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IN THE FAR CORNER OF NORTHEAST IOWA, WHERE 
the land slopes into steep ravines and rises up sharp and 
fast to form rocky bluffs, Joe Patterson lay motionless on a 
cot in the living room. Saturday morning, late October, he 
was awake. The air, warm and dry. His body ached from 
high school sports injuries long past. A spinal concussion, 
broken ankle, partially torn quadriceps tendon, fully torn 
rotator cuff. The back of his eyes burst with needles of 
pain every time his gaze shifted slightly. He could barely 
straighten his left knee which had bent and stiffened from 
a poor night’s sleep. The smell of sardines reminded him 
of the night before, when he’d arrived at the cabin. He’d 
eaten them with a handful of Ritz crackers, both of which 
he’d found in the kitchen cupboard. He spotted the empty 
aluminum container sitting on the card table pushed against 
the wall, its top curled open, still attached. His tongue felt 
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rough and dry, but his water canteen sat on the thin carpet, 
just out of reach. 

He lay there, trying to rub the pain out of his temples 
and forehead. His lower back was numb. But there’d been 
no bed to sleep on. Evidently, in the many months since 
he’d last visited, both twin mattresses and the queen had 
been hauled out, and this green military-issued cot was the 
only thing left. He’d moved it into the living room to avoid 
sleeping in the small, claustrophobic bedrooms.  

The house, or cabin, as his father had referred to it, lo-
cated in the one-square-mile town of Lansing, looked out 
over the slow-moving Mississippi, and across the muddy 
stream was Wisconsin, where Joe had received a speeding 
ticket for one hundred and forty-four dollars yesterday, 
and with Wisconsin’s pay-on-the-spot enforcement, the fine 
had left his checking account looking like the bottom of a 
drained shot glass. 

The cabin was ten years old, mostly built by his father 
and him. Joe had been twenty then, just learning some car-
pentry skills. They had only finished what they could afford, 
and while water was hooked up to the house, they’d nev-
er plumbed it inside. They’d purchased a compost toilet, 
and brought along gallon jugs of water. Who needed water 
when cheap beer was the weekend drink of choice? And the 
cabin was essentially that: a weekend getaway. His father’s 
idea after Joe’s mother died of kidney disease. His father 
said he wanted to spend his weekends in peace, but the truth 
was, his father didn’t want people in his Madison neigh-
borhood to see him stumbling home from the tavern, so he 
crossed over into Iowa and built the small house on a small 
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crest amongst a row of residential houses that overlooked 
the longest river in the country. Now, Joe, with the death of 
his father and a severe need for cash, resolved to fix the cab-
in — the house — which was to say, plumb in a hot water 
heater and some fixtures, and sell it. 

His situation had grown desperate a few weeks ago af-
ter he’d gone to work with a severe hangover, used a pipe 
cutter on the copper water supply sticking out of the wall in 
a newly finished bathroom in a newly built house in a newly 
established housing development in a place called Bowman 
Woods or Woodland Acres or some such, but had failed 
to turn off the correct water lever in the unfinished base-
ment. Water shot steadily into the new bathroom while he 
raced downstairs to search for the right lever, which was 
in the right place, just difficult to find because it was fairly 
dark, and darker still with the sizable hangover that kept 
his eyes half closed. The entire bathroom floor had flooded. 
He sopped up the water with rags and ripped up the vinyl 
flooring but not only were the floorboards soaked, so were 
the bottom three inches of the sheetrock. He didn’t have 
that kind of money to replace any of it, and given that he 
was still an apprentice, he was like a rookie receiver who 
drops a pass in an NFL preseason game. He didn’t need to 
hear from the foreman. He quit, left a voice message saying 
so, and went on his way. 

It wasn’t that big a deal. Life happens, life goes on. But 
it was the straw for his fiancé, who’d heard from her friend 
at the gas station that Joe had been “kind of seeing” some 
middle-aged mom with a “big saggy ass,” which wasn’t 
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true. In defending himself, where he’d failed was saying that 
the woman’s ass didn’t look that bad. He explained to Sum-
mer what had happened: he’d helped the woman who was 
broke down on the side of the road with an easy-to-fix flat. 
Though he’d put the spare on in record time, under ten min-
utes, it had been long enough for Stacy at the Speed-n-Go to 
see him and tell Summer. That, then losing his job. 

Joe asked for the ring back, which had cost him a few 
weeks’ worth of paychecks back when he worked for Afro 
Auto Body (Big Ben’s Auto was its actual name, though 
no one used it). Joe had liked Afro’s but wanted to try the 
plumbing apprenticeship where he could make more money 
eventually. If he and Summer were to ever buy a house and 
start a family. He’d always wanted kids. He was a natural 
with young people. Volunteered at the YMCA open gym on 
Saturday afternoons until his knees and lower back started 
to give out around the age of twenty-eight. 

Summer held onto the ring, saying she was still “think-
ing about things,” and when Joe returned to Afro’s to see 
about his old job, Benjamin said, “Sorry, man, but I already 
hired some young fool.” 

He’d sat around his apartment for three days getting 
high on bad weed, half-wittedly contemplating his options: 
jumping from the highest bridge in the county, piping car 
exhaust into his sealed vehicle, leaving himself to a bottle of 
scotch and the elements, before he seriously considered the 
cabin. On the day he packed up for good, Summer called to 
say she was reconsidering “for real this time.” He said he’d 
talk to her soon, he had plans to fix up the cabin and sell it, 
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and since she always liked to hear about his industriousness, 
he thought she’d be pleased, but she’d said, “You’re fixing 
to bang that bitch with the big ass, aren’t you?” 

He’d sped toward Iowa.

g
Joe had managed to reach his canteen, his lower back no 
longer numb from sleeping on the cot but aching. He sipped 
from the canteen and flipped his phone open. Two missed 
calls, two texts, and the time: ten a.m. He didn’t like sleeping 
in this long. An echo from his childhood when both parents 
encouraged him to wake early, to be productive; sleeping 
in was a mark of laziness. He pushed himself up off the 
cot, and inspected the two-bedroom house in the morning 
light. Thin sheet paneling the color of a Tootsie Roll made 
the living room walls. A free-floating woodstove sat in the 
corner. Where had that come from? And how was he going 
to build a chimney? 

The Formica countertops in the kitchen had been cut 
and spliced together and the brown faux-wood cupboards, 
too, were piecemealed together. The stove and fridge were 
unplugged, and cobwebs dangled from the ceiling fan. The 
olive-green carpets in the dust-filled bedrooms were com-
mercial-thin, and he remembered arguing with his dad about 
how much cozier and nicer it would be if he’d put in carpet 
padding. He’d gone so far as to say, “Mom would’ve cho-
sen floor padding.” His father didn’t budge. Too expensive. 
But Joe liked the house’s overall layout. It was simple. Liv-
ing room and kitchen in front, bathroom accessible from a 


