Garage Sale
“Now where we going?”

“Right here,” Jeff said, slowing to turn the old pale-blue Chevy pickup truck at the next street. “There’s a garage sale just down here.”

“I didn’t think you even knew what a garage sale was.”

He looked over and smiled weakly. “Got somewhere better to go?”

Jenny shrugged. She blew air through her lips loudly. “Okay with me,” she said. “I’m just along for the ride.”

Jeff double-clutched to keep second gear from grinding on the downshift, a trick he’d learned plowing snow off driveways and parking lots last winter. He would’ve been working this weekend too, a side job, except he’d decided at the last minute that he better be with her instead of out at some farm laying shingles. There were groceries to buy and rent to pay and, since last fall, his student loans to pay off.

And now there was the baby.

Jenny settled back in her seat and folded her arms across her bulging stomach. She was eight and a half months pregnant. Her hair felt greasy all the time, she felt sick to her stomach constantly, and her boobs were swelled up and sore and hurt when they bounced too much in the truck.

Jeff took the turn fast and jammed the stick into second. This morning’s round of yelling was about whether she’d go back to work after the baby was born, or stay home and raise him in what she thought was the “right” way. Again.

Jeff argued for the extra money: “We need your check to make ends meet, to save for the house.”

She started out arguing for herself and the baby: “Do you really want someone else raising our baby?”
“We need your check to make ends meet,” he said, slower and louder this time.

This made her quiet for a minute, then she said: “Do you really want my mom to raise our kid? Think about it.”

This ticked him off. He pressed harder on the gas.

“I hate it when you drive like this,” she said. He gunned the engine one last time, slowed down, thought maybe then it was over. But then she cleared her throat loudly and said: “It’ll cost

more to have me work because we’ll need a babysitter and a second car, you know.”

She said this casually, like everybody in the world knew this. But he hadn’t thought of that. He drove even faster than before, reckless even, and slammed the gears even harder.

They were quiet for ten minutes, smoldering together in the dingy old cab of the pickup. When he turned one last corner, he caught a glance of her in the passenger seat. She was straightening her legs and stretching them out so she could look at her feet – ignoring him. She turned her feet from side to side. She seemed a little surprised to see that those fat little appendages were, indeed, her feet down there at the ends of her legs. 
Huh.

They found the house they were looking for at 502 Shaw, just like the cardboard garage sale sign tacked on the telephone pole said. Bright yellow-and-black streamers had been strung across the yard like so much police tape at a crime scene. Five-oh-two was a corner house with an alley in back. Jeff parked out front on Shaw Street. He got out of the pickup, walked a ways then put a foot on the bumper and leaned his chest into his raised knee, stretching his back and hamstring while studying the house. It took Jenny a minute or two to crawl out her side of the truck by herself. 
He let her.

She joined him in front of the truck and they stood there, silent. Jenny counted dandelions by the curb and shifted her weight back and forth on her swollen feet.

“Well?” he said, looking away from her at the house.

“Well what?”

“You see anybody?”

“I don’t see anybody.”
“Someone must have set up these balloons and hung that sign up.”

Jenny sighed. “So are they open or not?”

“How should I know? I’ve never been to one of these things before.”

“There’s usually someone around to tell you.”

“I don’t see anybody.”

“There’s usually someone around to tell you.”

“I said I don’t see anybody around. Not yet.” Jeff finally looked at her. “So I guess we might as well go in and find out?”

“In where?”

“In there.”

“In there where?

He rolled his eyes and stretched his neck before answering.

“In there – somewhere.”

“Somewhere where?”

“I don’t know!” he said, throwing his arms in the air, standing straight and then moving away from the truck. “I just said I’ve never been to one of these things. I thought you were the expert

on everything?” He walked away quickly, looked both ways when he got to the sidewalk that ran in front of the house, hesitated, then headed up the sidewalk that wrapped around the side

of the house. He waved toward the house without glancing back at her. “This way, I guess!”

The homes on Shaw Street were old sprawling brick and stucco single-family houses built before the Depression, back when this was the ritzy side of town. No aluminum or vinyl siding to be found here. They walked down the sidewalk at the side of the house by a slew of daffodils and felt a coolness as they went between 502 and the house next to it. Jeff noted that wood-framed screens hung from their hooks on only half the windows on the side of the house they walked past. Two rectangular stacks of frames about eight deep each leaned up against the side of the house. One stack was screens, the other stack was storm windows. 
Owner must have been in the middle of changing them over this morning, Jeff thought. Off with the storms, on with the screens. Made sense. One of those jobs you did on a Saturday in spring if you owned a house.
He stopped and looked back, hesitating. “Shouldn’t we have run into someone by now?” Jenny had her arms folded in front of her again, shivering slightly in the early morning air. She pulled

her sweater tighter around her shoulders, knowing it was hopeless to try to button the front, even the top button. She didn’t like roaming around in a stranger’s yard and her face showed it.

“We probably should have seen someone by now,” Jeff said again, louder. He kept walking. Jenny lagged several feet behind him. “There,” he said. “I think I see someone. There, in back.”

He hurried down a set of cement steps, pushed through the back service door of the garage, and nearly fell over when he entered suddenly into the darkness. 
Jenny followed him slowly. If Jeff had looked back he would have laughed at the way she clutched the lead pipe railing and waddled down the three steep steps one at a time.

But he didn’t look back; he plunged instantly from the bright outdoor sunshine to the total darkness in the back corner of the garage and had to stop to orient himself. He froze where he was, afraid that if he kept going he would fall or run into something. The sweet smells of dirt, cut grass, rubber hoses and a trace of gasoline and something that made him think of mothballs filled his mouth and nostrils before his eyes could tell him anything. In the meantime, Jenny made it to the doorway and pushed past him, going slower than he did but seeing more, sooner, because of it.

First she saw another shorter set of cement steps with a small landing that came off the service door inside the garage. Below them long tables were piled with dishes, pans, trinkets and clothes, lots of clothes. Racks the length of the garage held clocks and radios and tools and gadgets. Shelves on the walls overflowed with knickknacks. Neat, high stacks of folded clothes sat on many tables, so high that they had toppled over in several places. There closer to the front, closer to the tables, the smell of mothballs overpowered the smell of pounded dirt. It looked like someone was sorting things for moving, but hadn’t put the stuff in boxes yet.

They’d been here five minutes, and still hadn’t seen anybody else.
Jenny moved forward, deeper into the garage, but Jeff remained where he was, in the back corner on the small cement landing by the service door where they had come in. His eyes

finally adjusted to the dim light in back. The garage was huge. The big front doors were open wide.  Sunlight poured in, but didn’t reach all the way to the back. His eyes slipped quickly

over and past the tables and racks and piles of clothes. What he saw first was the way the garage was built. The large front doors of the garage, like the windows and screens on the house, were wooden, made up of solid two-by-eight planks, not plywood. His builder’s eye also saw that a doubled-up two-by-twelve header spanned the opening for the two sliding doors, and was tied in to two round six-inch posts on either side, set inside the doorframe. When closed the doors would have come together tightly in the center and shut out nearly all the light. His eyes moved up. The joists supporting the roof were two-by-fours on edge. The nailers on the roof and studs on the walls were on more solid sixteen-inch centers, not two-foot centers. This garage is built better than most houses you see nowadays, Jeff mused.

“Look at this, Jenny,” he called out. “Do you see this?”

“Oh, I see all right!” she squealed, moving quickly from one pile of clothes to another. A woman in her condition shouldn’t have been able to move that fast, but there she was, Jeff thought.

He stared at her for a second, thought about telling her that that’s not what he meant, but then didn’t.

“Look at this stuff, Jeff!  Look. There’re baby clothes galore here. Infant stuff, just what we need. Stuff you don’t get at the hospital. Stuff you need just after, while the baby’s growing so fast…

And over here,” as she lumbered across a small aisle, “here’s toddler onesies and T-shirts and blankets and – and just everything we need! They’re mostly old but they’re clean, hardly worn, like new, even,” she continued.

Jeff moved from where he had been admiring the garage to stand beside her. He nodded his head to let her know he’d heard her, but Jenny didn’t notice. A couple of other women had pulled up in the driveway on the alley side of the garage and were getting out of their cars. Jeff heard them talk about a “Come on in!” sign hung on the side of the garage facing the alley. Jenny was too busy going through the piles of garments to notice, holding up shirts, then pants, then blankets, showing him, turning but not turning, moving from one table to another quickly, back and forth, draping things she wanted over her forearms and shoulders.

He stood watching her shop. Her face glowed, bright and soft. Her brown hair glimmered suddenly as it caught a beam of sunlight through the open doors and threw it back at him. His knees buckled beneath him. He caught himself. She looked so serious, going through those clothes, examining each item carefully, tossing it up and back like a human tumble dryer, throwing one piece over her shoulder and another one over arm or to some other pile on the table that only she knew the purpose for. He hadn’t seen Jenny this happy in months. He hadn’t realized he missed seeing her this way so much until just then.

“Jenny.”

“What?” she said, not looking up.

He wanted to tell her what he was thinking, but said instead, “Where is everybody?”

She stopped in midair, gripping a rainbow-colored 18-month toddler top with black ponies sewn across the chest. “Right,” she said, after a second, frowning. “I don’t know. But you know what?

I don’t really care right now, either. Look at all this stuff, Jeff.”

“Someone should be here. We need to find someone.”

“Fine,” she said. “Fine, Jeff. If you’re so worried about it, why don’t you go find someone, then? Just be back in time to pay!” She giggled, then surged forward to attack the next table of goodies.

Jeff left the garage and re-traced their steps all the way back to the pickup. Then he walked completely around the house twice. Still nobody. He found himself standing at the back door, on the opposite side of the house from the stacks of windows and screens they’d seen when they first came, the side furthest from the garage. He knocked softly on the outside door, politely at first, then louder. Finally he pounded on the door three times. Hard. No one answered.
Jeff took a deep breath, swallowed, and opened the outer screen door. A piece of construction paper sat between the doors, out of sight – it must have fallen there. He stooped to pick it up. It

had a piece of blue painter’s tape stuck across the top. Neat, thick cursive in a straight line which said, “Come on in!” That blue tape never does hold when you want it to, he thought. He reached down and despite the note he was slightly surprised when the handle to the large lead-glass entry door inside turned freely.

Didn’t these people know how dangerous it was to leave your doors unlocked? “Hello?” he yelled. “Hello! Is anybody here? Anybody home? Hel-lo-o!”

No choice, he thought. He took a last look around outside, sighed, set his shoulder against the door and walked into the house.

The inside of 502 Shaw was solid in a way the rough timber-and-stucco outside wasn’t: Warm colors. Cut-glass and crystal. Smooth honey-colored polished hardwood. The house, unlike the

garage, was spotless, uncluttered, and nearly shone with cleanliness and light, except for a skillet and spatula soaking in the sink. The lemony-tart smell of Murphy’s Oil wood soap hung thick but sweet at the doorway. 
As Jeff walked further into the house he saw eggs and bacon for two set out on the kitchen table. Small portions were laid out on white china plates, one piece of bacon for one, three for the other. Crystal fruit cups sat next to silver forks and flowered plates with toast. There were even small white doilies under the salt-and-pepper shakers. He reached out and touched a slice of raisin toast. It was cold and hard.

The dining room was just off the kitchen. It sat majestic and dark in its presence, in contrast to the bright and colorful kitchen. Eight larger lace placemats and settings were laid out over the

beige-cotton table cloth on an oak table that took up most of the spacious room, as if company was coming but hadn’t arrived yet.

Jeff walked slowly through the dining room to the steps leading up the stairs.

“Hello?” He called out again, gripping the rounded banister, then went up a step. The walls were papered in white and purple lilacs with green swirling branches that went up the stairwell. Family photos hung from the walls all the way to the top of the stairs. The first picture he saw was of a young man in a letter sweater. Football player, it looked like from the shape of the pin stuck on the letter. Then a lady. A girl, really. She had a big bright smile full of teeth. There were several frames of her; she appeared mostly in outdoor settings, even some rugged-looking camping trips in the mountains. She became a mother young, a sideways shot of her in front of an old Ford four-door told him. There was the baby, first as an infant in her arms, held high to show off, here in a baseball uniform playing catch with his dad on the street outside, later, higher up the stairs, as a football player in high school, then as a soldier, a Marine from the looks of the uniform. Jeff glanced at the pictures laid out in front of him one by one like he might glimpse scenes through a car window going down the highway, not really conscious of the stairs themselves as he glided upwards.

He stopped on the last step and looked back, feeling like he had missed something. He took a quick inventory. After the soldier pictures there weren’t any more pictures of the son, or any

other picture either, for that matter. Other pictures might have been missing, but then Jeff noticed there wasn’t any fading on the wall where other frames might have been, so he figured that there simply weren’t any more pictures to be hung here. The last picture hanging on the wall, a shadow-box, really, was a small blue star on a white cloth background in a red-bordered square, but he didn’t know what that meant.

At the top of the stairs was another large wooden door, what must have been a bedroom. Jeff paused before going in; there was no welcome note hung with blue tape here. He thought about

yelling again, thought better of it, took a deep breath, knocked once, then pushed the door open.

The morning’s brilliant light poured into the room through a sheer-curtained window facing east. There, on top of the tight-knit sea-green comforter on the bed, lay the man and woman in the pictures. They were much older than they were in the pictures on the wall, but they were the same ones, Jeff was certain.

The two lay side-by-side with their heads close together. His bristly white mustache was trimmed neatly and stood out starkly against his tanned face. He wore pressed gray slacks, a checkered white and blue long-sleeve shirt with cuff links, suspenders, a tie, and shiny black wingtip shoes. The lady’s short gray hair was done up in tight curls. Bright red lipstick stood out against her wrinkled skin, but her face glowed pale in the morning sunlight. Her hands had been folded neatly across her chest, fingers entwined over her heart. She wore an ankle-length, shiny silk nightgown and robe, all white, and black slippers with silver trim.

A clear plastic mask and hose hung idly over the hook on the oxygen tank standing by her at her side of the bed. The attached respirator, like everything else in the room now, was silent. Jeff noticed that the bottoms of the lady’s slippers were smooth, not a scratch on them, like they’d never been worn.

He moved, slow and quiet, across the room, easing himself the few feet toward them. The man lay slightly on his side, his right arm draped across her waist, his left hand under her shoulder next to him. A glass tumbler had dropped from his hand and lay next to her on her far side, propping up a couple of his fingers.

Jeff picked the glass up from the bed and sniffed. The sweet almond smell confirmed what he already knew. He stood over the bed and held his hand against the side of their throats, first him, then her, looking for a pulse like he’d seen them do on TV. Just to be sure, he held his hand in front of their noses, but he didn’t feel any breath.

He went back to the stairs, and returned with the framed photograph of the young family with the old Ford and the new baby. Jeff picked up the old man’s arm. It was heavier than he thought it would be. He moved the arm so that the calloused right hand lay comfortably across the front of her hip and middle of her waist. It wasn’t exactly the same way he’d found them, but it seemed right to him now. Better, even. He wedged the photograph there carefully, facing up, between the old man’s arm and the old woman’s waist. He breathed deeply, then held his breath to settle his pounding heart. He watched the dust motes float in the sunlight in the silence. He took the glass off the bed, backed out the door softly, and pulled the door shut slowly until the cylinder clicked loudly in the lock plate.

Jeff returned to the garage, dizzy and weak. He took slow small deliberate steps all the way down the stairs and out the house and across the yard. He found Jenny going through yet another pile of clothes in the garage. More people had come, a dozen now, maybe. He watched quietly while one woman looked around, shrugged her shoulders, left a couple of dollars under an old coffee cup, got into her car with her two large piles of clothes and left quickly without looking back.

“Look at this stuff, Jeff!” Jenny had seen him. She looked like some sort of fat shopping-mall scarecrow with five sets of baby clothes hanging from her arms and one shoulder. “How did these people know we were coming? How did they know? ” She giggled again and put her hand to her mouth, happy.

Jeff stood still, silent, gripping the glass in his hand at his side, unable to speak.
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