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The Favorite

by Jennifer M. Parker


A heavy hand fell on Trent’s shoulder as he stood in front of the new job board. He had learned to startle invisibly, so his inward shudder never deterred the balding and bow-tied Winston from doing that to him the next time—stalking up softly and laying the “aha!” grip on him. “Well, if it isn’t my best worker,” Winston would often mince, or sometimes boom in that arch, theatrical tone of his, “Hail, O, Highly Favored One!” If he was in a mood to needle Trent further, he might say, “Look at him, so sharp, not merely punctual but early, and so eager for me to give him my best job. Tell me, Trent, why do you suppose you’re my favorite?”

 
“I don’t know, sir,” Trent always replied. It was part of the ritual.

 
“Because you never refuse me. Ready, willing and able, but most of all willing, that’s our Trent.” On this day he mussed Trent’s hair and shoved him with mock roughness toward the big binder where all the Ludlow Student Agencies workers had to sign in at the start of a shift. Trent didn’t bother to flip through the Help Needed section. He’d already seen the blue job ticket in Winston’s hand. Of course he had no choice—Winston liked to pick out particularly difficult, disgusting, or grueling tasks for him. Like cleaning out clogged rain gutters for the Fairview Elder Hospice, or scrubbing the grill, counters and floors at the Bottomless Pot after a Free Lunch Friday for the homeless, or shoveling horse manure at the deaf school’s stables. None of the other student workers would ever pull such jobs unless there were absolutely nothing else left in the binder, and sometimes not even then. But though the binder might be full of lush, easy tasks that clients had called in that week--professors who wanted their pampered pets walked, alumni who needed someone to meet their children’s school bus or help junior with his multiplication for an hour after school, or busy white-collar professionals who needed a bright freshman or sophomore to go to the library and make photocopies of trade journal ads, annual reports, and directory pages—Winston overlooked those prime requests and pulled tickets for Trent that were likely to take him longer, get him dirtier, or leave him achier than the average work-study job would. True, many of them paid a slightly higher rate, seventy-five cents to a dollar more per hour, but Trent wasn’t sure the difference in wage was worth the difference in the work.

 
Winston irritated Trent like a rash, and Trent wondered if the older man was trying to make him quit. Winston, that glorified receptionist cum desk-jockey, pulling university support staff pay for lording it over the not-so-wealthy undergraduates--Trent couldn’t have explained why he let the prim, soft-spoken little dictator push him around. But somehow he had never found it in himself to say, “No thank you,” to one of the supervisor’s selections—even though he was convinced that Winston picked jobs specifically to antagonize him. It was entirely permissible to refuse an assignment—the Agencies would eventually find another student to take it, or the client would pay more elsewhere for professional hired help. 

 
But Trent never turned down a job. He wasn’t sure how to. He knew he would have had to explain or excuse his reluctance, and Winston knew his academic schedule by heart, so Trent couldn’t well claim to have a conflicting class or lab to go to. Nor could he bring himself to say that certain jobs just made him uncomfortable—like the overnight inventory help they occasionally called for at AG&Y, where he had to work with the assistant stock manager with the awful tumors on his face. All night long, they had to unload trucks together, and Trent kept forcing himself to look into Reg’s eyes as they talked, to make his own face a congenial mask of nonchalance, even though every time he saw Reg, he felt a stabbing pang of pity and horror in his gut. Still, the next time AG&Y needed someone, Trent accepted the assignment without hesitation—not only because he needed the hours, but because he couldn’t come up with a good reason to refuse. No, there was no choice: he always simply thanked Winston and took the job ticket, arriving at the prescribed address at the proper time, to do whatever the LSA client instructed him to do.  

 
“I’ve got an easy one for you today,” Winston said, handing the information to Trent. “A woman needs help disassembling some furniture and boxing it up for storage. She’ll supply the boxes and any tools you’ll need.” 

 
Trent stared at the ticket. “What’s the catch?” he mumbled. Winston raised his thin eyebrows. Trent cleared his throat and said, “I mean…is that all?”

“That’s all. Pretty cushy, eh? Now, who says I don’t take care of my favorites?”

 
Trent mumbled his thanks, still squinting at the blue slip as he moved toward the door. He’d have to find out the catch when he got there.

 
The petite, stoop-shouldered woman answered Trent’s ring the way timid people do, peering around the door’s edge as if she might change her mind and slam it shut on her visitor. But she backed in and eased the door open a little further, and Trent slid through sideways. Mrs. Lily Branch looked familiar to him, until he realized it was not her face but her expression that reminded him of another. She was a stranger, but her face called to his mind a picture in a basic photography text, of a depression-era woman sitting with her restless children, a weary, harried frown creasing her brow and adding troubled depth to her eyes. Like the woman in the picture, this one had a face that was not old, but it was no longer young either. She might have been in her mid- to late thirties, but the shadows around her eyes and the lines at the corners of her mouth made her seem even more aged, and the frizzy brown hair that framed her face looked to Trent as though it ought to have been gray. 

 
Lily showed him up the stairs to a small room down the hallway, next to a full bath and across from the master bedroom. One corner by the closed single window contained a wooden crib, painted white, with a row of yellow ducklings on the headboard. There were similar ducks in the pattern of the wallpaper. Against the adjacent wall was a sturdy-looking changing table, painted to match the crib, with three large drawers below and two shelves above the cushioned changing surface. Diapers and other supplies cluttered the shelves overhead: boxes of powder and tubes of zinc ointment; petroleum jelly in a small jar, a clear plastic bin full of safety pins with blue, pink and yellow heads; fat pink bottles of baby lotion, oblong blue boxes of baby wipes, and several perfect stacks of disposable diapers. On either side of the yellow flannel-covered changing pad were straps with plastic buckle-clasp ends. The room smelled of a delicate mixture of soft-scented perfume and powder, with the slightest edge of ammonia. Trent’s sensitive nose twitched, so he pressed his lips together and tried to take shallow breaths. 

 
Next to the changing table was a tall five-tiered shelf made of white-enameled PVC tubing and wire mesh. Its shelves were full of plush toys and baby books, folded cloth diapers and towels, infant clothing, and unopened bags of disposable diapers. A rocking chair sat in the middle of the room, a knit blanket draped across the back, and piled into its seat were several small, stacked cardboard boxes. On the floor beside the chair lay several larger boxes, flattened out, and a roll of duct tape. 

 
“I’d like you to take those things down from the shelves for me,” Lily said as she gestured in a vague, upward direction. “And I’ll put those in the small boxes. When everything’s cleared off you can start taking the shelves and things apart.” She turned and picked up the stack of small boxes and began unnesting them, setting them on the floor at the foot of the rocker. Then she sat down and peered up at Trent as he moved toward the shelf. “I’d help with the big things,” she said, “but I’m supposed to stay off my feet. And I’m not real strong anyway.” 

 
Her embarrassment flustered Trent, and he made a pitiful attempt at a hardy tone. “That’s what I’m here for,” he said and cracked a brief, weak smile.

 
“Yes,” said Lily. She took the lotions and powder that he handed her and began to arrange them in a box, bowing her head over the task with a greater concentration than it seemed to warrant. For the rest of an hour and a half, he helped clear the shelves—and the drawers, which she’d forgotten to mention before, but did he mind?—and to break down the furniture, removing screws and dowels to collapse the items and put them into the larger boxes, which first had to be assembled and reinforced with strips of tape.  All the while she worked a few feet away from him, mostly in silence, taking from his hands those smaller articles that had to be put away, often fingering them or staring at them until she noted that he was waiting to hand her something else. And later, when there was nothing more to transport from shelf or drawer to box, she continued to work on the meticulous arrangement of items in boxes, making sure that similar categories of things were together, and things that might be crushed were not packed too tightly. 

 
Trent didn’t watch her so much as he felt her movements. She was like a magnetic pole of sadness that radiated invisible forces from the center of the room. Even though he turned away quickly every time he put another stack of diapers or pile of plush beanbag toys into her hands, he could feel what she was doing—through his shirt, like a hot projection on his back—could feel her stricken gaze, her tender handling of each item, and the subtle, strained movements of the muscles in her face as she clenched her teeth or narrowed her eyes to slits, vainly struggling to close her mind to sounds and images that were coming from within rather than from outside her. 

 
Trent had an impulse to make small talk, to ask her inane questions about the house and the weather and the population of Ludlow, but he was wary of his own clumsiness, and said nothing. She did not choose to make conversation either—only an occasional suggestion about which box to use, with long periods of painful, clamorous quiet separating these occasional comments.

 
Trent almost wished she would cry, audibly. The silence was a weighty, malicious presence, oppressive as the close, musky air and the palpable vibration of grief that bounced between the walls like an echo through an empty hall. He would have loved to open the window, and more than once he caught himself pursing his lips as if to start whistling, but no—the silence of the room would never countenance such a violation, that was obvious. Instead, he whistled inwardly, a feeble, halting tune that defied the silence without disturbing it. 

 
When he finished he offered to take the boxes up to the attic for her, but Lily said, “No, thank you. I haven’t really decided where they’re going yet.” She showed him out rather abruptly, with several breathy murmurs of appreciation on the way downstairs. As Trent crossed the threshold and turned to say goodbye, she pressed a tightly folded bill into his hand and closed the door on his protests. 

An oblique glance told him it was a twenty—he was allowed to take tips, but few people were so generous. He stuffed it into his back pocket. All the way back to campus he kept clenching and unclenching his right fist, and rubbing his fingertips against the inside of his palm, which felt hot and itchy as if there was an abrasion there that he couldn’t see. 

 
A week or so afterward, Trent came into the Agencies office, already tense from a rigorous midterm with too many multiple choice questions in which all the answers appeared wrong. He was signing in when Winston came out of his office and clapped a hand on Trent’s shoulder. “Hail, Trenton, full of grace! Blessed art thou among freshmen. Prompt as usual, and what do you imagine I have in my hot little hand for nobody else but you?” 

 
“I don’t know, sir.” Trent held out his hand, feeling like a humiliated trick-or-treater.

 
“Mrs. Lily Branch of Forty-one Holyoke requests the honor of your assistance with wall-papering a room in her home.” Winston lay the blue slip on Trent’s open palm. 

He pushed the paper back at Winston without looking at it. “I can’t.”

 
“Can’t?”

“Yeah. Do you have something else?”

Winston folded his arms. “What’s the trouble with this one?”

“I just don’t want it, okay? I don’t have any experience for that kind of thing.”

“Mrs. Branch felt confident that the two of you could manage. What happened to my ever ready, willing and able best man? You don’t turn down the tough ones.”

 
“Well, then, I’m due, aren’t I? Look, Winston, don’t bust my chops, here—” 

 
“I would never,” said Winston, with a searing smirk. “Except that she especially asked for you.”

 
“You’re always giving me crap assignments. Why don’t you lay off sometime, and let somebody else—” He paused while Winston’s last remark soaked in.

 
“They often ask for you,” Winston said, nodding toward the binder on the desk. “Or someone like you.” He unfolded his arms, and reached toward the blue slip in Trent’s hand. “But if you’d really rather not….”

 
“Never mind,” Trent said, folding the paper and slipping it into his back pocket. “I got it.”

