ABSTRACT

HICKEY, COLIN DANIEL. Punished. (Under the direction of Wilton Barnhardt.)

The following collection of short stories is connected by one thematic thread; the
inevitable and changing effects on interpersonal relationships of living in a violent and
unpredictable world. Each of the thirteen stories, while varied in plot, setting, point of view,
etc, is its own microcosmic representation of that theme. “Never That Easy” explores the
effects on a family of losing a son to war. “Chicken Shit” is an illustration of a family
divided by the contrast between the oppression of choices already made, and the freedom of
personal ambition. “Commitment” is an investigation into the repercussions of incarceration
on a relationship. “At the End of the Day” examines the potential violence that might befall
an already violent couple, so as to illustrate the damage even “minor” violence between two
people can cause. “Purified” investigates the possible repercussions of a pregnancy on a
couple divided by what they want. “Ingrown Hair” explores the possible influences behind a
philanthropic life. “Courage” reverses traditional biased gender roles in an exploration of
what it means to be “courageous.” Another investigation into and representation of the
vicious cycle of violence in which humans often find themselves trapped is “Stitches and
Scars,” and the ends to which some will go to break the cycle. “The Drifter, the Fence, and
the Tattletale,” is a description of one possible outcome of an intercultural affair. “Speedo,”
shows how money can change relationships, both between people and with the self, at times
for the worse. “Slingshot” is a coming of age story, when a boy’s relationship to the world is
tested and altered. “Crime and Time,” as well as “Resolution,” explore the often enigmatic

importance of family, real or improvised, in a person’s life.
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Never That Easy

The wet, salty gust forced Alice back against the wooden support beam that ran from
six feet underground downstairs to the upstairs porch above her head. Cade was holding onto
the railing with his back to her, his face to the wind. The outer bands had long since
undulated by. It was cooler now, and as Hurricane Charley made landfall, the canals that
furrowed Oak Island were like gun barrels down which nondescript projectiles of housing
and landscape rifled.

Alice wanted Cade to turn around and look, to check and see if she was okay, but she
knew that he would not. She fingered the promise ring he’d given her exactly a week before
everything fell apart. She rotated it once. It was a sign, she sometimes thought, of his
eventual rehabilitation from all of this. Or maybe, she thought more often, only a sign of

what was. She peeled her back from the beam and stumbled upwind as if she were fighting a



raging river, to where he stood. When she touched him he tensed up before putting his arm
around her without looking. After looking at his face for a moment, she squinted into the
wind to find what exactly he was looking at. She pulled a strand of hair from the corner of
her mouth. A piece of white lattice launched and flipped in the air on the other side of the
canal, lined with homes similar to Cade’s, and scooted along the lawn before wedging itself
under a stairway. She heard a trashcan bellow and scrape along the concrete on the other side
of the house. The docks groaned.

“There goes power,” Cade said when the sky lit briefly, followed by the sound of a
cannon blast.

“Sucks,” she said, squeezing him tighter.

“No it doesn’t,” he said, without looking at her.

She had to let go of him to steady herself against the increasingly sustained bursts of
wind.

Beside them, the Venetian blinds on the double doors to the kitchen rose steadily and
someone tapped on the window with a knuckle. Alice could see Cade’s mother mouth
“power’s out,” through the glass. Alice nodded her head and the blinds went slowly back
down.

She wanted to go back inside. Another door, behind them and shielded from the wind,
opened. She heard the clapping blinds hit the frame as Jeff came out. Neither of them turned
around.

“Your dad told me to tell you to go get the weather radio,” Jeff said. Still neither of
them turned around. “Windy,” he laughed. The porch shook when he was forced to take a

loud step backwards to keep from being blown over. “Cade?” he said.



“Those people’s sprinkler’s on,” Cade said to Alice, pointing. About five houses up,
on the other side of the canal, Alice saw what looked like smoke from a campfire lashing in
the wind.

“Cade?” they heard Jeff say again.

“l heard you,” he said. He turned his back to Alice. She watched him look at Jeff
before he shimmied along the railing, down the stairs, and into the garage beneath them.

She did not like Jeff. She needed him, yes, but she did not like him. She could see
from the corner of her eye that he was looking at her. She met him two months before she
met Cade, a year that felt like two ago, and Jeff’s passive aggressive persistence to almost
always be around, even after it was clear she had moved on, was often oppressive. She
introduced him to Cade as a friend, and they’d gotten along all right for a while. Cade’s
nonchalance toward Jeff annoyed her sometimes. He wouldn’t even poke fun at Jeff, like she
did, for failing out of med school the previous semester, saturated with drink.

“No power,” Jeff said. He’d fought his way to the railing when Cade was out of sight.
He made like he was supporting her, put his arm around her waist.

“No shit,” she said, using her left hand to pull herself to a corner column and away
from him. A very large piece of clear plastic slinkied down the canal, rustling.

Cade was thick-wristed, built like a running back. Alice liked how hard he was when
she held him, despite the fact that now his stature felt less like able protection than
annoyance.

Jeff was taller, perhaps even handsomer. But there was something in his demeanor, a
frailness in his wet eyes, that made her feel sorry for him. And she needed him. He was the

only one who could talk to her about the Cade she’d fallen in love with.



“No rain,” Jeff said, squinting and looking up at the uniformly ominous sky.

“l know,” she said, letting go of the column as the wind let up. “It’s weird.”

She heard the door behind them open again. She turned. It was Cade’s father, his head
poked around the corner. He looked like Cade except his hair was gray. His eyes had the
exact same stultifying stare. “Where’s Cade?”

“Radio,” Jeff said.

“Ah,” he said, looked at Alice, and disappeared.

“I’d have taken my boat out of the water,” Jeff said, leaning in front of her to look,
instead of behind her.

She moved back. “You don’t have a boat. They know what they’re doing.”

“Mrs. Parker sure does,” he said, leaning his face down and smiling, too close to hers.
“She started in on the wine as soon as the power went out, said she doesn’t want it to get
warm.”

“Huh,” she laughed. Cade used to make her laugh so hard her face hurt. In early
spring, six months ago, she asked him if she could introduce him to people as her “meat
man.” He agreed, on the stipulation that he could introduce her as “Mona, the talking
vagina.” For a week they couldn’t talk in public, because one would begin to introduce the
other to restaurant hostesses, or just people on the street, and she and Cade would just loose
it. She couldn’t laugh about it now, though, even when she tried.

Alice and Jeff stared into the wind, both occasionally looking behind them for Cade.

She saw a small blue wooden sailor on the railing two houses upwind from them. Its
arms spun in the wind to keep birds from pooping on the deck, she was told. It must have

been overlooked by the owner, and had been working its little shoulders to the bone when it



finally reached a fever pitch and snapped off its footing. It passed so close that they could
hear it hum. Neither had time to react.

“Jesus!” Jeff said, looking at her, laughing timidly.

She turned to watch the tiny sailor land gingerly in the canal and float for a moment
before it disappeared behind a dock. “That was close,” she said, turning back around.

“We should go inside.”

“You were the one all gung-ho about riding out the storm,” she said, looking behind
her.

They stared again into the wind. A section of the pinkish siding on one of the homes
across the canal peeled back and flapped like a giant broken wing. Shingles arced and twirled
like blackbirds before settling in the wind shorn canal and sinking.

“Where the hell is he?” she said.

“Probably dark down there,” Jeff said. “Want me to go find him?” He rubbed her
back. She didn’t like the way he touched her, but he did it at school all the time, and Cade
never said anything about it, didn’t even seem to notice. She longed for him to, on his own.

“No,” she said, pulling away again. “I’ll do it.”

“Well, I’'m going in for some of that wine, then,” he said, and walked away.

She heard the door close. She held the railing and it started to rain. The large drops
stung her face and arms. She turned and quickly walked toward the stairs, running her hand
along the railing for support.

The garage door was open, but the sky had grown immediately and significantly
darker, and inside she could barely see anything but the purplish reflections off the puddles

that had already begun to gather on the floor by the flimsy grates near the base of the wall.



“Cade?” she said.

She stood for a moment next to the golf cart, letting her eyes adjust. Gradually the
work bench came into view, spangled with the hammers and clamps and wrenches that Cade
and his father were always using for one odd project or another. Often, if she couldn’t find
Cade when they were at the beach, she’d come here and he’d be staring at the tools, or
twiddling some tiny pliers around a fuzzy piece of tackle, so engrossed that she would have
to touch him for him to turn around. He wasn’t there now.

To her left she could see the kayaks, suspended by an ingenious pulley system Cade
and his brother Ben had worked out while she and Mrs. Parker sat upstairs waiting for them
and watching television. Behind them was the illegal toilet Mr. Parker installed on the ground
floor, prohibited because a flood could regurgitate or rupture the entire island’s sewage
system. As Mrs. Parker commented to her once, “laws don’t apply to my boys.” Alice knew
this already, and it was one of the things that most attracted her to Cade. His complete,
persistent, often scary, lack of fear since Ben died. “Cade?” she said again, moving farther
into the moaning garage.

“Cade?”

Nothing.

The wind blew.

“Cade?”

She moved toward the rusty downstairs refrigerator and opened it. No light came on,
and even though cool air hit the floor and mingled around her legs, the fact that there was no
sound made the thing seem more like a closet than a fridge. It smelled already of melting

squid and chicken backs. She fumbled around on the bottom shelf and found a cool can. She



cracked the beer, and a gust of wind pushed a sheet of rain against the house so hard that she
turned around to make sure nothing was falling off the wall. A row of dim life vests hung
motionless.

Metal screeched across concrete on the other side of the garage and she jumped.

“Cade?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Come around this side.” The garage was divided by a large
enclosed and slanting stairway, looming and shadowy now in the low light. “Careful of that
pillar between the bench and the cart,” he said. Something hit the floor. “And bring me one
of those.”

She reached into the silent fridge for another two.

He was putting charcoal in one of their grills, carefully crafting the mound.

“Could you not find the radio?” she said.

“Batteries are dead.”

“There’s more upstairs,” she backed up as he edged around the grill, moving pieces
meticulously.

“Yeah, I’ll bring it up in a minute,” he said, standing and looking at her for the first
time in what felt to her like a month. “But what’s the fucking use?” He looked back down.
“The hurricane is hitting. That’s what the little voice is going to tell them.”

“Maybe they just want something to listen to,” she said, stepping forward again.

“What,” he said, “Jeff’s not entertaining them with one of his marvelous lies?”

“Maybe,” she handed him a beer. “What are you doing with the grill?”

“I’m going to burn it,” he said.

“Burn what?”



“When it stops raining, I’m going to burn it.”

“What are you going to burn?”

“Although part of me wants to sink it, maybe take it out a few miles and bury it at
sea.”

“What are you talking about?”

Cade went away, shuffling his feet so he wouldn’t step on something or run into
anything in the dark, and she sat there smelling the starter-treated charcoal with her mouth
open.

“l always wondered why we had this ax,” he said from the dark. “This rusty piece of
dull shit. Came with the house. What the fuck is anyone going to ax on an island with no
trees?” Something scraped. “Besides, they’re not coming outside.” Something else scraped.
Wood this time.

Near the professional-looking divider that surrounded the illegal toilet, a large white
rectangle slowly came into focus as she approached. When she realized what it was she
stopped and looked around. It was what used to be the Parkers’ sign, the expensive, well
beveled placard that had named their house.

Three Buoys

And

A Beach

A cockroach, or “waterbug,” as Cade’s mom had corrected her months earlier, ran
across the sign. It had only recently come down. Pfc. Ben Parker, 21, was killed when a
roadside bomb detonated next to his Humvee near Nasser Wa Salaam, Irag, on June, 21
2004. When Cade’s little brother got killed and Cade went cold, it was like a distant ship

she’d been frantically swimming toward had pulled anchor and steamed for the horizon. She



was still swimming, but the nagging macabre thoughts of someone lost at sea were beginning
to creep into her every consideration of survival.

“Honey?” she said, walking slowly. “Just throw the sign away, just throw it outside.”

“l don’t want it to exist. Outside it will exist. It’s so stupid.”

“Sink it in the canal,” she said.

Metal clinked, followed by a slap-slap of wood as he dropped the ax. “Sink it in the
canal,” he said, as if to himself.

“Cade!” a voice said.

They looked through the open garage door and saw his father halfway down the
stairs, gripping the rail with both hands. “The fuck’s the radio?”

“Coming,” Cade said without moving.

His father took the first few steps backwards, retreating from the wind, and was gone.

“Why now?” Alice asked, moving toward him in the dark.

“It goes gone now, they won’t know for a few days. Too much other picking up to
do.”

“They’ll be pissed.”

“No, they won’t, they just won’t do it themselves. Should see his room at home. Un-
fucking-touched.”

“It’s only been three months, Cade.”

“Don’t tell me how long it’s only been.”

“Cade.”

“Why did you bring him?”

“What?”



“Do you know how much energy it takes to have to constantly ignore my desire to
kick that motherfucker’s teeth in? Do you know how much energy it takes?”

“What?” She knew, however, exactly how much, because it was paid in the form of
attention to her. She wished she didn’t have to do it, to eke it out of him, to force him to
make her feel like he had for the brief and wonderful time they were together before Ben
died.

He was by the bench, feeling slowly for the dark box of the radio. “What,” he said.
“Bring this upstairs.” He handed her the weather radio and turned back into the dark.
Someone’s house alarm was going off in the distance.

She finished her beer and let the can ting on the garage floor as she hugged the radio
and bustled out into the wind. The rain had stopped. It was loud and dull as she was pushed
up the stairs by the steady blow of the storm. Of all the things she missed, missed selfishly
she knew even more than Ben, of everything that was gone now, it was Cade’s sense of
humor she missed the most. It was as if it had dried up and fallen off. It was so far buried in
his tooth-grinding silences that she thought it was like he had suffered severe head trauma,

and that section of his brain no longer, would never again, function.

“Bout time,” Jeff said from the couch next to Mrs. Parker when Alice boomed in the
door. He and Cade’s mother were playing checkers by candlelight on the coffee table. She
handed the radio to Cade’s dad over the island in the kitchen. He had been looking silently
out the window over the sink.

“Batteries,” Alice said.

Mr. Parker opened a drawer and started moving things around in the dull light of a

10



cookie-scented candle on the counter.

“Cade?” His mom said from the den.

“Downstairs.” Alice said.

“Really manning up on this riding out the storm thing,” Jeff said. “King me.”

“Unlike some people,” she said to Mr. Parker, who smiled by candlelight and clicked
the batteries into the back of the radio.

Gusts to ninety miles an hour. Small craft advisory in effect until tomorrow morning.
Barometric pressure still falling as hurricane force winds continue to batter the Carolinas.
Storm surge predicted to be five to seven feet. Residents strongly urged to stay inside.

Something banged downstairs, and the house shook subtly as the rain started again
and sizzled the windows.

Alice closed the door to Cade’s room behind her. She slept with him there against the
expressed wishes of his mother, since they were no longer anywhere near getting married.
She went to the bathroom. She opened the blinds for light and peed on the chilly toilet.
Cade’s shirt was crumpled on the counter, and she smelled it with both hands. She loved
Cade. It was an all encompassing love that embarrassed her when she thought about it. He’d
grown so mean. She told herself that he’d come through, that it would all be like it was, but
she knew now that that was a lie. She looked at their toothbrushes in the ivory hued ceramic
holder, his mashed to bits, bristles splayed, hers like the day she opened the box. She just
wanted him to get better, but his silences were so aggressive, she’d begun to rely on Jeff for
conversation, awful as it was. Then Jeff was somehow in the doorway of the bathroom in her
and Cade’s bedroom. The wind made the house tremble. Behind Jeff, she saw Cade’s

silhouette enter the doorframe of his room silently, stop, and disappear.
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“Hey kid,” Jeff said. “I just beat Mrs. Parker in checkers twice.”

“I’m in the bathroom,” she said to him like a question.

“Yeah, | was going to see if you wanted to talk,” he said, taking his hand off the
doorframe.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Go away.” She wanted to add “creep job,” loud enough for
Cade to hear, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

Mr. Parker was still drinking dark something out of a small glass by the window over
the sink and mumbling.

Mrs. Parker was in the den, so Alice sat with her on the couch. Alice liked her, they
were the same size and Mrs. Parker was always very nice to her. She wasn’t as huggy as she
was for the seven months she knew her before Ben got blown up, but there was still
something of an affection that Alice sensed between them.

“The tall kid?” Mrs. Parker said.

“Jeff?” Alice said.

“Downstairs,” Mr. Parker said from the kitchen, without turning around.

They’d been so articulate, so amazingly capable with words, she thought. Their table
was once a fertile place for intelligent political debate. Now they just talked about good
meals they’d had, vacations where Ben got hurt or saved the day, or things he’d said and
done growing up that in retrospect were examples of exquisite comic genius.

The night before, when she’d arrived with Cade and Jeff, Mr. and Mrs. Parker had
been sitting at the table quietly. They eyed Jeff warily, and Alice saw Cade make a face like
“don’t look at me,” when Mr. Parker looked at him quizzically. They all three spoke up and

pointed to a chair in the corner when Jeff tried to sit next to Alice, saying “pull that one up,
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pull that one up.”

After an awkward introduction, Cade’s father said they’d been talking about Ben’s
sixth birthday party. It was a story she’d heard before, and each remaining Parker had their
own scripted part. Mrs. Parker started, “he was so cute, so excited.” Mr. Parker chimed in,
“but when that clown showed up,” smiling. Cade; “he freaked!”

The laughter started slowly, mostly expectant snorts, and Alice smiled. Jeff too.

Cade; “and then, and then—"

Mrs. Parker; “he was so cute.”

Mr. Parker; “saw them other kids getting balloon animals!”

Cade; “charged out of his room and—"

Mr. Parker; “punched that clown square in the crotch!”

The three of them had laughed so hard every time they told the story that Alice felt
compelled to laugh too, even though it wasn’t funny anymore.

She presently excused herself from the sofa and went back out to find Cade.

Residents are strongly advised...she heard before the door slammed closed.

She edged toward the garage and leaned her shoulder against the frame as she peered
into the darkness, listening. The docks moaned behind her, and she shivered.

“The eye,” she heard Jeff say in the dark.

“Bullshit,” Cade said. “Hand me that lighter.”

“Isn’t it cool, the hurricane?”

She shook her head in the shadows.

“Cool?” She heard Cade say. It looked like he stood up.

“Yeah, you know, the power of it, nature and all that?”
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“Cool?” he said again.

She hid herself against the house at the opening of the garage and peered in.

“Yeah. Cool.” Jeff didn’t sound so sure anymore.

“Why did you come down here? What do you think you can do?”

“What?”

“Why are you here?”

“What are you talking about? You said | could drive. You said | could come.” She
heard shuffling of shoes on the smooth concrete.

“Let’s just say I regret that,” he said. “Let’s say | regret bringing you two.”

Alice, from the shadows, let out a quiet moan.

“Why don’t I go tell her you don’t want her here,” Jeff said.

“I’ll tell you right now. I’ll tell you right fucking now. You need to leave.”

“It’s a hurricane.”

“You think it’s okay? You think it’s okay pulling this shit in front of my parents? You
think 1I’m just going to sit back and let you pull this shit in front of my parents? All this shit
you two pull at school, that’s fine, but if you think it is okay to pull that shit here in front of
my parents it is not, and I’m saying that you need to leave, right now.”

More shuffling feet. It started to rain again. She pressed herself to the wall and
watched their gesticulating shadows semaphoring pride and pain.

“Cade,” Jeff said.

“You need to leave.”

“Cade, quit. | can’t leave and she won’t come.”

L‘Quit?7’
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“No, but it’s a hurricane.”

“Tell me something, tell me something right now.”

“Okay. What?”

“How much did it cost you to get down here. How much gas?”

“I don’t know, forty bucks?”

“And forty back, right? Look, you and | both know you’re broke.”

“I guess.”

“And you were never going to ask us for money, were you.”

“l hadn’t though about it.”

“So you are dropping nearly a hundred dollars to roll your eyes at my mom, a lady
you know nothing about, and try to weasel your way in with Alice in front of her and my
dad?”

“I wanted to see a hurricane, to feel it.”

“You’ve been sitting inside all fucking day, slinking around and pouncing on Alice
whenever 1I’m not around. I can’t figure you two out.”

“l can’t figure you motherfuckers out,” Jeff choked. “It’s been three damn months.”

Then she heard a grunt, and a deep, but distinct, slap. Then something else hit the
ground.

“Cade?” she said, stepping out into the doorway.

“l knocked him out.”

“How? How could you?” she went and knelt on the floor next to Jeff.

“You two need to leave,” he said.

“Get the fu?” Jeff said.
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The wind made the walls creak and rattle.

“Pick him up and put him in the car and leave. | don’t care who drives. | know what
you are doing and | don’t care about you and | want you to leave and | don’t care that it’s a
hurricane.”

“Fimble,” Jeff said, putting his hand to his jaw.

“Cade.” Alice said. She could feel the tears coming and her face got hot. Her head
hurt.

“Argon,” Jeff said, trying to sit up but not.

“Cade, please, please Cade,” she said, still holding Jeff’s head. He was clutching her
sweatshirt and shaking his head in her lap. Cade was looking down on them, steaming in the
dark.

She couldn’t. She could not. She could not leave. She would not leave. She wanted
instead for her to be in bed with Cade, in their dark and forbidden room, him muffling the
headboard with his giant hands, alone alone alone. Alone with him. The him of before.

“| fan,” Jeff ventured.

“l want you to leave,” Cade said.

“Honey,” she said, pleading. “You don’t understand.” She looked down at Jeff and
she stood up fast, like there was a big brown spider on her lap. She looked at Cade and tried
to think of what to say to make him understand. “Honey, you have got the wrong idea.”

He looked at her and ran the backs of his fingers under his clenched jaw.

She inched toward him in the dark. “Whatever you think has happened or is
happening is absolutely not the case.” She was trying to be as softly explicit as she could.

“I’m sticking with you,” she said. “Haven’t | through all this?”” Her hands were shaking. She
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felt falsely accused of a crime, and was trying desperately to explain her innocence. “I love
you, Cade. And whatever you think is going on is a figment of your imagination, honey.”

He stared at her for a long time. Her chest hurt, but she knew he had something to
say. Maybe he would see.

“l don’t care,” he said.

Then he walked away. When he came back from the dark he had the placard under
his arm and he stormed out into the wind. He split the thing on the “and,” using one of the
supports outside, and tried once with his knee, but nothing else broke. He didn’t slow down,
and walked diagonally to the edge of the canal and threw the pieces individually into the
rising water. He stood, far away, outside, as she let Jeff continued whine, and the wind beat
Cade’s clothes, suctioning them against his solid frame.

She remembered the only thing Ben had ever said to her other than “hello.” He was
home after his first tour, and he was there, at their house. Cade had been standing near where
he was standing now, by the canal. He was just looking, as he often did, at nothing and
everything at once. Ben and Alice were sitting at the picnic table that was now upside-down
across the patio, and she asked his little brother what Cade was doing.

“Winning the Nobel Prize,” he’d said, smiling and winking.

“What?”

“Winning the Nobel Prize.”

“How?”

“He’s out standing in his field.”

Ben had walked away laughing. He left later that day and she never saw him again.
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“What are you doing?” Cade’s mom presently said from behind her.

“He knocked him out,” Alice said, shrugging her shoulders.

“What’s he doing?” she said, pointing out back.

“Drowning the sign,” she said.

“Good,” she said. She turned slowly, wine glass in hand, and walked outside to the
stairs, untouched, it seemed, by the wind. She glanced once back at Alice, and once in Cade’s
direction, and then she was gone.

“Alish,” Jeff said. “He hit me.”

“Shut up,” she said, but she did not move. As Jeff groaned, and the wavering purple
serpents of water slithered ever closer to them, Alice watched Cade, still wind whipped and
wet, staring with his head cocked, motionless, at the canal. He remained that way for some
time. It was that gesture, more so than any of his cutting remarks, or violently unreturned
phone calls, or any of the beautiful times they shared hiking alone in the woods for days on
end last spring, or his friend’s wedding in the mountains where she felt so hopeful, and here,
at the beach with his family, it was that posture Alice would forever associate with him.
Turned away.

When Alice got Jeff to his feet, she led him out front and stuffed him in the back door
of his car and slammed it closed. When she went upstairs for her things, Mr. Parker was still
stuck at the window in the kitchen, and didn’t turn around even when she banged her bags
against the door on her way out. Mrs. Parker simply looked at her and blinked from behind a
candle near the couch. Alice felt hollow, like she was on auto-pilot.

As she drove down the empty streets strewn with debris, faster than she should have,

and as houses came apart around her, she was struck with the feeling of being in a war zone.
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Before the causeway, the giant arcing bridge that connected the island to the mainland,
spanning a frantic waterway, she took off her ring by sticking her finger in her mouth. Jeff
made noises from the back seat as she sped up the incline and the wind and rain roared
sideways, shaking the car. The metal tasted like blood, and the thing clicked against her teeth
as she rolled it around her mouth with her tongue. She lowered the window. Pieces of paper
and a Styrofoam cup were sucked out like passengers from a ruptured fuselage at thirty-
thousand feet. As she crested the bridge, looking down on a flooded and tumultuous estuary,
she spat the ring out into the storm and it disappeared. When she rolled up the window, the
storm seemed to go quiet. It puzzled her the way the violent wind made the drops of water

dance so beautifully on the glass. The ring still felt on.
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Chicken Shit

A cabinet slammed. In the aching blue of the wee morning he could see the grease
spot on the sliding glass door where his mother had bounced her face the day before. The
palm trees behind it undulated silently like jellyfish in the open sea. A bag crinkled. The
pullout couch was cold concrete, and in the kitchenette of their Holiday Inn Key West Suite,
Kevin could hear her making lunches for their fishing trip that day. He smelled urine.

“He lives,” he heard his father say from the dark room through double doors across
from the foot of the couch, where his parents had slept. He sat up and was looking at his
father, who was still in bed as well, ten feet away. The bed was bigger, and the man was
bigger, but Kevin imagined eerily that his father was looking at pretty much the same thing
in reverse. Both their hair was sticking straight up. His father laughed and shook his head as

he swung his legs off the bed and disappeared behind the door.
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“Does your jaw hurt?” his mother asked with her back to him, clumping crumbly
turkey onto rolls in the dim yellow light. His sister Kim scurried wet and toweled from the
bathroom down the hall into her room and shut the door. She always got the extra room, he
always the couch. He never complained. He opened and closed his mouth and ran the backs
of his fingers around his jaw.

“Should it?” he asked. “You’re the one who ran into the door.”

She turned to him with a huff and slammed the jar of mayonnaise down on the
counter. She had been crying. Kevin’s smile and stomach checked themselves when he
realized he couldn’t remember some of the night before.

“Yes, it should,” she said, “I punched you in the face.”

He felt again. No damage. His hand touched something cold and wet on the bed.

“You don’t remember.”

“Not really.”

“You peed on the chair,” she said, pointing with a goopy knife.

“No I didn’t.” he said, smelling his hand.

“Kevin, you peed on the chair and | couldn’t wake you up so | punched you in the
face,” she squeaked the last word, “and it didn’t faze you.” She turned back to the
sandwiches.

“Not cool,” his father said as he rounded out of the bathroom and picked a piece of
turkey off the pile and swallowed it. “You were just growling, | told her to just let you go,”
he said, “but you went forever.” He turned on the television and walked out of the room. “If |
was still hitting people, that chair’d be dry,” he laughed.

Kevin’s feet landed on a wet towel. He moved them and as he got up he put his hand
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on the blue cushion of the white wicker chair beside his bed. Soaked. He looked at his hand
and then out the window to the water. It looked cold. The water looked like sharp corrugated
steel sprinkled with cocaine. His mother’s smear mark looked ghastly, like a face stuck in a
white howl! of anguish. He hung his head as he walked toward her.

“Sorry,” he said.

“Come here,” she said, and they hugged. “I can’t—"

“I know mom, I’m sorry,” he said.

“Happy Birthday,” she said.

In the back of the rented Impala Kim and Kevin needed to smoke, but couldn’t. They
crossed their arms and hunkered down and closed their bleary eyes. It was December, and
this was the sixth and final Spence family Christmas vacation.

His mother, Wanda Sue Spence, sat in the passenger seat and yammered about
directions and locations while wielding a Holiday Inn map of the Key West, the kind with all
the signs for places of interest blown up and cartooned. Her hair was brown and pulled back
tight in a smart ponytail. Around her neck hung, as if it had been made for her, a rainbow
scarf. Around each wrist was a motion sickness bracelet that her new friend Debbie from the
Country Club tennis team told her she just had to try. Her lips were candy apple red, and her
sweater set was too. She was nervous, and let everybody know as much, she didn’t like boats
unless they were big enough for a casino.

His father ignored every word that came out of his mother’s mouth. He knew where
the marina was, and everybody knew that, even Wanda Sue. He sipped his coffee at
stoplights and talked to Kevin about tackle. The radio was on static, but he didn’t care and

Wanda Sue didn’t notice for all the talking. Scooters buzzed by. He wondered aloud about
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reefs versus open water to nobody in particular, and said he knew a guy who knew a guy
who’d cook your fish right in his restaurant, any way you wanted it. He meticulously smoked
his plastic tipped Swisher Sweet Perfecto, biting the tip just so. Occasionally he’d raise his
lower lip to encompass his moustache. His voice was as deep as the deepest sleep.

Kim, to his left, behind their father, tucked her nose in the zipped up collar of her
hundred-some-odd-dollar fleece. Her long brown hair and her olive skin shined somehow in
the dull blue light. She was two years Kevin’s junior, his little sister. And yet they were to
graduate from separate colleges, together, in six months. She told her mom to shut her
fucking godforsaken mouth, with just a look that they don’t teach girls who were schooled in
the south. Her legs were long and lean, her flip-flops showed her toe ring, and her ankle
tattoo, and her pants were green. She held her arms crossed as she looked at Kevin in the eye,
as if to say if they make us do this again I’ll fucking die.

Kevin who himself was quite the drinking, smoking man, could never wrap his brain
around his little sister’s tan. He played lacrosse in college, studied business, cut his hair. The
idea of what came after school was always something Kevin didn’t understand. He just
assumed, though he could never actually picture it, that he’d work for his father, selling
paper-based incubator pads for turkeys and chickens to crap on. He envied Kim because she
never wrestled with the thought of working for the family. She just said no four years ago
and studied English, which was what she wanted. Kevin’s problem, and he knew it, was that
he had no idea what he wanted.

Boats bristled in the marina under the slate blue morning sky. Kim and Kevin lagged
behind, looking into certain cabins, mumbling jealousies about the men and women they saw

there moving coolers or tweaking electronics.
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“1’d love,” Kim said.

“Be so awesome,” Kevin said.

At a boat called Tail Chaser, Kim and Kevin got aboard. Their mother made her way
to the tuna tower and was chatting with the Captain. Their father was exchanging war stories
of fishing-trips-past with the mate, a grizzled white man, who stared at Kim.

At sea, they trolled the open water slowly up and down.

Their mother lost her biscuits before they’d even rigged the poles. Kim slept in the
rank cabin, on a couch. Kevin clenched his teeth and swallowed hard. He watched his father
and the mate argue. Kevin caught a dipping pole and removed it from its hole and reeled and
reeled and reeled until the fish came to the surface. It was a good-sized king, flashy green.

“Reel, boy,” said the mate.

“I’m reeling,” Kevin said.

Just then a barracuda flanked the flailing fish and clipped the thing in half with ease.
Kevin reeled the head aboard and looked at the two men. They shook their heads and
frowned.

“That was cool,” Kevin said. He picked up the head at his feet, removed the hook and
tossed the fish overboard. For the rest of the trip they sort of boxed Kevin out, away from the
four poles. The mate took a live one by the tail and suffered a bite to the upper thigh. Kevin
laughed aloud.

“Cool it,” his dad said.

He helped his mother onto the dock. He grabbed the cooler and lugged it up. Kim
emerged. The three sat at the end of the dock and ate turkey sandwiches. Their dad laughed

and gestured with the men.
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It was cold. In the silence of the car ride back to the hotel, their mother shook subtly.
Kevin hadn’t seen her look so weak since he was a boy. The night the cops came, the night
his father stopped hitting people.

Kim and Kevin washed their hands and changed their stinky clothes. The maids had
come, but their mother’s haunting smear mark was still there. The chair was not as damp.
They made plans to meet for dinner at a restaurant on Roosevelt. The place where the guy
that knew the guy that knew their dad worked. The kids hurried to catch a cab to Duval.

“No drinking,” said their mother as they let the door click closed.

“My ass,” Kim said.

The wind whipped the freezing drizzle.

“Let’s find a place inside,” Kim said.

“You don’t want to go to that rooftop nudist bar?”” Kevin said, lighting two cigarettes
at once and handing her one.

“I’ll pass,” she said.

“In here,” he said.

The place was dark and low. There were two other patrons and a man on the guitar.
Famous people’s names were painted on the stools. The walls were covered in underwear.
Kevin sat on Cuba Gooding Jr., Kim on a golfer, they supposed.

“You sat on the only chip in the cookie,” said the bartender.

“That’s good,” Kevin said.

“He’s said that before,” Kim said as he walked away. The beer was in plastic cups.

“Hemmingway’s house was cool,” Kim said.

“Yesterday was fun,” he said. “Too many shots last night.”
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“Mom punched you in the face.”

“Not the first time.”

They smoked.

“You always do that,” Kim said, pointing at his arm.

“What?”

“That thing dad does, where he flexes and looks at his arm in the middle of a
conversation.”

“Jesus,” he said. “Please tell me when | do things he does, so | can stop.”

“1 will.”

“How much time do we have?”

“A couple hours before dinner.”

“How much money do you have?”

“Not much.”

“Let’s go somewhere cheaper.”

Out on the street the street people lounged around on covered corners. A silver man
pointed a gun at them. Kevin gave a man on the clarinet a dollar, and looked too long at two
men making out on a bench. When they passed a group of kids asking for cigarettes, they
turned them down.

“Tourists,” shouted one of the urchins.

“That hurts,” Kim said.

“In here.” Kevin pointed to a bar.

“She’s miserable, you know,” Kim said, peeling the label from the beer.

“Have you been getting these emails?”
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“His?”

“Not just the ones about how we should be Republican--1 just delete those--but the
ones implying that we’ve been ‘worth the money’ or not?” he said, quoting with his hands.

“A couple,” she said, “but I think he’s more concerned with you, six-year boy.”

“Probably chalked you up as a loss years ago,” he said.

“Hope so, but you’re ignoring the issue,” she said.

“Her?”

“Her,” she said. “She’s fucking miserable.”

“Why doesn’t she leave?”

“I don’t know, but I told her that if she was staying for us, she shouldn’t be.”

“If that’s the case then she deserves to be miserable,” he said. “He’s an asshole.”

“Quite,” she said.

“Why does she do these trips?”

“She told me this was the last one, the last Spence family vacation.”

“Good,”

“She’s just trying to hold on to that normal-family nonsense.” Kim added, “I kind of
have been, t0o.”

“Kim.”

“1 know,” she said.

“I’m going to be drunk at dinner.”

“So will they.”

“| forgot today was my birthday,”

“Mom got you a watch.”
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“You always were good at keeping secrets.”

“Happy birthday,” she said, licking the salt off her hand and raising the glass of
tequila to his.

“You too,” he said, “or whatever.”

They cringed. They reached for their beers. They lit cigarettes. They looked around.
Down at the bar. At the television. The men from the bench were talking quietly in a booth in
the corner. Kevin couldn’t look away.

“Those people,” Kevin whispered.

“You’re just jealous,” Kim said.
It had become a gray and rainy December day in Key West. They weren’t interested in the
novelty shirts or coconut parrots. Not lobster ravioli or scooter rides. They’d done it all
before. They wanted to forget the crashing all around them. But.

“Are you really going to work for him?”

“Says | can’t,” he smiles, “least, not right away.”

“Why?”

“Says he wants me to be able to get fired,” he shrugged his shoulders.

“That implies he wouldn’t fire you,” she said.

“It does, but I don’t know, how interested can someone be in selling poultry pads?”

“Chicken shit collectors,” she corrected. “I couldn’t stand it, that little office.”

“l don’t want to belong to his country club,” he said. “Every time 1I’m there it feels
like I’m stealing something.”

“She likes it though, and so does he.”

“Those people. Look what they’re doing to Mom.”
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“You’re always those-ing people. You need to chill out, boyo.”
“Okay, but you’ve got to admit that the new friends have got to go.”

“What | don’t understand is how they’ve changed inside,” she said, “it’s like they’ve

forgotten where we started.”

“Exactly,” he said. “The other day dad was talking about how he wanted to level the

apartments behind the house, wished some developer would level them,” he said, sweeping

his hand.

cry.

“When we were born, we lived in an apartment.”

“Exactly.” He drank.

“So he’ll find you a job for a while and then take you on and you’ll be set.”
“Probably,” he said. “What are you going to do?”

“Go back to school,” she said.

“For what?”

“Don’t know, but they’ll pay for it and, if not, I’ll just get loans.”
“How are you so fucking brave, so responsible?”

“No offense?”

“No.”

“l just don’t want to be him, or her. Or you.”

“Understandable.” More shots came, and Kevin was glad, because he was about to

“Get a job.”

“He’ll be pissed,” he said.

“Chicken shit.”
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“Shut up!” he screeched.

“Chill, chill,” she put a hand on his arm. The bartender hadn’t looked away from the
television. “Jesus, Kevin.”

“I hate it,” he was sobbing.

“Jesus,” she said. “I can’t wait to get married to someone. | don’t want to be a Spence
anymore.”

“Don’t you get the feeling that that’s all we’ve ever been anyway?”

“What?” she said.

“An expense?” he still wept, trying to smile at his pun.

“That’s cheesy. It’s true, but Kevin, you’ll be rich if you follow the track.”

“You were saying about Mom?” He wasn’t crying any more. More beer. They were
still the only people in the bar besides the couple, who were silently kissing. Someone was
singing in the street.

“She won’t leave him,” she said.

“l know,” he said. “She’ll just be miserable for the rest of her life.”

“Like you,” she said.

Kevin looked at the couple. He looked at his sister as she rummaged through her
purse. She looked far away, even though he knew he could reach out and touch her. He was
trying to think, but the alcohol had his brain stuck on a peculiar feeling of being crushed.

“We should probably go meet them,” she said, scattering a handful of crumpled up
bills in front of him.

“Yeah,” he said. “But we don’t have to,” he slurred, almost brightly.

“Yes, we do,” she said, steadying herself on the bar.
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Outside, he lagged behind her muttering something deep and sad. She lifted her head
and stretched her arms over her head with the grace of a ballerina. Her hair whipped out
behind her in the wind, and she didn’t look back.

Dinner was a sort of montage of light and smell. The restaurant was dark, and Kevin
and Kim’s parents looked at their half-eaten rolls as the children carefully took their seats.
Wine was poured and a toast was made to something bland like us. Kevin engaged in a one-
way conversation about pulp and paper plants in El Paso with his father. Kevin smiled and
nodded. His mother dabbed oil carefully from a dish with a piece of roll and stared hollow-
eyed at the candle. The guy who knew the guy who knew his father was apparently an
asshole for charging them to cook the fish, any way they liked it. His mother slipped him
sixty dollars as they parted ways in the parking lot.

“Not too much,” she said.

With his head cleared a little by the food, Kevin looked at his sister next to him in the
back of the cab on the way back to Duval Street. She was speaking to the driver in Spanish
and smiling. He realized no one but the waiter had said more than three words to her at
dinner.

He paid the fare and held the door for Kim as she pulled back her hair. The rain had
stopped but the wind still whipped the stinging ocean air. As she stepped out her hair
unfurled and danced and seemed to grow like ink in water.

“What’d he say?” he asked.

“How much did she give you?” she knocked the roof and the cab pulled off.

“Plenty,” he said. “What did he say?”

“This way,” she said, and slid into the wind, clothes and hair flaring as she ducked

31



through the crowd on the sidewalk. The sky was black and the wind made Kevin’s eyes
water as he stood. It inexorably falling away, the smell of grass and hide and seek, rug burns
and her condescending smile. He felt her shed him, shed them, like spent fuel tanks from a

space shuttle, and he watched her propel away, steadfast, into the night.
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Commitment

The building’s windows were pinched, like squinting. | sucked on a cigarette and
looked for the window I’d looked out of longingly so many times. Inside, the line was
forming on the deep gray marble floor. Men of all shapes and colors stood waiting with their
heads down, waiting to get in jail. | could still smell her on my hands.

As true as it is that a watched pot never boils, so is it true that a watched jail guard
never comes to let you out. Of course, neither is actually true. The bubbles will rise if you
stare long enough. And every Sunday, just as it had happened on the forty-four Sunday’s
prior, a guard will come to the door at 5:15 p.m. to let us weekenders out. Despite the fact
that | knew this, Sundays were torture.

But as | stood there, looking up, waiting to wait in line, 1 was smiling. She was

coming again to pick me up, like back when it all started, when things were okay. This was
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my last weekend. Almost over. Almost done. Forty-five weekends. It was a sentence of
ninety days that had been protracted into a week shy of a year of Sundays. Mercifully, they
said.

Jail is not the same as prison. Jail is where people who cannot afford bail go before
they go to prison or get set free, and sometimes it counts as time served. There are no gangs
to speak of. No fear of being shanked with a sharpened toothbrush for being a stoolie, no
group showers or dropped soap. Instead, there is the palpable pall of waiting. Usually we
acted as if the cold concrete floor of the common area, where more than half of us slept on
account of over crowding—or over arresting if you ask me—was covered with eggshells. |
couldn’t complain. | wasn’t supposed to be with the general population anyway.

The rest of the weekenders had to check in at the new jail with me, but they were
taken under the street and up the elevators to where the old jail was, with bars and bunks and
the toilets out in the open. They lifted their balls and spread their cheeks in a room
underground, where they were given their sheets and sandpapery blankets and a bag with an
extra pair of boxers, a white t-shirt, two pairs of orange socks, some orange slippers that
never fit, a toothbrush, some toothpaste, toilet paper, and a tiny soap. Most of the twenty-four
men slept the weekend away in the dim and urine-smelling cell, waking only when the food
came, or to smoke a joint someone somehow snuck inside. I know this because | spent my
first few weekends there. It sucked. No books, no basketball, no cigarettes or Oreos, no
chess, no windows.

When | found out that they had all these things in the new jail—the stucco building
with the coin-slot eyes—despite the fact that | had some misgivings about the company I’d

be keeping, | decided to find a way in. I learned from a fellow weekender that all one had to
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do to get in was to be in need of pills, so | went and got myself a prescription to the strongest
muscle relaxers available, feigning spasms. The nice lady brought them to the door of the
yellow pod on the sixth floor three times a day for the next forty weekends.

In the new jail the bars had been replaced with bulletproof glass. Much more
aesthetically pleasing. And there were windows. And guys had canteens, money with which
to buy cigarettes and cookies and batteries and little radios. My currency was entrées: a
hotdog would get me two Newports, country style steak, five. | could have been a celebrity
had | kiestered a condom full of ecstasy pills or weed or something into the pod and
distributed my booty among friends on Friday night. It was the process, not the possible
consequences, that ultimately prevented my doing so. Instead | became the crazy white boy
who came and went, who was always down for a trade, who would not give you your
magazine back until he was done, who was good at chess, and who stood by the upstairs
window on Saturdays with a line of Mexicans, pink tickets in sloppy cop-english in one hand
and a Newport in the other, waiting to be told what they were up against. My name is John,
but not a soul inside knew that. To the Mexicans | was Carlos, the black guys called me
“White boy” or “Weekend,” depending on how they felt, and the white guys, perhaps
respecting my quiet anonymity, called me nothing. Their names ranged from Chicago to New
York, Psycho to Old Dude, Paco to Chris. The only name | cared about was Katy, and she
was coming to get me again.

Behind the buzzer door there was another line where you handed a lady your pills.
The guards were normally cranky, and today was no exception. My shoe came off as |
stepped forward and | nearly took a knee. As | turned to see who’d stepped on my foot | met

eyes with a dreadlocked kid with golden teeth.
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“My bad,” he said.

“Uh huh,” I said. | looked at a cop on the other side of the metal detector and he was
glaring at us.

As the cop stuck his hands in my pockets, I heard the kid say insulin.

At breakfast I traded the kid named New York my sausage wad for a cigarette, happy
to do so. While the pattied lumps sure smelled like sausage, the recycled newspaper content
of the things far exceeded what the FDA would approve, | was sure. | saved my carton of
orange drink under my pillow on my green sleeping pad between two of the cell doors, my
island on a sea of wide white linoleum, and went to the window to smoke and look out.

Katy had been with me for only a couple of months before I flipped my car forward
in a blackout on an already suspended license. I was alone and wasn’t hurt. Somehow. We
had been on a bit of a break when it happened. Looking at the phone in the holding cell |
considered my options, some six hazy hours after the wreck, my boots still full of broken
glass. Rather than having one of my friends console me with drugs, alcohol, and comparable
war stories, | called her. She came, and she stayed with me for the rest of it. | cut my hair and
went to court, and instead of my parents, who’d become weary of the cycle, it was Katy who
came with me. | sat in my suit and rubbed my crew cut brown hair and read the graffiti on the
court benches, as she did her homework next to me in a sensible skirt, twirling her dark blond
hair around her highlighter and bouncing her foot. I’d bring my grades from the previous
semester and my work schedule so the judge could see them, to separate myself from the
crowd somehow, evidence that three months in prison might fuck me up for life. My pretty
young lawyer lady winked and sly-smiled the judge down to weekends, and even my

probation officer told me 1’d been lucky.
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Katy was strong and brave about the whole thing. That got to me sometimes. She was
too good. Scary good. Of course, we hid it from her parents. | worked every weekend,
according to them, and my car was perpetually in the shop. She was too pretty. She bought
me too many lunches. She was never ashamed to bring me to her clean apartments, which
were various because she was frequently having fallings out with her roommates and
moving. All the complexes had Thistle or Mews in the names, and they all looked like the
mall. They always smelled good, no matter how many cats there were, and no matter if those
cats went to pooing under the dresser. | felt perpetually alien in these places, with the bacon
presses on the stoves and the understated, framed black-and-whites on the walls. The worst
was that her sheets were always hotel tight, her duvet cover too bulky, there were too many
pillows on the bed and too many choices in the shower. My toes pointed under the sheets and
I felt like I was having sex on a Bed, Bath & Beyond display. And there was never anywhere
to put my stuff. | felt trapped in her house, and usually |1 was. The only way | could leave
without her would be to walk, so we could never fight. | felt like she knew that, and | hated
her for it. There was nothing like getting out of one jail and going to another one. | could
drink as much as she allowed me to buy, although I often nipped from her frosty bottles of
vodka or tequila that sat among frozen low-fat dinners in the freezer while | was getting
another beer, being sure to ask from the kitchen if she wanted anything as she petted the cat
on the couch with the romantic comedy DVD on pause. | could never understand how people
could keep liguor. All of mine went away fast.

At the window of the pod I held in each puff of mentholated tobacco until my head
spun. | looked down at the cars on the downtown street, laughing a little at the black sedan

that tried, twice now, to turn the wrong way on a one-way street. It was a little under eleven
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hours until I would be down on that street, back in my own comfy clothes, warm wind in my
hair. A baby-faced Mexican tapped me on the shoulder, handed me his pink ticket and a
cigarette.

“Que paso?” | asked, not looking at the ticket. | liked to hear their account of why
they were wearing an orange jumpsuit before I tried to decipher the cop’s chicken scratch.

“No sé,” he said, looking out the window. He was a little guy, and his sad eyes were
all fear and some regret.

According to the pink piece of paper, he’d broken a chair on his wife’s back. |
laughed. I told him he couldn’t do that here and asked whether he knew if she were pressing
charges. He didn’t. | put the cigarette in my breast pocket and he watched me with those sad
eyes. | told him to call her. Get her down here. Apologize. See if she wouldn’t drop. | knew
he’d have to use one of the two phones in the pod with the nice electronic lady that says This
is a collect call from an inmate in a Wake County correctional facility. Do you accept? And |
knew his wife wouldn’t understand and stay on the line long enough for him to get through.

The skinny white dude named Chicago came up to me as the Mexican walked down
the stairs. A mooch, yes, but he’d shown me how to use two batteries and some foil from the
inside of a cigarette box as a lighter when a Bic was nowhere to be found, so | tolerated him.

“This your last weekend, right?” he said, looking over his shoulder.

“Sure is,” | said, putting my slipper on my spent butt.

“You’ve got to give me your number, man,” he said.

“You got a pen?” | said, turning away from him and looking back out the window.

“Shit,” he said. “But we should get together, man, if | don’t have to go, you know.”

“When do you find out?” | said, with my back still to him.
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“Next Tuesday,” he said.

I turned around and he was staring at my pocket. I gave it to him and he lit it with a
lighter a Gulf War vet with a mullet had lent me for a bologna sandwich.

“Good looking out,” he said.

I went downstairs. Our television privileges had been revoked the night before as a
result of a rather loud argument between two of the guys lying on the floor upstairs that had
continued loudly despite repeated warnings from the guards. It was kind of a relief. No one
could ever be happy with what was on anyway, except on Saturdays, for Soul Train. One
particular Friday night a consensus was reached over a movie about a bank robber who
breaks out of jail. A crowd pleaser.

| folded my towel and put it on one of the rock-hard seats and sat down at an empty
table with a magazine on it. Next to me was a young black kid carefully shaving the edges of
an old black dude’s beard. The kid I knew from the line at check in, and he was a fellow
weekender. Diabetes. We made eye contact and | opened the magazine. It was all about the
guys who’d flown the planes into the buildings. They had this page of all their pictures with
their names underneath. | was pondering how exactly this information was so quickly
available when | accidentally made eye contact with the old man. The kid was looking at me
too, a flash of gold in his scowl.

“Go get my cookies,” the old man said.

I didn’t say anything. We just stared. A watched white boy never goes and gets your
cookies.

“You didn’t hear him?” the kid incredulously said. The old man looked at him.

“Go get my cookies, they on my bed,” the old man said to me, pointing to his room.
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He had seniority enough to be shaven, he had a room.

I didn’t say anything. I laughed and shook my head and looked down at a graphic of
the attack. | was getting nervous, yes, but it was about cookies and it was about an outward
display of power and | was about to get out and he knew | wasn’t going to do anything to
prevent that. However.

“No,” | said.

“Go get my cookies,” he said. He was old, but he was trying to scare me and
intimidate me into belittling myself, and it was working. | thought about going to get his
cookies.

“Look, motherfucker,” stated the kid, but he was stopped short by a look from the old
dude. Other people were starting to watch.

“Shit,” someone laughed from another table.

“Go get my cookies,” he said.

“Why?” | said. My voice betrayed my fear.

“l asked you to,” he said.

I got up. | couldn’t take it. 1’d stood up to a couple of these little power plays in the
past, but this one was going nowhere. Either | got up and got the cookies, or something bad
was going to happen. People laughed and New York called me a pussy.

In his room | took my time. The sleeve of Oreos was on the bed, open with one or
two missing. If | took too long they’d come in and 1’d be cornered and it would be bad. |
picked up the cookies and took a stack from the sleeve, five cookies, between my thumb and
forefinger, and stuffed them into my mouth. I couldn’t close it all the way, so | worked my

tongue and squished them down as best | could, and walked out chewing, with half a sleeve
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of cookies in my hand.

The place exploded. Hysterical. | was laughing as | threw the old man his cookies. He
glared, but he couldn’t do anything. Eggshells. The kid ran a finger across his throat and
mouthed motherfucker. I went to the water fountain smiling in my mini-victory.

New York and Chicago came to sit with me at my table. They wanted to be near the
victor, and glean a little off a kid about to get out. New York was a dreamer. At night, when
everybody was lying around trying to sleep under the incessant fluorescent lights, after those
in rooms had been locked down, New York would lead everyone on RV trips across the
country, focusing often more on the luxuries his RV would have rather than what he’d see.
People would chime in from all over the pod.

“How much the tank hold?” came from upstairs by the window.

“Two hundred gallons,” he’d say.

“It got a shower?” someone said next to me.

“Big enough for two,” he’d say.

He’d carry on until the guards came, and we’d all be sad it ended, but happy out on
the road, going wherever we wanted, orange socks for blindfolds as we rolled past Mt.
Rushmore with our arms playing in the wind out our windows.

The old man grudgingly ate his cookies one at a time, but he didn’t look back in our
direction. The kid was staring. Chicago had a pen, so | was sort of forced to give him and
New York my number on napkins.

In the bathroom two guys were busy talking to the girls up on the seventh floor.
Somehow someone had figured out that if you emptied the toilet water into the sink by

bailing it with one of the little cups they served tea in, you could talk up the pipes to the girls
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upstairs. Mostly the conversation consisted of where-you-live and what’s-your-name, and
whenever the guys in the bathroom got too fresh, the girls upstairs could just flush the toilet,
and ours would fill up, and the guys would commence to bailing and cursing and hoping the
girls were still there when the thing got empty again.

Katy and | had our own little communicational games. Often it seemed we would not
call each other just out of spite, battles of who could care less. Or maybe, maybe it was me.
Maybe she never flushed the toilet, so to speak, and maybe | was so scared of her flushing
the toilet that | never bailed the toilet in the first place. New York was killing me in chess as |
listened to the sound of the guys in the bathroom bailing the water.

Katy stopped coming to get me two months ago. That was when the weekends got so
they were unbearable. It was unbearable not only not to get to smell her and hold her after |
got out, all lips and hips and happy to see me. No, it was unbearable because | knew | had
caused this loneliness. Walking back to my one-bedroom in the student ghetto was bleak and
depressing. And it was my fault | had to walk home from jail every Sunday night. She never
wanted to leave. She was like a boomerang, and the harder | pushed her away, the harder she
came back. For the longest time she felt like a burden. I didn’t like the little games she played
to make me better, to fix me. She bought me clothes and cut my hair and told me | was
perfect when | rubbed my fat tummy in the mirror. This time the boomerang had taken a
detour, I’d thrown too hard and it was spinning for two months. Now it was coming back.

She didn’t leave or kick me out when | woke up with a fat lip and loosened teeth and
her lamp smashed and her ribs bruised. She was in it, as they say, for the long haul. It was
something that | could never wrap my brain around. The lunch cart came to the door, and the

pill lady called my name. | lipped it for New York, his spoils from the chess game. Six hours
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until 1 see Katy again.

It had been several months since the night at the pool hall. There are certain places
that are sacred. The pool hall was one of those. It was where | went. Not we. It was where |
got in fights out back, where | bet on games with more than | had, where | drank free pitchers
and played free pool because | knew the guys. My place. For the most part Katy respected
that, and 1’d even brought her there to see that it wasn’t a place she had to worry about me
going on account of there were never really any other girls there.

She surprised me though, that night, and | was feeling already particularly low and
lonesome. | was drunk, sure, and it was a Tuesday. She sat on my lap in the middle of a game
I was losing and smiled an accusatory smile. | told her that I didn’t want her there, but she
insisted on taking me home. As | was planning on walking, my mood soured to the point of
curdling. Whether or not she was planning on lecturing me on the virtues of getting shitfaced
in the middle of the week is irrelevant, | was feeling trapped and babied and embarrassed, so
I said some things that were bad, I’m sure, though | don’t really remember.

The only thing | do remember is slamming her car door in front of my apartment and
standing with my back to her as she squealed away. | drank for the next two days and called
her on Friday morning to see if she was going to take me to jail.

“Hello,” she said. | knew she could see it was me on her cell phone, so her impersonal
answer got under my skin.

“Hey babe,” | said, overly chipper to annoy her, too.

“John,” she said. And it was quiet.

“How you been?” | asked.

“What?”

43



“How’s your week been, baby?”

“What?”

“What are you doing?” | said, devolving into a sort of baby voice, trying for affection,
but really only wanting a ride, | told myself.

“John, you say such hateful things, and you don’t fucking call me for two days, I’'m
sick of it.”

Here goes. Let her blow off some steam, yell at you, then you apologize, tell her you
love her, and lickety-split, she’s giving you a ride.

“What do you mean?” | said. “I’ve been busy, babe, sorry | haven’t called. I figured
you were mad at me or something and didn’t want to talk to me.”

I’m a shithead.

“The things you say—I know you probably don’t remember, Johnny, but you say
such hateful things,” she said. The new static of cell phones clicked a bit as | searched for the
right thing to say.

“I’m sorry, baby.”

“1 don’t know,” she said.

“Baby, I’m sorry, | don’t know what happened the other night. | was getting my butt
kicked.”

“No you weren’t. You were up. And you were drunk.”

“Oh.”

“You told me you never thought we could make it. You told me | was wasting my
time. You told me you hated me because | never leave you alone,” she added.

“Baby, I’m sorry.”
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“Yes, John, you are.”

“What are you doing?”

“Driving.”

“Where you going?”

“What does it matter, John?” she yelled. “What do you want?”

“Are you going to be able to take me this afternoon?”

“l don’t think so.” Her voice had gotten distant.

“Too much stuff to do,” | said. “Gotcha.” This was weird. She was never so difficult,
so distant, even after the time | peed in her clean laundry basket. “Well, I guess I’ll see you
Sunday night,” I ventured.

“l don’t think so, John.”

“What’s that?”

“I don’t think I’m coming to pick you up.”

“Baby, please. I’m sorry. Will you please come pick me up on Sunday?”

“No.”

I didn’t talk to her for two months after that.

Last week | was walking up a stretch of highway with a gas can in my hand for my
moped. | was wearing a wife-beater and had on my jeans that | know Katy likes, and | was
feeling finally free of the incessant regret | had been feeling about ruining another good
opportunity with a good girl who will put up with my shit. It was hot. Out of the muffled
hush of the highway and my daze, a cream colored luxury SUV pulled onto the shoulder in
front of me, aiming at me. | was bad hungover. | jumped when | saw the thing coming. It

stopped. It was Katy. I got in without a word and she took me back the way | came.
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“Go to that gas station up on the left, then,” | said.

She didn’t say anything. She was fighting back tears.

“I don’t think we should see each other any more,” | said.

“You haven’t called in a long time,” she said.

“Your dad’s car?”

“Mine’s in the shop. Really in the shop,” she said. “What have you been doing?”

“The same. You know.”

“Yeah,” she said.

I’d heard she went out with a couple of dudes during the interim, but really 1 wasn’t
threatened. | was never really threatened by anybody. She told me | loved her so good she
would never forget me, never replace me in her mind. I’d heard these things before from
other girls in other cars in other towns, and the realization that that’s really all | have to offer
was an odd sensation. Watching bright and beautiful girls dash themselves against the rocks
of my stubbornness again and again, grasping and clinging to hope and need, well—it takes a
certain kind of person, I guess. And Katy was different than all the rest. 1’d really missed her
smile and her strength and her smell.

“Thanks for picking me up,” | said, full gas can in hand. Two days ago she promised
to be here tonight. I have no reason to doubt her.

At 2:30 they let us go to the gym. I just went to walk back and forth. Some of the
guys played basketball in mismatched shoes and others just sat against the wall. The man
who’s fault it was that we had no television today, because he didn’t stop yelling last night,
bounce-passed me the basketball as | was pacing the floor. | bounce-passed it back. Everyone

stopped. He bounce-passed me the ball again. | squared and shot the ball at the basket and
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missed everything. No one said a word and the game resumed, and I continued walking.

The two hours between the gym and when the guard was supposed to come were
fucking awful. 1 couldn’t sit still. I thought about asking New York for the pill back, but I
knew that regardless of whether or not he had taken it already, he would say he had. | paced
the floor. | packed my bag. | checked the clock every fifteen minutes. | smoked my last two
Newports back to back. People were talking. Watching. | couldn’t stop pacing. Some people
laughed and pointed. | did pushups.

Downstairs | was united again with the other weekenders in the jailhouse courtroom,
the home stretch, fifteen excruciating minutes on the ground floor. Many of them were
talking. | watched the clock and the outside, intermittently, clenching my jaw and rubbing
my hands on my jeans. She was coming, the girl who had talked me out of the neck tattoo.
She was coming in her little red car that 1’d loved her in, and she was coming for me.

The little doe eyed Mexican with whom 1’d spoken earlier in the day was smiling as
he waved at me from an opposite bench. | gave him the thumbs up and he put his head down
and shuffled his feet smiling, smiling. Behind him the gold-toothed diabetic was leaning
against the wall, arms crossed, staring at me with a napkin in his hand. | stared back as long
as | could and then looked at the clock with my palms getting clammy.

Outside was warmer than inside, and the wind was thick and perfect. People met their
friends and family members with open arms. | stood, knowing she’d be a good twenty
minutes late, my Katy, and | waited. | thought about what | was going to say, how I looked. |
rubbed my three-day-old beard and frowned. Scratchy. | was just thankful 1 wasn’t walking.
As | waited | was glad | didn’t feel like jail inside, even if I smelled like it outside. I turned

and looked up at the window. It framed a silent figure, looking out.
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At the End of the Day

I don’t really want to hang out with your ex-girlfriend.

Chase heard in Brooklyn’s tone that she, and by default he, would not therefore be doing so.
This upset his sensibilities, was going to make him look bad. Besides it was years ago, there
were ones in between.

You’ve met her before. What’s the big deal? By the way, | talked to Pete last night.

What? When? No you didn’t. You would never. What did he say?

Nothing. You were passed out and | answered your phone without looking. Look, Juice said
that he and Barbara were going to pick her up and come over here. If you want to go out, go
get ready.

I don’t really want to hang out with your ex-girlfriend.

But he was already upstairs putting on a tie.

He made a mistake and asked her if she was wearing that when he got back downstairs, and
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it was ten minutes before the storm subsided.
Then they drank quietly and smoked on the couch, ashing into a highball glass that was
bottomed with the rank sludge of four cold and rainy days with little to do but drink.
Brooklyn had broken a window on his back door the week before after he locked her out.
He’d yelled I’'m going to call the police over and over again. He was ashamed to go outside
after that, because of his neighbors and the way they looked at him. He scurried to his car for
work each afternoon. He hadn’t fixed the window and it was like a broken toe now,
menacing him for attention.
She didn’t think about it. The window was his problem because he’d locked her out, and
because he believed her when she said it was an accident. She’d bought a replacement pane
during the week. It sat too small.
The layers of her manipulation were laid bare one night shortly after they met, months ago,
when she told him defiantly that she knew exactly what her tits and ass could get her.
Him, he thought. He wasn’t looking forward to Juice and them coming. They were already
too drunk.

&
For Jonas, it wasn’t about the during. It was about the before and after. The anticipation. The
fear. Rape was just a part of the package. Whatever made it worse for them, made it better
for him. Another sort of release. He liked to watch their eyes. He watched them as they
emptied, as they clouded over with nothingness. The clouds meant he could start chopping,
start disappearing them with the shovel or pickaxe or framing hammer, whatever he had that
particular time. He crushed the last girl’s head like a pumpkin with a crowbar, because she
had such nice teeth. He found her wandering in the rain, in downtown Brownsville, Texas, at

night alone. The conditions were right. The dark was good, and the seclusion, but the fact
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that she was crying sealed the deal. He liked the violent, or the victim. Either, really, and one
day he was sure he would find both, his dream couple, and then he hoped he could stop. He
was perpetually at ease about the whole thing, because most people in town were quick to
point their fingers at a Mexican. And besides, he was a lawyer. He wasn’t a sad man, simply
a calculating one, and he looked so normal that he was invisible, even to people he’d known
for years. The last victim didn’t strike him as anything new or different, even when he saw a
new set of parents on television pleading, desperate. To him it was all the exact same story
every time. Conscious consumption of the weak, annihilation of everything it means to be a
parental unit, or better, part of a dysfunctional one. Because of him, they didn’t lose their son
or daughter to a military man or drugs or art, but to a sledge hammer near the quarry on the
only night their child decided to take a late walk and lament his or her worldly troubles. It
was all different versions of the same sad, ecstatic story. If the meek, he thought, are going to
inherit anything, let it be a silent and paralyzing fear of the strong.

&
Juice sang a loud message into Chase’s machine, very clear, very odd.
What happened on Saturday night?
Sunday, four forty four, am, said the electronic voice.

&

Brooklyn was the kind of girl who’d had guns held to her head by mulattoes in trailers and
bragged about it. She probably deserved it, Chase thought. She had a way of digging,
clinging. It was a fact that made Chase very uneasy. When he was a child, swimming in a
small blue plastic pool, a June bug latched itself to his thumb with such quick and
confounding strength that he screamed and cried and ran inside, trying in vain to wrench it

free. He though about that now.
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In his kitchen, he reached for a small jar, shook the tiny dead fly inside into the sink, and
filled it with tap water. Before he could get it to his lips he thought about the water, and
water itself. Zooming out again he saw the planet, and then the sun. Chase closed his eyes
and shook his head, careful not to let it get too far, too fast. He chugged the water and said
fuck it, but it wouldn’t go away. It was the rain. That was what was doing it. Bringing the
rats, and that old familiar feeling that even though it’s flooding all over the world, and
buildings are folding like playing card castles, with the people inside like pulled pork, and
that whole wars are built on lies, he was still going to wake up in the morning with an
insignificant headache, she would throw up all day, and neither of them will have much

money, or the strength to not do it again.

&

Jonas had never seen anything like it. White boy in a tie, like him, but younger and howling
at the moon. And in this place. God awful, shit smelling ghetto, where he’d minced that mess
of a girl a week before. And he kept calling him Barry. Never knew a Barry in this life. Sure,
he let the kid use his phone. He was intrigued. This was a very special situation. Jonas had
returned to the scene of his crime. He usually did. Thought of it as a pleasant and thrilling
cliché. This kid was crying like a baby. What a scene to walk up on in the drizzle. When he
heard the boy’s stilted sobs choke out his story to the dispatcher, it was for Jonas as if the
world stopped spinning all together, and instead of everything hitting the wall, and buildings
ripping off of their foundations, there was an exquisite serenity in the stillness. The stillness
was his, now. All he had to do was wait, and his own personal peace would manifest itself
out of the events set elsewhere in motion. He stood in the shadows of a stately oak far

enough from the howling boy that he could safely watch the events unfold. Jonas was
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salivating in the dark when he heard the first distant, plaintive siren cry.
&

Sitting Indian style on the floor the night before, Brooklyn’s phone buzzed the pale

hardwood near his knee. He looked on the couch to his left. She didn’t budge. He picked up

the sleek black device and looked at the small blue screen. pete cell.

Chase answered. Hello.

Who’s this?

You know who this is.

Ahh, I’ve been waiting for this for a long time, motherfucker.

So have I.

I’m going to beat your ass with an ax handle.

No you’re not.

I know where you live, punk.

No you don’t.

Put her on.

She’s passed out.

What’s that noise?

A helicopter, a Huey. It’s a movie. Why haven’t we met yet?

I don’t know. Her I guess. It’s really her I’m mad at, I guess. You know.

Yes. | know about being mad at her. You’re rather astute for a bouncer.

Yes. And I’m not saying | wouldn’t like to beat your ass.

Sometimes | got half a mind to call you and tell you to come take her back.

I know.

I’ll tell her you called.
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Yeah. You know, it’s hard not to act like you’re expected to.

&

Crazy gringa bitch kicked him in the face. She was out walking that street in that shirt. He
even made Jorge sit in the back, so she would feel safer. But then she was all over him,
grabbing, kissing, and when he tried to pull over she just went ballistic. Berserk. Kicked the
rearview off, St. Christopher off the dash. He couldn’t even understand where she wanted
him to take her, for some reason she was speaking Spanish. He was just going someplace lit,
someplace safe for her. The people in this country.

It’s funny really, Jorge said, we could have kept her.

&

Chase wound up sitting between his ex-girlfriend Cammie and Brooklyn on his couch in his
apartment. Juice and Barbara sat to their left on the love seat. Barbara was another contention
in Brooklyn’s mind. A law student, she was too good for Juice, who told Mexicans what to
do with their shovels every day. Where to put dirt.

Cammie had put on weight, and her voice had changed, which didn’t matter to Chase
because he left her anyway, but the change was for Brooklyn an absolute victory.

A tie? Juice kept repeating.

You said you were coming so we got dressed up. Where are we going?

I don’t know. Where do you want to go?

Downtown.

That guy | knocked out works down at one of those bars. | still owe the medical bills. Don’t
want to owe any more.

Ah, Chase said, and noticed Barbara looking down and blushing. Brooklyn glared at him.
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Who wants another drink?

&
Chase’s answering machine was old, so when a person didn’t speak clearly, the message was
nearly unintelligible. Brooklyn started with a pretty clear oh my god oh my god. Then just
some crying, sobs and whines. Then a place name. The dog park, maybe. Then there was
some frantic screaming, the machine strained as it shredded the sounds. Then there was just
pleading. And then click. Sunday, two fifteen, am. He started running because he didn’t

know what else to do.

&

Mack knocked on the back door, on the pane above the jagged hole. Brooklyn answered,
beside herself, and became more frenetic when he entered asking questions. She gestured and
said something about a hand through the mail slot, and Mexicans in Cadillacs. He slid the
front door chain off its groove, turned the knob, looked at her. She looked scared of him. He
pulled the door open, like a kid in front of a closet, inside of which were perhaps ghosts,
perhaps a man. After the initial adrenaline rush, Mack saw that it was just church clothes and
button down shirts. False alarm. Nothing out there. Shrubs and grass, bristling in the breeze.
A tumbleweed.

When did it happen, he said, closing the door and redoing the chain.

When, when? She had her hands up and was shaking her hair and looking down. Just now,
tonight, a time. | don’t know, time is not important.

Time is important.

Why? she shrieked.

It’s what keeps everything from happening at once.
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&

There must have been a car ride. He was there, at the bar, seated by Cammie and Barbara,
Juice standing beside him. But where was Brooklyn? Minutes passed. Half a beer. Liquor
before beer, you’re in the clear. Right. The place was packed. Too hectic. People were saying
things and he was not understanding them. Then he was running. Bumping into people. He
saw the bouncer’s face. It was confused. He asked the question again and the bouncer, his
long beard, just stared.

&

Pureed, one of the other officers joked behind his back. All identification missing, as well as
identifiable traits. This was up there with the worst of the worst. The only lead is the lone
witness, a vagrant, said he saw a cab drive off very fast late that night. No weapon and no
suspect, although from the looks of it, the weapon was an ax or a sword or a bat, and the
suspect was a sociopath who executed this person with extreme prejudice. It‘s the rain, the

detective thought. It brings out the rats.

&

Kylie was still incensed that Mack had let Chase and Brooklyn take care of their dogs, the
losers. But when they got back from the beach, Theo and Honey were doing fine, happy and
well fed, no shit in the house, no scratches on the door. Their late night arrival had left her
feeling slow, but walking the dogs was requisite. When they rounded the corner, out of their
little gravel driveway in the student ghetto, towards the green velvety triangle of grass where
everyone’s dog shat, Kylie was struck by the scene. The lights hit her first, but Theo kept

wagging and walking, so she followed Mack and Honey to investigate. As they neared, she
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and Mack realized simultaneously that the wet faced person in the back of the cruiser was
Chase. The horror, the horror on his face was irreplaceable, gut wrenching. And the cops

were yelling at him through the window.

&

Show him. Walking in the fucking rain. She’ll show that piece of shit. Brooklyn thought in
scenarios. She worked up something for each passing car. She thought gang rape and torture.
Gags and plastic bags. The hair on the back of her neck stood up and her nipples got hard.
She clenched her teeth and punched the air. She looked around and it was dark. She skipped
a step when a small sleek shadow scurried across the sidewalk. Too big to be a mole. Too

small to be a hare. The rats.

&

The dog park wasn’t a dog park proper, but he knew what she would have meant if she had
said it. A field in the student ghetto. It was very dark and he was very weary from running.
There wasn’t a soul in sight. It didn’t seem like there were even any cars out that night. He
didn’t know what to do. A guy he knew appeared at his side. Chase asked if it would be
alright if he called 911. He didn’t know what to do. On the phone he tried to be very specific.
He talked about her message and where he was, recited his home address for some reason,
but then he started sobbing because he didn’t know what to do. He gave Barry his phone
back and sat down in the middle of the street. He was crying so hard that his entire face was
wet. He sat in the middle of the street with Barry behind him, silently listening to Chase ask

the dog park what am | supposed to do, what am | supposed to do.

&

Four cruisers. Four cops. Chase explained himself, crying. The cops were angry. They
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searched him, and one cop poked himself with the short, shiny, sheathless knife in Chase’s
back pocket. He cut himself. He threw the knife on the pavement as if to say, look at that.
The cop squeezed his finger. Barry was gone. Hadn’t been there when they arrived. They put
Chase in the cruiser with cuffed hands and took his wallet. Chase noticed he still had his tie
on, and he huffed and shook his head. One cop yelled obstruction of justice through the
window. Chase yelled that she was frantic and that there was of course legitimate concern.
Just then Mack and Kylie walked up with their dogs wagging their tails. Chase told them
about the message, that she was scared and said what sounded like the dog park. They

solemnly said they’d call around.

&

All she could see was that he was white, had on a tie, and was driving a stick. The last thing
she remembered was walking in the drizzly darkness of a downtown back street, hoping for a
cab. She’d wanted only to be away from that crowd, too many old people at the bar, old
relationships. She simply wanted to go home. Now her head hurt and she jerked in the seat as
he shifted gears. The car arced a puddle of spume onto the shoulder of an unfamiliar road.
When the car stopped, she only saw the glint of the blade for a flash before it entered above
her left breast with a thud. She gasped and heard three more thuds land hard, but no more
glints. Then the fire in her chest started, and her breath became quick and gurgley. She heard
the automatic seatbelt as it tracked and clicked forward when he opened her door. He had
something long and black under his arm as he dragged her backward over the wet grass. His

hot hands were tearing at her crotch when god and everything else went away.

&

Juice answered his phone in the bar. He shouldered his way to the deck with a finger in his
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ear. I’m lost. Will you come pick me up?

Brooklyn? Where are you?

I don’t know.

Why did you leave?

I don’t know.

Where is Chase?

I don’t know. Will you come pick me up?

How can | come pick you up if you don’t tell me where you are?

I’m on Ballinger.

That’s one street over, just walk over to Randal and come up here.

I don’t know where that is.

Just get a cab.

| don’t have any money.

Get a cab here and I’ll pay for it when you get here.

Why won’t you just come pick me up?

She hung up on me, Juice said to the girls inside the bar. That girl’s insane, they replied.
Where’s Chase?

She doesn’t know. | don’t know. Juice handed the phone to Barbara when it rang again.
Just get a cab here and we’ll pay for it.

Look, bitch, just come get me.

Barbara hung up the phone and laughed. She called me a bitch.

She called me stupid like twice, Cammie said. The phone rang again. Barbara answered it

again.
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Juice smiled and Cammie smiled and Barbara smiled.

She’s yelling.

Weird.

Brooklyn, Brooklyn. I don’t know where Chase is. Just get a cab and come back up here,
we’ll pay for it.

Look bitch, come get me. | don’t know where I am and | don’t have any money.

Barbara hung up the phone and smiled with closed lips.

For the remainder of the night she and Cammie ewwed and gawded about the girl found a

week before, hacked to bits with a machete or something, and Juice lost money on pool.

&

He said he had a brother named Jorge who is also a cab driver. There was something very
large in the back seat, so she was riding shotgun, and the man had his hand on her leg. He
drove without looking where he was going. Brooklyn was smiling and speaking Spanish to
him and she did not move his hand, because she did not know what he would do.

No pare aqui, sigue adelante, sigue por favor.

He stopped the car anyway.

No pare aqui, por favor.

She was struggling, but he had somehow already undone her pants. His tongue was in her ear
and she was making very low grunts of strain and displeasure. His fingernails were long, and
they were scratching her, tearing at her, trying to break through. She managed to wrench free
and remove his hand from her pants. She pushed him back with one foot and kicked him in
the face with the other. He lunged forward again and she screamed and punched, but instead

of hurting her some more, he popped open the door and she spilled out onto the street. She
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stood, crying, and watched as the taxi drove slowly down the dark side street, glistening and
hushing in the rain. She followed, and found her purse at the end of the block, dashed open

on the sidewalk like a pumpkin.

&

She answered, Mack said through the cruiser window. She’s at your apartment. Kylie and |
will go get her.

The cops were livid when she showed up. But not with Chase, not anymore. All of her drama
was laid bare as just that, an act. The police saw right through her lack of specificity.

An eternity passed. Chase was relieved, but confused. Brooklyn yelled something about him
cheating on her.

The cops let Chase out of the cruiser. All four cops were still there, very anxious and angry,
saying they could and should have been somewhere else. They did not however go.

The cop that yelled obstruction of justice at Chase was now somehow in possession of
Brooklyn’s phone, yelling at her father, four hundred miles away. Everyone remained quiet
as he did so, so as not to be accidentally arrested. Chase stood to one side and did not look at
Brooklyn. He thought about calling Pete, wiping his hands of this girl forever. The lights on
all four cruisers droned so bright that they seemed to tweet and boomerang around his head
as he watched them flutter off the trees and bricks and the open sky. A cop handed him his

knife, and it flinked in the blue and white strobe, an arbor against the baffling night.

&

Barbara felt sublime. Just after Juice left a sing-songy message for Chase that summed up
everything, something went down a wrong pipe and he was in her bathroom retching his

brains out.
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No Technicolor yawning, she laughed at him as he lumbered past with a hand on his mouth.
It had all been very funny, the night. She flopped down on the couch and popped the back of
her head on the wooden crossbeam. Ow. Nothing like an out-of-the-blue diatribe to make
someone look loony. Who knows. She was drifting to sleep on the couch to a quiet
symphony of belches and moans, and she started thinking about how Chase was before he’d
found this new person. Not so much different. Cammie had agreed.

Juice made an offhand comment to the effect that Chase was exactly the same when he was
with Cammie as he is with Brooklyn.

Barbara amused herself with the odd thought that, when you think about it, a mole on your
neck, and a hair on your neck, aren’t in and of themselves particularly bad things, but that
when you put the two together, there is a sort of degeneration that occurs in the coupling.

She herself, she thought, would be the mole. Hairs can always be plucked. And though she
wasn’t currently interested in brandishing her tweezers on Juice just yet, she knew where
they were for when she passed the bar exam. She wondered if she should lend them to Chase.
On that couch she felt perfectly still on something she knew perfectly well was moving,
orbiting, and slipped into letting herself feel that movement, to imagine it, and therefore
better understand it. How, she wondered smiling, could motion and stillness feel the same.
One could not exist without the other. Happiness without sadness, change without stagnation.

But how? She smiled a wide marble smile of positive contentment. Because we’re used to it.

&

She was in his face. The door was closed and locked and they were alone, even though the
window was still broken, letting the outside in, and at least a seven-and-a-half by twelve-and-
a-quarter inch portion of the inside back out.

The cops. You made me call the fucking cops.
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She pointed in his face, you always say you’re going to.

Not ever for some shit like that.

She punched him. He was again confused, but above all embarrassed. He fell for it, he
thought. But he couldn’t put it all together. She swiped at him again, so he elbowed her down
between the couch and coffee table. She screamed.

He didn’t scream when she hit him, so he felt bad, or felt like he should have.

She went on spitting venom.

He backed away. Wanted her gone. He was terrified. He wanted to call the cops on her,
again. All the while they were talking and yelling and neither was listening or letting up.

She spit at him and threw a glass at him. It broke near the mail slot on the front door, and so
he logically threw a glass at her and it broke behind the weight bench.

She just couldn’t believe he threw a glass at her, so she was back on her feet, balls-to-the-
wall and wild eyed.

He grabbed her arm trying to calm her down and she shrieked again.

He head-butted her in the forehead and she still didn’t shut up, but he realized how fast her
head was growing swollen and ugly and becoming piebald, so he left her on the couch
whimpering and went to the kitchen for ice, but there wasn’t any. It had been used for drinks.
It looked disgusting. It was not swelling evenly, and it was purpling at the edges and
hardening quickly, though still very soft in spots. Verboten, he thought.

The movie had somehow clicked back on, and Martin Sheen was standing in the shadows
with a vicious looking machete.

He no longer wanted her. This, my dearest, is what your tits and ass can get you. Worst of the

worst.
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Jacked from the screaming, Chase decided to go upstairs. In the office he curled on the
hardwood floor in the dark and tried to go to sleep.

Downstairs, Juice’s voice sang out of the machine like an announcer, loud and clear, but
Chase couldn’t make it out and didn’t care.

He heard the faint bee-boops of Brooklyn’s phone. Her laughter.

It had to be five at least, he thought. He shifted on the floor and pulled the jacket over his
head, turning away from the door and trying to be invisible. He felt his back pocket. The
knife. A funny, shiny thing, meant for cheese and expensive sausages. He pressed the point
against his left brow, where he knew there was a faint arboreal array of purples and roses and
blacks, spreading like a nebula, pulsing. He had a good mind to dig it out, where it pinched
up there, so he scratched at the area a bit with the tip. It felt good. Cold.

He thought about a contraption he hadn’t thought of in ages. A headband, outfitted with a
sort of stabilizing clip, wherein one could affix a properly adapted handgun, so that the
business end of the weapon would be perpetually facing inward. It is a sort of variation on
the arrow-through-the-head gag, but it wasn’t--had never been intended--for laughs.

He didn’t hear her coming, because he drifted off to such sunshine thoughts.

She was on him, she kicked him in the back and reached for his hair. She was screaming and
had the light on.

He said her name a couple of times and reached up.

She caught him with a hard right to the jaw and that was it.

He didn’t know what else to do. He bit down hard on her thigh through his blanket, and when
she showed her leg, saying you bit me, it was bleeding and frayed. His two front teeth broke

deep. He immediately started crying and rubbing her leg.
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She looked down sweetly, the center of her forehead now completely eggplant, and said it’s
okay, let’s go to bed.

&

Jonas found a sliver of light and wrote carefully on the legal pad in pencil, all caps, very neat,
each of their addresses, as the officers reported their licenses over the radio. He waited for
everyone to leave before he stepped out of the damp shadows. He went to a diner and ordered
cheese grits with bacon and raisin toast with apple butter. He ate slow. He sipped his large
orange juice and read the comics. It could be over, he thought, if he could get both tonight.
The violent and the victim. Didn’t matter who was which. They could each be both. All the
better. The chicken and the egg. Jonas was feeling more than lucky. He felt inspired. He paid
his tab. In the parking lot he shifted wrong and stalled out.

He laughed at himself, an pointed his car in the direction of the first address on his small
tablet. The window on the back door was conveniently broken. He paused and listened. He
reached through and undid the bolt. He felt broken glass under his boot near the weight
bench in the den, so he stepped lightly. A toilet flushed next to him. The kid, wearing nothing
but boxers, barely made eye contact with him before the hatchet lodged diagonally between
his eyes. Jonas helped the limp lump to the floor. The blood swelled out like a ruptured
oilcan. A bed rustled upstairs, and a girl’s voice said something interrogatively. He did not
try to be quiet with her at all. Her dying eyes were the best he’d ever seen, and as they
clouded, he wept, alone again in the cosmic night, and he felt nauseated at the thought that
this, these two, were not the end, and that there could be no end when another beginning was
inevitable. The dawn was blueing the blood spattered blinds, and Jonas hacked the hatchet

with adroit, blank chops. He left the steaming pile to stew. He put on some of the boy’s
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clothes, and strode out the back door to begin his day anew.
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Purified

She was walking toward him. Born a blonde, her hair was now dyed so black that it
was blue in certain lights. He knew her, or knew of her. They probably went to the same
stylist. He’d recently had his tips frosted. It made him feel ironic, and he told all of his
friends on the phone that he had dyed and spiked his hair. When they laughed, he was happy
that they got the irony, and it made him feel like he had done the right thing. Lance
Applewhite would never get his tips frosted.

She was getting close. He looked across the street to avoid looking up, down, or at
her. One shouldn’t stare, and never at the tits. One certainly shouldn’t walk with one’s head
down. He puffed his chest a bit, confident that his vintage tee hugged just the right muscles,
and that his worn-in jeans were perfectly worn in. The new wardrobe matched the new do in

both irony and cost

66



She knew she looked good, but she bowed her head down for a quick check anyway.
Besides, looking down was better than pretending to look at the parked cars on the other side
of the street, like the moron walking toward her was doing. Why had she worn that skirt? Not
that it didn’t flatter her figure, but it was torn a bit on the side and looked like a tablecloth.
Her tank top was low enough, though, and she figured that if he did recognize her and stop
her, he wouldn’t notice her skirt if it were a brown paper bag. She was pretty sure his name
was Lance. What a dork. Well dressed, though. But what’s that?

. He waited for just the right moment to make eye contact, lift his ridiculously
expensive sunglasses, to act surprised, and shift his hips to stop her. After all, Lance was still
Lance, wasn’t he?

“Your fly’s down,” she said, looking away and not breaking stride.

She’d beat him to the punch, yes, but Lance was not one to be tricked easily, if at all.

“No it’s not,” he said, smiling and lifting those titanium-framed atrocities and resting
them on his bronzing-creamed forehead. Teeth as white as chalkboard chalk, his uni-brow
plucked, his sideburns sensible. Lance was conscious of not having the knee-jerk reaction to
look at his crotch, just as he was confident that no one ever stole his nose as a youngster. No
one would ever pop his chin when he looked down, because there was never any phantom
ketchup on his shirt. No one in middle school ever wrote penis on his arm, initiating him into
the pen-15 club. And never, not ever, had he seen his buddy’s testicles by agreeing to accept
two CD’s for free. He fixed her gaze, and she stopped.

“Well, then your pants are ripped or something,” she said, pointing. “Because | can
see the top of your dick.”

Lance Pusslefield was almost the top grossing sales representative for Dimante
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Springs Purified Water and Accessories in his region. Won himself a trip for two to the
Bahamas. All inclusive. Winning the trip was more of a windfall than he thought.

Sure, he sold more units than Rex and Tyrone, but Rex and Tyrone were idiots. And
when he couldn’t find anyone to go on the trip with him, and after he spent four days and
three nights trying to bag a glassy-eyed Bahamian bartender lady without ever successfully
getting any stank on his hangdown, Lance decided Lance needed a makeover. He was
twenty-five, for Christ sake. In his prime.

When he got back he spent more than he could afford on shirts that looked like shit
and pants that looked like they smelled like shit. He got a pedicure, a massage, started in on
the sushi and lattes, subscribed to a health magazine, and shaved his chest.

Lance had been the-new-Lance for exactly one week when he ran into Mary on the
street, coming from the sushi bar, on the way to the coffee bar.

“Jesus,” she said. “Don’t you wear underwear?”

“l gave it up,” he said, frantic. He was covering the hole in his pants and looking
around. He touched his head. No hat. “I thought is was for people with leaky asses.”

“Leaky?” she said. “Take this,” she said, handing him a newspaper.

“Thanks,” he said. “These fucking pants are brand new,” he said, pulling the
newspaper away to inspect the damage.

“They don’t look new,” Mary said.

He was surprised she stayed. She was surprised she stayed. Why hadn’t he looked
down? Was Lance really a creep? All her girlfriends said so, but Mary always thought he was
cute. He tried so damn hard. Cheesy. But he never slapped her on the ass when she brought

him his drinks or asked for her number, even when she thought he would. She kind of wanted
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him to. She had been trying just as hard not to look at his crotch while he was struggling not
to look at her chest when they realized who each other were. The hot waitress. The cute dork
who sold the water cooler to the first-floor office at my apartment building. She looks
different. He looks different. Better. Better.

“They cost two hundred and forty five dollars,” he said to his genitals.

“Jesus,” she said.

“Jesus,” he said.

“I live right up there,” she said, pointing. “That window’s mine.”

It was a breezy afternoon and there weren’t that many people out. He looked at her in
the eyes.

“Can you sew?” he said, motioning with his nose to the newspaper.

“Maybe,” she said, looking at it. “Except | don’t have anything to sew with.”

“I guess | can take a cab,” he said, looking back up the street.

“We’ll figure something out,” she said. “I have some shorts.”

They had sex on her futon and on the kitchen table.

The next morning he made omelets while wearing a pair of her skintight black pants
and a Burger King crown. Since he had been thinking about fucking her for over a year, he
was elated. He’d done well. They didn’t sound fake. He could never be sure, of course, since
she was a self-described actress, had a few gigs. But he was pretty sure. Since she’d been
thinking about fucking him for over a year, she was elated. He’d done well. They were fake,
but earnest. She wouldn’t skip a beat if he told her he loved her.

In the morning Lance kissed Mary sweetly on the temple and took a taxi in his stapled

pants back to his apartment early. He cut himself shaving, and while he was looking at it in
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the mirror he saw a wrinkle behind his ear and it made him sad. Not “mom had a heart
attack” sad, but a cool, clean sad that made him avert his own eyes in the mirror and wish he
was a kid again, but smarter.

On the road he flipped through the stations on his satellite radio with his thumb on the
steering wheel. He listened to a recording of Lenny Bruce for a while, until the novelty wore
off. Condom chewing just isn’t funny anymore. George Carlin made him run a stoplight, and
the jazz station made him wish his company didn’t pee test.

He had to make a call at an apartment complex that he didn’t like. None of the girls in
the office was hot. He thought about Mary. She was hot. A model. She’d shown him pictures.
Black and whites. Colors. Just an men’s collared shirt in one. Pouty, puffy collared
seductress in another. Although he knew her alabaster thighs looked better against the stale
green of a ping-pong table than they did wrapped in glistening pleather, he was jealous of the
Italian photographers that had elicited her stares before he did. The girls at Bellwood Manor,
where he was stopping to make a follow-up call, did little to arouse his interest. He disdained
their utter disregard for the sanctity of the fullness of a water cooler.

Maggie, the broad shouldered, flat chested girl that ran the office at Bellwood, would
actually have the gall to water her plants with the stuff. Gurgle gurgle gurgle. 18.5 liters of
the pure, the good, the sweet stuff. For a ficus. How dare she. But she signed up for another
year of deliveries. Cha-ching. Lance waxed his hair up in his visor mirror in the parking lot
and talked himself into his next sale.

Mary drew on her eyebrows in the hallway mirror and fed her cat. If Lance wasn’t
going to call her then, well, she still had killer legs, and if he wasn’t going to call her—then it

was him.
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“j

“Hey,”

“Made any sales?”

“The usual.”

“So...”

“So...”

“I’m about to go to work,” she said.

“So when—Thank you—" he paused, *“ when do you get off?”

“What was that?”

“What?”

“Who are you thanking?”

“Oh, I had to pay the lady at the parking deck,” he said. “When do you get done?”

“Three.”

“Can | see you then?”

“Yes,” she said.

It was epic. All their friends were floored. Lance and Mary became Lance and Mary.
He worked by day, she by night. And in the wee hours, they were one. She forked her fingers
through his crusty hair and he ignored the fact that she was on the internet, naked.

He never fully believed one of her orgasms, and she never fully had one. But they
were happy. They talked about her cat as if it were progeny, giving it her last name whenever
he was in trouble: Whiskers Davis. Then she told him she was pregnant.

Lance, not one to be fooled, demanded a recount. She knew. She’d been down that

road before. He knew that. And that fuled his denial. Bullshit. She’s bullshitting me. Bullshit
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bullshit bullshit. She was on the pill. She made him feel her taut tummy. Sure, it’s taut now,
but it’s always been taut. You’re only swelling because of all the food, all the pickles. She
showed him a marker thingy that supposedly said he was to be a daddy. He pictured himself
on a daytime talk show yelling at the audience. Bleep all ya’ll. Bleep this, bleep that. That
baby don’t look nothing like me. It was going to, though, and he knew it.

Taboo. He knew a dude could never suggest abortion. And so Lance gathered all his
manliness, all his scrotumnal ferocity, and bit the bullet, so to speak.

“What do you want to do? he said.

“What do you mean?” she said. She was crying and she was on her futon. The little
red splotches around her eyes were more than he could stand.

He began to register what it would be like if she wasn’t lying.

He certainly had enough money to have a kid. He could probably support Mary, too,
if he picked up another job. But what about all the pills she took, all the cigarettes she
smoked? He guessed it had only been a couple of weeks, so if she stopped now the damage
would be minimal.

She didn’t know why she told him. Sure, she was late, but she hadn’t been on
schedule since she started mixing valium and ultram and alcohol, and that was years ago.
And sure, the first home pregnancy test strip came up negative, but she told Lance that the
one yellow line meant she was preggers. She was sure. She didn’t need the reassurance of a
little plastic thingy to tell her what was going on in her own body. It was just too early.

Lance sold a unit to an auto body shop. Three jugs of purified water and a coupon for
three more, a box of paper cups and the plastic dispenser sleeve, and the cooler. He gave the

man a case of Dimante bottled water because he didn’t feel like having it slide around in the
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back of his truck any more. Lance had gone back to wearing his starchy polo shirts and pleat-
fronted khakis with the cuffs on the bottom. His tips, still frosted, dangled now without the
support of gobs of product.

He decided he could do it. He didn’t have to ask Mary to marry him, though he
figured he would if she wanted to. Why not? All she had to do was cut down on her pill
intake, which he noticed had increased of late, and quit smoking. He’d quit too. He went to a
drugstore on the way back to her apartment and bought all the nicotine supplements he could
find. Patches, gums, lozenges, inhalers and creams. All of it. He popped a piece of the gum in
his mouth and decided it wasn’t bad.

When he got to her apartment she was passed out on the bed. It was the middle of the
day and she was knee deep in a missed shift. She was wearing one of his tank tops and a
boob had fallen out. He kissed her on the feverish cheek and covered her with the blanket.
She looked so sad. He frowned and furrowed his brow and exhaled. Sad, but beautiful. No
doubt about that. He left the bag of supplements on the kitchen table, picked up his pile of
dirty clothes, and went home.

He didn’t even masturbate in the shower, and he put his tube of hair gel under the
sink with the unused Ajax. When his phone rang it wasn’t her, but Rex, wanting to get a
drink. He agreed, put on an old Panthers jersey, and left a message at her apartment.

When she came to her head was splitting so she took a vicodin and shuffled to the
bathroom. She peed dark yellow and let the shower run. Lance was a dork. She should’ve
told him to pull out, but she had been so close that time. Besides, they do it with medicine
now. No instruments. No icky invasion. Easy. She didn’t know how much it cost, but she

was sure Lance would have no problem going with her. He was sweet. She threw her
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cigarette in the toilet and got in the shower, pressing her tummy.

“Ooh,” Rex said. “What are you going to do?”

“She’s a good girl,” he said. He pushed his empty glass away from him.

“S0?” Rex said, laughing.

“So,” he said, “I don’t know.”

“What, are you going to marry this chick?”

“No, no, I don’t think she wants to get married.”

“So what then,” Rex said, “how long has it been?”

“A couple of weeks I guess.”

Rex looked at him.

“What?”

“Lance.”

“What?”

“Dude.”

“l know, but I’m twenty-five man. | could handle it,” he said, looking up at the
television.

“Dude.” Rex said, still looking at him. “Is this why your sales are down?”

“It’s her call, man. Stop fucking looking at me like that.”

“What in the fuck are you thinking?”

Lance didn’t know. He kind of wanted it. Over the past couple of days he had come
to embrace the idea of a child. The hard part was his parents. And his grandmother. Jesus
Christ. But they’d understand. Times have changed. Right? But what if it wasn’t his? What if

it was retarded? And was Mary mother-material?
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“l don’t know,” he said.

“What’s to know?” Rex said, leaning in.

“It’s her call, man,” he repeated.

His phone rang and he went outside.

“What’s all this stuff you brought?” she deadpanned.
“I figured we could quit smoking,” he said.
“Lozenges?” she said.

“Whatever. How you feeling?”

“Like smoking,” she yelled. “What are you doing?”
“| just got some food with Rex.”

“No,” she said, “what are you doing bringing this stuff. | don’t want to quit smoking.”

“| just thought—" and it was gone. There was a long silence. “We need to talk about
what we are going to do,” he said.

“I’m not having your baby.”

Silence.

“Lance?”

“Okay.”

He drove her in his truck to the place. It was on a main road and there were a lot of
cars in the parking lot. The building was a pre-fab and it was yellow, and the sign out front
said nothing about abortion. He paid a lady three-hundred-and-fifty dollars through a window
inside with his credit card and kissed Mary on the cheek when they called her with the others.

She smiled and shook her head. On the television in the waiting room was a mustachioed
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doctor berating a crying woman for being too lenient with her teen daughter.

Mary and the other white girl were the only ones doing the medical one, the pill. The
rest were doing the cheaper, more invasive one. The women trickled out from the back one
by one in a daze and handed the lady in the window something. Their mothers or brothers or
boyfriends would stand aside, squeeze their hand, rub their back, and lead them outside. The
television doctor was asking the scowling teen daughter about oral sex when Lance decided
to go outside and smoke a cigarette. This is the right thing. He leaned on a railing. How long
was he going to have to wait before he broke up with her?

“Oral sex,” he muttered.

He went to his truck and got one of the new product pamphlets out of the console. He
left his hat on the seat and tucked in his shirt. He checked in the back of his truck and made
sure he had everything. He did.

They had to move a plant in the waiting room so the cooler would fit by the socket,
but everyone agreed it was a good place. He was affixing the cup dispenser when Mary came

from the back looking like she had been crying.
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Ingrown Hair

Years later, at a banquet being held in honor of his decades of outstanding
philanthropic service, Jacob Everett Johnson was asked by an admirer just why he had
chosen such a life of selfless giving. His reply was a good humored one about an altruistic
concern for human welfare and advancement. A crowd pleaser. He dwelled on the question
though, and at home that night he remembered the sequence of events during the strange

week just after his twenty-second birthday that was to change his life forever.

The morning after his birthday he woke up and found it. He went straight to the
hospital. He couldn’t think of anywhere else to go. He lost his health insurance when they
kicked him out of school. The physician he saw while he was in school wasn’t worth the

paper his degree was printed on. Dr. Little. Jake thought about the last time he’d gone to see
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him to get a note excusing him for a week of absences. He had what he thought was a
legitimate condition.

“What seems to be the problem this time?” Dr. Little had asked, looking at Jake’s
chart, the kind with a million diseases listed on the back, for circling.

“I, well-" Jake had started. “I bleed. I shit blood.” There seemed to be no other way to
put his predicament. He also felt worms crawling around down there at night when he was
sober, but he figured one thing at a time. People, he told himself, drink for all sorts of
reasons.

“A lot of times it can get torn down there,” Dr. Little had said, still holding the chart
up off the clipboard and not looking up. Jake was about to say something like just what the
fuck are you implying? when he thought of the toothy turds that came out like pinecones, and
refrained. It was a long awkward pause.

“So, do you want me to look at your bottom?”

Bottom. Jake figured it had been ten years since he had had a bottom. He wondered if
the guy was a trained pediatrician who somehow ended up at a university infirmary, or if he
was just too incompetent to detect cancerous polyps when they were removable. Either way,
he had thought, the guy’s a hack. He hadn’t been back since, even when he thought he had a
heart murmur. He couldn’t even remember the last time he had been to a dentist, either.

That lump, thought, the thing he found the morning after his birthday, that was
uncharted territory. It was the stuff of high school gym class and dorm pamphlets and
everybody else but him. It was right at the base, and when he touched it the hairs on the back
of his neck stood up. By the time he was walking through the wheelchair compatible

revolving doors of the hospital he still hadn’t looked at the thing.
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At the counter he told a nurse that he needed to see a doctor. He asked why. He
whispered to him and gestured. The nurse handed Jake a clipboard and pointed to a chair.

Three days earlier he had awakened next to a girl he didn’t remember meeting. He
told her to scram and made himself an omelet. In the shower he smelled his fingers and tried
to smell his genitals, for evidence, but wasn’t that flexible. Later, when he was sitting on the
front porch of his one bedroom apartment, Faith came down from upstairs with a clear plastic
rain babushka on. The sun was shining.

“Hi Faith,” he said, smiling.

“Jake,” she said, as sternly as her wobbly voice would permit.

Here goes, he thought.

“I’ve told you about the noise,” she said, not looking at him. “It sounded like
someone was dying in there last night.” She gestured at his door with her umbrella.

“I’m sorry, Faith. Where are you going?” He was still seated.

“To the market,” she said, haughtily. She pulled her wool coat close at the collar. Jake
was wearing nothing but overalls.

The bottoms of her eyes were exposed, the lids burdened too much with the weight of
her face as it lost its long battle with gravity. Her skin was paper thin, and as white. Below
her nose, thick rheum collected and danced with each labored breath. She walked down the
sidewalk about five squares, and stopped. She was postured as if she was still walking, and
she shook subtly. Jake watched her daily dance for a moment, and went inside. He heard her

screen door snap shut two minutes later.

“Mr. Johnson?” a voice said presently.
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He looked up from the Business Weekly at whose pictures he’d been numbly staring
to see a smocked young woman looking at him.

“Fuck,” he said softly.

“Pardon?” said the attractive young woman with the stethoscope.

“Yeah,” he said. He rose and followed her through several doors, each room smelling
more sanitary than the last, until they reached a room with an empty bed. She closed him in
alone with dry promises of speedy attention.

He was looking in one of the drawers when she came back in. He returned to the bed
without closing it.

“Do you want a test?” she asked, with a clipboard under her arm.

“l just want someone to tell me what this thing is,” he said, lightly grabbing his
crotch.

“Let me see,” she said, snapping on a pair of rubber gloves and approaching. He
unrolled the tops of his shorts to get to the button. He’d lost weight, so he rolled his old pants
over to keep them from falling down. He parted his pubic hair so she could have a straight
shot at the thing. When she got close he felt funny and put his hands behind him on the bed.
The paper crinkled.

“Does it hurt?” she asked from his crotch.

“When | touch it,” he said, looking at a diagram of the ear on the wall and trying not
to think about anything the least bit sexy.

“How long have you had it?” she asked. He could feel her breath.

“l found it this morning,” he said, out into the room.

“You want me to get it?” she said, standing up and looking into his eyes. She was
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even better put together than he previously thought.

“What?”

“Do you want me to get it?”

“Get it?” He was looking at her like she had asked to eat his shit.

She was rifling through the cabinets. She turned back to him with a mask in her hand,
and eye protection. “Yeah, you know, get it out, it’s just an ingrown hair.”

“Oh, yeah. Yeah? Huh. Whew.”

She pulled the chair over and had her thumbs on his pubic bone. He looked up at the
fluorescent light and bit his wrist because it hurt, and because he didn’t want to start
chubbing up, because once it started he couldn’t stop it.

“I think I got it all,” she said.

He was thinking about Faith.

“Thanks. So | don’t have anything?” he asked, reaching for his pants.

“Have you been tested?” she asked, putting her gloves in a little box with a Haz-Mat
sign on it.

“No,” he said, re-rolling his pants.

“Then we don’t know,” she said, hands on her hips.

“But that wasn’t anything, right?”

“No.”

“Okay,” he said.

“Wait here, let me go get you some pamphlets.”

He realized that he had lost the button to his shorts, and looked around the stark white

floor to see if he could spot it.
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It was gone. Taken away for a toy by an escaped lab rat, perhaps. He rolled his pants
as tight as he could and hoisted himself backward onto the bed with a crunch. He scratched
his groin. He didn’t want any pamphlets. He didn’t want to sign anything that would make
him owe anyone anything, either. He hadn’t falsified the form in the lobby, which irked him,
but he decided to leave anyway.

Somewhere within the series of doors the fair doctor had led him through earlier he
got lost. He tried backtracking, but that put him somewhere new again. Every few steps he
had to hoist and re-roll his shorts. There didn’t seem to be any other people in that weird
wing of the hospital. The rooms were filled with innumerable machines and bottles he didn’t
care to understand. He pushed through another heavy wooden door.

It was dark in that particular room, save a soft blue light shining on a table in the
middle. He was turning to find greener pastures when he realized what the thing in the
spotlight was.

The cadaver was fully covered by a white sheet. He leaned back out into the hallway
to see if the coast was clear. It was, so he went in for a closer look. He had never seen a dead
body before, and he wanted the experience in his arsenal. He crept toward the thing with his
arms extended ahead of him for protection.

When he reached the table he threw back the sheet briskly, as one would remove a
band-aid. There, staring back at him, one of the ugliest women he had ever seen. He said the
lord’s name in vain. She looked fake, some Hollywood concoction. But he couldn’t take his
eyes off her. She was completely hairless, and her breasts hung at her sides. Her eyes were
closed, and he was glad for that.

As he stood staring, his shorts let go of his waist and puddled around his ankles. He

82



thought underwear was for people with leaky asses, so he didn’t have any on, his problem of
old having righted itself.

He made no move to correct what gravity had done. He was too enthralled by the
plastic and hollow face of death. He was postured as if the woman were his grandmother, not
dead but dying, as if he were pleading with her to stave off death so he could have one more
year of mustachioed kisses. He was like that when she found him.

“Excuse me, you’re not supposed to...just what in god’s name are you doing?” the
doctor he’d just seen had the back of her free hand to her mouth, eyes wide.

“Nothing, | got lost.” He looked down to find total exposure. She was staring at his
penis, no doubt jumping to conclusions.

“What were you doing?”

He could hear the panic in her voice.

“Nothing, just looking for a way out of here,” he said, upping his shorts and making
for the door.

“Why were your pants down?” she whispered.

“They fell. Look, lady, I’m no pervert,” he was trying to calm her down. She was so
panicked he could hear it.

“Stay here while I go get security,” she said, but she didn’t move.

“No, look, I got to go,” he said. “Thanks.” He grabbed the gonorrhea pamphlet from
her and waved it at her as he passed.

“You have to take your chart to the front desk,” she said, still standing in the
doorway. He was only five steps down the hall.

“What?” he faked. She was still talking to him from the dead lady’s room when he
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went through the door at the end of the corridor. He heard something about the police. He let
the pamphlet twirl to the floor. Eventually he found a fire exit and ignored the threats made
by its signs. No alarm sounded.

On his way home he stopped at the Meals on Wheels office and picked up Faith’s
supper. Styrofoam box, a bag with milk and a roll. He used to look at the food in the box, but
he found it made him sad, so he quit. The landlord said Faith had been living in that same
apartment since the Sixties, and that she was worried about her. Jake wasn’t worried about
her. He had been bringing her food for over a year and she seemed to be doing fine. Except
of course for her “going to the market” bit. It made Jake feel sorry for her that he was
probably the only human contact she ever got, except for the cat food guy, so he tried to be as
helpful as possible to the woman.

He knocked. Her clunking ritual of undoing numerous locks and chains commenced.
It was all exaggerated. She only had one bolt lock, but she locked and unlocked it several
times to give whoever was outside the impression that there were more.

“Jake,” she smiled.

“Smells like chicken,” he said, handing her the bag. Through the cracked door he
could see five cats eyeing him from various vantage points throughout the apartment. There
were more, but exactly how many was speculation and conjecture. The smell was what
bothered him the most. It was a mix of urine, old person, and fish. Faith didn’t take her trash
out. She liked to keep it. Her sense of smell went out with Reagan.

“A sweet boy,” she said, stiffly rotating back inside.

“Bye Faith. If you need anything just jump up and down and I’ll hear.”

“Now Jake,” she said. She disapproved of his sarcasm.
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Out front, he paused for a smoke. He looked at his neighborhood. It was the downside
of the fringe between affluence and poverty. He looked at the house across the street. A man
named Ernie was beating his dachshund for barking, while his wife closed her eyes and said
puppy...dog...puppy...dog, over and over again. There was something wrong with both of
them, but Jake couldn’t put his finger on what it was. Someone took care of them. A
daughter, or more likely a niece. Whatever their affliction was, it caused within each of them
a love-hate relationship with the flushing of toilets. Jake could hear them on quiet nights,
shrieking with glee and then terror, and flushing and flushing and flushing.

The rest of the street was peopled by the poor and lonely. Jake wasn’t lonely, but he
was poor. Self induced poverty. There are other, worse kinds, he thought.

He worked in the dish pit of a local high volume restaurant and bar. He made enough
for rent and beer, and he couldn’t get fired because he had dirt on his boss and had told him
so. He was frequently late and frequently drunk.

That night, with his crotch still an uncomfortable glowing aura in his mind, he
finished work around eleven, as usual. He changed his shirt in the kitchen and pocketed his
hairnet. He downed the last of a beer one of the waitresses had brought him, and clocked out.
The night was warm, and he made his way along the brick sidewalk to the VVolcano, smelling
of soap. He smoked a cigarette with a soft dish pan hand, and scratched his crotch.

“What say, Jay?” said Dallas. He was drying a glass with a dirty dishrag.

“Beer,” Jake said, knocking twice on the bar and looking around. He took it and
turned it up as he made his way down to where Stuart and the Speed Donkey were talking
loudly. He sat down next to Stuart and saw himself among the bottles in the mirror behind

the bar. Scraggly.
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“Tell this motherfucker that you can’t put money you stole from the bank back in the

bank.” Stuart said, turning to Jake.

Stuart.

“Jesus Christ,” he said. “You guys are going to prison.”

“How the hell are we supposed to make money off it, then?” the Speed Donkey asked

“We’re not. We’re supposed to fucking spend it,” Stuart said.

“I’m trying to retire on this shit, man,” said the Speed Donkey.
“How much did you get again?” Jake asked.

“Six thousand, and some change,” the Speed Donkey said proudly.
“Split two ways?”

“Three,” said Stuart. “Worm drove.”

“You’re trying to retire on two thousand dollars?” Jake asked.
“It’d get interest in the bank,” reasoned the Speed Donkey.

“How long have you had it?” Jake asked.

“Over three months,” Stuart said. He gave Jake a look like, I don’t know.
“You’ve been sitting on that money for over three months?”

“Well, I bought these here boots, real nice. And Worm’s been buying weed, but they

can’t trace that black market shit.” Stuart had placed a foot on the bar, and was admiring his

boots.

“You’d better spend it,” Jake said.
“See,” Stuart said loud into the Speed Donkey’s face.
“But Jake.”

“Get rid of it, Donk, if you don’t have it, they can’t bust you for it.” Jake said.
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“Damn,” Stuart said, looking back toward the door. Someone was coming in. A group
they knew but did not like. All three eyed the newcomers, drank, and turned back to the bar.

“l went to the hospital this morning.”

“What for?” Stuart asked.

“I thought I had caught something,” he gestured toward his crotch, “but it turned out
to be a false alarm.”

“Lucky boy,” Stuart said. The Speed Donkey had fallen from his stool in exaggerated
amusement.

“l can see Jake,” he said, getting up from the floor, “shitting a brick! Tell me, did the
doctor wait for you to leave before he started laughing, or did he do it right in your face?”

“Fuck you.”

“Boy,” Stuart said to the Speed Donkey, “old Jake survived a close one today. This
calls for a celebration.”

“Shut up,” Jake said, laughing and shaking his head.

“Dallas!” Stuart motioned. “Jake’s clean, so let’s get him sloppy.”

The bartender obliged.

The ensuing hours were beheld in Jake’s memory like a slide show with each
sequential picture more out of focus than the last. Stuart bumped aggressive shoulders with
someone with whom they did not get along, and in the melee that followed Jake remembered
hitting an angry face so hard that he could feel bones give way. There had been no sword
rattling that Jake could recollect, just peace one minute and war the next. The group spilled
out into the street like a boiling tumbleweed, and after shedding his opponent, Jake saw the

Speed Donkey kick a kid in the teeth. The next thing Jake felt was his own teeth crashing
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together, and a red wash blank out his vision.

He came to in the hospital, in the pale hours of the morning, alone. He felt his head.

His hair was gone. There was a large swab of gauze on the top. It was sore underneath. He

sat up in bed and tried to get his bearings.

“He stirs,” said a low voice from the washed out void to his left.
“What day is it?” Jake asked. He let his eyes focus.
“Tomorrow.”

“Where are my clothes?”

“Yonder. The chair,” the voice said. “There’s a cop on the door.”
“Fuck.”

“Your mom and dad came by about four trying to post bond here, but you was out

cold.” Jakes eyes still couldn’t make the man out.

“That wasn’t my dad.”

“Don’t matter anyway. When they heard what you charged with, your momma

fainted right here. Your daddy, or whoever, said they can lock you up and throw away the

key for all he care.”

“Fuck him.” Jake said, trying to make out the door as it came into sharper focus.

“What did they say I’m charged with.

time.”

“Couple things, most surprising of which was something about narcolepsy.”
“What?”
“Narcolepsy.”

“Bullshit. That doesn’t make any sense. Narcolepsy’s when you fall asleep all the
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“They said it’s something about a dead person.”

“Necrophilia?”

“Necrophilia.”

“That stupid bitch doctor,” Jake said. He made for the door but stopped short with a
yelp because of the sharp pain caused by the tweaking of an L.V. in his vein. He sat back
down. “You say they charged me?”

“Wanted in questioning.”

“That’s different.”

“They charged you with assault, though.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“Said they got two of your friends in custody for robbing a bank. You’re wanted in
questioning for that too.”

“Fuck!” With this last exclamation the door opened, and a kid around Jake’s age
came in wearing a uniform. He turned the lights on, and Jake had to close his eyes. The cop
said something into the radio on his shoulder, and a nurse came in to remove his I.V.

Jake put his clothes on with his eyes closed and asked to call someone.

“When we get to the station, sicko,” the cop said.

“Hey, | don’t call you names, you pig fucking mama’s boy,” Jake said as the cop was
putting him in handcuffs. The cop did not reply verbally, but Jake thought for sure that the
cuffs were going to break skin. “l know you got the nurse to help you tighten those,” he said
over his shoulder.

“You’d better watch yourself,” the cop said.

In the back of the cruiser, Jake got sick from the concussion and threw up. He tried to
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make it go as forward as possible. He hadn’t opened his eyes and was under the impression
that a mesh of metal wire separated him from the cop. Most of it landed back on his lap.
Bulletproof glass cannot be puked or spit or urinated through. Jake thought he would have
liked to have been involved in the trial and error that led the cops to that conclusion.

“I have a concussion,” Jake said. “You shouldn’t be taking me to jail.” He had vomit
hanging from his lips and nose.

“The doctor said you were fit as a fiddle.”

“I’ll have your ass,” Jake said.

“Didn’t think I was your type, seeing that I’m alive and all,” the cop laughed.

“That’s a bullshit accusation,” Jake said.

“There’s a doctor says she’ll at least testify that you were groping a corpse. Pretty
little thing, that doctor.”

“She sucks a good dick.”

“What’s that?” the cop said, turning around a little.

“You can’t make it stick,” Jake said. “There’s no physical evidence because | didn’t
fucking do anything.”

“Tell that to the Magistrate.”

He slept on an orange towel on the cold floor of the holding unit.

His bond was set too high for any of his friends to make. A lawyer told him she’d get
him out as soon as she got the sexual misconduct thing cleared up. Seven days later his name
was called over the speaker. Downstairs, a guard gave him his puke covered clothes in
exchange for the jumpsuit, which he asked to keep and was denied. He was let go.

He walked a few blocks before a cab pulled over. When he opened the back door, the
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cabbie noticed the dried regurgitation on his front, and shook his head wildly and pulled
away.

“It’s dry dude, damn,” Jake said to the back of the cab as it fled.

His apartment was only a few miles from the jail, so he figured the walk would do
him good. Plus, he knew of no one to call. Even the lawyer had split after posting his bond
and making him sign a few papers. Most likely due to the clothes, he thought. He didn’t think
about Faith until he rounded the corner on his street and saw their building. He started to run.
Then he stopped, telling himself that he was being irrational. Then he started again. Seven,
eight days? He wasn’t sure what day it was, so he couldn’t be exactly sure. There was a bag
of cat food next to her scrubby black plastic flower doormat.

“Faith!” he said, knocking with his palm. He waited to hear the shuffling of her gauzy
house slippers, but there was nothing.

“Faith!” he said, knocking louder.

He tried the door. It was locked. He ran downstairs to get the spare key their landlord
had given him because she was worried about Faith. He couldn’t remember where he put it.
After dumping out several coffee cans filled with and pens and pennies and pins, he found it.

“Faith!” he said with the key in the lock. The smell hit him like a shockwave, but that
was nothing unusual. He always imagined he’d find her on her bed, so he made for the
bedroom, directly over his. As he passed the bathroom, he noticed that the tub was filled with
what looked like thirty years of newspapers. It had most likely only been used for that
purpose, for that long.

“Jesus,” he said. When he looked up he dropped his keys. She was on the bed, as he

had pictured it, but he could only see her thin little pink slippers sticking out at him from
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under a queen-sized mound of undulating fur. It was a scene from some fourth dimension
Serengeti, a pride of pigmy and multicolored lions devouring a fallen and aged water buffalo.
The carnivorous little ingrates fought for the carrion like wild beasts. Jake had a mind to
clear them off of her, but he decided he’d rather not know what that carcass looked like. He’d
had enough trouble with intact ones.

Even though the coroner said she’d died the night before, and even though Jake’s
landlord said she had been bringing her food, he couldn’t help but feel responsible.

He continued his volunteer work, feeding other home bound elderly people, and was
happy to do so. He liked helping people. As happy as it made him, though, it was no match

for the quiet elation he felt at it only having been an ingrown hair.
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Courage

I’m surrounded. They’re out there right now. There are two of them. There is one out
front and one out back.

The one out front is bigger, closer. It’s a stoop out there. A little cracking concrete
block with a rusty mailbox hanging by the door and a little wooden bench I’ve had since |
broke it helping a now distant ex-girlfriend move. | used to go out there in the morning to
smoke. | don’t anymore. She’s too big, too close. Her web seems tighter than the one in the
back, and it leans, sinister. And she’s right there. | don’t like the way she hangs, either. Her
eight tan legs form a V, like the razor sharp scooping under-jaw of some mythical flesh-
eating beast. |1 don’t even like getting the mail anymore. Sometimes | open the door, look,
and close it again. It makes me feel sad. What would my father say?

The one out back is different. It’s smaller. It was here first. We used to look at it at

night when we were smoking, talk about it.
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“Right there,” she said. She was pointing and sort of crouching. “You have to get the
moon behind it.”

“It’s protecting us,” | said.

“It’s amazing that they make new ones every day.”

“Yeah, that piece must go thirty yards.”

She was wearing the powder blue sweatshirt with the collar cut out and the tight gray
cotton pants that showed that she was a runner. She nuzzled my chest and her black hair
flashed in the porch light. She sipped her wine as we let go and she backed up to the railing,
keeping her eyes on the spider.

“We should feed it,” she said.

“You ever seen one eat,” | said, “I mean, up close?”

“On TV, I guess,” she said.

“Pretty gross.”

“| think it’s fascinating,” she said, sarcastically.

The one out back had a web that went straight up and down, and she was small, or at
least smaller than the one out front. Some days it went between the stupidly large umbrella
that was perpetually closed, the one my parents got me at a warehouse store, and the stupidly
little charcoal grill that 1 had affixed to the railing. Those days | couldn’t use either. More
recently the one out back has drawn her taut web between the umbrella and the wall,
perpendicularly, like she was meant to be there. It’s been easier to see her at night since she
moved, occasionally jostling the web as she does whatever spiders do to jostle their own
webs. Plucking it like a cello, perhaps. Or perhaps tending to that intricate and impossible

gossamer masterpiece, the death knell flower for so many bugs. Or eating. Who knows?
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I saw a show on the channel that shows all the animals. It had one of those announcer
guys enthusiastically counting down the most dangerous something-or-other in the world. |
don’t know. | was only half listening. | perked up when he was like Up Next and then The
Number One Most Dangerous...so | watched some commercials about pills and trucks and
pizza, and when it came back it was about this big ass Australian spider that ate her mate
while he was doing her. Just dug her huge glistening fangs into his tiny painted back and
chugged away.

Everybody knows spider ladies eat the men. That’s why Black Widows are so scary,
that and they’re deadly to humans and have a tendency to hide in suburban garages. But
during. Talk about rough.

Sometimes we’d come inside after smoking and we’d still be talking about the one
out back. We talked about naming it, but we never did. We’d drink some more wine and
watch the formulaic late night talk shows that made us laugh but not touch. Upstairs we’d
make love in bed, and if | were drunk enough 1’d choke her, pull her hair. When she was
drunk enough she’d say mean things like faggot and pussy and fuck me again. I’d usually roll
away, or put my arms up so that if she wanted to hold me she’d have to put her face in my
armpit. She’d huff and sometimes cry until I put my hand on the supple curve where her hip
met her smooth side. I’d reach up and kiss her behind her ear and whisper | love you, softly.
She’d answer in kind and we would stare into the night.

It’s been a week since | got the call. Being the worst thing to ever happen to
somebody makes me feel sad for that person. And it makes me feel sad for me. | haven’t
shaved. | haven’t really been eating, either. My answering machine has been working its

fingers to the bone. The only person I’ve talked to is the little Arabian fellow that sells me
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cigarettes and pimento cheese sandwiches. And the old blue nosed man at the liquor store.

I can’t go out front. During the day | peek out, but I don’t even open the wobbly
wood-framed storm door. She’s too big. Too close. And that web. It slants like a galaxy,
strong and energetic and unfathomable. | think she’s changing colors, too. She seems gray
now. I’m pretty sure she used to be tan. And those legs. God. And | think they’re making
eggs. | wonder if the cars driving by can see me poking my head out, staring for a second,
and closing the door. | wonder if they know it is because of a spider.

The one out back isn’t so bad. She’s smaller. And we used to talk about her as if she
were ours. But | don’t like to go back there during the day to smoke. It’s too exposed. But
because of the one out front, the one out back seems more oppressive. They have become a
team. | smoke inside.

I guess I just couldn’t sustain her. Maybe | didn’t want to. Maybe | held back, afraid
or too selfish to let her sink her imaginary fangs into my heart and expose the truth, that | am
empty, no gooey sustenance, no love in this broken heart. Or maybe, just maybe, everything
in life isn’t a metaphor.

But who would think twice about Killing a spider? My father didn’t even say anything
when | was a kid and he caught me torching roaches with a can of WD-40 and a lighter. But |
don’t want to kill them. Isn’t killing spiders bad, for some reason?

But I’m trapped. I get up off the stinking couch. How to do it? In the filthy kitchen,
beside the refrigerator, the broom. It’s plastic and light and it doesn’t sweep my messes very
well, but it’ll do. It’s daytime and people will see. Nobody’s going to say anything.

The little one first. Out back. It’s only logical. All sentimentality aside, one must be

prepared if these things are jumpers or scramblers. Prepared for the big one. | can’t let those
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eggs hatch. They’ll take over.

I walk out back and look around, careful not to look directly at the one we used to
talk about. I wouldn’t want it to see the broom and get any ideas. There is a man walking.
Fuck the man. What would my father say?

All of a sudden I’m doing it and the broom takes care of the web with gentle ease.
Was | expecting barbed wire? And the spider, the one | said was protecting us, she doesn’t
jump. It’s definitely an egg sack. She’s moving her arms like a pianist warming up her
fingers, slowly and deliberately. But she’s not running, not jumping, not killing me.

| curl the web around the blue and yellow broom like a professional cotton candy
twirler at the circus. Gently I lay the broom’s plastic sheath to the ground until I hear the tell
tale crack. I drag the broom across the warped and sun-bleached boards of the back deck,
until | see a streak of darkness and chunks of exoskeleton. A leg. Satisfied, | head around the
side of my building to liberate myself from the oppression forever.

I wonder briefly what the man walking on the street thinks of the wild-haired broom-
wielder. Does he think I’m brave? Would she have thought of this as brave? Would she have

batted an eye?
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Stitches and Scars

Emily fingered what was left of the scar between her lip and nose, and the cigarette
she was smoking sizzled her bangs. She looked at Jason, asleep, or pretending to be. The
passenger seat dwarfed him. He was mad at her. His little hand made a doughy little fist like
an uncooked biscuit. His little legs pointed straight ahead.

The hard part was all that was left of the scar, and she prodded it in times of
distracted thought. It wasn’t a reminder. She didn’t need a reminder. It was just there, like a
piece of rice, or an embedded bb. When she was a child, the scar was a puffy pink crescent
moon running from the left jawbone to the top of her right ear. Over the years it had waned,
and in her teens it was tough and thin, like the clipped thumbnail phase of the moon.

By the time she had Jason, at twenty, the scar was all but invisible, a subtle inverted

line bisecting her otherwise spotless face. The part in the lip, though, the hard part, she could
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still feel that from both sides.

Jason was mad because they were going to live with Dale, which meant he wouldn’t
live next to his friends at the apartments anymore, or go to the same daycare as them. He’d
explained this to Emily that morning as he took a toy truck back out of the box that she’d just
packed it in. She told her son as she reached for the truck that Dale had a job making houses,
and if they lived with him, the two of them could be together more often. The sadness and
anger remained in his eyes, so Emily squeezed him and told him everything was going to be
all right. He softened, let go of the truck, and hadn’t said a word since. He was pretending to
be asleep, his face sticky from the salt of his dried up tears.

To Jason, Dale’s street looked like where busses go to die. Busses like the ones he
saw in front of their apartment in the afternoon, spewing out people like the queen ant he saw
spewing out little white things on television once. Everything was rocky and dusty and gray.
His stomach hurt.

To Emily, it looked like a neighborhood. Like hope. Dale’s truck wasn’t in front of
his trailer when they pulled up.

“We’ve got a yard you can play in,” she said, grabbing his leg when she noticed him
peering over the door and out the window.

“We had a place to play in,” he said, stiffening.

“Come on, baby,” she said, putting the car in park and turning off the engine. “All’s |
want is for you to be happy, honey.”

“l was,” he said, pushing her hand away as she gently tried to get him to look at her.

“Honey, please?” she said, slapping her thighs, not fed up but wanting his eyes. “Will

you please say that you will try to like Dale and be happy here. Having a man will be good
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for us.”

“We were fine before.”

“Sure baby, sure, we were fine, just us. But you’re just a little boy and it’s been real
hard on mommy trying to make you into a man all by herself,” she was pleading. “Look at
me Jason.” She loved Jason. Sometimes she thought it was the only thing she knew. When he
went cold like this it made her itchy and scared.

He looked at her and she felt warm. His eyes were red and blotchy, but he was
looking at her. She smiled. She pushed on the hard part of her lip and started to cry. Jason
undid his seatbelt, knelt on the handbrake, and hugged her soft and warm.

“Okay Mom. I’ll try,” he said into her thick, black, smoke-smelling hair.

“Thank you, baby,” she said, holding on tight.

He had on his knapsack and was carrying the little box with his toys in it. She had her
open duffel bag with the broken zipper. There wasn’t much else. The front door of the trailer
was locked, so they went around back. The trash bin by the back door bristled with brown
beer bottles. Emily frowned when she saw it. He said he’d quit. Maybe they were old. She
thought of the only thing she remembered about her real father besides his smell. It was an
image of an empty beer bottle with flaky red dirt climbing the sides, as if the earth were
trying to repossess it. Jason stood by, small and patient, as she opened the back door.

Jason was shorter than other boys his age, and while he didn’t seem to notice or mind,
seeing him holding the shoebox with nothing but trust in his eyes, Emily felt a pang of pity as
deep as a lifetime. It had never been her intention to bring someone into the world who was
genetically predisposed to ridicule and pain. He had been born early and small, with hair on

his back and a crumpled ear. The doctors said it just sometimes happened. She blamed
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herself anyway. In her mind, it was to her credit that she laid off the painkillers when she
found out she was pregnant. But the damage must have been done. She didn’t know who the
father was, and when she considered the retinue of possible candidates, she didn’t mind not
knowing.

As soon as the door closed behind them, a dog barked very close by. They both
jumped and looked back out the door, but didn’t see anything.

“It smells funny,” Jason said, holding his box as though this were not their
destination. The trailer was very messy, and Emily frowned.

“Looks like Dale needs us as much as we need him,” she said, dropping her purse and
bag on the floor by the door with a clang. The trailer shook ever so slightly.

The dark dishes in the sink leaned, mossy like a dead oak in trunk in a swamp. Jason
was prodding at the television in the corner, trying to turn it on, still holding his box. She
stepped into the kitchen, which was really more like a linoleum part of the den, and started
picking up bottle caps and little pieces of paper off the floor.

“Am | going to have to sleep here?” Jason asked, looking at the threadbare couch
with cratered yellow foam coming form the arms.

“No, baby, you get your own room here,” she said, walking toward him. “You get a
bed, I think it’s back there.”

The idea made Jason smile and look around. She wondered why she hadn’t played
that card before, and pointed to the thin brown door behind him. They walked in and saw that
the bed was actually an old camping cot. She frowned, but Jason didn’t seem to mind at all.
She was relieved to see him put his box on the cot and take off his knapsack.

“It smells like outside in here,” he said, looking at the pile of scrap lumber in the
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corner, at the boots and the hammer.

“We’re going to fix this place up, baby, and Dale’s going to be so happy he won’t
know which one of us to hug first.” She messed his hair up playfully.

Emily set about taking out the pizza boxes and the clinky brown bottles, while Jason
drowned the ugly crickets in the rust-marked sink in the bathroom. When he got thirsty, he
climbed on the kitchen counter from a chair to fix himself and his mom some water. She was
in the other bedroom, singing to herself. He had to shake a curled-up spider from one of the
cups before filling it.

“Shit yeah,” Dale said to no one in particular as he poked his head through the back
door. Jason was sitting Indian style on the counter and looked to Dale like a little shrine,
holding those full cups of water in his tiny hands. Dale was big, and his open flannel shirt
framed a mat of black hair that didn’t really stop from the top of his jeans to his upper lip.

“Where’s your mom?” Dale asked, stepping inside. Jason pointed to the door of the
big bedroom with his raindrop chin.

“Where’s the fucking vacuum?” Jason and Dale heard her ask from the room. “Jason,
have you seen a vacuum cleaner?” she shouted.

“There ain’t one,” Dale said.

“Dale?” she said, peeking around the doorframe, hair all willy-nilly. “Well hey,” she
approached, “I didn’t hear your truck.”

“It’s down the street where | stayed last night,” he said, picking her up and wagging
her legs back and forth. “I forgot y’all were coming tonight.”

“l hope it’s okay we came, them people at the apartment--"

“It’s fine, sweets.” He put her down. “I just wish I’da cleaned up a bit for y’all.”
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“It’s fine,” she said, pushing her hair back with both hands. “Me and Jason can clean
it, ain’t that right, honey?” She smiled at her son on the counter. “Put them cups down and
come meet Dale.”

Jason’s stomach hurt again. He stretched his legs to reach the chair and slid off the
counter. He never liked any of the men his mother brought home, or any of the ones she
lingered in the car with as he sat on the stairs of their apartment. He didn’t even like the older
man with glasses and a tie, who brought him books and buckets of little green army men,
because he fired his mom from the car place after she yelled at him on the phone. They all
made his stomach hurt, like someone was poking at it with a screwdriver and twisting it now
and then.

She’d talked about Dale for a couple of weeks. She always touched her lip when she
told Jason about him. She said he brought her flowers at her office after she showed some
people a place he was working on. She worked in a real estate office. Jason had no idea what
that meant, but he liked the way she said it. Real estate.

The screwdriver tweaked a bit as Jason stopped between Dale and his mom.

“Talk yet?” Dale asked.

“Say hi, honey.”

“Hello,” Jason said, looking up very high at Dale’s gappy teeth.

“He housebroken?” Dale said, rubbing Jason’s head playfully with his big hand.

“He’s almost six,” Emily said.

“Look babe, I’m glad y’all are here. Real glad,” Dale said. “And I’'m looking forward
to getting to know this little guy.” He squatted and poked Jason’s tummy and the little boy

hugged his mom’s leg. “But I got to get back up the hill and fix that damn truck so | can
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work tomorrow.”

“Oh,” she said, looking down at Jason, who was still smiling.

“Won’t take much time,” he said, walking into Jason’s room. “Y’all can finish
cleaning up or something, and when | get done I’'ll come home and we’ll get some food and
talk. Maybe I’ll teach the kid to throw a baseball.” He emerged with a brown clanking bag,
kissed Emily hard on the mouth, and knelt to Jason with a palm upturned, a frayed and
reddened baseball in it.

“Go ahead, kid.”

“What do you say?” Emily asked.

“Thank you,” Jason said, taking the ball with both hands.

“Give me five,” Dale said. Jason laughed and tucked the ball under one arm. Dale
didn’t frown at Jason like other men did, and his voice made Jason feel like he was on the
swings. He slapped his hand in Dale’s, and for an instant it looked to Emily like a dime on a

dinner plate. “That a boy,” Dale said, getting up. “I’ll see y’all in a little bit.”

“Emily, honey, are you paying attention?” her mother said. Emily was barefoot, with
nothing on but a t-shirt. She was holding a pillow case into which her mother was stuffing
bottles of pills and plates and a cutlery set from the cabinets in the dark kitchen while she
sucked on a long, thin cigarette like a choo-choo train. “Emily, you’ve got to hold this thing
tight.” Emily was still sort of sleeping, and she wrapped her arms around the yellow cotton

bag, clenching her naked plastic doll in both hands. As the bag got heavier and pointier, her
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hands slipped, and she squeezed the doll’s head as hard as she could.

“That motherfucker,” her mom said, slamming cabinets and drawers. “Come on,
honey.” Emily’s father had grown a light brown beard after he stopped going to work, and at
night he yelled at her and her mommy for no reason.

“Last damn time,” her mom said. “Come on, honey. Emily?” She was by the door.
“We’ve got to get out of here before he gets back.”

Emily didn’t move. She didn’t look at her mom. She knew, however, that it was the
right thing, leaving. He hurt her mom on the face sometimes, made her cry. But something
was making Emily stick to the floor. She trusted that her mom would take her someplace
better, but something wouldn’t let her feet move. He’d been gone for almost a week, which
was good, but every time he came back, it was worse than before.

Her mom was walking toward her now.

“Baby, can we please get the hell out of here?” She grabbed her daughter’s arm. As
they stood in the dark, one frenzied and the other dazed, something whirred and crunched out
front, and the screen door danced a split-second disco under tablet yellow lights.

“No!” her mother yelled, deep and scary. She ran to the door making deep and bloody
noises and pulling at her own shirt. Emily stood with the clinking pillowcase in her hands,
bridged by a shiny naked doll, and just stared. “Put it down,” her mother yell-whispered,
moving back toward Emily, making cutting motions with her hand and being suggestive with
her eyes, like a secret. Emily dropped the bag just as the screen door buckled and flapped
inward with a crack and a thud thud.

Her father’s eyes were all shine, just like his teeth and the part of his beard under his

mouth, all wet. He wasn’t saying anything, and he wasn’t wearing a shirt. Emily went all
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itchy and leaned into the fridge in the dark, as her mother started screaming things Emily
didn’t understand, backing away into the dark den. Emily crouched and curled herself into
her t-shirt and trembled. The house seemed to go winter night quiet and then jet engine loud.
He was yelling leave? leave? And was she yelling leave! leave! and Emily was shaking,
colder than she had ever been, and she felt hollow like her doll’s smushy head. Something
smashed and tinkled, and her mother screamed like the ladies in the movies. Her father
stomped into the kitchen and Emily heard something shink off the counter. She heard her
mother yell no again, like the time before but shorter, then she said it a couple more times,
more like asking. She heard thumping and grunting, and then some whispering.

Emily crawled and peered around the wall into the den. Her father was on all fours
over her mother, who was on her back. He had a black bladed knife to her throat and grunted.

“What’s going to happen to Emily?” she heard her mother whisper.

“She’s coming with you,” he said, sweat like falling stars falling from his face.

Her mother started crying, and then she died. By the light of the snowstorm
television, the blood that had spattered on her face looked black next to her open, eggshell
eyes.

Emily could hear her father breathing very heavy. She shut her eyes so tight she saw
shapes. She shook like her mom in the morning and itched like wrestling in the grass. She
leaned back against the kitchen wall and hugged her knees.

“Little girl,” he said. She realized that he must not have seen her when he came to get
the knife. She didn’t move. “Little girl.” She heard him get up and take a few steps. He
laughed. She heard him go down the hallway calling her name and knocking pictures off the

wall. She stood bolt up and wide eyed in the dark. She waited as the steps got softer, the
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laughs farther away. “Little girl!” he yelled. She ran. She ran into something in the dark and
even before it made a noise her eyes went horseradish watery. Her nose seemed to glow a
cool white heat as she struggled to keep her feet. The chair was big, but it fell over anyway
and she tried to scoot around it as barks and fucks came from behind her and she went all
energy and fear.

“Little girl,” he said softly as he wrapped his big hand over her forehead from behind.
She clawed at the screen door, smelling the sweet outside and feeling its freedom. She saw a
glint of light to her right like a lightning bolt on the highway and instinctively ducked her
chin to her heaving chest. The pressure started under her left ear and she ducked as hard as
she could against the pulling hand on her forehead. She felt the crisp bite of the knife as it
stove the baby fat cheek and click-click-clicked across her teeth.

The screen door thundered and fell like a sheet falling off the clothesline, and she saw
feet going away and down the steps outside. She heard gravel crunch, and then she saw
fuzzy, and then she saw absolutely nothing.

A man named Riley, who lived next door, and who had once given her a half-colored
coloring book, found her in a puddle of blood ten minutes later. He wrapped her head in a
towel and drove her to the hospital without knowing her mother was dead. Her father died in
jail of a stroke before she ever woke up with tubes in her arms and bristling stitches on her
face.

For the next ten years, Emily lived with nuns and girls with mental handicaps, black
girls who smoked cocaine, and girls who said the last part of cigarettes tasted like dick. She
saw some go, and more come, but she never longed for the doe-eyed women with their

balding men who sometimes roved the halls of the home and picked a girl to pamper and
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love. She never really longed for anything.

When she was sixteen, she went to the state children’s school that held dances with
the nearby Military Academy. The boys paid her attention. She let one take her clothes off,
and she liked the way it felt, the grass on her back all prickly and the boy paying her attention
on the front all warm and wet. They made her feel warm and safe, and she found out that the
end of cigarettes do not taste like that, after all.

Toward the end of her stint at community college, she’d been hit in the face three
times by two different guys, contracted herpes, become addicted to pain killers, and gotten
pregnant. She was twenty and decided to keep it, keep it on her own. She gave up everything
else for a while. Her child would be her life, and she a good mother, for his sake and her

own.

“Jason?” Emily dropped her purse on the floor by Dale’s back door. It was Saturday
afternoon. She had worked all day, taking people keys and telling plumbers where to go. She
was tired, but she felt good. It had only been a week since they came to Dale’s, and she
already felt happier than she ever remembered being. Jason seemed happy, and Dale had
been patient enough to try to play catch with him once, even though his hands were too small
yet. Dale had said it would come. And Dale didn’t drink very much during the week. It’s not
like he got drunk, she thought. The trailer was clean, too, and she had gotten them a nicer
couch. Someone had left it in one of the houses she showed.

Today was the first day she’d left them alone together. She was looking forward to
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their stories. “Dale?”

His truck was out front. She figured they went for a walk, or to play in the woods, so
she went to the kitchen for some tea. There was an empty twelve-pack of beer in the fridge
that hadn’t been there when she jellied her toast that morning. She touched her lip and closed
the fridge.

“Boys?” she said.

The door to the bedroom parted a bit.

“Dale?” she said.

Everything went spinny. Jason was naked with his arms held down and away from his
body like a sagging crucifix. His face was a full moon of pain, and his bottom lip curled
under and quivered, his eyes high-beam.

“What the hell?” she managed. He shuffled toward her and she heard Dale cough in
the bedroom. Jason jolted and scurried at the abrupt sound. When she got her arms around
him, her son flinched and moaned. His back was puffy and warm. She turned him around and
let go a low no no no.

Dale appeared in the doorway, fitting a shiny black belt back through the loops.

“He drew a bunch of shit on my wall while | was up the street.”

He had left her five-year-old son alone in the house. And he was drunk. And he beat
her five-year-old son with a belt after he had left him alone and gotten drunk.

“You...” she said, turning her back to him and shielding the trembling Jason.

“What’s that?”

“Son of a bitch,” she screamed the last word.

When he hit her it was square in the temple and everything went radio static. Her
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mouth felt like it was filled with steel wool. She saw Jason far away, and she gasped and
grasped for him.

When she came to, Jason was staring at her from the couch. Dale, in his room, was
stifled mid-whistle when she kicked open the door with a knife in her hand. Even if they
couldn’t find Jason a foster family, and even if they never let her see him again, she was
certain and serene as she drove the knife to its hilt in Dale’s spurting neck, that he would be

safe.
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The Drifter, the Fence, and the Tattletale

I had been wet for about two weeks when | saw the farmhouse. | had passed up
several like it along the way, but the emptiness in the pit of my stomach and the pain in my
rotting feet were too much that night, so | carefully stepped over a downed portion of the
barbed wire fence that ran around the farm, and made my way down through the pasture
toward the house. Trench foot can be very persuasive.

No lights were on inside the house. That is to say, no candles were burning. | hadn’t
seen electricity since | dipped over the western edge of the continental divide about a week
earlier. The batteries in my flashlight had stopped working well before that, when | was only
a few days inland of the Caribbean. Weeks ago. It had also been about a week since 1’d seen
or heard an automobile. The last was an old Ford truck. I hitchhiked several kilometers south

after reaching the summit of Cerro del Muerte, the hill of the dead, the rigorous eastern slope
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of the great divide. Up there | had been briefly above the clouds that had been drenching me
for weeks. In the late afternoon I could look west and see the Pacific, and over my shoulder,
less clearly because it was farther away, the Caribbean, and vaguely the coastline from where
I had begun alone three weeks before.

The dogs were barking and snarling, circling me as | made my way in big strides
down the hill toward the house. I stole a good kick at the snout of one of the things when it
got too close to me. It yelped and sauntered back a few feet, its tail between its legs. |
stopped short a few feet from the house when the door opened. In all reality | had hoped the
thing was uninhabited.

“Buenas,” | said, as unthreateningly as possible. | realized that whoever was in the
dark recess of the doorframe, they were probably not accustomed to being awakened by
strangers in the middle of the night who kick their dogs. | don’t guess anybody is.

“Quien es?” the man asked. There was no hint of fear in his voice. Just wondering
who | was.

“My name is Jed,” pronounced yed in Spanish.

“What do you need?” he asked.

“It’s raining,” | said. “l have money.”

“Okay,” he said. He stepped back with his back against the door and let me in. Most
of the Costa Ricans 1I’d met, or Ticos, as they call themselves, were significantly shorter than
me. I’m six foot, and when | passed this guy on the way in, | was looking at his chest. | stood
on the dirt floor with my pack in my hand, dripping, not really knowing what to do next. He
let the wooden door close and lit a match. He held it to the wick of a candle on a table made

of the same slats that made up the door, the walls, and the roof. He was not smiling, and the
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candlelight seemed only to light the aggressive angles of his dark weathered face. He had a
mustache like a black leather wallet, and deep black eyes that sparkled with the pinpoint of
flame that danced on the table. | was beginning to think I should have slept in the woods
again.

“Something to eat?” he asked. His voice seemed incapable of a whisper. | noticed we
were standing in the kitchen. A woodstove behind me emitted heat. The sink next to that was
running perpetually, siphoned, | learned, from the river | could hear raging a few hundred
meters down the hill.

“Please,” | said. He pointed at my bag, and then at the table. I set it down.

“Maria,” he said. He sat down on a bench on the far side of the table. “Sit down,” he
said, moving my bag toward the wall. “Where are you from?”

“The States,” | said. “Chicago.”

“Why are you here?”

“To walk,” I said. “And surf. I'm going to Quepos.”

“You said you have money?”

“Yes.”

“There are busses,” he said. “Planes and trains.”

“1 know,” | said.

“Why are you walking?” he actually smiled.

“l wanted to see the forest.”

“Do you like what you have seen?”

“It is beautiful, dangerous, mysterious, fragile.” I said. “Like a woman.”

“Like a woman,” he said, dismissively. “We have some tortillas, beans and rice,
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coffee.”

“Perfect.” | was trying to look him in the eyes, but | kept having to look down. He
said something quickly, and | realized that there was a woman standing by the sink. She went
to work without a word when he looked at her.

“Hernando,” he said, extending his hand across the table.

“Good,” I said, shaking his hand and forgetting the words for “nice to meet you.”

While earthenware banged and scraped behind me, he told me that he was a farmer,
and that he would have it no other way. He said he had three children; eleven, eight, and six
months. He told me that years ago gringos would come through in the dry season in droves,
and that he would put them up and feed them for a little money, and that about ten years ago
they stopped coming. He said it was because the railroad opened back up. I told him it was
because Americans are lazy, and he agreed. He told me that Maria was his wife, and that she
was twenty-five. He talked about her like she wasn’t in the room. He said she was a mediocre
cook and a childish mother, but that she was all he could find in Piedra Negra, and that since
she was fertile, he was glad he had her. He said he was forty, and that his first wife, whom he
loved dearly, drowned in the river before she could bear children, so he was forced to
remarry. Maria gave us our food without making a sound, and disappeared around the wall.

“You are a child, like my wife,” he suggested, chewing. His tone was the same as it
had been the entire meal. He told me that there was no room for me in the house, but that
there was a shed farther down toward the river that | could stay in, provided | could find
room among the farm equipment. He gave me a candle and some matches and pointed the
way down the hill.

Big granite stones lined the hill between the house and the river, so | took care not to
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roll an ankle on the wet and wobbly terrain. My feet were my only transportation, and despite
the fact that | had a good case of foot rot going, | took their welfare very seriously.

The shed was made with boards that weren’t flush with each other. The corrugated tin
roof kept up a high-pitched hum under the steady rain. There were four bunks, all covered
with rudimentary farm equipment. Hoes, machetes, horse harnesses. None of it was very
clean or useable for comfortable bedding. There were two windows, which were actually just
big square holes in the wall facing the river, so anything that wanted to come in, could. The
critters were ruthless. | was used to it, mostly. The scorpions and the flies of all shapes and
sizes, merciless carpets of ants, beetles as big as compact cars, spiders, snakes, poison arrow
frogs, and more ants. | was used to waking up in my tent with big, furry brown spiders the
size of my hand darting across my face.

I cleared off the top bunk. I brushed the damp yellow foam pad. I lifted it up to make
sure | wasn’t going to piss off any tarantulas. Then | undressed and went to sleep, dry and
full for the first time in more than a week.

The rooster that was on the roof of my room started hollering at least two hours
before sunrise. | felt safe, though, and was back asleep by the end of his second round.

When | woke up again, | found that thousands of vicious little flies spent their night
feasting on my bare legs, and they were swollen so considerably that bending them at the
knee was impossible. | pushed little craters into my shins with my fingers, and they would
stay indented until the pus pressure from underneath popped the divot back out. And so it
was that | hobbled with stiff, sausage legs, back up the slick rock hill, to see about some
breakfast.

There was a little flat grassy area at the top of the hill behind their house, and on it
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were a bunch of chickens running around clucking and being otherwise generally stupid. The
outhouse was around the front, and | decided to pay it a visit before asking for more food.

After making my deposit | suffered a momentary lapse of etiquette, and opened the
door to their house without knocking. A little girl was scrubbing something in the sink and
didn’t look up. The mother, Maria, was pounding dough flat with her hands for tortillas. She
looked at me timidly and motioned me in.

I hadn’t noticed the night before, but the woman was a remarkable beauty. Skin the
color of coffee with two creams, crisp blue eyes, and a perfect petite frame jostling with each
whack on the dough. The daughter was pretty too, but her eyes were the deep black of her
father’s. Maria’s were bluer than mine. | thought of the conquistadors.

“Where is he?” | asked.

“Hernando and my son Miguel went to Brujo for some things. They won’t be back
until tonight. You’ll probably pass them on the trail.” She didn’t look at me.

“The thing is, ah, | have sick feet, and your flies ate my legs last night, so I thought-”
my Spanish was feeling rudimentary.

“-you could stay? That’s fine. Hernando will ask for money, or you could help around
here. Do you want some food?” she seemed to be talking in slow, deliberate sentences so I’d
understand. | felt a little belittled, but also a bit of bravado at her concession.

“I’d love some, Maria.” She looked at me when | said her name. She knew what |
wanted. And not to eat. She bit her lip and grabbed another small ball of dough to pound flat.

Lucia finished her wash and ran by me, giggling. She was a bubbly kid, embarrassed
by this strange man in her house. Then, out the front door, | saw her on a horse. What a sight.

A beautiful eleven year old girl, tearing away up and across the pasture, her long black hair
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whipping with each gallop, the morning dew still glittering on the grass before a giant lush
green wall of forest. Thin whisps of cloud stuck and detached over the treetops like cotton
candy.
“To her friend’s house,” Maria startled me from behind. “She wants to tell them about
you.”
| ate beans and rice with fried plantains and fresh tortillas. She also gave me this
weird fibrous fruit thing that I wasn’t really sure how to eat. And coffee with fresh squeezed
milk from their cow.

While | ate, Maria tended to the baby. It had a name, but | never caught it. When |
finished I went to the sink to do my dish, and while | was rinsing, a huge beetle flew in the
window like a clicking condor. | batted the thing down and Maria came in to see what | had
yelled about. The thing got stuck on the drainpipe in the bottom of the sink, and the water,
which couldn’t be turned off, was rising and would soon overflow. Maria was laughing and
yelling at me to get it off the drain. I told her | wouldn’t because it was still alive, and | didn’t
want it to eat me. She said she wouldn’t either, laughing, and told me she’d be forced to tell
Hernando | made a mess of their floor. All the while the water was rising and we were
laughing and making grossed-out faces, while the monster’s legs were still flailing away
trying to free itself from the suction that would eventually drown it. Unfortunately for Maria
and me, the sink was going to overflow before the woolybooger died, so | took out a pair of
fold up scissors and tried to cut off the head of this saucer sized beast. The blade on the
scissors was almost two inches long, but, even cutting sideways, when I clamped down,
shoulder deep in rising river water, | severed nothing. The thing just kept right on squirming.

The sink was about to run over, so | bit the bullet and grabbed the thing and gave it a good
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squishing. I threw it on the floor, much to Maria’s delight. She jumped up and down laughing
and screaming, her breasts dancing under her thin housedress. | couldn’t stand it. Being alone
in the woods for a month makes even remotely potential sexual encounters unbearable.

Later in the day | caught Maria in the process of killing a chicken. She had already
broken its neck, and was tying a string around its feet. She hung it on a nail on the side of the
house, and we watched it go through its death throes of shaking and screeching and foaming
at the beak.

“Did you sleep good last night?” she asked.

“Yes, me pegan las sabanas, thank you.”

She looked at me quizzically. It was clear she’d understood the si and the gracias,
because who doesn’t. But the rest of my statement was a colloquialism 1I’d picked up in
Mexico, meaning “the sheets stuck to me.” 1’d heard people use it when they were late,
displacing the blame, as is so popular in the language. In Spanish, people don’t forget things
or drop things, things forget you, fall from you. It’s one of the more attractive aspects of the
language for me, but apparently the expression didn’t translate as 1’d intended it. Rather than
let me explain, she let air run through her teeth, smiled, and looked down.

“Doesn’t it smell in there?” she asked, waving an imaginary unsavory odor away
from her nose.

“No. Last week | slept in an abandoned house in a cow pasture. That smelled. And
there were bats.”

“l haven’t slept alone in years,” she said. “I don’t think I will sleep alone for many,
many years. We all sleep together, us five. Sometimes | just want to sleep alone.”

“It isn’t all that nice to sleep alone.”
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“You don’t like sleeping alone?”

“Yes, and no.” | wanted to say “Sleeping with someone else offers a variety of
exciting opportunities,” but I didn’t.

“l know what you are talking about. It seems nice.”

“What?” | said, smiling and holding my hands up in mock defense. The chicken had
stopped moving so we went back into the kitchen.

“Love,” she said.

“Yeah, that and...” | couldn’t think of the word for lust.

“Like what?” she said, putting her elbows on the table.

“Like, I don’t know, like playing, like fun,” I said.

“Fun? Maybe,” she said, trailing off.

“No, people do all sorts of stuff. There are magazines and television channels devoted
to it. Whole sections of cities.”

“The States,” she said, looking suddenly distant. “I think about things like that. But
Hernando, he’s forty, he’s like my father.” She looked over my shoulder.

“There is a lot to be said for the way you live,” | said, trying to console her.

“No, there isn’t,” she said, slapping the table gently with one hand, “women like me,
like my mother and sisters, they don’t know any different. 1 listen to the radio. | read. | want
to go to New York, | want friends, romance, | want-" she had gotten up and was pointing at
her chest, shaken.

“People are lonely all over the world, even in cities like New York.” | stood up to
hold her and make her feel better. | felt like I had upset her.

“l don’t want to feel alone anymore,” she said.
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She put her strong, small hands on my wrists and guided my hands from her face to
her hips as she backed up to the table. We kissed. She clung to my shirt as I moved from her
mouth to her neck. She was going for my belt when | pulled her dress down over her
shoulders, all the way down. She took off my shirt and | looked out the front door. | grabbed
up under her dress for her panties. She hoisted her ass a little so I could get them off. When
we finished | laid my head on her shoulder. I had no concept of time then. But when | looked
left, | realized that enough time had lapsed for Lucia and her friend to make it down the hill
from the trail, pen the horse, and walk to the front door, where they stood, mouths agape,
staring at Maria and me.

When she noticed them she screamed something and they ran away. She pushed me
away and looked around nervously. She looked at me like she didn’t know me. She told me
to leave. | retreated to my cabin and hid, elated and terribly worried at the same time.

| fell asleep, and the next thing | knew, Miguel, the eight year old, was standing over
me saying yed, yed. He said it was time for dinner. He said his dad wanted me to stay and
help patch the fence. He said they bought the necessary materials on their trip to Brujo.

Maria didn’t really have to alter her act that much. She served the food quietly and made eye
contact with no one. | was thinking of a way to get out of helping with the fence, to get out of
there all together. As | watched the man shovel food into his bear like jaw, | decided to say
nothing. After dinner, | taught Miguel and an aloof, sulky Lucia, how to play chess. They had
a little fold up travel board, and all the pieces had tiny magnets on the bottom, so you could
play on a boat or something, but the instructions were in English, so it collected dust. I made
up the names of most of the pieces. | knew King and Queen, but Rook? Pawn? Rook became

for them a Castillo, and pawns were enanos. After the candle burned down, I turned in,
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happy to escape Lucia’s penetrating stare.

I didn’t sleep. | considered leaving in the middle of the night, but trails in this part of
the country were barely navigable by day. My feet were pretty well healed, so | figured I’d
tough it out and make tracks after helping with the fence. All I could hear was the persistent
sound of the river, and the occasional buzz of the invisible bugs when the got too close to my
ear. That is why | didn’t hear Hernando approach the shed. | didn’t see him either, until he
said my name. Yed. | looked over and saw his massive black silhouette against the blue black
night out the window.

“Yes?”

“Come here,” he said, and walked away.

“What?”

He was gone. When | got to the house | saw him standing in the kitchen over a
mound of something on the floor.

“What happened?”

“Se suicido,” he said. It was Maria.

“No,” I said. Her throat was cut near all the way through.

“Help me,” he said. He could have picked her up himself. Hell, | could have. He
grabbed her feet and | grabbed her hands, and when we lifted her up her head almost came
off. | figured he was going to kill me. He led out the front door, into the night. We walked
forever. We passed sleeping cows and pissing pigs. Past a waterfall. Maria’s blood marked
our path.

We got to a large pile of sticks and he told me to let her go. He lifted her to the top of

the pile, and held a match to several spots among the twisted nest of vine and scrap. In no
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time it was a conflagration. He made the sign of the cross and walked away. | watched the
flames bubble the skin on her lifeless face, hours earlier shining radiantly. Her clothes caught
and went and | turned from the fire and headed back down the trail to the house | had
destroyed. Hernando was standing down the trail, but my eyes were all messed up from the
fire and 1 didn’t see him until | was right next to him.

“I’m leaving,” | said.

“No,” he said. “You’re helping with the fence.”

The cock crowed at the crack of four, and | went back up to the house.

The kids were up, and Lucia said her father had just gone to milk the cow. She was
crying, and the baby in her arms was crying too. A candle was burning on the table, and there
was a bowl of food by it for me. | sat down to eat.

The eight year old was crying in the corner, his little tan arms around his little panted
knees, rocking back and forth.

Hernando returned with a bucket of milk, placed it on the ground, and waved for me
to follow him. We walked up to the stable without a word. We worked in complete silence.
We carried the big heavy rails up the hill through the pasture. We returned for the spools of
barbed wire. The little cuts and gouges | sustained from the barbs were nothing compared to
the tooth-grinding wave of fear that pulsed through me every time that sledgehammer came
down on a rail | was steadying. One carefully timed adjustment of trajectory on his part and
I’d have been found eight or ten kilometers down river, torn and bloated on a rock, just some
dumb gringo who tried to cross at the wrong spot. We mended the hole | came through first.

My job also included nailing little u shaped nails around the barbed wire and into the

post, while Hernando dug the preliminary hole for the next post. In my shaken state of mind,
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I destroyed my thumb with a bad swing of the hammer. | tucked it into my other fingers. It
bled so much that it ran down the next post | steadied to the ground. Hernando noticed, but
continued unabated. As | went about securing the wire to the poles, he walked back down
toward the house. The little u nails were stubby enough to begin with, but holding them with
my busted thumb made it nearly impossible. After I got the last one in, | stood up and saw
Hernando coming back up the hill. His thin, old shirt clung to his fit, farmer body with sweat.
The morning breeze made it flap. Behind him were his field, his stable, his house and shed,
his river, his sun cresting over the dense canopy. He had my bag in his hand.

I rolled my thumb up in the bottom of my shirt and leaned against the fencepost with
the hammer hanging out of my hand. | squinted, waiting, and wiped my brow. | noticed then,
that with the last bit of wire | had attached, | was now stuck on the outside of the fence.
Hernando reached me and looked at me from the inside, holding out my bag for me to take.

“Quedate,” he said. And stay out.

I grabbed my bag and made west down the trail without a word. As | walked, | passed
the smoldering leftovers of Maria’s pyre. She succeeded, | thought, at getting out, and as |
tasted the metallic blood from my devastated thumb, | knew | had everything to do with it,

and nothing, really, at all.
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Speedo

It was lunchtime now, but he didn’t feel like eating. His stomach felt like it was full
of sick butterflies. His brain was going a mile a minute, trying to go over what happened,
deciding whether he was just blowing things out of proportion. He was alone in his apartment
pacing the narrow kitchen floor and ashing his cigarette in the sink, the girl he was seeing
had left an hour earlier for work. She had been no help. Surprise. She had said exactly what
he thought she would.

“You’re not going,” she looked up at him from his pillow. He stood trying to finish
his account of the morning’s events. She interrupted. “No Eddie, it’s too weird, get a real
job.” She got up and went to turn on the shower.

Now she was gone and Eddie didn’t have anyone to talk to. He felt like he had to get
a second opinion. But who? Parents? No. Not this story. Most of his friends were still

sleeping. He often joked that they were all vampires because they slept all day and worked
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and partied all night. Eddie was no different. He was a cook, and all of his friends were
bartenders or waiters somewhere all over the city, really the state. Eddie wanted out of that
lifestyle, which was why he had gone that morning to see about a day job. Mowing lawns.
The interview for the job was what had him pacing and smoking in his kitchen.

He wanted some advice. The man this morning had omitted too many seemingly
essential facts. The man had been so vague and so urgent at the same time. The decision to
call his friend in Boone came after five cigarettes and about a mile of eight-foot laps.

“Alpha dog T-Wikes,” the voice answered.

“Thomas!” Eddie said.

“Yeah.”

“It’s Ed.”

“Eddie!”

“Ah--" Eddie’s voice betrayed his duress. He was excited with the prospect of telling
the thing, to get some air under the thing that had been eating him up for the past three hours.

“Shoot dude, it’s what I’m here for.”

“You know how | was looking for a day job?” Eddie started. “Well | answered this
classified ad about mowing lawns for like two hundred dollars cash a week, part time.”

“Sweet gig.”

“No shit, but get this—it’s going to get a little weird, so bear with me.”

“I like weird,” Thomas said.

“So | took my shirt off in a fat man’s kitchen at nine o’clock this morning because he
asked me to.”

“Were you still drunk?”
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“No. Yes—"

“Did he pay you?”

“Not a dime. Shut the hell up and let me tell the story, then you can put in your two
cents. |1 had to go meet this guy from the ad at some gas station twenty minutes outside
Raleigh.”

“Sketchy. | haven’t been up at nine in years.”

“Been a while for me, too.”

“Unless you count the times | haven’t been to bed yet.” Thomas laughed.

Eddie was impatient. “So | follow him to his homogenous-ass neighborhood with no
more than a man’s wingspan between neighbors’ bedroom windows. | bet if a couple in that
neighborhood had loud sex, they’d get a hearty applause while walking the dog the next
morning.”

“Like me and your mom,” Thomas said.

“Shut it. So | sit at this guy’s kitchen table and we talk lawn mowing. Turns out he
supplies the equipment, and my turf is ten elderly people’s lawns in that very same
neighborhood. He claimed it was a sort of charity, and my pay comes out of some fund the
community put together so that none of the old men croaks doing his lawn some sunny day,
permanently deranging Timmy and Tammy Smileyson during a game of hop-scotch.”

“So you’re just the trauma prevention technician. Saving Tim and Tam from reliving
Old Man Weinkenstein’s sunstroke every night for the rest of their lives.”

“Whatever, that’s not the point,” Eddie said.

“What is? Take off your shirt already.”

“I’m getting there. The guy said I’m a sure thing because | can speak English, so |
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start getting up to leave, and that’s when the whole thing goes to shambles and homeboy gets
all weird on me.”

“Shirt?”

“Yes. He asks me what other jobs I’ve had. I tell him, and he gets all perky when |
say | was a swim coach. Asks me if I’m comfortable in a Speedo.”

“What?”

“Turns out he publishes some catalogue for hair salons with a scantily clad couple on
the front. Problem is his go-to guy for the banana hammock cover shot got hairy or fat or his
sister died. Says he’ll give me eight hundred dollars to go grope some hottie in a bikini for
two hours tomorrow.”

“You’re still wearing a shirt,” Thomas said.

“Oh, he asked me if | worked out and I said no. So he asked me to take my shirt off. |
did. Then he showed me the pictures of the girl.”

“Hot?”

“Yeah, she looked at least twenty-five. She’s got six or so years on me. Probably rock
my world. I think she’s a former Miss North Carolina.”

“Eight hundred dollars?”

“That’s what he said. There’s more, though. | called the guy after Jan left for work,
and he says since | don’t have any modeling experience, I’m going to have to go back out
there tonight and learn. Just me, him, and the girl. He said something about drinks, and that
she really wants to meet me,” there was no confidence in Eddie’s voice.

“What does Jan think?”

“What do you think she thinks? She said no, and she doesn’t even know about
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tonight.”

“Is Miss North Carolina hot?”

“Jan’s hotter.”

“So drinks with a so called Pageant Queen and a catalogue publisher slash
philanthropist,” Thomas summarized.

“Seems to be the case.”

“Do you think you’ll have to hang out in the Speedo all night? Oh and who provides
the thing? If | was you I’d bring my own.”

“l don’t have one.”

“Then just go.”

“You think?”

“Go, and you better tell me about it.”

The conversation carried on, but when it was over, Eddie didn’t feel any better.
Thomas had said what Eddie expected him to. Eddie thought about Thom being one of those
little devils that sits on your shoulder. He thought, regarding his friends, his shoulder-devil to
shoulder-angel ratio was heavily weighted in the devil column. Jan and his mom were the
only two shoulder-angels he could think of. His mom was out of the question. She was under
the impression that he already had a day job. He thought about his roommate from his first
and only semester in college. Alex was no shoulder-angel, but then again he was no devil
either. He smoked pot and he went to church. Pretty middle-of-the-road, Eddie thought. He
called him and told him the story.

“You’re going to be in a porno,” Alex said.

“Nabh, the girl looked respectable.”
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“This guy has porn producer written all over him.”

“Shut up,” Eddie felt a creepy excitement.

“Don’t go,” Alex said. “You said it yourself, he didn’t even have a back issue of this
catalogue or whatever, and when you asked he went all dodgy. It’s a con, Ed, to get you
drunk, naked and on film.

“It’s too immediate, too,” Eddie said.

“True, man, | bet there aren’t even any lawns to mow.”

“How’s that?”

“Think about it. What kind of people are going to answer that ad? It’s physical labor,
S0 you’ve got to be able bodied, and it pays minimal cash, so it’s not someone career minded.
A physically fit kid who will do shit work for money. You, no offense.”

“S0?” Eddie asked.

“So, it’s all a ploy by this sketchball to get young men in Speedos to prance around
his house with the prospect of a bikini clad woman and lumps of cash, and then he starts
saying things like ‘touch her breast,” and the rest is recorded for all of history to find when
you’re running for office.”

“Eight hundred dollars, though,” Eddie joked.

“Look, feel free to take your first step into the porn world. You asked for my advice
and I gave it. Don’t go.”

When Eddie hung up, he felt better. Alex had put some things in perspective. He went
into the bathroom and took off his shirt. He looked at himself in the mirror, sucked in and
posed a few times, he put his face as close to the mirror as he could without touching it and

looked into his own eyes. Black, blue, and red. “Hairstyle catalogue,” he said, running his

129



hand over the stubble that covered his head. He laughed and shook his head and gave his
reflection the finger as he walked out of the bathroom. It was almost two in the afternoon. He
went outside and leaned against the warm bricks of his apartment building. He smoked less
feverishly now. The sun was warm on his face and he felt calm. He didn’t have to call the
lawnmower guy until seven. Jan would call at nine on her way home from work to suggest
somewhere to go drink. It was Eddie’s first Friday off in a while. He knew that Janet knew
that. She would get mad and not sleep with him for a week if he said he had something else
to do. Especially something he couldn’t explain. Doing this shady Speedo thing would upset

the situation.

When he woke from his nap it was passed six. He’d had several vivid dreams and it
took him a second to figure out whether he’d dreamt the morning of if it really happened. He
got in the shower and tried to figure out what he was going to say to Jan about where he was
going that night. He figured it out and ate a tuna sandwich while he waited for seven o’clock.
He called Lodge and set the thing up. He was to be back out there by ten, and the girl would
already be there. He wasn’t nervous. He had given over his master controls to the shoulder-
devil. Maybe it was his sense of adventure, or maybe it was his complete lack of sense.
Either way, he didn’t care. Janet would call at nine, he would get in a fight with her, and he
would go. He watched TV until the phone rang.

“Yes,” he answered.

“Baby, you know | hate it when you answer the phone like that,” he could tell she
was smiling.

“Where we going tonight?” he asked, trying to sound bored.
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“I heard Coaster’s is having a good band.”

“I hate Coaster’s, you always hang all over that wet-headed bartender.”

“It’s just to get free drinks, baby,” she said.

“It makes you look like a whore.”

“Go to hell,” she said, now bored too, “what’s your damn problem?”

“Nothing, just bored I guess,” he sounded distraught, but he was smiling.

“Of what? Bars? Me? What?”

“I don’t know, maybe all of it. 1t’s always the same. It’s boring.”

“You’re boring, Eddie! Your wishy-washy ass,” Jan yelled.

“Who’s boring? Look, just go fuck Johnny wet head like the whore you are.”

“Asshole,” she said, not loud, but as if it was a revelation. “What happened?”

“Nothing,” Eddie said. He hung up.

Eddie smiled and walked to his car. It surprised him how little he cared for Jan in the
face of such an exciting new experience. He really had no idea what was going to happen,
but that was a large part of the adrenaline rush he felt as he blasted his car radio and
screamed the lyrics to all the songs as he drove there.

When he arrived at Lodge’s, there was a cherry red Beamer in the driveway. His
blood was boiling as he parked on the street and walked through the garage to let himself in.
there was music playing and liquor bottles on the table where they had talked lawn mowing
twelve hours earlier.

The car was explained away with a wave of Lodge’s large hand, as the thin brown
cigarette he was smoking lost its ash on the carpet. The girl, as it turned out, would not be

coming. A real shame, he agreed, handing Eddie a clinking glass with a dark drink mixed
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already inside.

“Women,” Lodge said smiling, “who needs them anyway?”

They were seated on separate couches, but relatively close to one another. Eddie
looked around and took in the room. There really wasn’t much there. Nothing on the walls.
Just three couches, a raggedy rug, and a small table with nothing on it but a small brown box.

“Society,” Eddie said.

“Ha,” Lodge said. Eddie noticed the man’s features more closely now. He still had a
light coating of shiny sweat on his thick brown skin. His gold rimmed glasses obscured his
eyes, making them seem to swim separately from his face. They also glinted in the oddly lit
den along with his three visible gold teeth. “Drink up,” he said.

Eddie noticed how the man’s hands dwarfed the glass he was holding. “I don’t think
I’m going to practice if she isn’t showing up.” He slid slightly away from Lodge, who was
leaning uncomfortably close to him and breathing heavily. “It just wouldn’t make sense, you
know?”

“Yes. | know.” Lodge leaned back, comfortably. “Why don’t you take a look in that
box?” He waved in the direction of the brown parcel on the table.

Eddie did. “How much is here?” he said, not looking up.

“Eighteen hundred dollars. Cash.”

“What for?”

“Taking your shirt off again.”

“What? Why?”

“And, and ah—" he rubbed his head with his big hands, “and letting me suck your

dick.”
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Eddie was silent, looking at the money and Lodge intermittently.
Afterward, Lodge disappeared into a back room and emerged with another, identical
box. Eddie asked for another drink.
When Lodge’s large hands latched to his bare shoulders until it hurt, Eddie choked

back a sob, and closed his eyes.
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Slingshot

In the summers when | was a boy it was tradition that |1 spend a month or so at the
lake with my grandfather. He owned and was the resident landlord of one of the marina-
trailer parks around the lake. In truth, his house wasn’t much larger than any one of the
trailers it presided over, but it didn’t have wheels, a quality that gave the house an air of
superiority through permanence. In general, he was a good old man and | enjoyed spending
time with him. He taught me how to fish and drive a boat, how to skin a raccoon, and where
the best rope swings were. 1’d say that until the summer in question, when | was twelve, my
relationship with him was better than the one | had with his son, my father.

That particular summer | noticed an increasing aloofness about Grandpa when it came
to spending time with me. He took to the manner of treating me like some unwanted pet, like

a cat he was forced to feed out of principal for some well-liked neighbor on vacation. |
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realized later that | was changing, too.

I began spending more time with Elaine, a resident of the trailer park who was a year
older than me and with whom I had long been acquainted. Elaine was the only kid my age at
the lake, so by default we had become friends over the years. She was a lively girl and we
spent many summers past throwing rocks at bullfrogs or lighting small fires with the lighter
she had stolen from her mother. Some days we’d sit in the woods with our wet shoes and
dirty, skinned knees and she’d tell me colorful stories about her mother and whoever her
mother was involved with at the time. She never had the same partner as the summer before.

The summer before, when | was eleven, we consecrated the friendship by becoming
blood siblings. We gouged our fingers with a fishing hook encrusted with dried worm guts,
and then mashed the wounds together. It was her idea.

Things between Elaine and | changed, however, on the first day of my twelfth
summer. She was sitting on my grandfather’s front steps when my dad dropped me off, her
whispy, sand colored hair all grown back from where I had cut it all off a year earlier. When
she stood as | approached, | noticed that she had grown several inches. She was taller than
me. | stopped in my tracks, dropping the plastic grocery bag that held my cut-off jeans and
Dukes of Hazard t-shirts. How she had changed. It was dramatic. She was wearing the same
tank top from the summer before, only now mounds of new flesh stretched its faded wording,
and she had rings on her fingers. Rings.

“Hullo Elaine,” I said, my face flushed.

“Hullo?” she mocked, squinting her cool gray eyes and pulling her hair from the
corners of her mouth with her ringed fingers. Her short fingernails were painted bright green.

“You said you’d write me over the winter, Marcus.” She shook her fist at me and | smiled up
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at her gorgeous silhouette. My father drove away.

“Sorry,” | said. | picked up my clothes.

“Screw you,” she said. She leapt from the steps and slugged me in the stomach,
square in the center of my sleeveless A-Team shirt. | fell down and squirmed breathlessly in
the dirt.

“Haa haa,” she laughed. You’re a wuss, Marcus. A shrimp!” She leaned over me. Her
hair and her string and quartz necklace all pointed down at me. | looked past the quartz
medallion and focused on the stretched and faded wording behind it. “Your grandpa is
fishing. Let’s go in the woods. | got a slingshot.” She sang the last word for emphasis. Her
gut punch had knocked the wind out of me. When | realized she was playing around, |
hopped up and tossed my bag of clothes on the porch. Relief replaced my anxiety. Elaine
hadn’t been mad, and if she had, knocking the wind out of me cleaned the slate.

Once we were in the woods, we stirred up a raccoon, which were such a nuisance
around the lake and adjoining farms that summer that my grandfather actually paid people,
including me, for ears, as proof of their demise. | got it on the run with the slingshot and a
small lug nut I found next to one of the trailers. Elaine shrieked. | cracked its skull. We
poked at it with a stick for a while. | retrieved my projectile and decided to come back for the
ear. Then we left the thing to the ants and walked deeper into the woods for more game.

We sat down by an old campfire pit, littered with sun faded beer cans and broken
glass. Elaine pulled two wrinkly cigarettes from her pocket.

“Stole ‘em from my mom,” she said.

“Rad,” | said. | rubbed my hands together excitedly. Cigarettes were cool. | tried to

look natural sucking the harsh smoke into my lungs. | coughed and she giggled. After a few
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puffs, | began to feel very dizzy. | felt the color go from my face and my stomach churn.
Elaine didn’t notice my discomfort. She just sat there on that log with bark stuck to the
underside of her white thighs, smoking more naturally than any other thirteen-year-old on the
planet. It struck me suddenly that | envied the bark, but I had no idea why.

When 1 finished the cigarette and felt all clammy and dirty, I tried to remain calm so
as not to let on that it had been my first.

“You’ve never smoked before, have you?” she asked through a laugh.

“Yeah | have, lots,” | said.

“Liar. You sure are good with that slingshot.”

“Yes ma’am, bes’ damn shot this side ‘o tha Miss-ippi,” | said.

She laughed. “Would you protect me if any bears came?” she asked, playing.

“Of course | would,” I said, pretending to tip a cowboy hat at her and winking.

“My hero,” she said. She got up real dramatic like and clung to me as if there were a
pack of wolves hot after her. | pretended to off them all, one by one, with my trusty slingshot.
Suddenly she stood straight up in front of me with a look of seriousness. | stopped pretending
and tilted my head back to see into her eyes. She was perfect, and | felt weird again. | started
to shake a little but she was holding my arms so | stayed still. In an instant she planted her
raspberry tasting lips on mine and held them there for a good while. | held my breath. | was
wide-eyed with shock. She breathed audibly through her nose and I could see her eyes closed
very tight. She pulled away and her eyes found mine. “You saved me, Marcus,” she said
smiling. “You’re my hero.” She was still pretending. My first kiss was make-believe. | was
hurt, but I put on the cowboy accent again to avoid showing my cards.

“Inny thang fer a luvly lady lak you, ma’am,” and | again tilted the invisible hat.
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The rest of the day we talked about this and that, wandering aimlessly through the
woods, stopping occasionally to wrestle playfully or pick flowers. She told me that she had
been staying at her Aunt Cindy’s lately, who also had a trailer in the park, because her mom
had taken to rolling around their trailer with a mechanic named Mike. Elaine said she didn’t
mind because her Aunt let her smoke and stay out as late as she wanted. | told her that | hated
school and my dad had taken up with a mean lady from work. I told her that | wanted to stay
the whole summer at the lake because she was the only real friend | had. This was of course a
lie. | had friends back home, but she was the only one | wanted to be with. When the sun
went behind the trees | decided | better go find my grandpa and eat some supper.

I made plans to meet her at the store in the marina at nine. | had to sneak out, but
Grandpa would be sleeping, so it would be a piece of cake.

As | came to the house | smelled fish frying and saw rods resting against the porch
rail. Fireflies swirled against the woods on the perimeter of my grandfather’s land and
crickets chirped from all around. | stepped on a toad with my bare foot and yelped. | hadn’t
yet again gotten used to the smell of the lake, and I liked that, because | could only smell the
iron and silt and grass and rot for about two or three days, and then my nose would stop
noticing it. It let me know | was back.

My grandfather was standing at the stove, working the giant cast iron skillet back and
forth, humming something lowly.

“Hullo Gramps,” | said.

“Jesus,” he said, wheeling around. “Marcus? Where you been? Guess I’ll throw
another fillet on,” he said, walking to the cooler. Then he turned and scooped me up in his

arms and gave me a good strong hug. While we ate, we talked fishing, and | told him school
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was going well, and about the raccoon. He said good riddance, and that he’d pay me on faith.
How old was | now? | was twelve. And what grade was | in? | was going into the seventh.
The questions didn’t annoy me because | had no idea how old my grandfather was, | just
didn’t have to pretend to care. | ate silently as my grandfather told me stories about my
father, like how he wouldn’t go in the cellar when he was my age because he thought there
were tigers down there. After dinner, he smoked a pipe as | cleaned off the table. Then he
went to bed.

I grew nervous as | paced the floor of the room my cot was in. | had to wait an hour
before |1 was supposed to meet Elaine at the marina. | went into the bathroom and over-
brushed my teeth until I was sure Grandpa was sleeping. | saw myself in the mirror and
frowned at how boyish | looked. In the bathroom, I though about what had happened in the
woods. | thought of being alone with her again under the same circumstances, and doing
things differently. Thinking this made me feel very weird. | felt energized and powerful, but
also kind of ashamed, too. | became the bark on her thigh, and | realized why I envied it so.
This new feeling was rich and alluring. My head swam in a pool of Jello and my body was
engulfed in some slow, indescribably pleasurable explosion. It felt like Christmas and
Halloween on the same day or something. Just thinking about her made me feel great. She
kissed me. | was sure | loved her. | decided that the only reasonable thing to do was to feel
like this all the time. | couldn’t wait to see her again.

I looked at my Captain America watch and saw that | had been in the bathroom for
forty-five minutes. | brushed my hair and tiptoed down the hall to the door. | was in a flat run
by the time my feet hit the dirt. | made it to the marina store in minutes.

When | got closer, | noticed several figures looming around the pinball machine at the
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back of the store. One was Elaine, to be sure, and the other was her little sister, Maggie. |
stood at the end of the aisle, inside the store, behind the bread and beside the hammers. The
place had gasoline, tackle, liquor and ice cream. | hid there among the sundries, trying to
make out the third figure. When | decided I didn’t recognize it, | approached.

“Marcus!” Elaine said.

“Hullo.” I did a little wave.

Elaine slung her arm around my neck and squeezed. She giggled and gave me a
noogie as she dragged me in the direction of the pinball machine. When | was released |
stood facing some kid with a blue hat on, backwards, and a shirt that read “Can’t Touch
This.” He looked like he was fifteen. He was big and tan and | was scared of him.

“This is Brad,” Elaine said. She put her hand on his shoulder and stood by his side
hopping and smiling.

“Marcus,” | said, as nobly as possible.

“What up,” Brad said, slapping my outstretched hand that | expected to be shaken.

“Brad is camping with his brothers up at the campground,” Elaine said.

“Yeah, we were down here today getting ice and charcoal, and Elaine here told me
she hangs out up here at night, so I said what the hell.” He punched me in the shoulder.

“l told him we hang out here,” she said, “but that there’s not really much to do at
night. 1t’s boring here,” she said.

“I’m going home,” Maggie said.

“Go to Aunt Cindy’s, Mike’s over.”

“l know,” Maggie snapped.

“Let’s go out back,” Elaine said, watching to make sure her little sister was gone. “I
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took a whole pack of smokes from my mom tonight.”

She said it to him. She didn’t even look at me when she said it. She was talking to
him. They started to walk away and he put his arm around her lower back and pulled her
closer. She giggled and looked back.

“Come on, Marcus,” she said, smiling.

I was frozen. My heart had been ripped out. It was on the floor, between the pinball
machine and the pork rinds. Her voice brought me back, but things had suddenly gotten all
not the way | pictured them. All of the excitement had now turned to a cold indifference for
Elaine, and a pure, white-hot hatred for this Brad dude.

| found them around back in some sort of embrace. Their faces were close to each
other’s, they were whispering. When | came into view Elaine started and backed away from
Brad, but not too far. She turned to offer me a cigarette and held the lighter up as | sucked
down that vile smoke. It wasn’t as bad the second time. | sat on the wet ground and smoked
while | listened to Elaine tell Brad how boring the trailer park was, and then Brad went on
about how he could beat up his older brothers one at a time, but not both of them at once.

At this point he looked at me as | sat there smoking quietly, and said “Shut Up!” |
was startled, but they both laughed.

“Open your face once and a while, Marcus, you’re being too quiet,” she said.
“Marcus is funny,” she went on. “Do one of your voices!”

I didn’t feel like it.

“Pshaw. Whatever,” she said. Brad shook his head at me. | saw him looking at her
chest when she was looking at me, and it made me mad. | wanted to cave his skull in with a

lug nut.
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The rest of the night | watched them and chain smoked. They were all over each
other. Elaine was enchanted with Brad. Brad was leaving in a week. | couldn’t wait.

On my walk home | felt sick to my stomach and was so angry that | swore and broke
a low-hanging streetlamp with a rock. That night in my cot, | found that trying not to think
about her by thinking about not thinking about her only made me think about her. I didn’t
sleep.

Elaine did not come around the next day. Nor did she come around for several days
after that. My grandfather was only around for meals. | spent most of that week fishing and
feeling lonesome.

It got so humid those nights that | felt all sticky and couldn’t ever get comfortable. To
pass the time I’d walk around just to create a breeze, or just play with myself.

A night late that week, | was tossing rocks into the lake and I thought about Elaine
and how she always complained about trailer-park boredom. She had been living on the same
god-forsaken acre her whole life, so how would she know she’s bored? She had no frame of
reference. Just as fish had no concept of water, she should have had no concept of fun things
to do. But fish don’t get MTV. | found myself hoping that nothing exciting would ever
happen to Elaine.

That same night, the third night after Brad came into the picture, 1 was wandering
around in the dark fringe of the trailer park with Elaine’s slingshot, looking for something to
kill. 1 heard a noise from behind an empty shed. Suspecting a raccoon, | crept quietly, with
the elastic of my weapon taut and the lucky lug nut wrapped tight in the leather sling. I held
my breath and peered around the corner to spot my kill. My heart fell. There, in the fray, by

the faint moonlight, Elaine and Brad were locked in some sort of soap opera-style make out.
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Their mouths were wide open in each other’s and | could see his hands roving around under
her shirt. | had a thought to end the thing by splitting his temple, but instead | watched and
grinded my teeth. | stayed for a good while, but neither of them came up for air. I made the
decision that night to forget about Elaine and leave the lake as soon as possible.

After several more excruciating days, Brad’s last night had come. | had been careful
to avoid the shed, for fear of seeing them again, so that night I decided to hunt in the woods. |
stole a pack of cigarettes from the store earlier that day when the attendant went to service
someone’s boat. | smoked as | walked. | picked an opossum off a branch pretty high up and it
hit the ground with a thud and scurried up another tree burping angrily. | imagined the thing
was Brad’s blue, backturned hat. The hat haunted me. It had become a device of unbearable
torture.

I stalked on, looking for more blue hats to kill. As I got close to the spot in the woods
where | had been Elaine’s hero and she kissed me, | saw a dim flicker of light through the
trees far off in that direction. I crept closer to the light, being sure to stay in the shadows. |
caught a whiff of the campfire as | closed in on the light of it, but I saw no one. As | moved
closer | heard rustling and muffled voices. Still no one was in sight. | started to get scared.
My imagination had been pretty dormant, but scenes from horror movies started infiltrating
my thoughts. | was petrified. | had no idea who or what | was walking up on in the middle of
the woods in the middle of the night, but | was too curious to tuck tail and run.

I saw movement near the fire, but my view was blocked by some low branches. I
hesitated. | didn’t want to move for fear of giving myself up to whoever it was | was spying
on. | could make out what looked to be legs, bare and aimed skyward with the thin gossamer

pantyhose strung between them like a slingshot, undulating in the firelight. I crawled closer.
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The muffled voices became clearer. Someone was crying. A woman. A child. I couldn’t tell.
I crept closer still, hoping to get a glimpse of whatever was going on. As my eyes adjusted to
the fire, 1 could make out a darker figure hunched between the up-pointing legs. | watched
and listened. | could make out a childlike whimpering. | thought my ears were playing tricks
on me. Who brings a baby to the woods? | moved again. From my new vantage point | could
see it. Them, rather. It was like something from a nature special. It was fascinating and
sickening at the same time. | felt like vomiting.

I stood very quietly, tears of rage and jealousy and hatred filled my eyes and | bore
my teeth like a rabid dog. | held the lug nut between my thumb and forefinger inside the soft
leather sling. | raised the Y shaped portion to align my target. | let the thing fly, and it hit
home with a deep hollow sound. I hit him in the ribs, just below the armpit. He hollered and
jumped to his feet with his pants around his ankles and a hand on his wound. The alabaster
legs bent at the knee for a moment, and then her hands scrambled to as they replaced their
shoes, her green fingernails dull by the fire. He was jumping and cursing and barging into the
dark at random angles. | stayed completely still in the shadow. She sat up, covering her chest
by holding a shirt to it. It was not whimpering | had heard, but the sheepish cries of painful
pleasure.

Brad was holding his arm up and trying to see his wound by the light. He showed it to
her and she gasped, looking thoughtfully out into the woods in certain spots, but never at me.

Never again at me.
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Crime and Time

“You hurt her, and I’ll fucking kill you.” He had always had a way with words.

“l got it man, Jesus,” | said.

I got up. His eyes were fixed to mine, and his hand was pointing through the wall to
where my mother was making metallic kitchen noises. | expected more than verbal abuse
from the man who in the past had been so quick to use his hands in matters of discipline. The
mere threat was a relief; he was getting too old to tussle, | guess. Besides | was already pretty
beat up. In the kitchen I kissed my mother on her small Italian head and told her | was sorry
and that | was leaving. She looked at me with tears and defeat in her eyes and said, “Karma,
kid.”

It was the first time my parents had ever bailed me out of jail. They always assured
me that they would if | needed it, but | had avoided it to that point because I knew how

awkward it would be. My friends were usually more than happy to, but that morning | had
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nowhere else to turn. In the car on the way home my mother cried and pleaded with me to
change. My father, stoic and steaming, drove silently with disgust and fatigue streaming from
his sagging face. I know that if the cops hadn’t had to take me to the hospital before my
parents posted my bond, they would have had to afterward. | had become used to the guilt
and shame associated with legal trouble, but the self loathing that attached itself to
disappointing my parents was eating my innards whole. The fact that | was slowly killing my
mother did not go unnoticed by my father. It was evident in what he said that morning. That
would be the morning I finally left for good.

Shaving had been no simple task that day. I knew my lawyer well enough, but I
wanted to show some respect, to get rid of that sorry excuse for a beard | had been
cultivating. The bouncer had really done a number on me though, and the mustache proved
the most difficult part of the ordeal. On top of the fact that my upper lip was the size of a
small rodent, the hair on it was caked in a stubborn glaze of clotted blood so thick that my
razor barely worked. Upon ridding my face of hair and dried blood and chipped skin, I saw
myself staring back at me from the mirror. | was startled by how young | looked. At twenty-
two years old, | had already spent almost one fifth of my life locked down. It was in jails and
prisons and detention centers and rehabilitation retreats of all sorts where | had spent what
were rumored to be the best years of my youth. It is not that | particularly liked crime, but I
thought | was good at it. It was all | knew. Before leaving my parents in Edison to go back to
Jersey City, | stopped by my lawyer’s office to alert him to my new, or rather, continuing
predicament. His practice stood alone and small among tall office buildings and parking
decks. | took it as a symbol of his toughness and longevity. His receptionist was made

nervous by my welted and discolored face, and acted hastily to get me in to see him, anything
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to get me out of the waiting room.

Tommy Madden was compactly solid with white hair and a drill sergeant’s voice. He
sat smoking behind his large desk in his dwarfing chair as he motioned for me to sit down
without looking up. | liked having him as my legal defense. He was tough and dirty and
talked a lot about Jesus. He had done good work for me in the past. He preferred cash. One
time | was looking at ten to twenty in the Middlesex County prison for a possession-with-
intent-to-distribute-illegal-narcotics charge. It wasn’t bogus. Tommy got me off with 24-
hours community service because the cop misspelled my name. Genius. | sat down on a
faded leather chair across from his highness and tucked my upper lip under as best I could.

“What happened?” he asked, inspecting my face and readjusting his glasses.

“l got jumped,” | said handing him the pink paperwork | had been issued that
morning by the Magistrate. He read it and over ashed his cigarette.

“It says here you swung first.”

“Bullshit,” I said. “It was a bouncer and a bunch of his buddies. They waited for me
outside. They made all that stuff up to get me in trouble because | broke his nose.”

“Were there any witnesses, you know, for you?”

“No. Just me.”

“Okay, don’t worry about it. I’ll need five hundred dollars,” he said holding five
fingers for emphasis, a habit formed in dealing with a large base of foreign born clientele.

“I’m on probation in Jersey City, and if this gets back to—"

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll make sure they don’t find out. And don’t worry about
coming to court.”

“Thanks Tommy.”
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“Did your mother come with you?”

“No.”

“How are they?”

“Fine. As good as can be expected.” | peered up at my sagging, swollen brow.

“They’re good people you know, your parents. They don’t deserve this, Jorie.”

Deserve? | wanted to tell him to stick deserve up his ass. His business was getting me
out of the time | deserved, not telling me what my parents don’t deserve. He was an
acquaintance of my folks though, and they got drunk together and talked about me and all the
other bad kids.

“I know. I’'m killing my mother. This is it, though. This time for real I’m turning my
life around.”

“I hate to sound skeptical, Jorie. What are you going to do? | want to know what you
mean.” He was giving me the same look my father had an hour earlier when he threatened
my life.

“I’m going to stop messing around with drugs, get into another program, lose those
friends of mine, go vegan, do yoga, give blood, adopt a retarded kid, I’m going to stop
staring so sexually at the elderly, stop pretending the condom ‘fell off’.” | made little
quotations with my fingers.

“Get the fuck out of here you little shit,” he said, shaking his head. “This is the last
time Jorie-- no more. From here on out you get yourself out of the hole!”

“Thanks Tommy,” | said. | slammed his door. In the parking lot a pang of regret
tinged my stomach. | suddenly felt very bad for how | had just behaved. The second | felt a

lecture coming on | turned into King Smart-ass. | knew Tommy would help me, but with my
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track record 1I’d need him again, and | knew | might have just fucked that up. I felt like
immolating myself, a part of me felt like burning to death would be better than going back to
jail for some stupid bar fight. I quickly shut that part up.

The drive from Edison to Jersey City is short but tedious. As | drove through the
narrow potholed streets of Jersey City taking in the dirty air and low plain buildings, |
remembered that my girlfriend had no idea what had happened. | had gone to Edison to pick
up some furniture for our new apartment. The plan had been for me to stay the night with my
parents, load up the car, and head home. Instead | went out and got myself arrested and beat
up. On top of that there was no furniture in my car. | had forgotten it in my hasty departure.
The idea of setting myself on fire crept into my head again. This time | let it linger a bit. Her
car was in one of our two designated spots in front of our building. | thought to myself, this is
not going to be good.

“What the fuck happened to your face?”

“l got jumped,” | said looking away.

“Where? With who? Who were you with?” She was mad but she was filling a bag
with ice.

“l don’t know. | got arrested.”

She froze in a pose with one hand on her hip, her elbow on the other. The ice bag
dangled from her free upturned hand. Her mouth hung open, but | could see something
boiling behind her eyes. Why did | break so many promises? | looked away.

“You promised!” she screamed. She was shaking, livid. Before | knew it the bag of
ice was growing larger in my direction. | dodged it and it hit the dingy yellow wall behind

me, sending ice like a hail storm to all corners of the kitchen.
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“I’m sorry baby,” I said.

“Shut up! Shut the fuck up, Jorie. If you go back to prison—oh God, what if you go
back to prison?” Her tone went from angry to forlorn. She wasn’t asking me the question. It
hung like an evil and catastrophic possibility among the yellow walls in our new home. She
sunk down against the corner cabinet with the lazy susan inside. It held our new bread,
tinfoil, plastic wrap and bags. She bit her thumbnail and stared through the refrigerator at her
breaking dream of stability.

“Tommy said there’s nothing to worry about baby.”

“You were doing so good.” She was starting to cry. “Why do you have to keep doing
this?” she said between sobs. Her face was in her hands, she was snorting and snotting into
her palms in a ball in the corner. “I don’t deserve this.”

She was right. Neither did my parents. | realized then, there in the icy kitchen, that
where the deserve Tommy was talking about rested not on Penny or my parents, but on me. |
deserved to get my ass kicked. | deserved to go to jail. | did not deserve her, and | did not
deserve my parents. | had prided myself to that point with being comfortable with my life. |
was tough enough to do the crimes, so | was tough enough to do the time | was sentenced to,
because it was the only binary in life that made sense to me, | deserved it. It was no longer
just me behind bars. | went to the bathroom.

| felt bad. | remembered two days before when | had been washing the grease off my
hands at that sink after working at the garage all day, my new job, and Penny came in and
pulled me into the shower with her. Now I thought about how Sal would never let me work
like this. All beat up. He was always concerned that we not look like a bunch of thugs, for the

customers.
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I should have called Sal and asked him to let me work in the back. Let the other guys
take care of the customers. That’s what | should have done. Penny was still sitting in the
corner, playing with a stray piece of ice by her thigh, letting it spin in its own runoff on the
mottled linoleum.

“I’m going. I’ll be back tonight.”

“Bring up the furniture,” she said. I shut the door. On the metal stairway that climbed
the outside of our brick building I lit a cigarette. The heavy wind off the Hudson blew my
hair back and fourth across my purple and blackened forehead. It was fall but it wasn’t cold
yet. | loved her but for some reason couldn’t treat her right.

| rapped on J’s door. J was “the man,” in that he sold me the drugs I sold for cheap, so
I could make money. He liked me because | paid up front and didn’t try to bullshit him. Plus
we had done a couple of weeks together in downtown Jersey City awaiting our respective
trials.

“What the fuck happened to your face?”

“l got jumped.”

“Who was it, you want me to take care of ‘em for you?” J was considerate.

“It was in Edison, man. Don’t worry about it.”

“What do you want?” he said, not worrying about it.

“Thirty twenties,” | said. | pulled out my wad. | had four hundred, which was what J
charged me and, with what he gave me, I’d make at least six hundred. Enough to pay Tommy
and have one hundred left over.

“Here.” He handed me the bundle of baggies and | handed him a bundle of bills.

“Word,” | said, appreciatively.
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I had my sunglasses on to hide my black eye, my hood up to hide the rest, and
business was booming. The crack was selling like crack. It always did. It was the dusk of a
very long day. After about an hour | realized | hadn’t slept the night before. 1t’s hard to sleep
in a holding cell. I started feeling sick and sleepy, so when | had made my six hundred, 1 left
the corner and started for home. | had one baggy left in my left pocket with little chunks of
some of the rocks I had broken off for a pick-me-up. | decided that before 1 went home to
have Penny kick me out, 1I’d get high. | dipped into an alley and squatted behind a dumpster
so nobody could see me from the street. | made a pipe out of an aluminum can | found. There
used to be a rumor that smoking out of aluminum cans caused Alzheimer’s. All sorts of kids
would get paranoid that smoking crack cocaine out of a can would give you Alzheimer’s. It
killed me. They, on the other hand, failed to see the irony.

I only smoked a little but it did the trick. I wasn’t worried about shit. 1 no longer
worried about Penny or our coming child or my parents or my job at the garage. | smiled.
After about twenty minutes | decided to go get a beer and go home to Penny and apologize,
so she would let me stay. When I stood up | was still a little messed up. | forgot | had the can
in my hand. As | was stumbling to the opening of the alley a police car rolled by rather
slowly and stopped out in the street on the other side of the parked cars. | assumed they had
spotted me and I threw the can backwards and took off running.

One officer called out. I realized they weren’t stopping for me at that point but, since
| freaked out, they were now.

“Hold it!” the other officer barked. | was off to the races. My lungs started burning
after about two blocks, and while crossing over to a third another squad car cut me off. It was

dark. There were other people. A big Irish officer tackled me and wrenched my hands around
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behind my back for the ever-familiar bracelets.

“Where the hell you think you’re going, buddy?” he asked.

“Home,” | said.

“Well you’re taking a little detour.” Little did he know. “You got any weapons on
you?”

“No.”

“Any narcotics, syringes?” his hands were in my pockets.

“No.”

“Oh yeah, then what the hell’s this?”” Shit. | hadn’t smoked it all in the alley. He held
up the baggy. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to send someone on probation away.

“Shit.” | said.

“You have the right to remain silent--watch your head--anything you say...” | was in
the car. Curtains. The lights were pulsing and the radio scratching and my hands were falling
asleep. Again.

“Twice in twenty-four hours,” | said to myself, trying to wrap my brain around it
through the cloud of inhaled cocaine and adrenaline.

“What?” the Irishman said.

“Fuck you,” | said.

“Have it your way,” he said.

By the time the cruiser pulled into the station garage | was finished. It was like
something had snapped in my brain, like | had been lobotomized by my own flood of self-
pity. Immolation was imminent, though gasoline and a Zippo were two items in pretty short

order around a jailhouse. | was a rag doll. They had to change me into the jumpsuit

153



themselves.

In the holding cell, waiting to be processed and taken upstairs, | listened to the
droning air conditioner and stared blankly at the cement floor. I came to the conclusion that it
was a karma thing. That my good karma had run out years ago, and that the only karma | had
left was the kind that lurked in the shadows with a razor sharp knife waiting for me to slip up,
so he can pop out and decapitate me and then set my body on fire. | had forgotten to keep an
eye out for him, and he had gotten me, torn through my jugular vein and carotid artery, run
his rusty blade against the vertebrae in my spine, and left me to die. | thought about my mom,
all of the chances they gave me, all of the love, the open home. | would never be able to learn
from her again. The stabbing pain returned in my back and | took a deep breath, like
someone about to dive deeper than they ever have before, after already being saved from
almost drowning.

A kid | knew only as Dread was banging on the bulletproof glass and yelling for
water. In the past I’d have been right there with him, annoying the shit out of the guards
while they took their sweet-ass time to process us. To that point | hated authority of any sort.
I now realized its necessity. Anarchy would lead to a civilization of lost souls like me.
Society needed structure, and even if I didn’t like it | did have the smarts to conform. The
crime and time program still made sense, but it was less profound now, less rebellious. It was
just cause and effect. | sniffed and tried not to make eye contact with Dread.

When the cop came to take me upstairs | could barely move. He cuffed me and
dragged me to the elevator. He gave me a bag of bedding and a thin green pad for a mattress.
The place was bright white, like a high school gymnasium, and the inmates were yelling and

watching television and playing checkers. The guard buzzed open the door to one of the
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pods. The cop and | entered. Everyone turned to see. As the cop undid my right hand from
the handcuffs | brought my elbow up to where his face was hunkered down working the key.
I felt the bones behind his flesh give. It was a little gross. | spun around and took his gun
before he even had time to realize what had happened. He looked up at me with blood
gushing through his fingers and sheer surprise in his eyes. | pointed his pistol at him. He
backed away with one red hand extended toward me in objection. None of the forty odd
criminals behind me made a sound. The guard in the booth was scrambling to get out. |
pulled the barrel away from the pleading cop and rested its cool tip against the underside of
my chin. | closed my eyes and thought of Penny’s cool brave smile, her honest and loving
eyes. | was washing grease off my hands in my new bathroom, | looked left and she was
coming at me, beaming.

| tried to relieve myself of the back of my head and the rest of its contents, but the
safety was on. The guards worked on me for something like twenty minutes with their batons
and feet. In trial, the judge threw the book at me. There was nothing Tommy could do.

It took a year for my parents to come and visit me. Penny never has, not even to the
trial. They look older now, beaten. In the interminable nights I lie awake and try to think and
feel what they must be thinking and feeling. | try to put myself in their shoes. Do they think
about me in their own endless nights? Or do they think of themselves, perhaps where they
went wrong? Of course, it’s both. And I’m sure for them it’s dissipating now. For them there
are days when they don’t think of me, as | pass a day sometimes, too bogged down with the
aggrandized but unimportant dramas of prison, without thinking of them. But then in the life
of a parent with a misfit child, who is there ever to blame but oneself, even when the whole

world knows there was nothing to be done, that bad apples neither spoil the bunch nor have
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anything to do with the tree? However it is; I’ll never have the opportunity to know.
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Resolution

When | was seven, my mother and father were killed when they were broadsided by a
logging truck on New Year’s Day. It was on the same narrow winding road outside of
Blowing Rock, where we lived. | was taken from the mountains to the rolling piedmont, to
live on my aunt and uncle’s farm in Guilford County. In the granite winters | would curl in
my pee-blotched Mighty Mouse sleeping bag, and shiver. The camper that served as their
house had no heat save ours and the dogs, and that of despair. In the mornings before school |
would breathe steam as | fed the goats and shoveled mulch and tended to the perpetually
burning pile of rubble. Then I would walk a lonely quarter mile down the crunchy gravel
road to Destiny’s. She was the daughter of our closest neighbor, Kale, a scary drunk man
tolerated only by my Uncle Gary. We’d walk the better part of a mile to the paved road,
speaking monosyllabically about nothing. Motley Elementary was where | met Charlie. We

were fast friends and soon began pulling cats apart with mopeds and disappearing birds with
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buckshot. Destiny’s lip was nearly torn off by the shiny end of a shotgun shell that Charlie
and | had buried. We shot at with a bb gun until it popped. This was all done in the
periwinkled woods at the foot of my aunt and uncle’s farm, on the banks of the Haw river.

By the time | was nine my hair was to my shoulders. Charlie, Destiny and | were
already smoking the pot we found growing in the woods, drying the buds on thin sapling
branches and undoing cigars for their paper. In class | would read Robinson Crusoe, Hatchet,
and a dirty, dog- eared copy of Moby Dick, which I liked the best because my mom had
given it to me when | was six. Inside the front cover it said Happy Birthday Will, Love You,
Mom, in pink cursive.

That summer the freckles that speckled Destiny’s nose got darker and her hair got
lighter and we kissed one swampy evening at the edge of the woods after | got a black snake
in the mouth with a pellet just as it was striking. Her tongue was silky and tasted like tobacco
and Cheerwine, her lip still hard and scarred. Two days later her dad’s dog, Thad, was killed
when he jumped from the bed of his moving pickup truck. Kale was crushed. In a Rec
League soccer game later that week, he roundhouse kicked a kneeling man in the head,
violating his probation, and he was sent to jail. Destiny’s mom came and took her to
Knoxville and I never saw her again.

In late November Charlie and | helped Uncle Gary harvest the Christmas Trees and
load them in the truck to take them to the lot he’d rented next to a bank in Greensboro. My
Aunt Suzanne sat in a shed on the lot, heated sparely by a fire in a drum, and wove
spectacular wreaths and tied spectacular bows, and people came every day and paid them
money for their trees and their crafts, sucking on the tiny free candy canes as they ambled

through the labyrinthine aisles of soft sappy happiness. They turned the trees on their nails,
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looking for imperfections, closing their eyes and putting the tree in the living room of their
minds. When they found the right one they’d try and barter with Uncle Gary who was
smilingly stern behind his red mustache, and they paid. Charlie and | would bind the trees
and tie them to minivans and sedans and hatchbacks with sap on our hands, and wait for a tip
that never came.

That Christmas | was ten and my Uncle got me a four-wheeler. | promptly wrecked it
whipping through a field of tall, dead grass and careening off an unseen mound of dirt. I
knocked the wind out of myself, and when | could breathe again | stood up, corrected the
machine, looked around, and floored it again. Charlie’s dad dropped him off later that
afternoon and he was green-eyed, literally and otherwise, because all he’d gotten was a
camouflage compound bow. | told him it was a cool present too, and he hopped on the back
and we rode off into the woods with our shiny new tools of destruction. We almost swamped
the machine crossing the icy Haw where the deer cross, but we made it, and set about
wasting arrows on owls and knocking over dead trees.

It was as such that my early childhood passed. Charlie and | were almost perpetually
together. Fishing in the pond on the adjacent cow farm. Balancing on the rafters of
abandoned tobacco barns, woozy from canned Budweiser. Riding my four wheeler on the
paved road to Mr. Clay’s little white store because he sold Coke in glass bottles, and so we
could watch the men play pool in the back room. Helping my aunt and uncle in the winter
with the animals, the spring with the planting, the summer with the maintenance, the fall with
the harvest and guarding against frost, and all year at their little store. Helping Aunt Suzanne
fry a turkey on the flat part of the dirt drive, next to Kitey, the mutt tied always to a stake,

and Shane, the beautiful blue eyed Husky in a pen who got out one day years later and never
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came back. Helping Uncle Gary dig a pit to cook the pig. Or helping him bottle his home-
brewed beer which was often good, but sometimes terrible.

When | was fourteen, everything changed. Charlie was sent to Oak Hill Military
Academy because his dad caught him huffing butane. I was given a scholarship to a prep
school nearby and accepted it at the behest of my teachers and my aunt and uncle. It wasn’t
as bad as | thought it would be, but it wasn’t all that good, either. | became popular with the
misfits and the popular alike, and even the black kids recruited for the basketball team,
because | sold the pot I grew in the woods, and it was good. Charlie sent me one letter and |
sent him one back and that was the extent of our correspondence for two years. | saw him at
church over Christmas in tenth grade. He was in uniform. A shiny buckle and his white blond
hair cropped short, muscular and tall. He was still crazy but he had better posture.

“Balls fall yet?” he said.

“Last year. You?” We walked away from our chattering guardians, stepped outside
and lit cigarettes off his shiny Zippo.

“Yeah, sucks though, all boys school,” he said.

“l couldn’t imagine,” | said.

“Mostly beat mags,” he said, gesturing. “Some of the cadets resort to, you know, but I
just can’t.”

“How long you here?”

“l got “til New Year’s Day,” he said.

“I can probably find you some tail.” | said.

“Do itand I’ll blow you.”

“l thought you said you were above all that,” | said, laughing.
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“You know what | mean, help a brother out and | will be eternally in your debt.”

“Yeah,” | said. “I’ll see what | can do.”

“Still haven’t cut your hair,” he said, tugging on it.

“I got a long haired soul,” | said, stamping out my cigarette.

“Me too, man,” he grabbed my shoulder through my blazer. “You’re getting big,” he
said.

“We lift for soccer,” | said. “You’re buffing up too,” | said, punching his shoulder.

“Got to keep the foofy cadets out of the poop shoot,” he said, opening the church
door.

I lined Charlie up with just about the easiest chick at school. The New Years party
was at a girl’s house from which one could hit the Country Club with a football. Her parents
were in Aspen. My aunt and uncle were at the Sheffields’ trailer drinking beer and playing
cards. Still the revelers welcomed me and Charlie, who was wearing his uniform because he
knew it looked good. I introduced him to Anna and didn’t see either of them until hours after
the ball fell.

A pretty upperclasswoman on whom I’d had a crush cornered me in the basement and
had her way with me. She was drunker than she should have been, and | knew there would
most likely be trouble with her boyfriend, but crazily enough, not once did stopping her cross
my mind.

All Charlie could do when he got in the car was laugh. | drove my uncle’s car home
drunk and we stumbled into the camper, which was mine now, with electric heat. I liked it.
My aunt and uncle built a modest house right next to it when | was in the eighth grade, and |

lived in the camper ever since. Sure, it was brown inside and out. It smelled like dog and wet.
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It wobbled in storms. The door didn’t really close and the windows didn’t really open. But it
was my place to read and sleep, drink and smoke, whatever, | was as free in there as | was
outside and | loved it.

Charlie didn’t say a word the whole ride home. He just smiled with his eyes closed,
occasionally laughing and slapping his knee. When the camper door slapped closed behind us
he exploded.

“Jesus Christ!” he said, opening the mini fridge and getting two beers.

“Nice girl?”

“Jesus Christ,” he said, this time slower and more reminiscent.

“Good night?” | asked, taking the beer he was handing me. | took off my tie.

“Jesus Christ,” he said, shaking his head. This time the Christ had two syllables.

“Where the hell were y’all?” | said. “You just disappeared.”

“Jesus,” he said, flopping down on the bed and sliding out his belt all in one motion.

“You know you’re sleeping on the floor,” | said, pointing to where | used to sleep as a
kid.

“Christ,” he said, this time somehow with three syllables.

“Look, Chuck, if you’re going to keep doing that you’re going to have to tell me what
happened,” | said, sitting in the brown burlap booth chair at what was effectively my desk,
full of years of beer farts.

“Ahhh ha ha,” he said, breaking the cycle. I figured we were making headway. “Jesus
Christ!” Nope. This time it was very loud.

“You’re going to have to sleep in the pen with Shane,” | said. “He he only knows two

words too; bow and wow, you guys’d make perfect bedfellows. Besides, | think he fucked
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Anna too.”

“Shut up,” Charlie said, laughing.

“So?”

“Eternally in your debt,” he said. “Unless you want the other thing?”

“Some older chick took care of that, thank you very much,” | said, sliding down in
the booth, getting comfortable. We resolved mumblingly to look out for each other, forever.

After a few more beers Charlie passed out so | rolled him onto the floor and put a
blanket on him and jumped in bed. | stared at the tack paper that made the particle board
cabinets look like wood paneling and the world looped and danced in my head. It was harder
to remember my mom than it was my dad. She was more of a sensation, an ambiguous
dreamy figure that, when | thought about her, made me exquisitely comfortable and terribly
sad at the same time. Instead of being reminded of her by things people say, as | am my
father, it is a certain set of smells that make me think of her. My Aunt Suzanne says things
every now and then that make me think of him, her being his little sister. She also talks about
him a lot more than 1’d like her to, but it would kill me if she didn’t, so | don’t say anything.
I thought about how small we are. How short everything is but time and space. Sometimes |
tried to identify the smells that reminded me of her, and why exactly | was thinking about her
then, and | realized that perhaps Charlie emitted something similar to her essence. Some
freak biological coincidence allowed me to find someone with matching stink, that often
invisible personal signature smell that we all have. Whatever it was | was in bed and floating
in the ever familiar waters between bliss and sadness on the morning of New Years Day 1995
when | fell asleep with tears in my ears; the right of joy, and the left of sorrow.

I graduated high in my class and got a scholarship to State College in Raleigh and |
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went for their agriculture program. Raleigh isn’t the prettiest of cities but I was somehow
charmed by its industrial toughness and its prolific and stately oaks. My freshman year was
typical, exploring the new surroundings, finding people who liked to do what I did, many of
whom were already in the agriculture school and so could show me the ropes. Dorm life was
the usual, sex and drugs and someone always freaking out somewhere. | was in the scholar’s
dorm and one scholar in particular was not self-evidently scholarly enough and so he leapt to
his death from the top floor. I could see his legs popping out from under the sheet someone
had thrown over him before the ambulance arrived. | didn’t know the kid. My sophomore
year | moved to an apartment complex that was like a giant set of filing cabinets for children
with behavioral disorders. There I met Catherine, an absolutely beautiful debutant from
Wilson with gray eyes, a bodacious body and dick sucking lips. Her accent was distinctly
eastern, with lilts and flares all over the place, an accent perfect for someone who can lose
their temper in a nanosecond, an accent perfect for making a scene in a restaurant, an accent
that includes in its lexicon ticks and morphemic grunts and moans designed somehow to
encompass entire lectures about how | am an asshole. Not that they alleviated these
conversations, they simply allowed for them to occur much more frequently than time would
normally allow. The Guilford County accent | saw as much more base, the standard, and |
guessed it made sense, it’s kind of right in the middle, that same pop country accent you can
find from central Florida to parts of Alaska. My accent, or at least my parents’, was the
reserved, but beautiful remnants of the Scots-Irish who tucked themselves into nooks and
crannies of Appalachia and became semi-isolated mountain whites, it’s the accent perfect for
whittling alone, or whining about having to whittle alone with a banjo accompaniment.

The only way we really were compatible is how any physically healthy man and
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woman are, and so we explored this compatibility three to five times a day, and we’d just
fight in between.

My roommate was a loony math major with a lazy eye who tried to kill himself on
more than one occasion because he found out about the promiscuity of his devilishly cute
high school girlfriend. It isn’t any fun wrestling a knife out of someone’s hand, or literally
pulling them back from a ledge. | never understood his fits. Who gives a fuck? She’s broken,
go get a new one. Listening to reason wasn’t really Metzger’s forte.

Charlie was in the Coast Guard and we fell out of contact for a couple of years. |

received an email from him at the end of the first semester of my sophomore year.

will catheter

sup. long time. thought about you and figured your schools page had a
directory. and zing. whats up with your email adress? fag. im working out of
wilmington now. coast guard sucks. im week on week off which aint so bad.
hows school? break soon? going back to help unck with trees? those were the
fucking days. yo, im week off for new years. you should bring your ass down
here and well leave our bootprints in the ass of wimlington. remember that
party when we were Kids? jesus christ. if you got a girl bring one of her friends.

no fat chicks. holler back and tell me some more good books to read. you better
get down here man.

chuckwheat

Catherine was fine with it. She’d been complaining about how boring Raleigh would
be, how she didn’t want to watch a “fucking acorn” drop at midnight, and how she didn’t
want to go to some stupid party where girls light their cigarettes on the wrong end and start
crying when someone looks at them wrong. | refrained from reminding her she’d done that

on more than one occasion. But | agreed with her. And, as a result of some pretty hard work
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on my part, she and two of her friends, as well as three of my friends and I, had just received
some very convincing fake ID’s. My friend Quinn worked the door at two bars and raided the
pile of confiscated but real ID’s. Not tampered with, just not you. He found some for all of

us. Cost me a hundred bucks. | wrote Charlie back.

chuckwheat

Out of the blue, man. Hell yeah. Good to hear from you. Glad you’re still
afloat, so to speak. School’s fine, ag stuff, you know. Chemistry sucks.

And yes, | will most certainly come down for New Year’s Eve. And also yes,
I remember the party.

I have a girl and she will most likely bring her two tagalongs, Amanda and
Miranda. They’re both pretty hot and pretty country, but | don’t think it is a
coincidence that both their names end with the “duh” sound.

Also, oh wait, you’re already 21 aren’t you? Fuck, my bad man. Happy

belated Birthday. We’re all loaded down with falsies so we can go out on the
town.

So hit me back with where you live and a number and I’ll see you in less than

a month. And yeah, | am going home to help my uncle. Jealous much?

And who you calling fag, sailor boy?

Peace I’m out,

Willz wit skillz to pay da billz

After exams | took Catherine home to Wilson to meet her parents. Their house was a
hulk of a thing with two stories and a basement, a grand piano and portraits of Catherine the
size of movie screens. The tree was a fake one, which immediately pissed me off, but it was
done up so much that it sort of looked like Barbara Streisand with all the pearls and peach

silk bows. Tobacco money, | was informed over a glass of very expensive scotch by her
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young and nice looking father. Her mother was attractive but tried way too hard at it, it
seemed, as she smoked her skinny little cigarettes over the sink. When she accidentally asked
what my parents did because she was white-wine drunk, and simply forgot, Catherine
stormed out of the room and her father choked a little on his scotch.

“Well, ah-" | fished.

“Oh my god I’m so sorry,” she stepped toward me with her hand out and stopped,
horrified.

“No, no, it’s fine,” | said, meaning it.

“I’m so, so sorry,” she said with her hand over her mouth.

“It’s fine Mrs.- ah,” for a second | forgot Catherine’s last name. “Haskins. It’s fine, I
promise,” | said. | sipped my scotch and fumbled for a cigarette and walked toward her and
the sink.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, touching my arm.

“Don’t worry about it,” | said, looking her in the eyes nicely. “They passed away
when | was a kid, | grew up with my aunt and uncle outside of Greensboro. They own a
nursery and a store. Good people, really, and | have to say it worked out as good as it could
have, considering.”

“Well I’m sorry,” she said, turning and stubbing out her cigarette. “Catherine tells me
you are in the ag school?”

“Yes ma’am,” | said. “Please,” | said to Mr. Haskins who pointed at his glass on the
way to the dry bar in the den. | handed it to him, and caught him give her a look of
disapproval. She made one of those little sounds that people in that part of the state make, the

condensed how-dare-you speech.
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“Planning on being a farmer?” she said, pouring another large glass of wine.

“Something like that,” | said.

And in that way we decided we didn’t like each other. | went to find Catherine, which
would have been difficult if her dad hadn’t whispered to me that she was in her room,
upstairs, third door on the left, across from the weight room, as he was handing me my
scotch.

She was crying.

“I hate her,” she said.

“Honey, please don’t worry about it, please,” | said, sitting on the bed with her.

“But-"

“Just drop it honey, please,” | said, rubbing her back.

“Okay,” she said. “I put your stuff in the room you have to sleep in, the one right by
the top of the stairs, but we’ll just wait until they go to sleep and go in the basement so | can
get loud.”

“I like it when you’re loud.”

“I like it when you make me get loud.”

We kissed and went downstairs so she could get another glass of wine. Her father was
sitting in the dark listening to quiet classical music and smoking, and her mother was in the
kitchen, baby-talking their Pomeranian. We went to the TV room. They went to bed. We
went downstairs and she got loud. In the morning we had eggs benedict and mimosas and |
kissed her goodbye and promised her 1’d call. | told them nice to meet you and Merry
Christmas. They did the same. Then | drove home.

It was going to be pretty late when | got home because | dilly-dallied too long in
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Raleigh trying to line up all the extracurricular activities for New Year’s. My dealer said that
since | was asking so early, nothing should be a problem. Seven ecstasy pills and a teenth of
blow. Easy. He got it all within four hours and | went to my apartment to stash the stuff, so |
wasn’t driving around with it. I put it under my now battered copy of Moby Dick that always
sits on my desk, grabbed the small blue suitcase that used to be my dad’s, the one Aunt
Suzanne tearfully packed twelve years ago, and went to the kitchen. Metzger had magneted a

note to the freezer.

DUDE

STOP EATING
MY FUCKING
CEREAL ASS
HOLE. | WENT
TO JERSEY.
MERRY
CHRISTMAS

M-

I left him one on the other side of the scrap of paper, a present for when he returned.

METZ

STOP BUYING

SUCH
DELICIOUS

CEREAL. I
WENT

TO THE FARM.

HAPPY

HANUKKAH

DUDE

I went straight to the camper because all the lights in the house were off. Shane was
long gone, but Kitey was still there, tied to the stake. Man she was old. She barked once and
laid her head back on her paws. | petted her once and she wagged her tail.

The camper was clean but it stank anyway. | got in bed and tried not to think of them.
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“Will!” Uncle Gary was holding the camper door open and smiling.

“Hey Unck,” | said, squinting and sitting up.

“Good to see you,” he said. “Suzanne’s making breakfast, so come on when your
ready.”

I washed my face, brushed my teeth, and put my hair in a pony tail. I put on a flannel
shirt and my overalls, and my boots. No telling what was to be done, so | figured I’d be ready
for anything.

“Look who it is!” Aunt Suzanne said, coming around the island with an apron on and
her arms ready to hug.

“Hey,” | said, “Good to see you.”

“So where’s the girlfriend?” she asked.

“1 took her home to her mansion,” | said.

“Bagged you a sugar mama,” Uncle Gary said from the table.

“Only way she’s making money is by marriage or inheritance,” | said, sitting down
and taking a cigarette out of the open pack on the table and lighting it.

“She hot?” he asked, flashing his eyebrows.

“Gary,” Aunt Suzanne said from the kitchen.

“Nothing wrong with banging only rich chicks,” he said.

“l don’t discriminate,” | said.

We had western omelets with peppers and onions and sausage and hot sauce and

coffee.
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“Come with me to the lot?” he asked as Aunt Suzanne cleared the table.

“You know it.” | said.

“Suzanne, when you coming up there?” he asked.

“Y’all boys go head. I’ll be there in a little,” she said, cleaning the stove.

In the truck we lit cigarettes by passing the car lighter. We passed where Destiny and
Kale used to live.

“Kale out yet?” | asked.

“Been out,” he said. “Couple years back, but he didn’t come back here. Went to
Knoxville, last | heard.” he said, and shifted gears.

“l wonder what the hell ever happened to Destiny,” | said, sort of to myself.

“Will, best thing ever happened to you was Kale kicking that clown in the head.”

“Why you say that?” | ask, sort of surprised.

“That girl had bad news written all over her. Kale too, obviously. Had he caught you
two fiddling around one day you’d a had some real problems. That or you woulda done
something stupid like not go away to school for her. I’m just saying.”

“Naw,” | said. Then | pictured getting caught with my hand in the cookie jar, and then
I pictured Kale vaporizing my head with a shotgun, and then | saw Gary’s point.

“Will, I’m just saying it’s a good thing Destiny went away.”

“l see your point,” | said. “Where’s the lot this year?”

“Battleground.”

We sat quietly, well, not talking. It is hard to sit quietly in a fifteen year old truck. In
town there was a checkpoint or something that had traffic backed up. After about twenty

minutes, the woman from the car behind us came up to Gary’s window. He rolled it down
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and gave a little laugh.

“Do you have any idea what’s going on up there?”” she asked

“Your guess is good as mine,” he said, with mock concern.

“How could anything take this long?”” she squeaked. “This is ridiculous.”

“Yes,” he said. “This is ridiculous,” he smiled at me, white teeth under his red
mustache.

“Well,” she said, not picking up on any of his sarcasm, “I’m going to go see what is
going on,” she said, heroically.

“You do that, lady,” he said, laughing. She was a good thirty cars down the line when
we started moving. She was running frantically, dangly jewelry and loose fitting clothes
swinging and flapping. He stuck his head out the window and slowed down as we passed her.
“What’d ya find out?” he laughed.

It was nine and the lot didn’t open until ten, so we set up slow and shot the shit. |
started Aunt Suzanne’s heater, fires being illegal now, and opened her prefab shed, much
nicer than the slapped together ones | was used to in years past. | put the little candy canes
out, and when the people started coming | started binding and securing, with gloves now to
alleviate sap buildup. | walked the rows and smelled the sappy happiness. We were there all
day every day for the two-and-a-half weeks before Christmas. It was a good time. | was
home and | felt home and I like home. I killed a deer on our property with a bow and arrow.
A six point buck. We cleaned it and made jerky and steaks and stew and sent the rest to the
taxidermist up the street. Gave Kitey a couple of bones and she picked them clean. On
Christmas they gave me a laptop. | gave Uncle Gary a very nice pocket knife and Aunt

Suzanne two outfits that were her style from the mall, along with the gift receipt.
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The next five days we broke down the lot, tallied our take, they’d done well. We ate
and drank and reminisced. | left heavy hearted on the thirtieth, and for the first time in my
life | told them that | loved them.

In Raleigh | called Metzger and he said he was still in New Jersey with his
grandparents and that he was going to Times Square the next day for the bash. I told him to
not get mugged and have fun, and he told me to go fuck myself and to have fun in
Wilmington.

Catherine had left three messages that day, each part of a crescendo of haste and
displeasure. She was back in Raleigh. I called her apartment.

“Gawd,” she said. “What the fuck?”

“Hi honey,” | said. “Have a nice Christmas?”

“What do you think?” she said. “Why hatent you called me for three days?”

“Sorry hon, we were busy as hell on the farm,” | said, leafing through the mail.

“Are you back yet?” she said, falsely exasperated.

“Yeah, so bring your sweet ass over here, I’ve got some presents for you.”

“Give me an hour,” she said, now suddenly bored. “Amanda and Miranda are here.”

I sat on the couch, cracked a beer, and turned on the television. One thing I like about
the farm is that there is no television. One thing | like about my apartment is that there is.

I drank another beer and went to my room and set up my laptop. I just looked at it for
a while, a nice gift. 1 checked my email on it. Apparently someone in cyberspace was
concerned about the size of my penis. Also someone under the assumption that I invested my

money in things other than drugs and women. And a message from Charlie.

free willy
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you don have to worry about the girls. I found me one. she is great. bangin
really. so we look forward to yall coming hope you had a good time on th
farm and a good xmas | got a cellphone whatd you get a motorcycle or
something ha ha call me when you are coming and ill give you directions the
number is 910.352.3320

wheat

So | wrote him back.

Wheat

I’ll call you tomorrow morning. Hope you had a good time too on the high
seas for the birth of jeez. Also, if you want | can give you a ride on my
motorcycle some time when you come up. Brand new Harley.

The girls are a given. They’ve been waiting a month, they’re practically
salivating. And one caveat, Amanda steals things. I’m not kidding. So if this
new girl has jewelry around or you do for that matter, hide it. I swear to god.
Sorry, she’s sort of like the pit in a cherry.

Good news on the girl, man. We’re going to have a blast. Call you tomorrow.

Radio Free Willy

Then | looked at porn until Catherine knocked on the door. She gave me three good
books (I was specific), and a cheap feeling suede jacket that | pretended to like. | gave her
three outfits from Guess and a necklace. Then we got drunk, fooled around, and went to
sleep.

In the morning we went to Bojangle’s and got biscuits. Bacon, egg and cheese and
Cajun chicken filet, with sweet tea and orange juice.

At around two she started getting antsy for her friends to get their asses moving. | was
getting a little fed up too. | drank a beer because one of the “duh” duo had a big SUV for us

four to go down in, and whichever it was, was driving.
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They got to my apartment at four and we were on the road at four fifteen, marijuana
smoke pouring out of the windows as we barreled down 140 to Wilmington. | called Charlie
on one of the girls’ cell phone and he gave me directions. | quietly slid another bottle out of
the twelve pack between my feet, and replaced it with an empty. | cracked it with my shirt to
deaden the noise, waited for all three girls to reach their fever pitch of yelling over one
another about something inconsequential or some memory | don’t share, and took a sip. If we
stayed on the road and off the radar, we’d be there by six, and that was fine with me. |
fingered the stash in my pocket and closed my eyes, shifting a little under the uncomfortable
weight of my stupid new suede jacket.

Once we got onto College Road in Wilmington, | started giving Amanda directions.
She straightened up in her seat and got oddly serious. The daze of the interstate was an
unpleasant thing to have to come out of, but it is nowhere near as unpleasant as getting this
close to a destination and fucking up. She even turned the radio down.

Charlie’s house was a nice one at the end of a cul-de-sac near Wrightsville. There
were several cars out front, and beer cans and bottles strewn about the front yard. We parked
and | tried not to jingle the box of twelve empties as | struggled to smoothly work my way
out of the back seat. My feet were not meant to be in back seats, they get stuck and awkward,
like trying to take a bicycle out of a mailbox. Just not meant to be there. I let the girls go in
before me and held the door, knowing that walking in behind three pretty girls to anywhere
in the world is a good thing. He screamed and got up and came jumping toward me.

“Will!” he yelled.

“Wheat!” | answered. We hugged and | realized how drunk | was. We exchanged

pleasantries and introductions all around. Most of the guys there were Coast Guard, which
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delighted the “duh” twins. The guys were equally delighted. Some had girlfriends, and
Chuck’s was a nice looking and intelligent waitress named Sasha.

“Where’s the pisser?” | asked him. He pointed.

“Come on, honey,” | said, grabbing her hand.

She lifted her skirt and sat down as | locked the door and laid out two lines on the
marble counter.

“You’re starting that shit now?”” she said.

“You saw how much | drank in the car,” | said.

“Well lay me out some, too,” she said.

“Done and done,” | said.

“I got diarrhea,” she said.

“I will after this, so hurry up.” I did two lines quick and rubbed a little on my gums.
Hello false sobriety.

She flushed and pulled up her stringy panties. | sat down. | watched her and chewed
my teeth.

“You look good, honey,” | said.

“So do you,” she said turning around with the rolled bill still in one nostril. “Where’s
your jacket?” she said, annoyed.

“In the car, I’ll wear it downtown hon, don’t worry.”

“You better,” she said, smiling.

Out of the bathroom | approached Charlie about the ecstasy and he said he’d love
some, this was of course 1999, when everybody did it. | discretely handed them out to all

who were interested, and made a beeline for the keg.
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“What do you think’s going to happen?” said someone who’s name | learned during
the introductions, but that had since escaped me.

“What do you mean?” | said, pumping the keg.

“Tonight,” he said, “Y2K.”

“Oh, planes dropping from the sky and whatnot,” | said.

“Yeah,” he said. “What bullshit. The end of the world.”

“Mhmm.”

Charlie rented a limo and it came to take us downtown at ten. It was a standard limo,
stocked with some cheap champagne and enough flutes to satisfy everyone. As we
approached the river the car was rocking and we were all at full throttle. Charlie was the last
to get out, because he was giving muddled directions to the stone faced driver about picking
us back up. On his way out of the car he stood out of the sunroof, right as the fucking sheriff
was driving by. Things would have gone badly, had | not moderated. Charlie wanted to
instigate, because he was too drunk, and the cop wanted him to instigate, but I wouldn’t let
him, and so he went away and we went into the club. | was wearing my stupid suede jacket,
and Catherine spilled some purple drink on it within fifteen minutes of our arrival.

“I’ll just get you another one,” she said, and kissed me on the cheek. Apparently the
scene with the cop had aroused her affection. Or maybe it was the ecstasy. Either way the
place was full and not only could we see the fireworks over the river at midnight, but there
was a big screen showing the countdown in Times Square. | started to say something to
Catherine about looking for Metzger but | realized it was not only a stupid concept, but
physically futile because my eyes couldn’t focus on anything.

Charlie said something wrong to Sasha and she left in a huff at around one. He went
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after her, but was back in a half hour empty handed. We all decided she caught a cab and
went home, and he settled back in next to me at the bar.

“She was a bitch anyway,” he slurred. “All stingy with her snatch,” he drooled a bit
and smiled up at me, pupils like M&Ms with the candy coating sucked off of them.

The limo was there at exactly two to take us home, and many of the party had to be
assisted. Amanda was evidently going home with one of the Coast Guard guys, Miranda with
two, it appeared. Wanting to duck the orgy, it was decided for me that | would be staying in a
hotel, and that |1 would be paying the limo driver to take us. | was in no position to complain,
because the alternative was a couch or the floor. | crawled up the crowded aisle of people
either passed out or making out, to the divider, which was down. | asked the man and paid
the man and everything was set. We reached Charlie’s and people spilled out onto the
pavement, writhed, were helped up, and went inside. Charlie was still talking to the driver.
He had already paid, so | knew where this was going. The driver only allowed for my
redirection begrudgingly, even with the forty extra bucks, because he had another fare to get
to.

“He said you paid him to take you to a hotel,” he was rocking back and forth outside
the back door, standing and not really looking at anything. “I want to go to Sasha’s.”

“He can’t take you, and besides, it is not a good idea to go over there tonight.”

“l want to go to Sasha’s.”

“Chuck.”

“Come on, Will.”

“You come on, I’m calling in that eternal debt.” I said, laughing.

“That shit’s not funny. What if she’s not there. She’s not answering her phone.”
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“She probably just got drunk and doesn’t want to talk to you tonight.”

“But what if she’s not there?”

“Exactly, what the fuck are you going to do if she’s not there?”

“Break in and wait.”

“Charming. Go inside and I’ll see you tomorrow so we can break all our resolutions.”

“I’m going over there, dude, even if | have to walk.”

“Don’t be a dumbass. Go inside and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“We gotta go,” the driver said, none too nicely.

“Just go inside,” | said.

“I’m walking. And fuck you.”

He was standing there looking at nothing in particular when we started to turn out of
the cul-de-sac. Just before he was out of sight, | saw him take his first step in our direction.

At the hotel Catherine and | had sex for about three minutes but | wasn’t working, on
account of all the substances. At one point she said “I can’t feel it,” and as soon as she said it
she was reclassifying the statement and making bizarre compliments about my
cocksmanship, like someone scrambling to catch a dropped glass before it hits the floor. But
it didn’t matter. I was elsewhere. It was a twenty minute drive from Charlie’s house to
Sasha’s. It was three in the morning on January, 1% 2000. And he was walking. | started to
feel sick to my stomach. | went in the bathroom and puked. Again. And again. | felt in my
pocket. | still had his cell phone number. Catherine, when she saw the look on my face, was
more than willing to let me use her phone.

“Hello.”

“Chuck, Jesus Christ, are you walking?”
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“No.”

“Oh good. You’re home?”

“No. I’m sitting on someone’s lawn. | got lost.”

“Where are you dude? I’ll get a cab and come get you.”

“One’s already coming.”

“Good. Good man. Just sit there. Get back from the street. | got a bad feeling.”

“Me too. But I can’t really move. Sorry | said fuck you.”

“Sorry | took the limo.”

“Shit.”

There was what sounded like a dog yelp. Short, but deeper, and louder. Then | heard
what was distinctly, unmistakably, devastatingly, Charlie’s laugh. And then there was

nothing.

At the funeral | was the last in line, and was so out of it that I signed the ledger twice.
When | hugged Charlie’s father he cried convulsively and didn’t let me go.

I didn’t return to school, happy instead in my trailer, writing boxes full of letters to
people who would never receive them. The topics varied forcedly, but | was careful never to

stop writing, and to never stop asking the question. I’m sure one day I’ll get an answer.
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