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      The lawn is ankle-high, a wide, deep swath of perennial ryegrass, Kentucky bluegrass, big-bladed tall fescues, as well as some prostrate knotweed and crabgrass and various annual broadleafs. Chickweed, dandelion. The invasive species are visible as shaded patches, lighter or darker gene pools within the lawn, which might seem perfectly uniform to someone who hadn’t cut it for forty years with one of a half-dozen red or green or yellow mowers. As Harvey Johnson comes down the long comma of the driveway in his work truck, he sees what needs to be done.

      The grass is five inches if it’s an inch. That’s what needs to be done. Get it down to two, two and a half.

      He pulls around his old two-story house and parks the truck in the late-Friday shadow of the shed that has the lazy-in-the-middle roof he's been meaning to prop up. He turns off the engine and sits for some time with his window down. Already slouched from the hangover of work, he slumps even farther into glumness with eyes lost in the horizon at his back property line. He has one of the few scraggles of unkempt woodland still existing in the neighborhood. Such an ordinary sight, the woods are, seen at least twice a day, he doesn’t even register anymore their salad of filigreed branches and silverware of dead crags.

      Harvey's thoughts are of the weekend and of incoming family and the preparations that must be made for them. Maybe he isn't glum so much as nervous.

      Finally, amid the ticking of the cooling pickup engine, there’s another mood shift, a further deflation. His eyes droop to the dashboard. This truck isn’t two years old, and the triangular cranny between the dashboard and windshield is a junkyard of crunched papers, small tools such as screwdrivers and pipe cutters, supplies of caulking and breath mints, Teflon tape rolls, pruners, hand cleaner bottles and two tape measures. The whole mess is suffused with state-of-Indiana road dust as well as a thin grease sweated from the mechanical parts of tools. Pesticide residue embedded in the grimy crust gives the cab of the truck its mildly noxious aroma. It smells like plastic melted in a fire.

      Flipping open the truck door, he steps out and tosses the wadded wrapper of a candy bar back into the cab. He had finished it on the drive home from work and curled the wrapper into the palm of his hand and forgot about it as he rested it on the steering wheel during the commute. The wrapper bounces off the slope of the dash, where he meant for it to lodge, and lands in another little auxiliary debris field on the floor under the passenger seat.

      He slams the door, which bears the university insignia in black and Purdue gold, and looks down at his feet. The ancient driveway, pointy gravel embedded like concretions in the native gray soil, pounded in by decades of tire traffic, couches long puddles of water in its ruts. Which means there was a shower today, he realizes. Which will make mowing the lawn all the more difficult. He moans uncontrollably.

      Whining is not encouraged for a fifty-five-year-old man, Harvey understands. But it is his contention that moaning is a natural and allowable expression of grief or despair or resignation or even mild, day-to-day frustration. He exercises it without guilt, and in fact practices his repertoire on his way to the back door of the house. The high moan, the low moan, and his favorite, the protracted guttural growl. Much like a death rattle, he guesses and very satisfying to a career man just off work.

      Harvey is a big man, heading for the house in the same kind of slump he arrived in, hiding his six-foot-one in about thirty extra pounds. Weight is not distributed evenly, and his body lurches as feet hit the drive with an off-kilter scuff. He exhibits a bit of a shuffle that somehow matches the moan.

      His face is problematical in its world-weariness, the product of either a perturbed psyche or a disturbed world. It’s gotten rounder than he wants to admit. Unlike his troublesome waist size, it is a measurement that he wants to think of as being constant. The face as a measuring rod of continuum. Like the rest of him, it’s slouched from this unexpected life. Of work and the house and the yard and the dirty truck. And suffers from those associations.

      “When are the kids getting in?” he asks as he shuffles inside, passing through the mud room and lurching into the frame of the kitchen door, calling out long before he sees anybody. Sure enough, Trudy stands there at the kitchen sink where his voice knew she would be, almost as big as he is, focused on something at the bottom of the big double basins that he can't see. Her hands move back and forth over whatever vegetable, animal or mineral is in there.

      “After midnight, they said.” She fiddles on, elbows rowing away.

      “Heard from them yet?”

      “Not today.”

      Trudy finally looks up, eyes following a fly that has accompanied him inside. He’s used to this, his invisibility, even compared to that of an insect. He never saw the fly so he assumes her eyes just don’t want to meet his. He scans her big round face, even rounder than his, for some sign that he’s here, at least here in her view if not her heart and soul. Yes, he is. The view. Her eyes escape from the noisy fly, which he swats at, and find him. It isn’t a smile she gives him, but one of those little pouts that could have been described as pinched back when her face had musculature.

      “I told them they should have flown.”

      “You’d think they would have learned by now.”

      “Haven’t been here for, what, three years? Didn't they drive the last time? They don’t come often enough to know.”

      Aha. They’ve hit upon a topic. They look each other over. It isn’t always easy, finding the topic. Her elbows pump back and forth as she lashes out at whatever is in the sink, which makes its hollow, stainless steel thumping noises in response.

      “You can’t say they haven’t been invited.”

      “You’d think Christmas would be available.”

      “How was work?” she asks, hoping for the safety of his universal complaint. There’s almost always refuge for her in the expression of his daily misery, for which she can show sympathy. She thinks back to the one time she and Harvey went to that psychologist, psychiatrist, whatever he was called. She was so shocked at what her husband said that she still thinks about it every time she sees him after a short duration apart. “Our sex life is dead and gone,” he had said. “And when it’s there it’s as unpleasant as work.” He has that same vapid look on his face now. Yes, even after an eight-hour, four-hour, two-hour separation she will recall the words.

      "Same old."

      He shrugs a big round shoulder. No more is needed from him. There’s nothing about his work to reveal, discuss or even acknowledge. Separations don’t motivate him that much, either. He goes over and looks in the sink to see what the mystery organism is. There’s a plastic freezer bag full of something frozen that she’s trying to smash and pry apart. He peers at it more closely. Peaches. She’s got the bag ripped apart and is going at the golden peaches with a big knife. Some of last year’s crop. Or the year before.

      In peering, he almost touches her, but she takes a half-step back. Dodges, really. It might be because she doesn’t want to smudge his work clothes. He’s wearing his standard nice jeans and a collared shirt, she’s in her standard around-the-house t-shirt, two sizes too large so it spills down over her shorts and even her collagenous white thighs, wet from the splashings of the sink and spotted because she’s been wearing them for three days.

      “You out all day? You’re a little late.”

      This is the ritual of the complaint. She gives him the opening and hopes for a response. The days he doesn’t take the offering are the worst days.

      “Some guy over in Noblesville had some leaf curl in his plums. I’ve got to mow the lawn.” He starts unbuttoning his shirt. “Showed him how to put on the copper anti-fungal compounds. I’ll be out mowing if the kids call. Guy didn’t know anything.”

      He moves from the kitchen, unbuttoning, and when he’s gone from her sight she says, “They won’t call. They’re probably not even to Illinois yet. I could call them…” But by the time she whirls around looking for his answer, he’s out of touch.

      So. She looks around her kitchen. A fruitless look, though there is fruit in it. The kitchen that’s been remodeled so many times in a house that’s been remodeled so many times. Odd that he would have said that, because she thinks of herself as a very sexual person. She still, for some strange reason, thinks of herself as a woman who walks around the house in the nude, though she has done so only a couple of times, about ten years ago, coincidentally just before he said that to the therapist.

      Exhibitionism wouldn’t feel the way it made her feel then, when she was fifty pounds lighter. Now she would only think of herself as a fat person walking around the house naked. But her potential for nude walking is still highly developed, even if the thought isn’t as liberating as it must have been then. When she actually conceived the idea and carried it through as a way to pump some boredom out of the days.

      He never knew about that, of course. She wouldn’t have done it if he had been home. That kind of display was part of an older, forgotten process.

      When Harvey comes back through the kitchen he’s wearing his old jeans, almost threadbare from the rubs and cuts of life, and the t-shirt that has holes in it, front and back. He says, “Cobbler or pie?” as he passes. And she turns again to torture the peaches and says, “Cobbler,” as the screen door slams.

      My god, the lawn is even bigger than he remembered from the past thousand mowings he’s given it. He glimpses it from the back of the house as he rolls the rider mower from the shed. It’s so lush, the lawn is, and so expansive it could have elk feeding on it. So very inherently good, it is, in its grassy expanse. So very evil in its overgrowth. He almost feels like using the push mower, for the exercise, but he doesn’t have time. There’s only a couple of hours before dark, and he’ll need most of that. He checks the oil, nozzles gas in from a two-gallon can, hits the starter.

      Some kind of exhilaration here. What is it about a little personal motor like this? Mower, chainsaw, weed whacker. Start it up. Take charge of it. It’s not like a car where you are a minor part of the machine, encased in its character. He mounts the mower the way he would a horse, swinging his leg wide, settling his hands on the steering wheel. Puts it in gear. Lurches down the drive toward the front. Giddyup. He can worry about the patches of grass in the back later.

      The house was built well back from the street on two acres, and probably half an acre of turf lies out front. The mower hits the lawn with its own moan. Grass that is four, five inches high and wet is a chore. In the hauling even more than in the mowing. He cuts and trucks several loads of clippings, dumping the sodden basketful into a vast composting area behind the shed, before he realizes that he’s getting tired. Back and legs. Shoulders and wrists.

      Friday evening commute traffic is picking up on his street, and a neighbor occasionally honks on the way home. He doesn’t even notice as he swirls the mower back and forth. He favors the back-and-forth rather than the continuous-perimeter methodology, skipping a row each time so he will have room to turn and come back. The way a farmer would till his rows in the old days, when there were farms here, before Indianapolis ate the farms and almost ate his job. He usually cuts it twice, once north/south, once east/west, but today he’s satisfied that it’s cut.

      Idling the mower out front near the mailbox, taking it out of gear, Harvey moans again. He’s sore and hard-pressed on all sides, apparently, but the moan this time is one of contentment. The sky over the city is bright and yellow with the sun’s end-of-day playtime. There’s the overwhelmingly green smell of slashed leaves and bleeding chlorophyll, there’s a clotted froth of pulverized grass on the wheels, there’s the punctual silence of the decapitated plants as he shuts off the motor for a moment and enjoys a view of the buzz-cut lawn.

      Oh yes, he moans so full and long, sitting back in the little plastic saddle seat, feeling as full of himself as a minor prince deposed from his historic throne but happy in this consolation chair. A moan, a two-tone one like this, conveys his momentary satisfaction.

      Back inside the house, he sheds his grass-spattered shoes in the mud room. Wipes his hands on his trousers, detaching a bit of oil film. Clears his throat.

      “You need some help?”

      Well here’s a surprise. She looks up and fully into him. Maybe it’s because of the kids coming. He used to be an offer-to-helper, but not lately. Something’s wrong with him. Lately and not so lately. There’s been something so very wrong with him. So she does smile. She thinks she does, though it’s often difficult to know what her face is conveying.

      “Well, I’ve got this cobbler, and I was going to make up a little snack for Sunny. Chex mix, but I’ve got to whip it up.”

      “You want it to go in at the same time as the cobbler?”

      “Just if we can.”

      “Let’s do it. The old cobbler recipe?”

      “One and the same.”

      They set about it. Harvey knows this recipe as well as he knows the university's Extension email page, but he gets out the big recipe box from the top of the fridge anyway. Pulls out the contents behind file tab C and finds the old handwritten recipe for Peach (or Berry) Cobbler. Unfolds the paper, the other side of which is a recycled university memo. Smoothes out the fruit-spotted page, a little pastel-yellow and purple in places as if a child had been coloring it. She looks over his shoulder and says, “That’s it,” though she knows he knows that’s it, before going to the pantry and getting out the three cereal boxes, the pretzel packet she bought and the can of mixed nuts. And the oil. And the big mixing bowl.

      “Can you get the other bowl for me?” he says. He’s at the counter, smoothing and squaring the cobbler recipe and contemplating whether to leave out the cinnamon that he loves and she doesn’t. He reaches up into the high cabinet where the spices are, starts to get the cinnamon. Feels her stop all motion behind him.

      Starts his hand for the big warehouse-size cinnamon container but stops. Takes down the nutmeg instead. “Want to try some nutmeg in it? Little bit? Just for a change?”
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        * * *

      

      It’s dark upstairs and she’s getting ready for bed. Harvey’s already in, tucked into the dimly lit king as big as an underwrapped mummy except his legs are splayed. Dead still he is, like a body in its jammies, which he will someday be if he keeps on provoking her like this. She’s glad to say. No, she did not think that! Trudy would not think that. She will not think that again. She will climb into bed and be thankful that he helped. Never again will she think it, because it’s not right no matter what. After all, the house still smells like the lattice-top cobbler he made so well. She had to stop herself from having a dollop with vanilla ice cream from the two gallons she put in the chest freezer out in the mud room in preparation for the weekend.

      From the bathroom, teeth clean, she can hear the old mantle clock downstairs bonging away after playing its tune, the old prayer, “Oh Lord our god/Thy children call/Grant us thy peace/And bless us all.” She tries to focus so she can count the bongs. Ten. That’s what she thought. And she’s not even eager for bed yet.

      Behind the bathroom door, sneaking into her long nightie, soft and voluminous, she gives her hair a few swipes. He’s asleep now, surely. She’s been so quiet. One last look at herself in the mirror. Oh my lord, that’s a big woman. And yes she is, but she can tell that she was once a very pretty girl and young woman. It’s just that the fat has taken refuge in unfortunate places. Waist, calves, face. She pulls the cloth tight in front. Belly belly belly all the way around as she spins to look. Why can’t she be like some, with the lard plumping the breasts with that disproportion?

      She almost laughs. Her fat missed and slid over into her upper arms, as fluffy as two pillow-top beds.

      Trudy smiles at her suddenly friendly self in the mirror. She’s glad she had the teeth whitened, her smile brightened, because that’s some consolation. She takes off her glasses, also updated--rimless and officious--and her image goes hazy. She turns off the light.

      Just as she slips into the sheets he says, “You think one of us should wait up?” She snuggles in, well away from him, a tugboat keeping the protocol distance from a nearby fishing craft. There’s the yummy smell of the sheets, which she washed today, and him. He showered just an hour ago, thumping around in the steam with the door wide open. “I could do it.”

      She turns away. Almost manages a yawn. “They know their way around.”

      And they sleep, curled like deadly little white grubs in a lawn, larval forms of one beetle or another. At least, she does. Harvey swelters along in a mood for sleep but worried about something. Several somethings. Which all come to mind this frustrating time of day. He can’t even enumerate them, though they come at him one after the other in clumps, coagulating, unwinding, coagulating. Thoughts of this work item and that household repair job.

      Just as he slides into that nice welcoming smogland before sleep, he hears a car motor and then the screen door gives a little bang, voices downstairs saying something and something else. He thinks a bad word, not because they’re here but because they came just as he was diving into what could be rest. He shucks back the sheet, naked, pulls on his shorts and sits there stumped by deadhead, momentarily unable to move.

      “Mnnnn, I’ll go,” she says, awakened by it all.

      She throws back the sheet, and he collapses back down into the soft mattress. Unable to rise or even protest. Down the stairs she goes, tying and retying the fluffy white robe. She’s barely awake herself, but she could always get up faster than he could. It’s the muscle memory of a new mom getting up in the middle of the night to feed a newborn.

      To find the two of them standing in the kitchen, stumbling over their own luggage though she left a light on for them. Stace and Arnold have that blasted look of the interstate on them, clothes rumpled and smiles weak. In fact, as usual, Stace doesn’t have a smile.

      “Hi, Mom,” she says, hunched over a large suitcase as if not sure whether she’ll lug it in farther or leave it in the kitchen. She is under some duress, clutching a slack-limbed child, Sunny, to her chest. She looks up and stares at her mother, who fills the kitchen like a polar bear. The light is ineffective, but she can see that her mother has gotten even bigger.

      “Hi, Honey. Aw, look at Sunny. You hungry?” She takes the sleeping child, who flops and almost awakens.

      Stace and Arnold shake their heads wearily. Stace is a daughter of 31 who, as usual, looks even younger than when Trudy last saw her in person three years ago. Thin-limbed, flat-stomached even after the baby, she shuffles in and gives her mother a hug, her son squeezed between them too far gone to lift his little head. Arnold scuffs forward, tote bags in each hand. The son-in-law is a small man with a wedge head topped by shocks of tall blond hair parted in the middle in what Trudy thinks of as the Hollywood Part.

      “Mrs. Johnson,” Arnold says, a formal man at first greetings. He shakes her hand and backs away. “I guess we would just like to get to sleep after that drive.”

      “Hi, Arnold. I guess you’re tired completely out.”

      “Yeah, Mom. Which room do you have us in?”

      “Pansy’s.”

      “Where’s she going to sleep?”

      “She’s staying the night at a friend’s. We’ll sort it out later.”

      “Debby’s?”

      “Angela’s. The Debby friendship went sour.”

      Stace picks up her suitcase again and heads for the back of the house. “I don’t even know who her friends are anymore.”

      “We don’t either, Honey. Really.”

      They wind through the house to the semi-dark stairs and look up them as they would a state’s tallest mountain. Though that wouldn’t be very tall in Indiana. Finally, Trudy starts up ahead of them, little Sunny's legs dangling. The couple glance around the living room before they follow. The lights have been shut off behind them, and the massive old furniture seems as big as parked cars in the shadows. An outside light of some sort shines in the picture window and its shadows put a dreary face on the room. A face masked by their memories. Stace’s are of childhood TV nights—silent except for a TV full of laughs—spent lodged in deep cushions. Arnold’s are of the same. Because that’s all they ever did in this room when she brought him here after meeting him in college. Watch TV with her parents.

      “Oh my gosh,” Stace says as she steps into her little sister’s bedroom. The walls are choked with dark posters of horror films. Texas Chainsaw Massacre, Alien, Sweeny Todd, Brick. She drops the bag and twirls around. “The last time I was in here she had her Little Mermaid and Shrek posters up.”

      “You had your wild years too,” her Mom says, coming in behind. They all stand with hands on hips, scanning the walls. Saw. “You can tuck Sunny into that sleeping bag. I thought it would be better than putting him up someplace where he could roll out of bed. See you in the morning.”

      She gives Stace the groggy grandchild, gives him a kiss as she goes out, closing the door behind her. Even after she’s gone, Stace continues to spin on her heels, risking entanglement in the piles of clothes on the floor. A very pretty woman, she puts her hand to her mouth in mock horror.

      “Not like slasher wild,” she declares. But Arnold already has a suitcase open, pulling out pajamas and toothbrushes.

      Now Stace is afraid to get into bed, or even sit on it. Maybe it’s dirty, though she knows her mother would have changed the sheets. She snuggles Sunny into the sleeping bag in the far corner and zips it most of the way up. The boy turns once and delves even deeper into sleep. She takes the other suitcase from Arnold and snaps its handle back into its nook and lays it on the floor next to a pile of what seems to be folded blouses. She picks one up and sniffs it. “Clean,” she says, though she wrinkles her nose.

      “I thought you said you were the kid they were worried about,” says Arnold, sitting on the bed. He appears to be succumbing to the night, sagging toward the sheets. What has gotten into Stace, he wonders. Two hours ago she was complaining that she was dead tired. They only drove on out of Illinois to save the cost of a motel.

      Stace begins pulling night clothes from the suitcase and opens the door and disappears down the hall. Arnold remains seated on the bed as if he might collapse without brushing his teeth of the plaque from the roady hamburgers and tacos they’ve eaten. The visit to his wife’s ancestral home already feels cloying. As always, the visit creates a hybridized life of its own, starting immediately. He smiles at the outrageousness of the posters. Pansy, the younger sister, always was the only Johnson he felt comfortable with.

      Oh, except for Stace, of course. His wife, his lovely wife. He pulls back the covers. The bed will be just big enough for both of them to squeeze into.

      
      Arnold wakes up to the faint and irregular hum of traffic. He raises his head from a yellow pillowcase and blinks upward a couple of times at Leatherface swinging a chainsaw at the sky. When he sits up he’s at window height and can see the seaweed-green front lawn and crs and pickups pacing back and forth on the street out beyond that. It’s a pewter sky, low, holding back the sun as best it can. Stace is gone from the bed and the room. The sleeping bag in the corner is empty too.

      He can hear the chatter as he heads downstairs. All women’s voices. The living room in daytime is just as threatening, what he thinks of as a normal Midwestern living room stuffed with stuffed furniture. There’s a big TV at one end, but not a new flat-screen type yet. It’s sitting on some kind of old discarded kitchen cabinet in fake wood grain. The sky looks so wintry from the bedroom, but it’s late May and the house is comfortable and a warm front of breakfast smells builds to greet him. He has on his khaki slacks and a blue blazer.

      When he comes into the kitchen, they all look to say hello and take a moment to scrutinize his fancy duds. He realizes they have always considered him a bit of a dandy. And an intellectual, in all the worst sense of the term to Americans, who appear to him to share a deep-seated mistrust of smart people. Trudy certainly feels that he has too much knowledge and somehow resents that he knows he has it.

      Stace doesn’t interrupt her work flipping a spatula loaded with limp rags of bacon other than to say, “Good morning, Honey.” But Trudy freezes with the dipper of pancake batter she has poised over one of three griddles, all steaming with monstrous pancakes rising so high he knows they can’t possibly have any whole wheat flour in them. He wishes he were back home where he could have his simple oatmeal-and-blueberries breakfast.

      But he can’t escape. There’s nothing else to do here, probably nowhere to go for such a simple meal. He’s already glanced at the morning Star: news from the Friday night Indianapolis 500 parties, the Indiana jobless rate at 9.9%, an actual decline, and a story about a Memorial Day roll call that honored 148,000 veterans in Riverside, California. Enough of that. One of the reasons he agrees to come to these reunions is to escape the news.

      “I hope you’re hungry, Arnold,” Trudy says. A drip of batter falls from the ladle and hisses onto the griddle. A glisten of butter oozes from it.

      “I’ll say,” says Harvey. He emerges from some chore behind the fridge, carrying Sunny, and sits the precious grandson on the counter with his feet dangling over. The boy has a big sweet-faced head and blond hair. If he were a girl he would be pretty. He watches uncuriously as his grandfather begins cutting up an apple into slices on a huge cutting board. “Enough food here to feed an army.”

      “Well, as they say,” Arnold says, smiling, “I’m an army of one.”

      They all smile politely and return to their cooking ways. Apparently they have perfected the polite smile around Arnold just as they have perfected the choreography of the kitchen, each swirling in and out of his or her place in the small space as needed. Trudy raises her arms high overhead and pirouettes like a size 10 ballerina from the stove to the fridge, where she coordinates perfectly with Stace in opening the door and extracting a butter dish. Stace has performed kind of a salsa step around her and grabbed some old newspapers from a pile on the back floor, then waltzes back and begins stacking bacon on the papers to drain.

      “How you been, Arnold?” Harvey asks as he quickly rinses another apple in the sink and slaps the big butcher knife into it. Halves fall apart smoothly and rock for a moment on the board as Harvey waits for his reply.

      “Daddy, look, Gramps has apples for breakfast,” Sunny says. He’s a big boy for six, but with a chirping, whistling way of talking that makes Arnold marvel at how much a man’s voice changes over his lifetime. For example, his father-in-law’s voice has gotten even more low and rumbling in the last three years, and in that period of time he seems to have gotten ten years older, with an unhappy set to his face. The voice doesn’t help, either. Makes him sound worn out.

      “I know, you love apples,” he says to his son. “Not bad, not bad,” he says to Harvey. “Things aren’t going too bad.”

      “Drive okay?”

      “Not good, not bad. You’ve seen Oklahoma, Missouri, you know what I’m talking about here.”

      “You going to a funeral?”

      Harvey and his women come to a stop in order to gaze instructively at Arnold’s sports coat. Which in this part of the country—in most parts of the country—is viewed as suspect or worse. Pretentious. Immediately, because of the heat from the stove more than anything, Arnold drops the coat from his thin shoulders, drapes it into one hand, backtracks into the living room and hangs it on the back of a sofa. When he returns, their eyes are still waiting for him, though one of the textbook-sized pancakes is smoldering in a dark way.

      “Did you sleep all right, Arnold?” Trudy says. “I worried about you in that little bed.”

      “Yes, I slept very well until about four.”

      Harvey hacks more apple and says, “I wake you up flushing the toilet?”

      “He’s peeing a lot,” Trudy says with an instructional tone. “We think it’s the prostate being strangulated.”

      “No, I woke up fulminating over something or other. I was awake for an hour and a half. Just stark, raving awake.”

      “Fulminating…” Trudy says. She and her daughter exchange a glance.

      “Dad, have you fulminated lately?” Stace asks, tweaking her husband. The couple has talked about this, the way Arnold's vocabulary and syntax alienate him from the family somewhat.

      “Not unless it involves the use of a toilet.”

      “Harvey!” Trudy says, shoveling two more gigantic pancakes, one after the other, onto a platter that almost moans under the weight. The stack of smoldering pancakes is nearly a foot high, and the huge mixing bowl of batter Trudy dips from is still three-quarters full. Another dollop sizzles as it hits the Teflon. And another. And another.

      “Do you think you have enough pancakes there?” Arnold asks in a jovial enough way. He isn’t even hungry, not after the late-night hamburger they wolfed on the road last night. He pays no attention to the remarks about his vocabulary. That’s been going on since he was introduced to Stace’s family, and his vocabulary has only grown since then. Not because of the Johnsons' influence, either. He writes it off as Indiana, pure Indiana. And all the other places in the United States where proper speech is a handicap.

      “Well, Jonesy just called. They’re on their way. And I expect Pansy home any sec.”

      “We’ll need every pancake we’ve got,” Stace hisses, she and Arnold noticeably thin among the potato-looking cloister of her old clan. It’s a wonder her mother hasn’t mentioned how skinny she looks, she always does. "We're going to have to strap our feedbags on."

      Arnold holds his hands out in his that-explains-everything gesture. “You need any help setting places?”

      “No, you rest up,” Trudy says. And to Stace, “How’s your job going, Honey?”

      “You know.”

      “I think it’s so great you found something. Times being what they are.”

      “What is it you’re doing?” Harvey asks. Then survives their subtle glances of remonstrance. He’s not trying to be provocative. He’s honestly forgotten. In fact, he can’t remember whether Trudy told him about Stace’s new job, though from her look he can see that she did. Apparently, the job is not to be mentioned.

      “I’m just not cut out to be a hostess,” Stace says disarmingly. “I am sooooo lousy at it.”

      “I can picture that,” Harvey says. Then, shrinking back, “I meant that as a compliment.”

      Stace gives him a little hug, gripping the pan of sizzling bacon in the other hand. “I know you did, Daddy. What happens when you buy a house at the top of the market and get upside down? Everybody in the house has to get a job. Any job.”

      The daughter’s hug is the first physical sign of actual affection for her father, Arnold notices, other than the implied ease of their movements while cooking. Maybe they hugged when they first came down this morning, before he got up. He doubts it. He’s seen them in action, and the Johnsons seem even more affectionately lethargic than three years ago. He’s not being critical, though. His own family is so flamboyantly huggy that he appreciates this live-and-let-live atmosphere.

      Now Trudy looks jealous of her husband’s compliment. “That’s what I was getting at, Stace. I never thought of you for a restaurant job. But good for you, you’re doing what you need to do to pay the mortgage. You’ll own that restaurant before you’re finished.”

      She doesn’t look over at Arnold, but everybody feels that the reference to the couple's financial situation was intentional. A young associate professor at a two-year college doesn’t make a lot of money, everybody knows that now that the two are married. And there’s a mortgage and there’s a child. So.

      Again they dance the cooking dance. Trudy manhandles three more pancakes onto the top of the stack, whirls around and dips more batter with a measuring cup. Stace glides in behind and without touching her mother grabs a plate to put the bacon on. Harvey elbows outward and dumps the sliced apples into a big crystal bowl on the opposite counter.

      “Own the Food Nook?” Stacey says. “We’ll be lucky to own our house.”

      “We’ll own the house,” Arnold says.

      “So,” her father says, “who wants an egg with his pancake?”

      He’s halfway to the fridge when the screen door squeaks and slams. A woman comes in, a kind of out-of-race woman who looks for a moment as dumbfounded to be there as the people in the kitchen look when they see her. Did she just walk into the wrong house by accident?

      “Hi, Stacey!” she screams, holding her arms straight out for a running hug. The more subdued Stace, surprised, wanting to comply in kind, pretends to have trouble juggling the plate of bacon, which she’s cooked way past crispy. She pushes her cheek out for a kiss and one arm out for the woman’s embrace.

      “So good to see you, Jonesy.”

      The woman, Jonesy, the Johnson’s daughter-in-law, Stacey and Arnold’s sister-in-law, is some startling racial mix in the context of this family. Like a piece of the puzzle that seems to be from some other puzzle. They still, after all these years, shake their heads at her. Even Arnold, who’s from the California stew pot where anybody can be from anywhere, seems perplexed. She’s so well blended that she could be Turkish, Mexican, Northern Indian or South American. Or a blend of those. Arnold has always thought of her as from a population along a historic trade route where men and women from several continents fall together in intermarriage and other mutually beneficial reproductive activities. She’s not like coffee and cream, she’s like coffee and tea and Arezzo and Onis Afrika and hazelnut delight and cream.

      They get over it quickly. Jonesy has a big old smile that helps. “What’s all this here?” she asks, sticking her head into each one’s food preparations. Finally, she seems to spot Arnold, pretending it’s an accident, “Arnold! Nobody told me you were coming this time.”

      Arnold smiles and hugs her delicately. “I got over the trauma of last time finally,” he whispers in her ear. An in-law joke between just the two of them.

      Jonesy’s intended reply is interrupted by another, louder, slam of the screen door. Billy comes in. He’s the oldest of Harvey and Trudy’s three children and looks entirely in context. He carries two huge bags of food, local grocery sacks bulging, their paper bottoms ready to rip.

      “I hope you didn’t make too much,” this Billy says in a preternaturally gruff voice for a man so young, glancing at the heap of pancakes towering off the countertop like some leaning ziggurat off that same trade route. “Hi Stace. Arnold, good to see you.” He sets one of the bags on a far sector of the counter and reaches through the bodies to shake his brother-in-law’s hand.

      “Hey, Billy. How’s it going?”

      Arnold can’t believe it. If anything, Billy is even more muscular and imposing than ever. Not that he’s a big man. Billy is probably an inch or two shorter than his father, and not nearly as broad. But his entire body, including his broad hand, is square-built and solid. His fingers grip like a row of screw clamps, and Billy doesn’t let go right away. He pulls Arnold in close and grins in his face.

      “How’s business?”

      “Good, good. How’s the welding trade? In this economy, I mean.”

      Billy, green eyes and dark brown hair, doesn’t respond. He still has a hold on his brother-in-law’s hand, gripping it tighter and tighter. Stace sees it all. Arnold has made the same mistake he did the last time they were here. Nothing overt. But Billy is sensitive to the situation.

      Arnold’s a professor, he’s a welder. Arnold works with his brain, Billy with his hands. It quickly emerges every time.

      “You like the hand, you can have it,” Arnold says, trying not to wince in pain. With all watching now, Billy gives it one last shake and drops it. Looks crankily at it. Arnold has the smallest hands he has ever seen on a grown man, almost baby-like in their chubby softness.

      “All right,” Trudy says, her eyes on Billy. “You’re just in time. Let’s eat.”

      Apparently, she also is attuned to this situation, which may have been discussed and wasn’t supposed to develop so soon in the visit. She hates that her son and son-in-law can’t get along. Actually, they get along just fine, as long as they don’t speak directly to each other. Or near each other. Or to anybody who will report what they said about each other.

      So there’s a rush to carry many platters and plates, some loaded, some eager to be filled, into the living room. At the far end, behind the couches and chairs, oddly separated from the kitchen, is a long dining table with a ring of wooden chairs around it. Everybody makes a show of cordially seating the California couple first, saving the chair at the end of the table for Harvey.

      Food platters are planted two-handed, the backs of the servers braced for leverage against the weight, in the center among a welter of salt and pepper shakers, clear jugs of cranberry and orange juice and Mason jars of fruit jams that were placed there earlier. At least three different jam flavors, colors ranging from muscadine purple to overripe apricot yellow, and here come two kinds of store-bought syrup, pure fake maple and light corn syrup, as well as two huge bowls of fruit salad that Billy and Jonesy brought. Finally, the little boy runs in with a stack of bowls they’ve forgotten and they hold their breath until he gets it onto the table without a crash.

      “Should I go wake Pansy up?” Billy says, his outgoing good mood back. He’s not even looking at Arnold now. He’s moved to the opposite end of the table because he’s been part of the family discussion that took place about him and Arnold and now has the good sense to not trust himself. He’s trying to be good and everyone here appreciates it.

      “She’s at a slumber party, Mom said,” Stace says.

      “She’s supposed to be here by now.” Trudy checks the grandfather clock sawing away over by the picture window. Some of them look at the clock, some look out the window, some look at the food.

      “Let’s eat,” Harvey says, and they begin helping themselves with much clanking of thick china and grandma’s best real silver cutlery. Loaded dishes aren’t passed so much as heaved from one pair of hands to the next.

      And just as Trudy is about to ask for them to join hands in prayer, Pansy comes in the front door. Which is just like her. She does it on purpose, her Mother thinks, rushing in with her ethnic copper bracelets jangling up and down her arms, long earrings swaying and a v-neck t-shirt that advertises a gigantic fist with a large photo of President Obama and a message that can’t be read, the girl is bouncing around so fast there’s a confused swiveling of heads in a vain attempt to keep her in view.

      “Stace! Arnold!” she shouts.

      And they all shout “Pansy!” Except for Trudy, who wants to pray but the opportunity is quickly slipping away. What is it about her teenage daughter? She’s a fast-moving billboard and won’t sit down until she’s gone around and hugged everybody but her mother and father. Once she’s started, she just won’t stop, and soon darn them they’re all stuffing food in their faces without the blessing. The girl has almost stage-actor timing for histrionic interruptions.

      Pansy is another anomaly. She’s a bigger anomaly than Jonesy. Arnold marvels at the mystery every time he sees her. She’s half-black. There’s no mistaking her racial makeup the way you could with Jonesy. She has the blended color, the wavy hair with golden hints, the full lips of the half-breed. She’s chocolate milk with bold green eyes so striking the face just outright disowns the surrounding DNA. Everything about Pansy is big. Her frame, her face, her shoulders. Her mouth seems to go halfway around her head. She’s well-proportioned but extra-large and full, handsome but not pretty the way Stace is. Objectively? No one would ever mistake the two for sisters.

      She won’t sit until she’s circled the table with a hunter’s look in her eye and snuck up to the little boy sitting on his stack of throw pillows, fascinated with her approach. “And who’s this big boy?” Pansy says.

      “Sunny.”

      Sunny says it as if she might truly have forgotten who he is. He barely remembers her from the last visit. He played with all the toys and electronics in her room on that visit, and most of them were pink and fuschia at that time. Not black and violet. When he woke up in there this morning, the boy might have been in a cave by comparison. There’s been a complete changeover in Pansy.

      “Sunny! I didn’t recognize you! You are so grown up!” Pansy hauls him out of his chair and whirls him around in a loose hug until he’s almost terrified from joy. His flying feet bang against the wall. Then the big girl puts him back on his cushions and stands looking at them all as if they too are little children waiting their turn to be swung.

      “Shone is coming too, is that okay? He’s parking the car.”

      “Who’s Shone?”

      Trudy barely finishes her question before the front doorbell rings. The door opens a foot, and a boy sticks his head halfway in as he’s obviously been instructed but is reluctant to do.

      Billy jumps up and grabs the door open, tugging hard to get it over the tall shag carpet. They almost never use this door. “Come on in.” He looks the boy up and down as he eases inside. Though large, Shone hardly seems of driving age. He’s black, full black. At least, Arnold thinks, there’s no fine line here. Everyone stops their food-getting for a moment of polite attentiveness to the newcomer. Pansy’s new boy.

      “What was your name?” Billy says, gesturing to the table with one hand. There isn’t another chair, but Pansy pulls one over next to Arnold, everybody scoots a bit, and she and her friend squeeze in. The boy nodding right and left in calm politeness.

      “Shone,” Pansy says for him.

      “What happened to Debby?” her mother asks.

      “Oh, I left early. Shone came and got me.”

      Pansy starts heaping pancakes on her plate and on Shone’s. He’s a shortish but broad teenager—not fat, just broad--who looks to require a lot of sustenance. He hasn’t said a word. Pansy digs down into the more moist layers of pancakes and pulls out three monsters and thunks them onto his plate, and then three for herself, and snags many bacon slices barehanded and divides them up. She throws a couple back, she gets so many. Arnold, who sits next to Pansy, hands her the plastic jug of fake maple syrup.

      The kids both look over at Arnold, who might be the least threatening one of the group. When he sees the ravenous look in their eyes
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