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				But in every other respect, Orlando remained precisely as he had been.

				—VIRGINIA WOOLF, ORLANDO

				What’s age-old is that when we are asked—and ask ourselves—who we are, we are being asked what we are as well.

				—KWAME ANTHONY APPIAH, THE ETHICS OF IDENTITY
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				—GEORGE BALANCHINE, AGON

				Is it right to use people only for your own pleasure?

				—ROY ANDERSSON, A PIGEON SAT ON A BRANCH REFLECTING ON EXISTENCE

				He swims in my eyes by the bed…

				And I wake up alone

				And I wake up alone

				And I wake up alone

				And I wake up alone

				—AMY WINEHOUSE
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			scrubbing dead skin from his heel, monitoring gas prices, cleaning the bathtub, hosing the truck, selecting the active wear cycle, shaking cereal boxes, returning shopping carts, switching internet packages, tapping screens, setting appointments, trimming his fingernails, tying his shoelaces, thumbing the remote, squeezing avocados, holding open plastic bags for grapefruit, getting married, growing a beard, dyeing a beard, shaving it all off, texting his wife, deciding which of six emojis best conveyed his present emotion, taking out the recycling on Wednesdays, unlocking his truck, sending e-transfers, pricing lumber, paint, blades, drywall anchors, soaking the frying pan, opening cans of chickpeas, declining spam calls, rinsing his mouthguard, sniffing the armpits of undershirts, sniffing the crotch of underwear, but the mumble of Beckett’s life paused when his wife announced that her friend from childhood, along with her husband, were coming to visit.

			I have to work tomorrow, Beckett said. Don’t make me hang out with a bunch of strangers.

			You’ll love her, Princess said, rattling a teaspoon around a cup of yogourt. Them.

			I hate them already.

			She was used to his half-empty glass. It’s only for tonight, she said. They’ll be on a plane to Orlando in the morning and you’ll have the rest of the day to be a sad, middle-aged Snuffleupagus.
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			When they arrived, the friend threw open her arms and greeted Princess theatrically: My African sister.

			Oh, I’m just a white girl, Princess said, but she was beaming. African was the second-highest compliment one could offer her after athletic. Exotic was high on the list too, although she had friends who were offended on her behalf. Beaming. Beckett observed that her teeth were indeed whiter since the treatments.

			Nonsense, my Ivorian Princess, Keza said.

			Keza, my Ivorian Queen.

			Dahling, you look fabulous.

			No, dahling, you look divine.

			Naw, girl, you tight.

			No, you poppin’.

			No you, no you, no you, and so they suffocated each other with compliments and collapsed on the couch, laughing and holding hands. They were girls again.

			Princess and Keza hadn’t seen each other in thirty-five years. Princess had never met the husband who went by his last name, Wood, like he was daring everyone to make a dirty joke. As a couple, the Woods made a good nursery rhyme. Keza was dark and round and Wood was light and lean, so when they stood beside each other they looked like the number 10. Over the evening, every time Keza stood up, Wood stopped what he was doing and looked at her large derrière. Princess too. Beckett himself may have glanced once or twice. And Keza, knowing what was happening behind her, sighsmiled at her lot.

			Keza’s voice broke through Beckett’s thoughts. She was pregnant. Our third, she said.

			Princess’s mouth popped open.

			Why didn’t you tell me? She spanked her friend’s wrist. We’ve been messaging for days.

			Surprise, Keza said.

			Princess asked the right questions about gender and due date and morning sickness and folate. She embraced Keza again then leaned over Keza’s thighs to squeeze Wood’s shoulder in a way that also assessed whether he was bone or muscle under his shirt.

			I don’t know where we’ll put the baby, Wood said.

			One of your kids is about to have a roommate, Beckett said, but he really wanted to say that they should pick a kid and tape an eviction notice to their bedroom door. When Beckett tried to establish eye contact with Wood to see whether he could handle the joke, the man looked away, and Beckett’s gut told him that the couple had secrets, maybe past miscarriages. Keza was forty-four now, same age as Princess.

			Beckett probed instead about the layout of their house, which Princess later said was missing the point of baby news. They weren’t asking him for a consultation on renovations.

			After a while, with the women talking nose-to-nose, Beckett turned on the TV, hoping to find a movie with explosions and watch it in silence with the other man. He already knew he couldn’t handle an evening of endless backstory, not to mention, Girl, you poppin’. Keza asked him to turn it off. They didn’t want to expose the in-utero baby to screens. Beckett tried to catch Princess’s eye—you said I’d love them—but she was nodding vigorously and off on a trail about radiation, brain development, a girl who got her first period at seven and a woman she knew who went through menopause at thirty.

			So to adjust the silence between the men, Beckett put on one of his oldies playlists that began with Barry Manilow singing At the Copa, Copacabana. It made the white African, the Black African, and the American African in the room roast him until they couldn’t speak or breathe. Princess was both leading the attack and saving him from it. She got everyone up and soon they were sashaying their hips and shadowboxing. He had to admit that he enjoyed—I told you you’d love them—that part of the evening. Poor Lola, he always thought. And poor Beckett, because two songs later, during a song with one word, tequila, Princess attached herself to Keza’s hips to start a conga line and Wood attached to Princess’s and Beckett had no choice but to grip Wood’s hips and he wasn’t sure whether he was enjoying himself or simply co-operating. He was, most likely, suffering of happiness.
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				Dinner had no beginning or end. PB & KW leaned their elbows on the kitchen island and popped cheese and grapes into their mouths while a red sauce bubbled over on the stove and a chocolate cake defrosted. The day before, when Beckett shared that he was going to make a reliable pasta dish, Princess looked appalled that he would feed that processed, low-fibre, western slop to her people, so instead he cheated his way through a jollof recipe with tomato sauce, grilled some chicken and vegetables. But that night, everyone was insatiable. They shelled peanuts and mixed ice cream flavours and drank various juices in solidarity with pregnant Keza.

			For Beckett, the volume of food compensated for the volume of talk. He was fond of big talkers because they relieved him of the burden of being a glittering conversationalist, but he perceived an imbalance between Princess’s thirty-five-year montage and everyone else’s. She went into detail about her continent hopping with her missionary parents, how the Spanish boys used to chase her then race her, her athletic medals, her United Colors of Benetton friends and boyfriends, an unusual life, no doubt, but it needn’t take up more time than Keza’s montage (sad girl boarding a plane from Côte d’Ivoire, studying hard at the library, shaking hands with white men to close deals, standing at the altar with Wood, soothing 2.5 children) or Wood’s montage (he once went to a funeral where gunfire broke out).

			When Princess told people that she was African—because she did get a thrill at their reaction when she said she was neither South African nor North African, but born in Yamoussoukro—they eventually asked her questions about official languages, and animals, sometimes about the heat, and then could think of nothing else to ask, not a political question, not a question about her teachers. But now, she had her ideal conversational teammate. After dinner had dwindled to grazing and sipping, she and Keza settled back on the sectional, and were in and out of languages, reminiscing about the time the roads washed away, the passenger capacity of taxis, the distances they walked as girls, oscillating fans in classrooms, a game where they balanced objects on their heads like the women they admired, about how those women stacked fruit into pyramids at the market.

			The side conversation between the men was simpler. They’d already established what the other did (construction, EDI consultant). Beckett hadn’t mentioned his dictator boss, the Mouth. Wood hadn’t expanded EDI into words. He’d also told Beckett that real estate in Orlando was reasonable compared to other major cities (Was it a major city, though? Beckett had wanted to ask), that he and Keza had started their consulting company during BLM, and that their two children (at home in Orlando with the grandparents) spoke no African languages. And although Beckett was a man so used to silence in childhood that he sometimes failed to complete his sentences, he had managed to make comments, or at least begin comments, about alligators, hurricanes, the Orlando Magic, and Disney’s Magic Kingdom. Wood, for his part, didn’t know anything about Vancouver, which he assumed to be like Seattle, so they talked about rain, grunge, Starbucks, and Frasier.

			Basics covered, the men now moved on to things they could see in the room. Beckett followed Wood’s eyes then spoke about the oak flooring, the glass wall that separated the living room from the backyard, the TV, the sectional configuration, the various tools that littered the house like ornaments. Beckett gave him a tour while Princess was running her fingers through Keza’s windchime earrings. Half an hour later, outside the house, sharing a puffpuff near the compost tumbler, Beckett pointed with his pinky at all the visible things he’d built: the deck, the pagoda, the shed, the bench around the trunk of the apple tree.

			When he had run out of constructed objects, Beckett asked, What’s EDI?

			Same as DEI, Wood said and paused an unreasonably long time before continuing. Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion. Right now we’re consulting with a school board about book bans. It’s all very political.

			Cool, cool, Beckett said, but as a white man he turned off that road. Again, he couldn’t make the joke he wanted, which was, Let’s just ban literacy. He asked, belatedly, What about the screens on your cell phones? You guys expose the baby to those all the time.

			Wood laughed. His eyes were red. Don’t take us so seriously, he said. I got myself eighty-five inches on Black Friday last year.

			Until then, Beckett had been proud of his sixty-five inches. He left that subject too and told Wood about his plans to spritz sulphur on the leaves of the apple tree to get rid of the black spots. Then they talked about pears and inside the house Keza stood up and both men looked through the glass wall at the same time and Beckett had to turn off that road as well.
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				Beckett and Wood re-entered to Paul Anka making Puppy Love to the women. When Beckett’s dead dog was a velvety puppy, he cried whenever Beckett left the house. The women were stroking each other’s wedding rings and still talking about Africa. Then trees of green swept into the room, red roses too, music that made Beckett want to press Princess against his body and sway. Then they flew to the moon and by the time they were playing among the stars, Beckett felt, felt bonhomie, a French word via Princess. The women were still in Africa. The overhead lights were off. Beckett saw a speed square and a tape measure near a table lamp. I decorate with bikes, you decorate with tools, Princess had told him early on, without judgement.

			The moon hit his ears like a big pizza pie. Wood sat on the rug, back against the couch, and manicured his toenails by ripping them off. He tested whether Beckett even knew the seven events of a heptathlon, Princess’s sport in university, but even that parallel conversation couldn’t get the women’s attention. They were still deep in girlhood.

			Beckett yawned loudly and smacked his wet lips together, as he always did, and Princess snapped.

			Enough with the white boy music, she said. Occasionally she spoke as if she herself were not white. She was also a year older than Beckett and a maternal or bigsisterly dynamic sometimes arose.

			Her sudden irritation caused Keza to turn to Beckett, more politely than sympathetically. The two of them had spoken the least to each other over the evening. He saw it in her eyes. She was going to indulge him. It was his turn to vomit his life.

			But he couldn’t package himself as the others had. He had nothing but a trade, a truck, a house, a dead dog, and a wife—no thirty-five-year friendships. Plus, as was common when he was in a room with African Americans, he felt alert. The EDI experts were waiting to judge him—on the flight back, they would savage him: Did you see how he yawned when his wife was talking about Africa? Beckett wanted to apologize for everything from the yawn to Wood’s people to his own ancestors to the ships, the whips, the water fountains.

			Maine, Beckett finally said. Rural Maine. I won’t bore you with details.

			It’s not boring, Princess said to the guests, and waved him onward, but he could tell she wanted to return to her own life.

			You look like you should be in a Western, Keza said. Doesn’t he?

			Or a Viking, Wood said.

			He used to have a beard the size of a founding father, Princess said. He’s a Quaker.

			Beckett opened his mouth to protest.

			Was.

			Opened it again.

			Not Quaker, Princess adjusted. What do you call it? The Society of Friends. He was a Friend. Hence the beard.

			Beckett knew—had been told by Princess—that his skin was rough, his face was leathering, his fingers were blunt, his lips opened on a dark cave, little red bumps had arisen on his neck and chest like he had been plucked of feathers. These days he hid much of his face under a light beard to cover nasolabial folds—vocabulary picked up from Princess. His whole face was carved out of wood, his eyebrows were a ridge from Utah, his nose had an hourglass shape from the front that Princess occasionally pinched and put on a Muppet voice to call him Snuffleupagus. A face for black and white. He used to apologize for looking dirty even after a shower. Princess corrected him. He wasn’t dirty, just disorganized. When he pulled his hair back into a bun, wisps escaped over his ears and down his neck. His body was also carved, but simpler: tall and lean, like Wood’s. Sleeves always rolled up. Princess variously described his body as one that got beat up as a kid, flatpacked, Mick Jaggery, built for triple jump, and once, he overheard her joking, as like a crack whore’s.

			Tell them, Princess said. You were like an original Puritan.

			I’m just a white guy from Maine, Beckett said, imitating Princess from earlier.

			Billie Holiday had begun singing You’ve Changed. Her voice made him reach for a used papertowel and begin folding it into an origami dog.

			His life in Maine was not a party trick. He didn’t want to entertain people with his father who thought that the end of the world was imminent, that cell phones were the mark of the beast, who never filed taxes, to this day remained unvaccinated, was a mechanic and a farmer, sired three hulking boys by one woman, and his daughter, Beckett, har har, in his old age by another. Beckett’s rebellion was conformity: a house, a registered truck, government documents, a pagan Christmas tree, a premium cable package, now a wife. Anything to snuff out the Northeastern redneck in his blood.

			Come on, don’t be ashamed, Princess urged.

			I’m not ashamed, Princess. Beckett spoke in his suppressed-anger voice. I just don’t need to go around flashing everybody with my birth certificate or all the stamps in my passport.

			In retrospect, he should have known that Princess’s excitement made her excitable and that a tired Princess—she had taught four hours of fitness classes and trained clients that day—was equivalent to a drunk Princess. The little filter she possessed disappeared entirely.

			So I should shut up because I happen to have lived—

			Just give it a rest, he said.

			If you want to be boring

			I don’t have to broadcast my life to be interesting.

			then go ahead and be boring, but don’t kill my vibe. And I’m not flashing anybody. What—I can’t talk about where I’m from now?

			Beckett closed his eyes and spoke over her so he wouldn’t appear spineless in front of the guests: Every time, you do this, Princess. Oh, look at the exotic princess married to the country boy from Maine.

			Nobody’s saying you have to share your whole life story but try being social for once.

			What do you call this? I’m being social right now.

			And you can’t shut me up from saying what I want

			Look at me go. I’m your little dancing Maine monkey.

			in this sham of a marriage.

			That very moment, the song froze on the word angel. Princess was breathing heavily. The stillness in the room was like the stillness in the air

			When Beckett was in second grade his best friend moved to Arizona in the summer. It was the greatest tragedy of his life to that point. John was the only boy from the Meetinghouse who was also in his grade. They saw each other six days of the week. They had made plans to sit together in grade 3. The weeks before John left were like speeding into a wall. They talked faster and faster and hung around the woods all day. Squeezed out all the silence. They were going to build a tree house. The last weekend together, Beckett slept over at John’s house. It was the only sleepover his mother had ever allowed. She sewed him new pajamas. She allowed him to take one action figure. He and John played and ate and made a farm of origami animals and John showed him a tampon, though his explanation of where it went and what it did was incorrect. When John’s mother made them go to bed, they lay on John’s twin bed and talked about all the ways they’d stay in touch. We’ll write letters (I don’t have envelopes). Call (That’s long-distance). Fine, then, I’ll shout, John said (But everybody would hear us). When we turn sixteen, we’ll drive (Where would we get cars?). We could ride our bikes across the country at night and meet in the middle and ride back home before our parents noticed. We could send each other mind messages like when we pray (That only works with God). John was gas and Beckett was brake but together they made their way

			between the heaves of storm Beckett opened his eyes. Blue.

			The room was so quiet that he heard the fibres of the couch crackle. You’re not the angel— The streaming app had frozen before Billie could finish the phrase. He expected the Wood family to find a reason to turn in for the night, or else retreat to a hotel.

			Then Keza put on a shrill privileged voice and said, Guys, guys, not in front of the baby.

			Wood laughed first, then Princess snorted. Wood touched Keza’s leg and said, They totally thought we were serious about the screens.

			Princess’s smile curdled. She had gone on about the dangers of radiation. Despite the spat, Beckett did not want her standing as ringleader overturned.

			Princess and Beckett looked at each other. The de-escalation was swift and direct. The Woods were schooling them. This, apparently, was how mature people behaved in relationships for the sake of the children. Although KW had rescued the evening from awkwardness by turning themselves very subtly into a common enemy, Beckett’s gratitude was alloyed with a strange loneliness. To people with families, he and Princess were a childless couple, just two people hanging out, perhaps too selfish to have kids. Or the other kind of childless couple, huddling in the bathroom over negative pregnancy tests. Whatever the case, they had let the species down. And he resented Keza and Wood with their woke politics, and meaningful work, and 2.5 children. Beckett’s animus peaked with the thought that a terrible ovarian cancer might visit Keza. And then it subsided. He had gone too far. He was sorry. He would atone. He and Princess would have to court their guests from that point forward as repayment for their rescue efforts.

			Beckett restarted the app and switched to his You’ve Changed playlist, an entire playlist of one song. There was Billie Holiday’s interpretation, and others by Sarah Vaughan, Connie Russell in 1954 (oh, his mother, his mother’s vibrato), Etta James, Ella Fitzgerald, Joni Mitchell, Marvin Gaye, Diana Ross, George Michael, Eva Cassidy, the Platters, an American Idol contestant, Nina Simone’s Everything Must Change, and Beckett loved each version, every leaf of the tree. He couldn’t hear the word blasé without thinking of the song.

			For the sake of the evening, he reached his finger down his throat. But he would not vomit his Maine life. He’d vomit Princess instead.

			A couple of years ago, he began, I took a few of her classes, total death sessions—

			Almost immediately, Princess took over the story: He used to come into the gym at lunch and do a high-intensity circuit that made no sense.

			I was using a workout app, he said. Beckett’s job was to sing backup.

			He’d sprint on the treadmill, do some leg presses—he was so proud of his legs—then leave.

			In and out in twenty minutes, Beckett said. People said cardio wasn’t enough. You need resistance training.

			He never benched.

			No spotter, Beckett admitted.

			He had a job close to the gym at the time, and the gym was giving out free trial memberships. I’ve never seen a man’s pupils so large.

			Keza asked, For the membership or for you?

			I don’t know. She laughed.

			For her apartment, Beckett said. No, for you, of course, for you.

			Anyway, Princess went on, he took a few classes and then he quit.

			I was literally dying, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t walk afterward. She made us plank and hold boat forever.

			And when he stopped coming, I called him and dropped off some merch from the gym at his job site.

			It was a house. I was painting a house.

			Becky—that’s what he calls his truck—was out front. He was working alone, blasting Motown. Princess knocked on Beckett’s hand. Do you remember? You didn’t hear me knocking so I let myself in and called out and you still didn’t hear me. You were singing at the top of your lungs. Some cute, upbeat song.

			You Can’t Hurry Love.

			Right. The Supremes. It was crazy. I could’ve sworn Diana Ross was up there in silk elbow gloves.

			That job was a five-bedroom house. I had to move all this heavy wood furniture before I could get to the walls.

			I still think he should have been a singer. Princess paused. Her lips were swollen from a recent procedure. She continued, He was so proud of painting trim without using tape. Proper pleased with himself.

			She biked through the rain. There was a hill.

			And after ten minutes of chit-chat he said, I should get back to work. Princess imitated Beckett’s voice, This trim isn’t going to paint itself.

			It was more like forty minutes.

			So you pursued him? Wood asked. He was still sitting on the floor, his head against Keza’s knee. She took one hand from her belly and placed it on his head.

			Princess shrugged a shoulder. I guess.

			I’m not an easy man to love, Beckett said.

			The room fell quiet. He’d meant it jokingly but bungled the tone. It was too serious, too earnest a thing to say.

			Princess likes a challenge, Keza said. She was the biggest tomboy. Remember, you used to play football and bicycle-kick with the boys at lunchtime but the teachers never beat you because—and here Keza pinched her skin. Beckett and Princess noted its excellent elasticity.

			Their reflections in the glass wall caught Beckett’s attention. The four of them had conjoined into a single beast with multiple heads, arms, and legs, spilling from the sectional to the floor. Princess looked beyond their reflections in the glass wall into the backyard and her eyes lost focus.

			I think we lost her, Wood said.

			No, I was—Princess began. She glanced at Beckett. He had potential. I liked his walk.

			She didn’t get up to demonstrate how Beckett walked, with his palms backward and his head weaving from side to side with each step. If he had more confidence, he would appear to be strutting, but he looked more like he was swimming, timing his breaths as if he’d spent most of his life submerged. To Beckett, his walk had become an unfunny skit between them, an indication of Princess’s power to hold a mirror in front of him until he became self-conscious.

			Before she left the job site that day, Princess had asked Beckett if he wanted to play pickup hockey with her and some kids on her street. You’ll love it, she said in a way that muted the memory of his older brothers bodychecking him. She had assumed, based on his glutes, that he’d be a natural. She had the ability to accurately predict or prescribe a sport for someone based on their frame.

			Potential, Princess said again. Clueless, though.

			Clueless enough to come back to your class after that, Beckett said. He had joined the gym, partly because of the promotion, but because he was slipping into depression—he didn’t call it that—working meaningless jobs and he knew that exercise was recommended as a mood booster. At the gym, someone told him that he should try Princess’s class. She had the reputation of being the most intense instructor at the gym: requiring things of the body that no one should, a bit of a show-off, smiling and cooing, Four more, three more, two more, and let’s transition. She was even tougher during classes where there was a newbie or a man who thought he knew more than her about muscle growth and creatine. Beckett thought she had a pain sensor missing in her brain. Pain for most people registered as mere discomfort, but for her, just another sensation. At home, she watched TV, holding a crunch, totally oblivious, not a single tremble. She squatted on one leg while talking on the phone. Why sit on a real chair if you could sit against an imaginary chair on the wall?

			Her class was the hardest thing I’ve done in my life, Beckett said. That was the best compliment he could have paid her. My whole body cramped up like a shrimp.

			Do you remember, she said, I had to help you to your truck one time?

			You reached into my pants to get the keys.

			Princess purred in her throat.

			You guys trying to get me pregnant again, Keza said, reclining and fanning herself dramatically.

			Wood flashed his eyebrows.

			Princess had successfully cast them as actors in a meet-cute, though Beckett’s memory held mostly false starts and missteps. Seeing Keza now lying flat on the sectional, Beckett tried to wind the story down. He would usher the guests upstairs to get some sleep. But the Woods were desperate to exploit a night out without their children, reanimating a pre-parent version of themselves. Keza reminisced about a boy from Yamoussoukro and Beckett exhaled. He did not yawn or sigh. He simply exhaled.

			Soon all four of their bodies were stretched out on the sectional. Princess was massaging Keza’s feet while her head was on her husband’s lap, then they shifted and Princess’s feet were tucked under Beckett’s thigh, then they shifted again and Wood’s big black foot was near Beckett’s face and Beckett’s big white foot was near his neck. Princess and Keza were back to reminiscing when Beckett drifted off, a conversation about a classmate, always a cruel boy, who was convicted of murder

			How long after, Keza’s voice: We didn’t read to the baby, then Princess reciting scripture from memory, and Beckett fell asleep again in Maine, his mother’s hands clasped his own, Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death

			The night of the sleepover, Arizona John promised, We’ll be friends forever. I won’t forget about you. Beckett said, You’ll have sleepovers with Webster. John giggled. He said, I asked my mom if me and you could get married before I left and she said I was too young and that I hadn’t met all the people in the world yet. But then I came up with the idea to have a sleepover, so we sleep together, because that’s what married people do. So we’re already married, John said, as of tonight.

			Beckett wasn’t quite sure about John’s logic. And he had neglected the major detail of Beckett’s intention to marry Doris King.

			When you sleep with other people, John said, you’re on your way to marrying them. You have to look them in the eye. He looked into Beckett’s eyes. It was dark outside and they could hear his parents bickering about moving boxes downstairs but there was grass in John’s eyes and they tried not to laugh while looking at each other. When John was satisfied, he draped his leg and arm over Beckett’s body, touched his forehead to Beckett’s and told him about how big the sequoias were out west.

			They had lost touch, as Beckett had predicted. Maybe they were in the same time zone now but Beckett wouldn’t know where in Arizona to start searching for a John from Maine
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			Beckett woke up last, briefly confused about where he was. Wood was kneeling in front of his open suitcase. Keza was stretching her back.

			At the airport, Princess and Keza embraced at the departures drop-off. Beckett and Wood unloaded the trunk. When they had positioned the suitcases on the curb and turned around, the women were holding hands.

			You haven’t changed a bit, Princess said to Keza.

			She looked down and surveyed her workout clothes, the uniform of her life, and waited. But no compliment was returned.
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				In Becky the truck on the way home, Princess told Beckett things about the Woods that he didn’t need to commit to memory since it was unlikely they’d ever meet again. On Wood’s fortieth birthday, they tried shrooms in Nevada. Once they pretended they had a business trip and left the kids with the grandparents and went clubbing in Atlanta.

			Princess told him that Keza and Wood liked to do it in risky places. She offered the information in reconciliation, the way a cat lays a dead bird at the feet of its owner.

			You think they—Beckett tried to ask. In our house?

			They did. She smiled.

			They did not.

			She told me. You were knocked out. Can you believe it?

			Beckett scratched the inside of his nostril with his pinky. He was asleep less than three hours. He tried to recall when the couple was alone together. Where? He knew instantly the kind of teenage boy that Wood was, the kind who never wasted a minute or an opportunity, a shed, a garage, a public bathroom. Whenever the mood struck him, he acted on it. The total opposite of Beckett’s studies in denial.

			He can’t sleep unless he gets a little action, Princess said.

			He should try warm milk.

			Princess flicked Beckett’s shoulder.

			I can’t believe she’s married, Princess said. She pressed a palm to her chest.

			That’s what people do, Beckett said. You didn’t expect her to stay nine.

			No, girls do grow up, she said with a little dagger. But married? With two kids? And a third in the oven.

			Did you just say in the oven?

			Princess told Beckett that his reaction to the baby news was inappropriate and, to distract her from further criticizing him, he told her that her teeth were exceptionally white.

			She looked at her reflection in the sun visor.

			She continued, Keza looks just like her mother too. Did you see her skin? Not a line, not a pore, not a mole. No discolouration, not even her knees or elbows. I bet her armpits aren’t creased. And her nails. The toe ring. The braids. That’s more than shea butter.

			Her derrière was magnificent, Beckett contributed.

			You could see it from the front. From all angles. Princess banged her head rhythmically against the headrest then held two hands in front of herself to mime a grope. She looks like a real Awoulaba now.

			But? Beckett said.

			No but. She was perfection.

			But? Beckett goaded her. C’mon, give her the full Principlasty.

			Princess inhaled then rattled off: Tummy-tuck, breast lift, microblading, three months of weights, grow out her edges. She paused, glanced his way. Keza said you look like a worn-out Jesus. It’s the centre part.

			Princess tried to turn Beckett’s face to her so she could assess the truth of the judgement. Beckett swatted her away and kept his eyes on the road, but she leaned in front of him, obscuring his vision, and tried to pluck some hairs from between his eyebrows.

			You want us to crash! He pushed her back into her seat with his right arm.

			You’re looking craggy, Princess said. The skin under your eyes is thinning.

			I barely slept last night.

			And the sun damage is coming to the surface.

			What about Wood? Beckett asked. Was he perfection?

			He’s all right, she said. I didn’t like his nails. Maybe lose the Malcolm X glasses. She reconsidered. Although, it does give him that Clark Kent / Superman vibe.

			She laughed at some private joke and made a sound in her throat like Mm, hot damn. It never took much to draw things out of her, but Beckett didn’t press.

			He was so attentive with her, Princess said. She gripped Beckett’s tricep and looked obsequiously into his face to demonstrate.

			Don’t get any ideas, he said.

			He knew she didn’t want children, but he worried that she might now want the special attention of pregnancy, to join that team. In the past, she had talked about pregnancy as a physical challenge, like climbing the Chief with a backpack or doing an ultramarathon. But in that moment, Beckett knew that it was the look in Wood’s eyes when he regarded his wife against which he would forever be judged.
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		The day after the Woods left, Beckett got fired.

		His supervisor, the Mouth, was ripping into a kid, barely twenty-years old, for not properly securing chicken wire to an OSB subfloor.

		To no one in particular, to everyone, the Mouth said, This is why you guys will spend your lives doing basements and condos. Nobody’s going to give you a luxury home if you can’t even staple chicken wire to a subfloor.

		The kid knuckled his chest like he had indigestion. He was Afghan, Muslim, took breaks to pray. When the supervisor went to check on batteries that were charging, Beckett went over to help the kid finish, not immediately or obviously. He complained to the kid about the layout of the condos. Who cared if you had three window walls if there was nowhere to mount a TV? While they were talking, the kid’s gun malfunctioned or ran out of staples and the Mouth happened to see him struggling to open the magazine. He sent Habibi, his henchman, to the supplies area for a box of staples. Beckett tried to exchange his staple gun with the kid, but the Mouth pushed Beckett’s hand away.

		Load your own gun, he said to the kid.

		The kid tried without success. He and Beckett were both on their knees in front of the Mouth.

		Beckett went to help him again, but the Mouth touched his steel toe to Beckett’s thigh to stop him. Trembling visibly, the kid fumbled. After a few moments, the Mouth took another box from his henchman and overturned strips of staples on the kid’s head. Some of them bounced off Beckett’s hard hat too and scattered around the two of them.

		Everyone froze. The mixing drill went quiet.

		Unsettled by the staple rain, the sound on his hat, the bits of metal that got into his collar, Beckett scanned his body for scrapes. He stood up. His hands were tingling. He wanted to slam the Mouth’s head against the railing outside then hoist him up by the collar and belt and throw him over. Very unQuaker.

		The Mouth wasn’t done making an example out of the kid.

		He motioned for the five men in the unit to gather round. He retreated to get more ammunition, then made a dramatic re-entry, slamming another staple gun and a few boxes of staples on a workbench.

		Load the gun, he said. He pointed at Habibi first, making it clear he intended to call on them one by one.

		Habibi didn’t just load the gun, but with the blurry fingers of a champion Rubik’s cube solver, he loaded it so quickly that Beckett was unprepared when the Mouth pointed at him next. His fingers weren’t just tingling, his hands were shaking.

		Load the gun, he said.

		Beckett was looking at the stapler, but he couldn’t help thinking of a rifle. He approached the bench and tried to work quickly like Habibi. One of his three (half-)brothers was a gun enthusiast and used to keep a cutout of an Uzi in his underwear drawer. How many times had Beckett loaded a staple gun, a nail gun, manual, electric, and pneumatic? But today he couldn’t summon the muscle memory to fit the sleeve into the magazine. That brother in Maine was the loudest voice against how Beckett handled his mother’s life insurance money seven years ago. For years, Beckett feared that the brother would track him down in Vancouver and shoot him in the driveway as he was leaving for work. Someone snickered and the Mouth snatched the gun from Beckett. Later, he realized that he had picked up the wrong size staples for that particular gun so no wonder he couldn’t jam them in.

		The other men picked up the correct staples and loaded the gun fine. The Mouth pointed to Beckett and the boy and said, You guys are done. The only job you guys are fit for are blowjobs.
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		Instead of going home, Beckett drove the kid to a subway station, found himself a Church’s Chicken drive-through, and ate a two-piece meal in the parking lot. He ate until he felt substantial again.

		He didn’t tell Princess that he was fired at first, because construction bosses were fickle. They might let you go on Tuesday but call you on Thursday.

		But he didn’t have deep roots with these guys. He was not Turkish. And the Mouth never liked him. The real reason for firing him had been brewing since Beckett unleashed his superpower. Just as Princess had the gift of looking at someone and seeing the possible surgical upgrades, Beckett was able to look at any room or structure and find things to improve. They both did their mental renovations involuntarily. Beckett was not much of a talker, but to the Mouth’s irritation he hadn’t been able to keep quiet about the structural posts that would interrupt the view, the acute angles that made furniture arrangement hellish, the cheap aluminum framing, the poor door clearance in the foyer, the lost square footage in a hallway, that chicken wire was not rebar, but the Mouth was all the-plan-says, and Beckett was like, The plan sucks.

		He should consider that bridge burnt.

		The firing prompted Beckett to wonder what he was doing with his life. Here he was, just a common labourer, a peasant, an enslaved member of the proletariat, though Beckett did not know that word. How was it that at his age someone had so much power over him. Basically his mother would tell the Mouth to go suck an egg and here the guy was dictating what time he woke up, what time he ate lunch, whether he could afford to buy avocados, whether he’d have to economize on each square of toilet paper. That was the fury phase. In the avoidant phase that followed a day or so later, he did a lot of research about living off-grid in the mountains or on an island so he would never be at the mercy of anyone again.

		

		
			
			[image: ]

		When Beckett did tell Princess, she said, They need you. Don’t worry, they’ll call you back.

		Nobody did. Nobody had called at all—not even from the network of guys he’d worked with over the years. The people he called his friends had skills, trades, jobs, and he knew them through the quality of their work. None of those guys called him. He’d been on good terms with Habibi, but not even a text. People used him, paid him, then discarded him like a full condom. He stated something to that effect to Princess.

		Yeah, Beckett, but you don’t call them. Why would they call you? Then, to prove her point, Princess asked, Have you even called the Muslim kid to see how he’s doing?

		He hadn’t, but he figured that one of the Turkish guys would look out for him.

		Princess changed the subject to Keza’s pregnancy. Again. A baby, she said in her competitive way. How do you match that?

		You don’t, Beckett said.

		We have no surprises in our lives, she complained, trying to make this into a we problem.

		I got fired, he said. That’s a surprise.

		Why couldn’t you get fired before they came so we could have something to talk about? she said.

		Beckett’s shoulders slumped.

		Oh, Snuffleupagus, bad joke, Princess said. Come on, don’t worry. You’re a free agent. Some team is going to snap you up.

		Day 4, he considered drawing a tally on the wall near the bed. He drove Princess to her laser hair removal appointment. Usually, she rode her bike everywhere because she didn’t like to drive but since he’d got fired, she was becoming a real passenger princess. He sat in the waiting room of the clinic, watching a screen loop images of hairless body parts. Through the wall, he heard her refer to part of his anatomy as an udon noodle. He got up, knocked on the receptionist’s counter, and told him to tell Princess that he’d be waiting in his truck. Princess smelled singed when she climbed into the passenger seat.

		Day 5, he found himself irritated by Princess. Why was she always wearing workout clothes? Did she really believe that she could give herself a daily facelift by pulling her hair back tightly? The hair on her temples was thinning. He got into a fight with her because she kept leaving mugs all over the house, though that was nothing new. He had teased her that he could find her by following the trail of coffee mugs and water bottles and glasses of superfood green juice she left behind. He collected all the cups, washed them, and put them away, and displayed the shelf of mugs with Princess printed on them for her to choose one. Use one. Fight.

		Day 7, Princess insisted he come to the gym with her—inside, not just a drop-off. He did one of her classes, and apparently he had muscle memory of the sense of physical failure, which was one reason why he had stopped attending.

		Later, he hammered his leg with her massage gun, one of his better gifts to her. Later still, he slouched in front of the TV and folded origami shapes with shiny paper, one of her better gifts to him.

		Upstairs, she laid out workout clothes for him for the next day’s class as if he needed help to dress himself. She seemed to assume his unemployment meant a gym buddy for her.

		He said, I’m not going back to the gym.

		But you’re so cute, she said. They should have hired you instead of that young girl from Toronto. I heard they’re planning to give her a yoga class at the same time as my Stretch and Strengthen. Like, what? She barely has two hundred hours of training.

		I can get her fired. I have the magic touch.

		When we go tomorrow, I’ll show you who she is.

		I’m done with gyms. Beckett sighed. I want to stay home and get fat.

		She scrunched up her face. They both knew it wasn’t true. Since he lost his job, he still woke at 6:30, still wanted to leave the house and arrive some place that needed him by 7:30, even if that meant roaming the aisles of Home Depot and bringing home a sixpack of work gloves. If Home Depot sold food and clothes, he’d never shop anywhere else.

		You’re going back to running? Princess asked.

		And as soon as she said it, he knew that was the answer. Her intuition allowed her to predict his responses with uncanny accuracy. They had not been married twenty, ten, or even five years, but she sometimes knew him better than he knew himself, like autocomplete in a search bar. He hadn’t run in a long time, five years, not since his dog Pointy had died. Pointy, short for PointFive, short for how much of his life was claimed by the dog. But maybe he could run again. He could go through the stretches and run through the dark neighbourhood to disco. He liked the nightlife, he liked to boogie. Maybe it was time for a new dog. Pointy was a red-haired Irish setter mix, a real showstopper. Beckett used to tie a blue bandana around Pointy’s neck and his retired neighbour from Georgia, who never lost his accent, said the dog looked like it was in a gang.

		Starting in the morning, he said.

		Good for you, Princess said.

		That made Beckett testy. His energy was pent up.

		You could run through the dog park, she said, again predicting what he’d do.

		Beckett still frequented the dog park because some of Pointy’s ashes were there. The rest were in a wooden box Beckett built and stored on a windowsill in the living room with a view of the backyard. In heaven, Beckett wanted to be the colour of Pointy, of wood, cedar bark.

		To maintain his independence, Beckett said, No, I was going to run around the golf course.

		Oh yeah?

		Yeah.

		Fine, do it.

		I will.

		Well, good.

		Good.

		Go ahead.

		Starting tomorrow.

		She laughed. Even his testiness, she found cute.

		To remind her of her mocking laughter, that night when she reached for him, Beckett crane-lifted her hand from his body and told her that he had to run in the morning so he needed his sleep thank you very much.

		Day 8, recovery from running. No endorphins. That was a hoax. He spent the day vaping too much weed and watching stand-up but, strangely, becoming sadder.

		Day 12, he ran in the morning and again in the afternoon, just for something to do. In the evening, he found himself looking forward to the ninety-minute spread of Family Feud, Wheel of Fortune and Jeopardy. When Princess saw him shuffling into the living room to the tune of the Family Feud theme song, as he had for the last week, she intervened. She asked him to open a jar of olives for her, and he thought, Has it come to this, Beckett? that your wife props you up as useful by asking you to open jars? Princess, the strongest person you
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