
Joyless 
    Men

The telephone woke me just after midnight. I figured the 
call could only be one of two things—bad news or a wrong 

number—and wanted to ignore it. But I rolled across the side 
of the bed once occupied by my wife and plucked the receiver 
from the nightstand, where she used to keep a pile of books 
about how to better enjoy life. I cleared my throat and said hello. 

“Forgive me for calling, Carl.” The voice on the other end 
came through slowly and quietly. “This is Peter Johnson.”

“Pete?”
“Johnson,” he said, “Mary’s husband.”
“Pete, I know who you are.” The Johnsons had been our 

neighbors for almost twenty years, and they’d lived on Simp-
son Street for ten years before we came along. Everyone on the 
block knew them by name and by sight—the fat lady and the 
stick man—and knew that Mary had gone off to a nursing 
home last year. 

“Fine,” he said. “I could use your help about now.”
“I’m half asleep, Pete. It’s the middle of the night. What’s 

the trouble?”
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...

It was true that neither Pete nor Mary had ever been anything 
but kind to me, my wife Nan, and our two girls. They were 
good neighbors. They kept a spare key for us, picked up our 
papers when we’d gone up north, and reminded us to get our 
leaves out to the curb a day before the city crew was scheduled 
to come and take them away. 

It was also true that I had said cruel things about Pete and 
his wife, that I had looked at them through our windows and 
uttered whatever coarse jokes came to mind. When Mary took 
their gray terrier Linus for a walk, I compared the leash to a 
tether on the great Hindenburg, destined to explode before 
stunned onlookers. I suggested Pete and Linus were on bor-
rowed time, that eventually Mary would get hungry enough to 
eat them, too. And I took to calling Pete’s wife Maryland, the 
woman whose ass was large enough to merit statehood. 

Our girls, always immobile in front of the television in our 
living room, didn’t often laugh at my gags, but they latched 
onto the nickname. Everyone in our house—even my wife, 
who accused me of being crude and unkind—used it in our 
private conversations. The girls spread it to other neighbor-
hood kids, and I assume those kids brought it home to their 
parents. My wife worried that Pete or Mary would find out. 
She tried to get us all to stop saying it, but the day they took 
Pete’s wife away, Nan called me at the office and said, “Mary-
land had a stroke. It took four paramedics to carry her out of 
the house.”

...

I pulled a pair of blue jeans and a heavy sweater over my flannel 
pajamas. In the foyer, I zipped my parka snug to my chin, picked 
up my keys, and hurried outside. I’d promised Pete I could get 
to the city lockup in fifteen minutes, no more than twenty.
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Snow, packed hard on the front walk, groaned and cracked 
beneath the rubber soles of my boots. Each step produced a 
clean and loud sound like the snapping of a thick twig, which 
echoed down the block and bounced off the dark houses. 

I worried that the racket of my minivan—the roar from 
its rusted muffler and the whine of its cold belts—might wake 
the neighbors, and some of my wife’s cronies might peek out 
to see me driving off and then whisper to her about my strange 
comings and goings in the middle of the night, hound-dogging 
around town with God only knows who.

The streets were empty in our neighborhood and mostly 
the same when I crossed into St. Paul, cut through Como Park, 
and headed downtown. This sort of cold kept people, including 
the riffraff, off the streets. I figured that had made Pete an easy 
mark for the cops, who were probably bored half stiff even in 
the middle of Frogtown, long the part of the city where people 
went looking for unlawful thrills. That was where Pete had got-
ten into his trouble. On the phone he hadn’t been forthcoming 
with the details. He said only that the police had stopped him 
with some “young lady” in his car. 

Once the van warmed up, I didn’t mind being out. The 
world looks different when the temperature drops so far be-
low zero. Everything takes on a crispness and tidiness. Salt and 
slush harden into a dry white film on the asphalt. The glow of 
each streetlight forms a distinct umbrella. The trails of smoke 
from chimneys and tailpipes swirl in tight curls and then disap-
pear. To be out in that weather—when all other creatures had 
hidden themselves away—made me feel bold and strong, even 
though I rode inside the warm shell of a rumbling machine.

I tried to imagine Pete searching for a Frogtown pro—that’s 
what most lonely guys went down there for—but it didn’t add 
up. I envisioned him rolling down his window to talk to the 
girl and a rush of cold air swooshing in, stirring his nerves and 
causing him to fumble with words. The Pete I knew wouldn’t 
have had the first idea what to say, how to go about it. 



It Takes You Over

4

Lots of people have secret lives, little parts of themselves 
they keep hidden away, but Pete wasn’t the sort of guy to be 
cruising Frogtown. I knew that in the way I knew he loved 
Maryland, that he had never once been embarrassed by her. I 
knew because of all those years I had watched them together, 
noticed the way he looked at her, and heard how he spoke to 
her. Pete was good even in his secret places.

...

When she left a week before Halloween, Nan said she and the 
girls were going to stay with her mother and that she didn’t 
know when they would be back. When I asked why, she droned 
a list of the ways I had let her down and made her feel unloved. 

“You have become a joyless man, Carl.” The girls were wait-
ing in Nan’s car when she said this. “Don’t you want to change 
that? Don’t you want something better? For yourself, I mean? 
Or for all of us?”

“We’ve been together for twenty years,” I said. “We had six 
months of infatuation, but since then, we’ve been pretty much 
the same as we are now. That’s how couples are. That’s how 
marriage is.”

“That’s a marriage, huh? You tell me you’ve been bored for 
nineteen and a half years, and you expect this to make me feel 
better?” Nan had her hair in a ponytail like she’d worn all the 
time back in college, but it was darker now and streaked with 
gray. “What do you know about marriage?”

We stood in the foyer and stared at each other. Nan had 
her hand on the doorknob. I thought about reaching out and 
taking her arm—gently, in a way that would only say that I 
didn’t want her to go. But all I could see in her face and her 
tired shoulders was the wear of the years, and I couldn’t think 
of a good reason for her to stay. 

“I only know what our marriage has taught me,” I said. “I 
thought you knew the same. I thought we were on the same page.”
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 Nan’s top lip curled and shivered, and she spoke in bursts. 
“You know shit. You know shit about marriage. You know shit 
about me.”

She cranked the knob, jerked open the door, and backed 
over the threshold.

“The same page? That’s great, Carl.” Her hip held open the 
storm door. Nan leaned back inside and spoke softly again. “I 
was never on that page.”

...

The streets of downtown St. Paul always went quiet after busi-
ness hours, and they were especially so after midnight. The 
cold and emptiness made the place look unreal—like a painted 
backdrop at the old Palace Theater, where the marquee was 
dark when I drove past. The Christmas lights that city workers 
strung along the boulevards each year had been shut off, too, 
and no cars were parked outside the jailhouse. 

I left my van running and hurried across the sidewalk. A 
bank sign said the temperature had sunk down near twenty 
below. The air tightened the skin on my face, hardened the 
short curls of my beard, dried my sinuses, and jolted my lungs 
with an energy that felt almost like youth. I slowed near the 
doorway to look at the stout old towers in that corner of the 
city. Everything looked clean and sturdy—beautiful, I thought. 
Still, I couldn’t wait to get inside. 

The lobby of the jail was dim and cramped, not at all like 
I had expected, and it reeked of microwave popcorn. A young 
cop—a woman—sat alone behind a counter. No one else was 
around. The officer’s name badge said “Vang.” She held up one 
finger, smiled with tight lips, chewed a few times, and swallowed.

“Sir,” she said. “You can’t leave your van running out there.”
I glanced back at the doorway, wondering how the hell 

she’d know that, and gave her a curious look. She tapped her 
finger on top of the closed-circuit monitor on her desk. 


