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One Way to Put It
It was a Friday, just before quitting time, I called Carol, my girlfriend, to tell her I was going out with the guys after work.  Uh-huh, she said.  See you around nine, I told her, but I was talking to dial tone.  Normally I wouldn’t have taken the trouble to call her but my Camaro was in the shop getting a new paintjob and she was supposed to pick me up at five.  
When Mikey dropped me home around midnight Carol was gone.  Not just Carol, but her Ford Explorer, about half her clothes, Lulu, our daughter, and most of her stuff too.  In the kitchen sink I found one of those store-bought birthday cakes dumped on its side with lettering in pink icing that I guess used to read Happy Birthday Carol.  Jesus!  Like I’m a mind reader or something, supposed to remember this kind of crap.  There was no note, nothing but the mess in the kitchen, so I figured she was back at her mom’s.  Wasn’t the first time.  I grabbed a beer from the fridge and went out into the front yard for a smoke.

The house belonged to my mother, but is supposed to be mine one of these days.  My grandpa Dolan built it back in the fifties, a small, pueblo-style four-room adobe.  Back then it was out in the middle of nowhere on a rutted track that cut across the mesa from town to the gorge, but now it’s all built up around here.  It’s got a living room and a kitchen in front with two bedrooms and a bathroom in the back.  The bedroom next to the kitchen is the bigger and is where Carol and I sleep, except recently she’d been sacking out in the little room with Lulu for some reason.  My mom told me I could have the house when I settled down.  I told her I was settled now, living three, four years with Carol and now Lulu, but my mom says she doesn’t see a wedding ring on Carol’s finger.  I tell her times have changed but she just shakes her head and says, Not so much.
The trouble with the house, nice as it is, is the way it sits in relation to the new roads they built out here.  The old track used to just sweep across the mesa without much concern for property boundaries and the like, but now with the subdivision it has all been formalized and that track is now called Sandoval Drive and it runs straight from the highway to the house.  Right in front of the house it makes a T with San Martin Drive.  So, if you’re coming from town you drive straight towards the house then stop at the stop sign on San Martin and go either left or right.  If you kept on coming you’d be driving up our front steps.  It’s no big deal because there is not much traffic, but at night sometimes there are headlights shining through the picture window.  My mom put up heavy drapes, and that solved the problem, but Carol complained about it from day one.
The other thing about the road is how it joins the highway.  The highway is two-lane and comes out from town about four miles straight across the mesa towards us then it sweeps off to the west in a gentle curve, but our road, Sandoval Drive, is truly a continuation of that straight stretch of highway.  So, if you are driving out from town and, for some reason, didn’t follow the curve in the highway, you’d find yourself on Sandoval Drive.  It’s because it all used to be one road but the civil engineers took the highway west to skirt the Picurus Mountains that our subdivision nestles under.
There is one old, humongous apple tree in the front yard near the east end, in front of the kitchen where our driveway is.  I think my grandpa planted it like sixty years ago.  It still produces pretty good fruit, and that is where I’ve got the lawn chairs.  It is shady when it is hot and really pleasant on summer nights, like the one I’m telling you about.  I like sitting there looking down the road towards town, which is just a faint glow over the black horizon.  I like it because you can see the headlights coming from miles away glittering through the moisture in the air and dropping temporarily from sight as the road dips into the little swales of the mesa, then popping back, infinitesimally closer, and then they reach the curve and, instead of just disappearing they kind of fizzle out as the truck or car or whatever drifts around to the west and out of sight, sometimes leaving a red trace if it’s a big rig with running lights.  
That night it was getting cold, it must have been after one, and I went in for a jacket and another beer.  I stood in Lulu’s room for a few minutes, but, well, there was no point in getting mad or maudlin.  I went back out to watch the lights and have another cigarette.  I knew sleep would elude me unless I was good and drunk.  

Everyone drives the highway here with their brights on, even in the face of oncoming traffic it’s unusual for anyone to dim, so it’s hard to tell from my post under the apple tree what the distant vehicle might be – a bus, a pickup truck, a car, or a delivery van – except the big rigs because if they have a whole carnival of running lights those tiny dots of light add a sort of halo around the intense white of the headlights.  There is something peaceful about watching them floating in the blackness toward you in complete silence, a lonely kind of peace.  I can, and do, watch them for hours.  
That night, with my third beer on the table beside me I saw one of those angels of commerce materialize out of the horizon.  It seemed to dance towards me, blinking in and out of sight, hovering in the black just below the town glow, gradually getting bigger and clearer, definitely some long-haul trucker headed for California.  A couple of coyotes took to yipping up in the hills and a few distant dogs took up the song.  I lit another cigarette and felt a vague sort of contentment.  The truck was getting closer, just about at the curve.  I watched for that magic moment when it would vanish into its red halo.  Sure was some big truck.  It just kept coming, getting bigger and brighter every second.  
It dawned on me that the truck was not on the highway anymore, but thundering down Sandoval Drive.  Who would be expecting a delivery out here, I wondered?  And at one in the morning?  Weirdest thing I’d ever heard of.  I stood up and leaned against the tree, thinking I’d go out and give the guy directions when he stopped at the stop sign, which, I thought, had better be pretty damned quick.  My feet started pulling me backwards before I realized what they were doing.  They were trying to get me the hell out of there.  I kept looking over my shoulder as I ran for the side yard.  The driver was half way across the intersection before he woke up and hit the brakes, pulling the rig to the right, trying to miss the house.  
I’ve thought about it and I’m pretty sure I know what was going on with him in that last minute of his life.  He could see, from a mile back, his lights reflected in the window of our house, and he took it to be an oncoming truck.  That’s why he didn’t realize he had left the highway and was on a country road.  Perhaps he drifted off for a few seconds back there at the curve, who can say, but he could see the yellow line down the middle of the road, he could see the shoulder and he could see an oncoming truck.  Mesmerized in his cocoon of speed and country music he had no intimation of his error until he noticed that the oncoming truck was coming straight at him on his side of the line and, what the fuck? was floating out of some sort of building!  He hit the brakes with all he had and pulled hard to the right, still doing sixty when he hit the curb and ripped through our wire fence.  His load of pianos – that’s what he was hauling, sixteen Yamaha grand pianos, and six uprights – jackknifed around to the left, took out Grandpa’s apple tree like it was a stick of kindling, and at the same instant that the front of the truck plowed into the west end of the living room wall the backend hit the kitchen stoop.  I was a mere ten feet past the corner of the house when it hit and the shockwave from the collision hurled me a full fifteen feet through the air and into our neighbor’s fence.  
You might think of an adobe wall as being thick and strong, but it is just ten inches of dried mud.  The cab of the truck was through the living room and in Lulu’s bedroom before the diesel ignited and exploded, ripping the roof off that end of the house.  The trailer tipped over as it broke through the kitchen wall and the pianos burst its roof and hammered into the bedroom and out into the backyard like shot from a bird gun through a cardboard box.

When Grandpa Dolan built the house he had ten acres of land, but he’d sold it off, an acre here and an acre there until all he passed on to my mother was the one tiny lot.  Mother got the insurance money – replacement cost for the house, but damned if she was going to build in the same stupid place, and around here a serviced lot is worth almost as much as the house, so she just took the money and went to Hawaii.  
I got the Camaro back and I’m living in Mikey’s parent’s basement until I get back on my feet.  Carol and Lulu, well, they’re gone.  Some guy in Albuquerque.  Mikey told me he’d seen her at a bar on Coal Street and she was telling the story.  She told everyone that she only had one good thing to say about me and that was, that if I hadn’t been such a total asshole she and Lulu and me, we’d all be dead.  That’s one way to put it.
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