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Praise for Lottery

“This wonderful first novel is about a guy who starts off with all the  chips stacked against him and still comes out a winner. It’s an underdog novel, and the underdog is a most satisfying hero, for more than  any other protagonist, the underdog is the one we love to love. Perry  L. Crandall, the underdog of Lottery, is profoundly lovable. Patricia  Wood’s portrait of Perry is so vivid and funny and poignant and joyful that it avoids the disappointing flatness of the predictable. Perry  may be slow, but his motives are absolutely good. He has the wisdom  of Solomon and the heart of a lion, and his decision about what to do  with his winnings, while it may not surprise readers, still feels satisfying. Perry L. Crandall is the thinking man’s guide to a happy  life.” —The Washington Post

“Patricia Wood asks readers to experience life in an unexpected, sometimes uncomfortable, often humorous way. The consistent voice and  emotional logic of the first-person narration anchors readers securely in  Perry’s world, gently prodding them to reexamine intelligence, capability, and at what point money affects society’s perceptions. Lottery   simply reads like a real story about real people in the best possible way,  leaving readers with a memorable character whose voice and world linger in one’s imagination.” —The Miami Herald

“Lottery is a compassionate look at the triumphs and tragedies in Per’s  life. It has an engrossing story to tell.” —The Sunday Oregonian

“In Lottery, Patricia Wood has created an altogether endearing character swept up in the most extreme of situations. A testament to the transcendence of friendship and the redemptive power of love, this startling  novel is at once funny and poignant. Fans of Mark Haddon’s The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time and Daniel Keyes’s Flowers for Algernon would do well to pick up this captivating debut. I  loved it!” —Martha O’Connor

“When he wins the lottery, Perry suddenly faces a new set of challenges: What to do? Whom to trust? As Perry sets about living the life  of a winner, he creates his family of choice, drawing around him a circle  of loving friends. Wood makes us wonder if this will be enough to protect him from his unsavory relatives, but this is a tale of luck—and love.  ‘One word at a time,’ his Gram tells him, and Lottery is a reminder of  the power of that—the power of the perfect, simple word.”

—The Times-Picayune

“Lottery’s winning narrator [is] wise beyond expectations. But there’s  more going on here than just giving readers some inside scoops on the  world of lottery winners and the mentally challenged. Lottery, thanks to  the stylistic constraints Wood puts on herself throughout the novel,  also serves as a reminder that simple declarative sentences can do the  trick in evoking a highly unusual view of the world—Perry’s view.”

—The Seattle Times

“Patricia Wood’s vivid portrayal of Perry captures the reality of a life  lived with cognitive disabilities. Perry is constantly belittled by  those who think he’s incapable of doing almost anything. At the same  time he is supported by those who believe in him, what he can do, and  who he can be. Lottery does a great job of showing how natural supports, such as friendships and love, make a difference in the lives of  those with cognitive disabilities—just as they do in all our lives.”

—Steven E. Brown Ph.D., assistant professor, University of Hawaii,  Center on Disability Studies; cofounder, Institute on Disability Culture;  and author of Movie Stars and Sensuous Scars: Essays on the   Journey from Disability Shame to Disability Pride

“Wood keeps the reader guessing as to how the story will end, and the  resolution is satisfying. She meets her goal of portraying a mentally  challenged person as a fully realized, functioning human being. Perry’s  worldview is so charming and fair that by the end, you might think he’s  the smartest character in the whole book.” —Library Journal

"In her debut novel, Patricia Wood defines poignancy in words of one  syllable. Lottery is solid gold.” —Jacquelyn Mitchard

“Wood’s light humor and likable narrator should have mass appeal.”

—Publishers Weekly

"[An] irresistible debut novel about what makes people good or bad,  smart or stupid.” —Good Housekeeping

"Fear not: This novel about a mildly retarded man who wins the Washington State Lottery is no Forrest Gump retread—we much prefer this  (admittedly folksy) narrator to Tom Hanks as a mentally challenged Zelig. Patricia Wood’s mentor, Paul Theroux, lent his literary wisdom to a  book that manages to be heartfelt and totally not corny.” —New York

“Lottery is a compelling and beautifully written story that will show you  how it’s possible to have a low score on an intelligence test and still be a  genius at understanding other people’s feelings and motivations. And  you’ll learn that having above-average intelligence may mean less than  finding happiness with yourself, and the people around you. Lottery is a  novel, but it reads like it really happened, right next door to you.”

—John Elder Robison, author of Look Me in the Eye:   My Life with Asperger’s

“A sweetly satisfying story.” —The Sacramento Bee

“Wood’s debut is a poignant page-turner . . . a sweet read about  money, relationships, and life.” —OK!

“Sometimes, we all need a little hope. That’s exactly what Patricia  Wood offers in her debut novel, Lottery.” —Asbury Park Press

“[Patricia Wood’s] debut novel is a warm tribute to the power of simple  wisdom and honest-to-goodness goodness.” —Honolulu Weekly





This novel is dedicated to my father and mother,
Ragnar J. Dahl and Bernice J. Dahl,
and  
Airborne the Wonder Horse,
without whom I would never have met my friends and mentors
Paul Theroux and Sheila Donnelly Theroux.




Ordinary riches can be stolen:  real riches cannot.

Oscar Wilde




Prologue

My name is Perry L. Crandall and I am not retarded.

Gram always told me the L stood for Lucky.

"Mister Perry Lucky Crandall, quit your bellyaching!” she  would scold. “You got two good eyes, two good legs, and you’re  honest as the day is long.” She always called me lucky and honest.

Being honest means you don’t know any better.

My cousin-brother John called me lucky too, but he always  snickered hard after he said it.

“You sure are a lucky bastard. No high-pressure job, no mortgage, and no worries. Yeah, you’re lucky all right.” Then he would  look at his wife and laugh harder. He is a lawyer.

John said lawyers get people out of trouble. Gram said lawyers  get people into trouble. She ought to know. It was a lawyer who gave  her the crappy advice on what to do after Gramp died.

I am thirty-two years old and I am not retarded. You have to  have an IQ number less than 75 to be retarded. I read that in Reader ’s Digest. I am not. Mine is 76.

“You have two good ears, Perry. Two! Count ’em!” Gram would  hold my chin and cheeks between her fingers so tight that my lips  would feel like a fish. She stopped doing that because of evil arthritis. Arthritis is when you have to eat Aleve or Bayer and rub  Bengay.

“You’re lucky,” she said. “No evil arthritis for you. You’re a  lucky, lucky boy.”

I am lucky. I know this because I am not retarded.

I know this because I have two good arms.

And I know this because I won twelve million dollars in the  Washington State Lottery.
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I write things down so I do not forget.

"Writing helps you remember. It helps you think, Perry, and  that’s a good thing,” Gram said.

“You’re only slow.” That’s what my old teacher Miss Elk said.  “Just a little slow, Perry.”

The other kids had different names for me.

Moron. Idiot. Retard.

Miss Elk told them to be nice. She said I was not any of those things.

“Don’t you pay any attention to them, Perry,” Gram told me  when I cried. “Those other kids are just too goddamned fast. If you  want to remember, you write it down in your notebook. See . . . I’m  not slow. I’m old. I have to write things down,” she said. “People  treat you the same when you’re old as when you’re slow.”

Slow means you get to a place later than fast people.

Gram had me do a word a day in the dictionary since I was  little.

“One word, Perry. That’s the goddamned key. One word at a  time.”

Goddamned is an adjective, like “I’ll be goddamned!” Gram will  be reading something in the newspaper and it will just come out all  by itself. Out of the blue. “Goddamn.” Or sometimes “Goddamned. ” Or even “Goddamn it.”

At nine, I was on page eight of our dictionary.

“Active. Change, taking part.” Reading is hard. Like riding my  bike up a hill. I have to push to keep going.

“Sound it out, Perry.” Gram chews the inside of her lip when she  concentrates.

“Squiggle vooollll . . . caaaa . . . nooo . . .” It takes me a long time  to figure out that word.

“That squiggle thing means ‘related to.’ Remember Mount Saint  Helens?” Gram has a good memory for an old person and knows  everything. On May 18, 1980, Mount Saint Helens blew up. Three  days after my birthday.

“Ashes from breakfast to Sunday!” Gram hollered. “Breakfast to  Sunday!”

The ashes were gray sand that got in my mouth when I went  outside, just like the stuff Doctor Reddy used when he cleaned my  teeth.

“What’s breakfast to Sunday?” I asked.

“Don’t be smart.” Gram always cautioned me about being  smart.

At ten, I was still in the A’s. Gram and I sat down and added it  up. Our dictionary has 75,000 words and 852 pages. If I did one  word a day, it would take me 205 years to finish. At three words, it  would take 51 years. If I did five words, it would take 12 years and 6  months to get through the whole book. I wrote this all down. It is  true because calculators do not lie and we used a calculator. Gram  said we needed to rethink.

“Does that mean we made a mistake?” I asked.

“No, it’s not a mistake to rethink. Rethink means you get to  change your mind. You’re never wrong if you just change your  mind.” Gram clapped her hands together to get my attention and  make sure I was listening. “Pick up the pace, Perry,” she said. “We  have to pick up the pace.”

That is when we got our subscription to Reader’s Digest. We  bought it from a girl who needed money for her school band to go to  Florida.

“This is better than chocolate bars!” Gram was excited when the  first one came. “Word Power! Here you go, Perry!”

It was the February issue and had hearts on the cover. We saved  every copy that came in the mail. I remember I was on the word  auditor. An auditor is a listener. It says so in the dictionary and in  Reader’s Digest Word Power. Answer D. A listener. I decided right  then to be an auditor. Answer D. I remember this.

We picked up the pace and by the time I turned thirty-one, I was  on page 337. Gram was right. That day my words were herd, herder,   herdsman, here, hereabouts, and hereafter. Hereafter means future.

“You have to think of your future!” Gram warns about the future each time I deposit my check in the bank. Half in checking and  half in savings. For my future.

“It is very important to think of your future, Perry,” she tells me,  “because at some point it becomes your past. You remember that!”

My best friend, Keith, agrees with everything Gram says.

"That L. It sure does stand for Lucky, Per.” Keith drinks beer  wrapped in a brown paper sack and calls me Per for short. He works  with Manuel, Gary, and me at Holsted’s Marine Supply. I have  worked for Gary Holsted since I was sixteen years old.

Keith is older and bigger than me. I do not call him fat because  that would not be nice. He cannot help being older. I can always tell  how old people are by the songs they like. For example, Gary and  Keith like the Beatles, so they are both older than me. Gram likes  songs you never hear anymore, like “Hungry for Love” by Patsy  Cline and “Always” by somebody else who is dead. If the songs you  like are all by dead people, then you are really old.

I like every kind of music. Keith does not. He goes crazy when  Manuel messes with the radio at work.

“Who put this rap crap on? Too much static! The reception is  shit! Keep it on oldies but goodies.” Keith has to change it back with  foil and a screwdriver because of the reception. Static is when somebody else plays music you do not like and you change it because of  reception.

Before Holsted’s, I learned reading, writing, and math from  Gram and boat stuff from Gramp. After he died, I had to get a job  for money. I remember everything Gramp showed me about boats  and sailing. Our family used to own the boatyard next to Holsted’s.

“It’s a complicated situation.” Whenever Gram says this, her  eyes get all hard and dark like two black olives, or like when you try  to look through that tiny hole in the door at night. That is not a smart  thing to do because it is dark at night and you cannot see very well.

Just before he died, Gramp took out a loan for a hoist for the  yard.

A loan is when someone gives you money then takes collateral  and advantage. After that, you drop dead of a stroke by the hand of  God.

A hoist lifts boats up in the air and costs as much as a boatyard.

That is what the bank said.
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Gram says I have to be careful. "You’re suggestible, Perry.”

"What’s suggestible?” I ask.

"It means you do whatever people ask you to do.”

“But I’m supposed to.” I always get in trouble if I do not do what  Gram says.

“No. There are people you listen to, and others you don’t. You  have to be able to tell the difference.” Gram slaps the kitchen table  hard with her hand and makes me jump.

“Like who?” I ask.

We make a list.

“For example, a policeman.” Gram draws numbers on the paper. “He’s number one on the list.”

“I always have to do what Ray the cop says.” I already know this.  That is the law. Officer Ray Mallory has a crew cut and wears sunglasses even when it rains.

“Don’t ever call Ray a cop. He’s a policeman.” When Gram  scolds, her eyebrows get all bushy and her hair comes out of its bun  like it is mad too.

“Keith calls him a cop,” I say.

Then I remember when Kenny Brandt called him a cop, Ray  chased him all the way down the street and Kenny had to hide behind Mrs. Callahan’s bushes until way after dinnertime. I do not  want to be chased by the police and go to jail.

“Okay, a policeman,” I agree.

Gram is number two on our list. I do everything she says. I do  not ever do what Chuck at church says because he is a jerk. A jerk is  someone you cannot trust, so Chuck is not on our list. Gary Holsted  is number three, because he is my boss. I do not do what Manuel says.

“Manuel’s a jackass, Per! A jackass is an animal, and you don’t  do what animals say.” Keith helps us with the list.

“Keith, you should be on the list.” I say this at least two or three  times a week. I want to make him number four.

“I don’t need to be on any list, Per,” he says. Per sounds like  pear, but I am not a fruit. Keith is not on the list because he is my  friend. I never have to do what he says. A friend is someone who  calls you something for short like Per for Perry. You never have to  do what friends say, but you want to, because you are friends.

We add and subtract people from our list all the time. Sister  Mary Margaret used to be number five on the list, but Gram took  her off because she tried to collect money from us.

“That goddamned church has enough money! It doesn’t need  ours!” Gram was mad and used a big pink eraser to rub out Sister  Mary Margaret’s name. When Sister is nice to us at bingo, we put  her back on the list. She goes on and off so much the paper beneath  her name is almost worn through.

On rainy days, I take the bus to work. On nice days, I ride my  bike down the hill to Holsted’s. It rains a lot here, so mostly I take  the bus. It takes ten minutes and stops right in front of our house in  Everett, Washington. Not in the middle of Everett, on the edge.

“Hanging on the goddamned edge of Everett.” Gram squeezes  her fingers tight like killing a bug when she says this. Blue veins stick  out on her hand.

Everett stinks. When I ask why, everybody says something  different.

“It’s because all of us fart at the same time.” Keith laughs, then  lifts one cheek and lets one go.

“Don’t be smart! It’s because of the paper mills.” Gram smacks  Keith in the head with her paper for farting.

“What stink?” Gary asks. “I don’t smell a thing.” He has allergies and sniffs a squeeze bottle. That is gross.

“I think it depends on your nose,” I tell them. “Some noses are  fast and smell all the stinks. Some are slow and they don’t. I have a  very fast nose. I smell lots of stink.”

“You sure do, Per! You sure do. You got a great nose.” Keith  farts again. I know because I smell it.

I am lucky to live with Gram. I have been with Gram since I was  a baby. I am the youngest. There is John, my oldest cousin-brother.  He has never lived with Gram. He looks just like me except he is  taller, has jagged teeth, a gray-brown mustache, and gets married a  lot. David is next oldest and looks just like John except he is shorter,  thinner, and has blue eyes. He is married to Elaine. Gram calls her  different names like That Woman and HER. David has never lived  with Gram either. He is an MBA.

“MBA! It means Must Be Arrogant, Perry. You remember that!  Marrying The Ice Queen is his comeuppance.” Gram cackles like a  witch on Halloween when she says this and rubs her hands together  like she is trying to start a fire. She is good at witch laughs.

Gram says comeuppance means you get what you deserve.

John is a lawyer. David’s wife, Elaine, is a lawyer. My mother,  Louise, married my father who was a lawyer, but I think he is dead.  I am named after a very famous TV lawyer.

“Perry Mason. The only lawyer worth a goddamn!” Gram said.

I only got the Perry part. That’s okay.

“Money runs through your mother’s hands like water. You remember that, Perry. Marrying a lawyer is as bad as being one!  You remember that too!” Gram warns. “Not one of them goes on  our list!”

I call my mother Louise. It is a pretty name and she likes it better  than Mother. Sometimes I cannot tell who she is because I do not see  her very often and her hair is always different. It gets longer or  shorter and changes colors. That is scary. I hope my hair stays just  like it is.

I do not live with any of them. I live with Gram.

“Everybody in our family is either a lawyer or married to one,” I  tell Gram, “except for you and me.”

“That’s a good thing, Perry,” she says. “It’s a goddamned good  thing.”

Gram can blow smoke out the side of her mouth and through her  nose. She limits herself. “Only two menthol cigarettes a day. Count  ’em. One. Two.”

She will hold them up in front of me.

Sometimes, Gram loses count.
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Monday, I work all day at Holsted’s Marine Supply. I unload big  trucks, put away orders, and carry packages out to cars, trucks,  and SUVs. I mop the floor, wipe off the counter where the register  sits, clean the two front windows, and empty all the trash cans, even  the metal ones outside on the sidewalk. I also file papers in the back  office because you just need to know the alphabet for that. I am very  good at the alphabet. Keith and Manuel do the cash register, and  when Gary goes home, Keith lets me ring up customers.

It takes me longer to learn something, but when I do, I learn it  good. This year I learned how to use the air machine. It is called a  compressor and makes a rumble rumble noise. It blows up inner tubes  and fenders. Those are squishy things on boats that need to be blown  up. I am very good at blowing up fenders with the compressor.

“Yeah, Per, you’re a good worker. A real good worker.” Keith  tells me this all the time.

I watch the store so he can take a nap. He needs naps at least two  or four times a day. I don’t take naps at all. Keith can sleep standing  up. That is so cool. Sometimes he snores. He has a hairy face that  has lots of gray and two scars. One is above his eye from when we  had to change the towel dispenser in the bathroom. The crowbar I  was holding slipped and the dispenser came off the wall too fast. It  hit Keith in the forehead. The other scar is from a bar fight. I did not  see the bar fight, I only heard about it.

“What’s a bar fight?” I asked him.

“See, Per, um . . . a bar fight is when . . . uh, it’s when a guy says  fuck you, and then you say fuck you, and then you fight.” Keith  knows all about bar fights. I do not say the F-word. Gram does not  let me.

“Only morons and jackasses talk dirty, Perry! Morons, jackasses,  and Keith.” Gram likes Keith even though he talks dirty.

On Tuesday, I have my special sandwich at Gilly’s next to the  marina. They have pretend crab, which I like.

“What do you eat that crab shit for? It’s not real. It’s made of fish  guts!” Keith says. It is definitely not nice to say pretend crab is made  out of fish guts.

After I buy my sandwich, I go to the Marina Handy Mart down  the street. I buy a Coke Slurpee, five Lotto tickets, one PayDay  candy bar, a bag of Hershey’s Kisses, and the National Enquirer.  The paper is for Gram.

“I only get it for the crossword puzzle.” She shows me the front  page. “See this, Perry? It’s full of gossip! Look at this! Part human  and part bat! That’s impossible. How’d they make that picture?  Look at this, Perry! Here’s another one of them alien baby stories.”  She pulls her sweater tight over her shoulders. Gram is always  cold.

“I can throw it away and just tear the puzzle out if you want.” I  try to be helpful.

“No! No. Don’t waste your time. I’ll toss it later.” But she stacks  them up in the back room. She really likes it when she notices they  use the same picture twice.

“Ha! All they did was reverse the photo! Look here, Perry!”

I like talking to Cherry who works at the counter at Marina  Handy Mart. She is pretty, funny, and her name rhymes with mine.  That is what Gram says.

“Cherry and Perry! Get it? You’re both errys!” Gram likes it  when things rhyme.

"Only Lotto?” Cherry likes MegaBucks because you can win  more money, but Gram and I are stick-in-the-muds. That’s what  Gram says.

“Stick-in-the-muds. We do the same thing. No sense changing.  Lotto’s good enough for us.” Gram likes the fact that Lotto comes  out like a cash register receipt and you get more numbers for your  money. We always bought lottery tickets, right from the beginning.  From the very first. It was cool then because you got shiny green  tickets, but you only got one set of numbers. The very first person  who won was a nurse. A million dollars. Gram said it was the Lord  rewarding a selfless profession.

“A nurse, Perry, they’re dedicated. It’s a sign from God.” She  was very disappointed to read in the paper, years later, that the nurse  lost all that money.

“How do you lose a million dollars?” Gram shakes her head.  “What if we won? Just think of it. We could do anything we want!  Hawaii! We could go to Hawaii, where it’s not so goddamned cold!”  Gram’s eyes close. Like she is praying.

“We can do anything we want right now,” I say.

That is true. If we save our money and decide, we can do whatever we want.

“Don’t be smart.” Gram frowns at me, but I laugh.

It is fun thinking about winning the lottery.

Gram and I have dinner once a week at Kentucky Fried. Gram  complains about the prices for someone on Social Security. She frets  about the tiny little ears of corn and getting too many wings.

“Goddamn it, Perry! You’d think they raised chickens with  nothing but six flappers and an ass, the way they pack those boxes.”  She only says this at home because she does not want to hurt the  counter girl Loretta’s feelings at KFC.

At seven o’clock Tuesday nights, we go to bingo at St. Augustine’s  Catholic Church. We are not Catholic, but we like the nuns and bingo.  We like Sister Mary Joan because she is nice all the time. We only like  Sister Mary Margaret when she is on our list. I think all nuns are called  Mary something. They wear glasses and regular clothes, except for their  feet. Their shoes are all shiny black with long laces. Gram said they  used to look like penguins. I do not see how. But she said they did.

“How are you doing, Perry?” They are friendly and do not treat  me like I am retarded. I am not retarded, but some people treat me  like I am. The nuns are always very interested in how I am doing  and ask if I will come to church on Sunday. I can’t come to church  because I have to work Sundays.

“Will we see you at morning mass, Perry?” Sister Mary Joan  spits when she talks.

“Tell them you have to work!” Gram whispers this into my ear  to remind me, so I do not forget to tell the nuns. If I say I have to  work, neither of us has to go to church. Church is boring except for  the music, but we do not tell the nuns this. It would hurt their feelings. Sister Mary Margaret has blue eyes and hair on her chin. I  wonder if nuns are allowed to shave. God must not let them because Sister Mary Joan has hair too, only it is on her upper lip.  Gram does not approve of gambling, but bingo and lottery are not  gambling.

“Gambling’s something people do that loses money, Perry. You  remember that!” Gram lectures.

“What’s your numbers, sonny?” Chuck the bingo helper says  this each time he walks behind me. I play one single card and Gram  plays ten. She is an expert and won two hundred and fifty-two dollars  once. Chuck shoves my chair, jabs me in the back, and smells like  Listerine. He likes to let me know he is there watching over my shoulder. My markers slide off the numbers on my card whenever he  pushes me. He also scratches my head and makes my hair stick up.

“Time for a haircut, sonny!” My name is not Sonny.

“Leave him alone!” Gram has eyes in the back of her head. That  is what Chuck says. “Woman, you got eyes in the back of your  head,” he says.

I laugh. Her eyes are right where they are supposed to be.

Chuck is the only one at bingo who treats me like I am retarded.  He is taller than me. There is always a person who is taller than you  unless you are Michael Jordan or someone like that. Chuck is a jerk.

“Ignore him, Perry! He’s a jerk! There are jerks all over. Everybody has jerks in their lives,” Gram says. One of her jerks is the  woman on the front desk at Social Security. Gram had a hard time  getting Gramp’s Social Security death benefit. I thought it was cool  you got a prize for dying, but it was very hard to collect.

“And then there’s the guy that answers the phone at Medicare.”

Gram has a lot of jerks, at least as many as me.

“We need another list for jerks,” I say.

Thursday mornings are my favorite time. That is when I go with  Keith and do extra jobs at Carroll’s Boatyard next to the store. I have  to wear my oldest blue jeans when I work there. Gram would not be  caught dead in jeans.

“Those blue jeans, Perry! Women get all kinds of diseases from  them. It’s better to wear a good cotton dress from Kmart. Airs out  my privates!” she says. “It’s okay for you. You can wear jeans. Men  don’t need to air out their privates.”

Privates are personal parts that you do not show people.

Gram and I get hamburgers at McDonald’s on Friday after work  and go to an early movie. The 5:45 show costs only two dollars. We  buy the small bag of popcorn and sneak in our bag of Hershey’s  Kisses from Marina Handy Mart. The movie guys do not like it  when we bring in our own food. I think we should be able to take our  food anywhere we want. It is our food.

Saturday is the busiest day at Holsted’s. Everybody needs lots of  boat stuff on weekends, like rope, metal parts, and beer. They have to  buy the beer from Marina Handy Mart. Holsted’s does not sell beer.  Our floor is gray tile and gets very dirty from wet and muddy feet. The  parking lot is gravel and has puddles. Most people do not clean their  shoes off on the mat before they walk into the store. That is so rude.

I have to work until six-thirty on Saturday. Gary and Manuel  leave early. Keith and I close up together. He gives me a ride home  and then stays for spaghetti night. We have our weekly cribbage contest. Gram makes the tomato sauce in the big pan. It has to simmer  for two hours. It is the only thing she cooks now. Keith and Gram  play first, while I boil the noodles. The loser sets the table while I  play the winner.

Keith thinks he has to coach me.

“Throw two away. Come on, Per! Sometime today!” he complains, but I take my time. When I play cards with Keith, he gets  antsy. Antsy is when you think everybody else is too slow. Most  people are antsy. I always win at cribbage. You only have to know  numbers like what makes fifteen and how to add up to thirty-one.  The rest is luck. And I am lucky.

On Sunday morning before I go into work, Gram and I eat cinnamon rolls, read the paper, and check our Lotto numbers. This is  my very favorite time because we pretend to win the lottery. I love  pretending.

“Come on! Come on!” I cheer.

"This is it! I can feel it in my bones.” Gram can feel a lot in her  bones.

“Oh-two. Oh-five. One-four. Two-four. Three-two. Four-four. ” I read them off to Gram. She says nope after each number that  is wrong and yep for each right number. We check all ten numbers  twice. That is like getting more chances to win. It is as if we bought  more than just five tickets. That is so cool.

We have another game we play. It is lottery list. The What would   be the first thing you’d buy if you won the lottery? game. We play with  Keith.

“A new TV!” That would be me.

“Hawaii!” That would be Gram.

“Cable!” That would be me too. I really like Animal Planet.

“A dishwasher.” That would be Gram. I do not understand this  because I am the one who washes all the dishes.

“Fix up Diamond Girl.” That would be Keith. Diamond Girl is  his sailboat.

“A year’s supply of tequila.” That would be Keith again. I am  surprised he does not say beer too, or maybe Mexican babes. He  talks about Mexican babes all the time. They are close to Texas in  Mexico. That is a country.

“Fix Yo’s heater.” That is Gram. She is always cold. Yo is Keith’s  truck.

“Go to Hershey’s chocolate factory and see how Kisses are  made.” That is me.

The end of the game is when one person can’t think of anything  else they would buy. It is always Gram. She says she is fortunate.

“I’m fortunate I own my own house, damned fortunate I have  you to help with expenses, and goddamned fortunate your grandpa  worked his ass off then had the courtesy to drop dead without lingering. ” Lingering is a word that means costing a lot of money to die.  She says she hopes she does not linger. She is damned fortunate and  I am lucky.

Gram says we make a good pair.
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Fall is my favorite time of year, Reader’s Digest is my favorite  book, and my favorite candies are Hershey’s Kisses. I like to  wear flannel jackets, I bounce when I’m happy, and my bike is blue  with red spray paint.

“Hey, Gram!” I yelled when I found it lying in our side yard all  splattered. It looked like it was bleeding. “What happened to my  bike?”

“Some asshole decided to be a moron, that’s what,” Gram said.  After that, she made me lock it up in our garage every night.

I like to ride my bike to work so I can pretend I am flying or sailing. Keith and I earn extra cash by working on other people’s boats.  Boats are my favorite thing besides riding my bike. Sailboats run on  water and wind.

“Sailing and riding a bike are like flying because of air and physics, ” Gramp told me. He taught me how to sail boats, and Keith  teaches me how to fix them.

“Smoother, Perry, you missed a spot.” Keith has to inspect my  work. We are sanding teak on a boat that is supported on jacks high  in the air. It is hauled out at the boatyard. They call it being on the  hard. I think that is funny. On the hard. Keith makes dirty jokes  whenever we help put boats back into the water. Keith and I work  up on the boat. The foreman carries a clipboard and tells us to  hurry.

“We don’t have all day!” he yells. I think that is funny because  we do. We do have all day.

Keith likes to joke. “Time to get her off, Per. Time to get her off  the hard, man. Time to get the jacks off, Per. Get it? Jacks off? Jack  off? Time to jack off, Per!”

I have to make sure anyone does not hear us talk this way. Gram  would be mad to hear Keith say J-off. I laugh, but my face still  turns red. I do not say J-off. We are supposed to help the workers  on the ground put the slings in the correct place for the hoist. The  wide bands have to hang by the arrows taped on the hull of the  boat.

“Hey, Buddy!” Keith shouts from the deck. “You got the JACKS  OFF yet?” And he smirks at me. Keith calls people he does not  know Buddy.

His bushy gray beard makes it hard to see his mouth, but I know  what it looks like. Keith is the biggest man I know. He is tall and  husky.

“I’m a husky guy! Those are muscles, Per! Muscles!” He will  point to the gut hanging over his belt. Husky is another name for  muscles in your stomach.

I do not have a gut. I am not husky.

We painted the bottom of this boat yesterday and have to finish  a light sand on its rail today. Light sand means working hard and  sweating. The wooden parts of boats need to be sanded and varnished. It is hard work, but cool to see how beautiful they look when  they are done. We make boats look very good. Keith says we bring  them back from the dead.

“We bring them back, Per! They’d be dumped or sunk. We are  defenders of a lost art. Look at those new boats, Per. No character!  Not one piece of teak. What a waste.” A lost art means we are the  only ones doing the work. No character means easy to take care of.

When this boat goes into the water, it will be moved into a slip  and tied up. The owner says he is going to put the varnish on his rail  himself and save money.

“That’s what they all say, Per!” Keith chortles. “Twenty minutes into the job, he’ll be back here bellyaching about it being too  hot or too cold or too hard on his knees, and you and I will have another thousand bucks under the table.”

The first time I heard under the table, I thought it meant hide. I  had to ask Keith for sure.

“It means we get to keep all the money ourselves instead of giving some of it to the government.” When Keith talks into my ear, he  gets it all wet. I hate that.

“You mean cheat?” I do not want to go to jail.

“No. No. It’s okay, Per. We don’t owe them a dime! They didn’t  do any of the work, did they? They didn’t help us one bit. Just don’t  tell anybody, okay?”

Under the table is okay if you don’t tell anybody. Keith and  I make a lot of money under the table sanding and varnishing for  people who are too lazy to do it themselves.

The boat we are working on is called Playboy II. People have no  imagination, Keith says.

“No fucking imagination. You know how many Playboys there  are, Per?” He does not wait for me to answer. “About a gazillion!”  He says this about every boat name.

“You know how many My Prozacs there are?”

“You know how many Sea Dreams there are?”

People sometimes hook together the first two letters of their wife  and kids’ names for their boat. This really annoys Keith.

“Jo-bo-ha-ga-li? What the fuck is that supposed to mean, Per?  They’re just lazy. That’s what they are. Just fucking lazy!”

People either lack imagination or are lazy, according to Keith. He  says the F-word more than anybody else I know. I do not say the  F-word.

Keith has to drink beer and watch me work while he tells me  about his adventures. He was a ferry captain until he ran his boat  into a terminal. He told me the true story. It was not his fault. It was  a passenger with really big tits.

“Tits so big, Per, they were more than boobs. They were tatas.  They were jugs. They were so big, the end of the world could come  and you wouldn’t even notice.” His eyes are very round and do not  blink when he tells me this. “It was not my fault.”

That is another thing people say when they make a mistake. Not   their fault. It is like rethink.

“Well worth it, Per. Well worth it. Big. Big. Tits.” Keith makes  his hands look like he is itching somebody’s back. Then he farts and  laughs.

“Just doin’ my part as a loyal citizen of Everett,” he says.
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Every morning I get up, go to the bathroom, shave, and comb my  hair. I wear jeans and a flannel shirt with an undershirt.

"You have an undershirt on, Perry?” Gram asks.

“Yeah.”

“You sure?”

I lift up my shirt and check.

“Yeah, I’m sure.”

Gram says only low-class people go without undershirts. I definitely like undershirts. Everett is too cold to be naked under a shirt  anytime of the year even with a jacket.

I am a good cook. I make oatmeal and other stuff too, like macaroni and cheese, hamburger casserole, and toasted tuna sandwiches.  Gram used to do all the cooking, but now she sits at the kitchen table, works on her crossword puzzle, and tells me what to do. She  likes me to stretch. That means try new things.

“Don’t get in a rut, Perry. Stretch yourself. Do something new,”  she says.

When she told me to make stew for dinner, I cut the meat in long  strips. I never made stew before.

“Cut them up smaller. Once more across. Then again. That’s  right. Make them the same size so they’ll cook even.”

She always tells me to read instructions carefully.

“What’s braising?” I ask. Cookbooks are like dictionaries. They  use hard words.

“Cook in liquid,” Gram says.

“Why don’t they just say that then?” I complain.

“Don’t be smart!” Gram does not even have to look up from her  puzzle.

Oatmeal is easy now. It used to be difficult. Difficult means you  have to work hard and sweat. Gram says life is difficult.

“Life is tough, Perry. It’s full of rude surprises and obstacles to  overcome. Sometimes misfortune just smashes you upside the head.  It’s difficult. Most things in life are difficult.” She tells me this while  she picks tiny balls off her wool sweater and throws them into the  trash. They stick to everything, those little balls.

While I eat my breakfast, I do my words and write.

Gram gave me my own writing book when I was small. I used to  write my words on tiny pieces of paper and lose them. She would  have to bend down and pick them up. They would be scattered all  over our house. Gram hates any messes she does not make herself.

“This is for the birds!” she complained.

I always laugh when Gram says this. It does not mean you will feed  the birds, only that you would like to. She buys me big black books  from the school supply aisle at Kmart. I remember the first one I got.

“What’s this?” I asked. “It has nothing inside.” The pages were  blank. I thumbed through each one to make sure. Nothing.

“It’s a journal. A scrapbook for words. You have to do the writing. ” Gram poked her skinny finger deep into my shoulder.

“What a gyp. Did it cost less than a book-book?”

“No, as a matter of fact, it costs more.” People use matter of fact  when they mean something is highly unlikely or probably untrue.

“You need to write, Perry, it will help you remember, develop  your mind. Improve your thinking.” Gram jabbed her finger again  and it hurt.

“Oww!” I yelped.

“Quit your bellyaching! Now, write!” Gram said.

So that is what I do. I write. I do my words. I think. And I listen.  I am an auditor.

There are times I forget I am slow. When I am riding my bike to  Holsted’s. When I scrub teak on the deck of a sailboat with Keith.  When Gary lets me fill out paperwork in the office. When I am by  myself. Without other people. They are the ones who are fast. They  talk fast and think faster.

“Turning themselves into butter!” Gram thinks regular people  are too speedy. “Around and around and around they turn. Watch,  Perry!”

Gram is right. I see them on the bus as I look through the window. Driving, talking on their cell phones, eating a breakfast sandwich, all at the same time. I see them at the marina, clicking into tiny  computers that they carry around. Gram calls them pets.

“Goddamn metallic pets! Look, Perry! Like they’re attached to  the end of their fingers.” Then she will cackle and do her witch  laugh.

There are times I am glad I am slow. I see things. I hear things.  And there are times I don’t think about it at all.
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Holsted’s Marine Supply is a two-story white warehouse between  the big commercial harbor and the brand-new Everett Marina.  We sit right next door to Carroll’s Boatyard. Keith says the new marina will force regular guys out of boating and make it only for rich  slobs.

“They squeeze us tight like a horny guy’s hand on a pretty girl’s  boob. That’s what we are,” Keith says, “the boobs,” and he scrunches  up his fingers.

I think this is funny and laugh. This makes Keith wriggle his  eyebrows at me.

“Perry, can you inflate these two fenders?” Gary asks. He stares  at Keith. “Some people have a job to do.”

Keith goes back to the register.

People come into Holsted’s to buy things like lines, which are  ropes, and hatches, and fenders. Whatever they need. We have a lot  of stuff packed into shelves and hanging up on walls. I have worked  here longer than anybody, except for Gary. I am good at inflating  fenders. It is my newest job and I have to concentrate. My hair gets  in my eyes and I have to push it back. I need a haircut. A fat man  with a cigar looks over my shoulder. I can see two spots of dark wet  on his blue shirt under his armpits. I am afraid his ash will drop  on me and sizzle a hole through my skin. Burns hurt and they leave  a scar.

“You sure you know how to do that?” The man chews on his cigar. I think that is a very stupid question, but people ask stupid  questions all the time.

They ask Keith, “Can I tie up here?” in front of the post labeled  NO MOORING.

They ask Gary, “Can I fish here?” by the marker NO FISHING.

They ask Manuel, “Can I leave my car here?” by the sign NO  PARKING.

Most people do not read. I read all the time.

The man asks me again if I know what I am doing.

“Hey! I’m talking to you!” he says.

“Yes, I know what I’m doing.” It is the only answer I can give.  When I talk, I talk slow. This worries people.

“Hey, is he okay?” The man looks at Gary. Being okay is very  important.

“Yes!” Gary and I say this at the same time. This seems to worry  the man even more. When people watch me, I go slower because it  makes me nervous. All I have to do is hold the fender from moving,  but the man stands very close. I smell his smoky breath. He pants in  my ear. When I finish, I hand him his fender.

“Here you go, sir.” It is important to be polite to customers so  they will come back and spend more money.

The man chews his cigar, looks at his watch, squeezes his  fender, and talks to Gary, all at the same time. “I need to get to the  San Juans . . . Friday Harbor . . . Three weeks’ vacation . . . Can we  speed this up?” he asks. “I need to get going.” He looks at his watch  again.

Vacations are when you stop being in a hurry to go to work and  start being in a hurry to go someplace else.

“My idiot son threw a fender off the stern and it wasn’t tied on.  Got all the way up here. You’d think he was retarded! Oh, sorry.”  The man looks at me.

Retarded. Idiot. These are words I know. They mean foolish or  stupid. I am not foolish. I am not stupid. I am not retarded. I am  slow. Gram says we are all idiots really, and that idiot comes from  the Greek word idios.

“It means private citizen, Perry, a loner, someone just concerned  with himself!” Gram says. “That pretty much sums up everybody I  know.” She first told me this the day I came home from school crying. Somebody called me an idiot.

“Teasing is a cross we all bear,” Gram said. “A cross we all carry  and suffer. It will make you a better person. Name-calling just  proves the other guy is ignorant. Who called you that?” When she  found out it was my teacher she spit nails. That is what she said.

“I could just spit nails!” and then she threw a dish. I remember I  laughed at spit nails and the dish, and cried because I wanted my old  teacher Miss Elk.

It was my last day of
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