
One Block

As Alice waited for Theodore to find his shoes, she sat on their creaking porch swing and

watched the next door neighbors in their yard. The little boy Roy, about seven years old,

diligently drew solar systems in chalk along the sidewalk while his father, Bill, used the garden

hose to clean mud off Roy’s astronaut helmet.

Theodore stumbled over the threshold onto the porch and closed the screen door with a

bang, but Alice didn’t seem to notice him; she just stared blissfully across the yard. Theodore

followed her gaze to the boy’s sidewalk art next door and placed a hand on her shoulder. Alice

looked up at him and the corners of her eyes wrinkled behind her bifocals as she smiled.

“I’d like to give him something,” she said, “Do we have anything from when the girls

were little?”

“I don’t know,” Theodore replied, “Maybe a few old games, I can check the attic after

lunch.” He helped her up off the swing and they walked hand in hand down the street, being sure

to step around Mars and Venus and Neptune.

The next day they got up before the sun and left a gently-used box of Jenga with a big

bow on top on the neighbor’s front porch. Alice giddily waited at the living room window for

someone to discover the game. Soon, Bill came outside, ready to bring the trash cans in from the

curb. Alice knew Bill worked in sales, though she could never remember which company, and

she noted that today, as every other day, he looked slightly disheveled. Oh, he was always clean

and presentable, but his hair always had a spike to it, and he was wearing a suit a bit too tight in

the shoulders and a tad too short in the legs, either because he couldn’t afford a new one, or
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because he simply didn’t have the time to shop for one. He matched his house quite nicely, Alice

thought. Its paint was faded and chipped and a few shutters hung loose, but you could tell it had

potential, and it served its purpose. It was a fixer-upper that no one ever got around to fixing up.

Bill looked down at the Jenga box in surprise, unsure what to make of it at first, but then

snatched it up with a grin and ran inside, apparently forgetting the trash cans.

Later that day when Alice and Theodore took their afternoon walk, they were delighted to

find Roy on the sidewalk again, this time playing Jenga - well, less playing it, more just using its

blocks to build a tower. In the yard, Bill was losing a fight with his manual lawn-mower. Alice

waved to Bill and Roy as they walked by and Bill returned her wave, but nothing could interrupt

Roy’s intense focus on his tower. It was now higher than his waist and had developed an

impressive sway. Undeterred, Roy added block after block to it.

“Wow, Roy! That’s really high!” Bill exclaimed.

“I know Daddy, it’s going to go all the way to the moon,” Roy said matter-of-factly. “Just

like I am someday. But I’m out of blocks. Are there any more?”

“Nope, it doesn't look like it. I guess you used all the blocks we were given.”

Roy sighed, “Well I guess I can take blocks out now then, but I don’t want it to fall.”

“Yeah go for it!” Bill said. “It won’t fall if you’re careful about which block you pick and

if you take it out slowly.”

Heeding his father’s advice, Roy took a deep, steadying breath and moved his hand up

and down, trying to pick a block that wouldn’t upset anything. He homed in on one, placed the

tips of his fingers on it, gently pulled… and the blocks came tumbling down around him.

He turned to his father with wide eyes and said, with a hint of accusation in his voice,

“You said if I was careful it wouldn’t fall! And I was careful!”
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“I guess you just picked the wrong block, buddy. I’m sorry, that’s the way it goes

sometimes,” Bill replied.

Roy considered this. “Well how do you know which the wrong block is and which the

right block is?” he asked, his eyebrows knit together.

“You can’t really,” said Bill, “You just have to pick the one you think is right and hope it

works.” Roy’s shoulders slumped. “But hey,” Bill added quickly, “you get to build it all up again

now. That’ll be fun, right?” Bill squeezed Roy’s shoulder and placed two blocks on top of each

other to get him started again. Roy nodded and eagerly started piling more on.

Roy didn’t soon tire of his Jenga blocks, which pleased Alice. She would see him spend

many an afternoon on the sidewalk after he got home from school, building up impressive

structures of all different designs. He was always disappointed when a creation of his inevitably

fell, but he was also always quick to start on a new one. Of course, as the years went by and he

grew from 7 to 11 to 14, the Jenga mostly fell out of use, abandoned in favor of new hobbies and

responsibilities. Alice and Theodore looked on as he made his science fair projects and read his

textbooks and then when he came home one day with an acceptance letter to an aerospace

internship for high school students. But still, even with all his older-kid pursuits, he never quite

forgot about the Jenga. Once or twice a year, on a warm summer day, Alice and Theordore would

smile as they saw Bill and Roy dust off the blocks and play a round or two.

That is until it was forgotten for good one Friday when Bill came home in the middle of

the morning. The sound of his car door slamming startled Alice, who was tending to her

petunias, and she looked up at him, squinting against the sun.
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“Taking the day off?” she asked.

“You could say that,” he said with a harsh laugh. “My company announced layoffs today,

effective immediately.” Before Alice could say anything, Bill’s face crumpled and he turned and

ran up his porch steps with such force that a bit of concrete crumbled off the corner of one. Alice

stared at his front door for a long time after he disappeared behind it, wondering what this would

mean for him and Roy.

It took two years for Bill to find steady work. During the first year, Roy left his internship

and took a job at Ben and Jerry’s. During the second year, he got a work permit so he could work

a second job at Walmart. Bill wanted nothing more than for Roy to be back at school and on his

way to an Ivy League college and then NASA, like Roy had always dreamed of, but without

Roy’s jobs, they wouldn’t eat. When Bill found a job, he had Roy quit his immediately, but Roy

was so far behind in school now, it wasn’t much use. Still, Roy was bright and a hard worker, he

finished high school, went to community college, and a few years later moved out. After that

Alice and Theodore lost track of him, but Alice still watched Bill leave for work every day and

come back home every night.

Then one day the ambulance came. It came fast and left even faster. Between the

paramedics, Alice caught a glimpse of Bill lying unconscious on a gurney. That was the last time

she saw him.
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Two weeks later a moving truck came, followed by a car. Out of the car came Roy, a

woman, and a half-dead houseplant. As the movers started unloading the truck, Alice rushed

outside.

She learned that Bill had slipped on the kitchen floor two weeks ago and then died in the

hospital from a subdural hematoma. A week before that, Roy had gotten a job at the company

where Bill used to work. He was planning to move back to town anyway, and seeing as the house

was now vacant, he and his wife, Sarah, were moving in. “Just for a while,” he said. “Long

enough for me to make enough money and pay off Dad’s hospital bills, and then we’ll fix the

house up a bit and put it on the market.”

But they never did. They were still living there four years later when Alice watched as

they brought their baby boy Tommy home from the hospital.

And they were still there five years after that when Alice saw them place a tattered Jenga

box down in front of Tommy on the sidewalk for the first time.

Taking out the blocks one by one, Roy showed Tommy how to build them up into a

tower.

“So it’s a game? Like ‘Go Fish?’” Tommy asked.

“Yep, and we can play it anytime you want. But you don’t have to play it like a game,

you can also just build whatever you like with the blocks, you don’t need to follow the rules,”

Sarah explained.
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“That’s what I used to do when I was your age, make crazy creations and too-tall towers,”

Roy said, and he gazed down at the sidewalk, seeing the ghosts of his chalk drawings and Jenga

towers and dreams.

He shook his head and blinked his eyes, coming out of his trance. Looking down at

Tommy blissfully piling the blocks on top of each other, he smiled sadly and ruffled his son’s

hair.

“Be careful Tommy,” he said, “it only takes one block to go for the whole tower to fall

down.”
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