We’ll discuss—discuss it tomorrow,” Dare
said, groggy from his pain pill kicking fully in. “You’ll lock
it—the door?”

“I’ll set the alarm and I’ll lock the door
behind me,” she assured him. “And, I’m sliding a chair across the
top step, so you don’t fall down the staircase.”

He was fading. “Whaa—”

“Those pills!” she argued. “You could wake up
and lose your balance. I’d rather you bump into the chair than
break your other arm, or worse!”

Patty’s footsteps padded down the wooden
staircase, followed by the loud rustling of crumpling paper. Dare
guessed that she was taking out his trash and recycling, two chores
that were not part of her job description but which she insisted
upon doing anyway. He sank down into the wedge of memory foam bed
pillows she had positioned for him and slept hard for the next
twelve hours.

After that, Dare did not leave home for the
rest of the week. He did, however, take a twice-a-day walk around
the backyard to prevent blood clots, and he also conducted numerous
compulsive inspections of “The Bike.” The Ben Serotta Bike. Signed
by the designer. Made to order. Fit to order. It resided in Dare’s
climate-controlled storage room, which he could access through dual
entry points off the first-floor laundry room and the outside deck.
Despite his efforts, Dare could not detect the damage he was
certain the bike had sustained in the hit-and-run accident on
Creeds Run Road. He had a hazy recollection of the boy who found
him semi-conscious in the ditch that day trying to walk the bike
away from the scene and up to the house trailer. The bike’s
handlebar was mangled—jammed into the front tire. So jammed, that
the boy had to lift the front wheel off the ground to hoist the
bike across the lawn. All traces of that were gone now. With a
magnifying glass run over the entire frame and wheel—Dare completed
two full inspections his first day home—he found no evidence of the
impact. Best case scenario, the repair would have cost thousands of
dollars. And, then there was the skill required to complete the
restoration. He knew of no one in Southern Virginia who worked on
Serotta bikes. Even more perplexing was the fact that whoever
repaired the bike, did so in just four days.

He sequestered himself in his room most of
the day and night, took extra calcium, drank green tea and
tangerine juice, and restricted himself to a diet of salmon,
greens, bananas, and walnuts. In less than a week, he was back at
work.

≈

The firm of Hawkins, Neff and Griffin, CPAs,
and its thirty-three employees occupied a penthouse suite of
offices in a tall bronze and stone building on Norfolk’s historic
waterfront. Per managing partner Bill Hawkins’ directive, all HNG’s
suite’s interior finishes were completed in varying shades of gray,
a color palette broken apart by men whose dark suit jackets hung on
carved wood behind-the-door valet hangers, leaving a flash of
blinding white button-down shirts with starched hidden plackets,
monogrammed cuffs, and platinum cufflinks. No gold here. No
exceptions. Too ostentatious. Ties, double Windsor-knotted always,
came in three muted shades: cranberry, slate, and a dribble of
neutral butter-yellow in the form of paisleys and stripes. Hawkins
Neff and Griffin’s lone female partner, Janice Vanberg, along with
the firm’s female support staff, stuck with navy blue, gray or
black skirt suits or pant suits and cream or ecru silk shell
tops.

With two
glaring exceptions, partners and staff moved about the office in
efficient near-silence, their heads filled with audit
recommendations, tax return data the thickness of
War and
Peace, deals and
takeovers, corporate valuations, business downfalls, and
bankruptcies. It all hung in the air like string lights, the
strands coursing from office to office relaying muttered phone
calls, whispered huddles and diplomatic but chastising client
emails. And it was always on, burning with an annoyance quelled by
more analysis, more calculations, and more massaging, which, of
course, was made possible only by more staff hours.

Exception number one to the HNG paradigm was
Buddy Sams, who demonstrated a pathological resentment for the
intellectual elitism and discipline Dare Jordan embodied. “I swear
that guy’s as tightly laced as his wingtips,” he hissed to Chris
Hill, a twenty-four-year-old staff accountant at HNG. The two men
sat in Buddy’s office—directly across the hall from Dare’s—drinking
their morning coffees, fresh from the kitchen’s push-button
espresso bar, an indulgence Bill Hawkins had not only approved, but
personally underwritten because “without good coffee, none of us
would survive the sixty-hour work weeks here.”

With the door wide open, Buddy and Chris
watched Dare wince as he plodded through unloading the contents of
his briefcase onto his desk using his right arm and hand, since his
left remained in a sling. Buddy made no effort to cross the hall
and help Dare with the task, and Chris wouldn’t make a move in that
direction without Buddy’s consent. Buddy stood and rubbed his lower
back, overburdened from carrying around a hundred extra pounds of
weight for most of his sixty years, and began pacing. “Why come
back to work so soon?” he griped. “I mean, he could have milked
another week out of this thing. We can get by without him. Might be
better for the firm if we did.”

Fearful of endangering his first post-CPA
examination job by disagreeing with Buddy, Chris forced a weak
smile of concurrence. “Dare Jordan’s got a lot of big clients,” he
muttered. “I don’t think they—they want—anyone else touching their
accounts.”

“Fuck!” Buddy spewed. “Who needs a master’s
degree in finance, anyway? We crunch numbers here is all. That
ain’t gonna change anytime soon. And, what’s with him packing his
own fucking lunch? Jesus! He makes a half-mill a year. The
restaurants down here aren’t good enough? Can’t he eat at the club?
I swear to God,” he pounded on his desk with his fist, “that guy
was born with a fuckin’ stick up his ass!”

Having succeeded in emptying his briefcase
and organizing his desk, Dare closed his office door part way to
hang up his coat just as exception number two, Melissa MacAfee, the
firm’s office manager, appeared in the hallway. She smoothed her
frizzy strawberry-blond hair, tugged at her tight pink dress, and
stood as straight and tall as possible in five-inch platform heels
before she knocked on the door. Obnoxious at times—most times, in
Dare’s opinion—her redeeming quality was her lack of interest in
much of anything outside of HNG and its staff. She gobbled up her
daily tasks of configuring office space, orienting new employees,
and ordering furniture, supplies, and equipment like a hungry kid
inhaling a handful of jelly beans. She had no complaints about
working tax season, weekends or late nights. And she was loyal. In
consideration of all this, Bill Hawkins overlooked her violation of
the firm’s dress code.

“Welcome back,” she gushed, easing herself
through the doorway. “Dare, we were all so worried. To think that
you could have…well…I’m so relieved you’re all right!” Her blushing
merged with a copious supply of freckles, hiding some heavy facial
lines, the result of a lifetime of unblocked sun exposure on a fair
Irish complexion. She waited expectantly for Dare to respond, her
face frozen in a toothy, submissive smile.

“Thanks for the teddy bear, Melissa. It was
a…nice thought,” he forced out, wondering why in God’s name a grown
woman would buy him a child’s stuffed toy with a heart-shaped
lollipop Velcroed to its paw, and attach a card around its neck
that read: We can BEARLY stand it here without you! Dare simply
could not comprehend that sort of thought process. Cute, as either
concept or descriptor, did not figure within the Jordan family’s
consciousness.

“Aw, you know, Dare, just a little TLC for
ya,” she said, turning crimson again. “Do you need anything—any
help—getting your office shipshape?”

“Thank you for asking, but no,” he replied,
anxious to send her on her way. “I’m sure I’ll be fine as long as I
take things at a slow pace today.”

Melissa sidestepped to the back of the office
door, gently picked a fleck of lint from his hanging coat, examined
it, and then put it in her dress pocket. The gesture made the hair
on Dare’s neck stand up. He wondered if she went through his trash,
too, looking for souvenirs.

“So…any plans for Thanksgiving?” she asked,
lowering her chin while she waited out his answer. A chunk of hair
fell over one eye and she tucked it behind her ear.

“Dinner—with friends,” he lied. “How about
you?”

“Big dinner—with my family—here in town.” She
was hopeful. “We have plenty of room for one more.”

“You mean me?” he asked. “Thank you, Melissa,
but as I said, I’m already committed.” He pointed to some papers on
his desk. “And I have work to catch up on. I need to get to
it.”

“Oh, well,” she pouted, turning on her heel.
“See you later.”

He closed his door tight behind her and began
reading, printing and filing a week’s worth of messages and
e-mails. He went about the process in multiple steps. First, he
printed out the emails. Then he handwrote notes for his reply on
the email. Then he replied and sent the email. After receiving
confirmation that the email left the outbox and landed in the sent
file, he printed out the sent reply and placed all the hard copies
in his client correspondence files. By the end of his four-step
process, he had memorized the contents of the correspondence in its
entirety and had no need to look at them again.

≈

At two thirty, the caller ID screen on Dare’s
desk phone blinked with a call from home. It was Patty, checking in
on him, offering to make dinner before she left for the day.

“How are you making out, Mr. Dare?” She
answered her question before he could. “I’m sure you’re tired out
already. I can whip up something for you before I leave,” she said.
“It’s no trouble at all. I have no plans tonight.” She followed
that with, “No set time I have to be home.”

Phone air followed her last sentence.

Dare held his breath and counted to ten.
“Thank you, Patty, but I’ve already planned on Veggie Burgers and a
salad tonight. I have to detox from that wretched hospital
food.”

“Detox!” she shrieked. “Veggie burgers! These
kooky health-nut ideas nowadays. Pardon me, Mr. Dare, but I think
what you really need is a good, home-cooked meal for a change. A
nice chunk of roast, some potatoes—some real food.”

Dare’s refusal to consume any protein
resulting from factory-farmed or otherwise tortured animals, a
category encompassing most of American livestock, came from a good
place. His mother, Diana, had shared with Dare Temple Grandin’s
works on American livestock farming and slaughtering methods, and
after reading the books, Dare joined his mother in shunning any
meat or poultry that wasn’t Certified Humane. This made accepting
Patty’s gift of a chunk of beef roast out of the question. “I
appreciate your concern, Patty,” he answered, mustering up his most
placating tone to muffle the rejection to follow. “Once I’m off the
pain pills—and my stomach’s back to one hundred percent again—I’ll
think about other foods. Too much—variety—would destroy my
stomach.” Her offer was nonviable but sincere, aimed solely at his
well-being, but he restricted her admission into his life to small
increments. She already knew his house and habits, and the face he
showed to the world, but he wasn’t quite ready to get close enough
to her to risk a sense of personal loss if she somehow exited the
scene by retiring or moving away—or worse.

“Oh, crumbs, Mr. Dare.” Patty blew an
excruciating sigh through the phone. “Anything else I can do for
you while I’m here?”

Dare considered her offer. “Tell me again how
my car and bike found their way back home again. Was it the
police?”

“It was a woman, Mr. Dare.”

“An elder—old—older woman?” Dare fell over
himself with the words, not wanting to imply that he considered
Patty old at sixty-three. He had a hell of a time picturing the
elderly woman from the red-and-white trailer driving his car twenty
miles in city traffic to return his bike. And if she did manage the
trip to his house, how would she get home? And how did the Serotta
repair come about? “Patty, was it a petite woman who brought them
back—a woman with white hair?” he asked.

“No, not at all,” Patty said. “A woman called
the house the morning you got out of the hospital. Real nice. Asked
if she could come by and return your things. The day she came, she
stayed in the car—a black SUV. I could see her a little through the
kitchen window. Long dark hair and sunglasses. Giant
sunglasses—like the celebrities wear in those pictures of them
going through the airports and places like that. Mostly younger
people wear those. But the man who drove your car home came to the
door. He was my age, maybe, and a real gentleman. From Southern
Point, he told me. And they brought back all your things, neat as a
pin. Clothes all washed and folded. Your bike—you saw—it looks like
brand-new. And your wallet had your cards and the thousand dollars
you always carry in it. Everything was safe and sound. Not one
thing touched. All in that little purse thing of yours for under
the bike seat. Didn’t get their names, though.”

“Purse? Are you referring to my bike
satchel?” he corrected her.

“If you say so. Seems an awful lot like a
purse, if you ask me,” she said. “Anyway, that’s who returned all
your things.”

“That’s interesting. Especially about the
bike. There’s no one out near Southern Point who would know what to
do with a Serotta,” he said. “The repair was expensive—four
figures. I’m surprised they didn’t leave me a bill—I’ll have to
figure out who they are.”

The phone line went silent again.

“Anything…else, Mr. Dare?” Patty asked,
reaching a bit. She sensed there was something on his mind.

“Yes,” he started. “I need a…” The idea came
to him as he said the words, “. . . gift basket.”

“A gift basket? Sure, Mr. Dare. You want me
to call your florist? Do you need it delivered by the end of the
day?”

“Not the florist this time. I thought—would
you pick up some Sunday dinner stuff at the grocery store and put
it together yourself?”

“Certainly. Who’s it for?” she asked, her
voice tinged with curiosity. “I mean, any idea how many people?
What kind of things do you want me to get?”

He racked his brain, trying to remember what
he had seen in the old house trailer before he blacked out. He
couldn’t recall anything significant except the beige loveseat and
the impression of less than enough of everything. “How about you
make it Thanksgiving fare. You know, a smoked turkey, fruit, and
some good bread. And candy…” He remembered the malodorous dog. “And
some dog treats. Put together a basket that you would like to
receive yourself, Patty. For two or three people—and a kid—and a
dog. An old dog. That should do it.”

“Okay, then,” she said, pleased to have a
mission for the day. “I’ll head out to the store as soon as we hang
up, and have it ready for you when you get home tonight. Now, don’t
you work too hard.”

“See you then,” Dare answered. A surge of
exuberance hit him as he hung up the phone. It felt foreign to him.
He couldn’t pin down the last time he had allowed spontaneity to
override well-thought-out planning and execution. He caught his
reflection in the window. He was smiling.

≈

Like a train wreck, Dare’s journey to his
current state of social detachment and self-obsession, a process
three years in the making, was as relentless as it was
unintentional. Soon after he began commuting eight hours each way
to Pittsburgh on weekends to sit with his dying mother, Diana, in
her hospital
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