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Everything is Negotiable 
 

t looked at first as if someone had left a small black wire on the 

ground. It had that pointless, meandering look of a discarded 

thing. A thin black line lying across the tile of the kitchen. One of 

the kids has left it here, I thought. No, I didn’t think that, exactly, 

but the impression I had, expressed in words, was The kids must 
have left it here. Funny how, if you think about it, we don’t really 

need words to think, although I hear that certain linguists would 

disagree. Anyway, I picked it up, or rather, I bent to pick it up, but it 

turned out not to be something tangible. It’s disconcerting, that 

sensation of grasping at an illusory object. It was early in the 

morning with the gray promise of a new sun in the east just 

beginning to push aside the clean blackness of night, so I wasn’t 

quite awake, and the reality of the situation didn’t strike me 

immediately. I tried again. I squatted and my fingers wrapped the 

space around the wire and they closed and they felt nothing.  

For the briefest of moments, I imagined I had lost the ability to 

match my sight with my physical presence, like my father, who’d 

had stroke after stroke until eventually nothing lined up for him. 

Something had gone awry in his visual cortex. He spent his days 

telling himself that the refrigerator was not on top of his dog, as it 

seemed to him, that his eyes could not be trusted, but always he 

looked at us sideways and shook his head as if to say Damn it, how 

can you expect me not to trust my own eyes, the eyes that have 

guided me through my entire life, the eyes through which the soul 

can be seen, and I think that he suspected that the refrigerator was, 

indeed, on top of his dog because which is more implausible: To 

see that which is not there, or to see very strange things? 

I ran my finger along the blackness and confirmed that it was a 

crack. The jagged edges of the tile sliced the pad of my index finger, 

but I didn’t feel a thing. I stood and finished preparing my coffee, 
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sucking the blood off my hand every so often to avoid making a 

mess. Laura came in and said, What the hell is this? 

A fissure of some sort. 

She said, I can’t believe this is my life, that I’m married to the 

kind of man who allows his house to be cracked. 

She didn’t say it, actually, but I’m sure she would have said it, 

had she continued speaking. Instead, she poured her coffee and 

stood in the kitchen, leaning against the cupboards, pondering the 

crack. 

What do you think? I said. 

I’ve got to get the kids ready for school, she said. 

 

That night when I returned home from work, I found Laura folding 

laundry and the kids were standing in the kitchen, staring at the 

floor. 

How was work? I said. 

Fine, she said. Take a look at the kitchen. 

We had two kids, a boy and a girl, and they were youngish, both 

in elementary school, which was a time that I remember as being 

filled with paper. Every day, the piles of paper would appear from 

their backpacks, sacks that were nearly the size of the children 

themselves. Worksheets, drawings, announcements, calendars, 

crafts, all piled upon the kitchen table like a green and purple 

funeral pyre. I dreamed of burning it and placing upon the pyre all 

the stuff of the house. 

How was school? I asked, heading into the kitchen. 

Tanner put his hand in it! my daughter said. Indeed, the crack 

had widened. It was the width of a legitimate book, not one of these 

lightweight novellas that masquerade as serious literature. This was a 

700-page crack, an Anna Karenina crack. 

Tanner showed me his hand, which was surprisingly damp and 

muddy. It’s wet, he said. 
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And it was dark. I couldn’t make out how deep it went. A faint 

sulfuric smell was seeping out of it into the kitchen. I lit a candle to 

cover the smell. 

Should we call the insurance company? Laura shouted from the 

other side of the house. 

No, I said. Think of the premiums. 

Then what? 

I’m not sure, yet. Let me think. 

What I was thinking was that Laura probably wished she had the 

kind of husband who knew what to do about these kinds of things. 

That night, Laura made a dinner of pork chops and rice. The 

savory smell of the food didn’t mix well with the scent rising from 

the kitchen floor. She did an impressive job of working around the 

crack, though, pirouetting around the spot when necessary, frying 

pan in hand, dish towel over the shoulder. This isn’t so bad, I 

thought to myself. We can live with this. I’ll put a filler of some sort 

in there or something. 

I’ll go to the hardware store tomorrow, see what they have, I 

said. 

Uh huh, she said. I sensed a hint of disapproval in her answer, 

an indication that I should be handling the situation better. 

 

The next morning it was clear that a filler was not going to do the 

job. The crack had grown in the night, and had begun to look more 

like a hole. It was the length of an arm and the width of my 

shoulders. I pointed a flashlight down the gash and could perceive 

below the floorboards and concrete of the foundation simply a 

moist, red and brown yawning of earth that seemed to have no 

bottom, broken only by a latticework of pipes and roots. The smell 

was probably becoming stronger, but I had grown used to it by then, 

living in the house with it, breathing it in and incorporating it into 

my lungs and skin. 

Now what? Laura said. 
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Let’s wait until we know how big it’s going to get, I said. There’s 

no sense in coming up with a solution until we know what we’re 

dealing with. 

Should we ask someone? 

Somehow, this seemed like a threat. No, I said. We’ll be okay. 

The thing is, it’s embarrassing. Having a crack or a hole in your 

house says something about you, like you don’t have your shit 

together if your home is gashed deep like ours was. What kind of a 

man allows such a thing in his own home? On the other hand, I was 

attracted to the hole, in a way. Its unknown depth was captivating, its 

pungence a reminder of my creatureliness. 

It was more difficult for Laura to work around the hole that 

morning as she prepared and packed lunches for the kids. She 

worked her way from one side of the kitchen to the other with 

careful, ginger steps. The hole had taken on a sinister quality for 

her, now that it was wide enough to swallow a human. She worked 

her way around it from the refrigerator to the counter, keeping a 

wary eye on the ground as she buffered Tanner’s sandwich from his 

orange with a bag of pretzels and a chocolate pudding cup.  

She sneaked suspicious glances at the gap while she sliced 

cheese for Celine. 

Why not put something over it? she said. 

Fine, I said. I was a little sad that she’d thought of that. To be 

honest, I was becoming fond of the hole, or maybe fond is the 

wrong word, but attached. It felt like a part of the family, I guess, or 

I liked how it reminded me that I was an animal. But how could I 

explain that to Laura, or to myself for that matter? 

I think I have some plywood in the garage, I said. 

I spent a long time pushing things around out there in the 

garage, delaying the odious task of covering the hole. I wanted to 

understand my fondness for it. I wanted to know why retrieving a 

piece of plywood made me feel disloyal. If the hole had been in the 

garage instead of the kitchen, I might have been able to keep it. If it 

was out there, I could have thrown storage boxes of holiday 
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decorations down it and people would say, Well, that’s no great loss. 

People would have come to visit the hole in my garage and it would 

have been quaint and novel. I found a four foot long sheet of 

plywood and wrestled it into the house through the back patio door. 

Before I slid the wood over the hole, I stuck my head in and 

breathed deeply. It smelled like minerals, like ancient things, like 

acrid, pre-human earth. From the smell, I could tell that there was 

no bottom. 

Gross, Celine said. 

Tanner pretended to push her in. She squealed, and I thought, 

Yes, what would it be like to just drop right into this endless, gaping 

space? Would one ever get used to falling? After days of rushing 

past the red earth, would you learn to make a life out of such a 

circumstance? 

 

When we returned home in the evening, we found the plywood was 

gone. At first, I thought that something magical had happened, that 

the plywood had flown away, been stolen by gnomes, disappeared. 

What a strange thing, that this plywood is gone, I said. 

I’m sure it fell down the hole, Laura said. Look how big it’s 

become. 

Indeed, the kitchen was nearly unusable. Only the edges of the 

floor nearest the kitchen cupboards were still intact. The hole was 

roughly the shape of a man, nearly six feet long and three feet wide. 

Of course, I said. How silly of me not to realize. I looked down 

into it, noting that the plywood was not visible down there. How was 

work, I said. 

Okay. 

The kids came in and peered down into the darkness. 

How deep is it? Celine asked. 

Can’t tell, I said. Look how my light is swallowed by it, like the 

beam has nothing to reflect off of, how it can even absorb light. 
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The sides were striated by intricate webs of pipes near the 

surface and roots below, that much we could see. 

I don’t think I can make dinner like this, Laura said.  

She was beginning to sound exasperated. 

We’ll have to order in, she said. But what about tomorrow 

morning? And tomorrow night? And every other day? And what if it 

continues to grow? I’ll have no kitchen at all, and then what? 

I see what you’re saying, I said. I’ll think of something. I will. 

You take the kids to get dinner and I’ll stay here to work on it. Bring 

me back something. 

And what will it take after the kitchen? she said. The bedrooms?  

The swing set? 

You’re being irrational, I said. 

Our memories? Our breath? What can’t it take? 

You’re frightening the kids, Honey, I said. 

 

She took the kids and I was left alone with the hole. I knelt on the 

edge (which was beginning to creep near the living room) and 

reached my arm as deep as it would go, past the broken tiles, the 

floor, the foundation, and I scraped my fingers across the soft red 

soil. I brought my hand to my face and smelled the earth more 

strongly and thought that there was something pure and clean about 

it that defied the label of dirt. What, really, is dirty? I thought. This 

elemental, mineral slime, or the piles of shit, the magazines and 

plastic toys and the furniture and clothing and whatever else this is 

that surrounds me? I felt, at that moment, the strong allure of the 

hole and I saw that I must save it. 

 

Make any progress? Laura asked when they returned. 

I called a few people, I said. It was a lie, but certainly not my 

first. 

Any ideas? Any help? 

Well, not really. Maybe. I’ve got a guy coming out to look at it 

tomorrow. 
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She looked at me funny. Have you been eating it, she asked?  

Your mouth is filthy...have you been eating the dirt? 

Perhaps I just tasted it, I said. To see if it was normal dirt, or if 

we’re dealing with something else. 

Something else? Like something irrational? 

Ha ha. 

The kids looked from their foil-wrapped tacos to me and from 

me to the hole. They must have been thinking that this was great 

fun. At least I hope they were. Celine took a careless bite of her taco 

and the crumbs of shell and the shreds of cheese and lettuce fell to 

the floor and settled deep into the carpet. 

We got you tacos, she said. 

Thanks. I wanted to say that I was not hungry, but thought better 

of it. These moments are like tender negotiations, and I knew that I 

couldn’t reveal too much of my pain and confusion and desire, for 

who can handle the truth of someone else? 

We ate around the coffee table in the living room. I thought I 

heard the hole growing. It sounded like a growling noise originating 

from far away, and then a much nearer sound like a rusty hinge. I 

said to the kids at the coffee table, Do you hear that? But my 

question covered the noise and they shook their heads, No. I said, 

Listen and you’ll hear. It sounds like thunder from a storm that has 

already passed, or maybe like one that is just on its way from 

Kansas. After that, it sounds like the woodshed door. They tried to 

eat quietly and the crunching of the taco shells grew as they 

remained silent. The sound did not immediately repeat itself. 

In bed that night, I heard it again. It was louder, more like what 

I imagined an earthquake would sound. I rolled over and looked to 

Laura, but she was still asleep. How could she sleep through such a 

sound? I briefly considered waking her, but instead I rose and 

worked my way barefoot through the darkness to the kitchen. I 

didn’t turn on any lights, but I could sense the wet yawning of the 
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hole as a deeper blackness within the dark. Its impenetrable depth 

showed the black of night to be a mere gray. 

To my dismay, the hole was smaller. 

The sound I had been hearing must have been the closure of 

the gap. It was back to its intermediate size, not much larger than a 

man, and as I was grasping this fact, I felt the growling of the earth 

and the squeaking of the house and the hole closed even further, 

right before me. I began to panic, still unsure of why this would 

bother me, yet desperate not to lose the beautiful emptiness. I 

scrambled across the floor on my hands and knees until I reached 

the edge of the hole. I spun my body around so that my bare feet 

dangled into the gap while my knees rested on the ground, then 

slowly, gently, I lowered my legs down, holding on to the edge of the 

kitchen floor with my hands. Once my body was all the way in, with 

my face pressed against the concrete of the foundation, I felt a peace 

and confidence that suddenly seemed to have been missing from my 

life, as if this moment of fulfillment also served as the notice of my 

lack. 

I felt a pipe of some sort near my chest, so I reached down and 

grasped it with my left hand. It held strong, so I lowered myself, 

hanging from the pipe. I could feel the cool, damp earth soaking 

through my clothes, my toes digging into the softness of the alluvial 

wall. I reached down again and found a strong root and lowered 

myself again. I wondered for a moment from what tree this root 

could have traveled; we had no large plants in our suburban yard, or 

even our neighborhood. Imagine the unknown structures below us, 

I thought. The idea faded as smoothly as it had occurred, and so I 

lowered myself again. I lowered myself again and again, until the 

faint gray patch of kitchen light became only a faint star in the 

evening sky of my hole. 
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