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The Imagined Life: Enacting and Maintaining an Imagined Narrative 

I write the myths in me, the myths I am, the myths I 
want to become. 

Gloria Anzaldua 
 
What we need now, in this position, at this time, is 
imaginative writing that gives a sense of the shifts 
and the difficulties within our society as a whole. 

Stuart Hall 
 

It was first as a child, in the moments before sleep, that I began to question how and why 

my imagination wandered as it did. I would find myself staring at the ceiling, half-awake, utterly 

convinced I had just been standing in a sunlit carrot-colored field where we played kickball 

during recess, or swimming underneath the deep, cool lake in Corsicana, Texas. My eyes open, I 

would find the real world lacked something, a mixture of emotions and senses, that only the 

dream world, the imagined world, could provide. 

I soon discovered, however, that this imagined world was also dual-sided. One moment 

heaven, the other hell. And I often found myself incapable of crossing the border between the 

two, spending many of my childhood nights praying for sleep as violent, noxious ideas -- the 

murder of my family, an inescapable fire, my life as an orphan -- poured into my head, each 

manufactured moment gaining momentum, gaining fear, in the perpetual motion machine of my 

imagination. 

This, I believe, is also the ultimate strength of any evocative writing: in its physical and 

spacial locality, the text, like the mind, though unalterable in time, space, or form, is still able to 

thrust the imagination into limitless possibilities, allowing the reader an imagined space, time, 

and form to temporarily exist in. Throughout history, writers such as Hemingway, Tolstoy, 

Bradbury, Carver, Wolff, and countless others, have created, within their works, a hybridity of 

form, time, and space, to enact and propel their own imagined narratives in their readers’ 
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imaginations. These authors allow us to exist, for a moment, outside of the “real,” removing the 

limitations of time, space, and form in order to help us see ourselves, as well as the imagined 

narrative, more precisely via the imagination. This action, according to Tim Brennan, gives 

“certain advantages in negotiating the collisions of language, race and art in a world of disparate 

people comprising a single, if not exactly unified, world” (cited in Anderson 270).  

 Discerning how an author does this is imperative to understand not only each specific 

author’s purpose, but to see the self as connected to, rather than diverging from, the humanness 

of the authors themselves, who act as embodiments, then translators, of the elusively “truthful” 

human experience.  The act of writing, in many ways, is the struggle to define and control the 

imagination, a struggle that occurs ever-more-frequently against other forms of imagination 

heard or seen through a television, cellphone, or computer screen. Especially now, in a world 

where “fantasy is now a social practice,” and where expressive, detailed language is often 

forfeited for the sake of immediacy, the ability to connect with a reader’s imagination and 

simultaneously sustain an imagined narrative are techniques vital to any artist, especially writers 

(Appadurai 54-55).  

  The imagination simultaneously allows each of us to see, touch, feel, and hear objects 

and ideas well beyond the scope of our physical abilities, and, in doing so, connects us, in the 

very act of opening a book, a newspaper, even an email, to parts of the world and individuals 

who otherwise might never enter our mental space. However, we must also realize that, like the 

many historical, cultural, religious ideas that were inadvertently created by it, the imagination 

can be consciously built as easily as it can be consciously torn away. Therefore, in this essay, I 

will examine, first, how the imagination has impacted and changed my own life, developing, in 

many ways, my own authorial skills. Second, I will analyze how other renowned authors enact 
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and, in doing so, harness the force of imagination by utilizing the conventions of form, space, 

and time in their stories, essays, or novels.  

 In doing so, authors encourage readers to re-conceive notions of the perceived “borders” 

attached to these concepts, which, in turn, helps authors to instruct, encourage, and, as Tolstoy 

was famous for saying, “infect” the reader with the story itself. Likewise, by allowing readers to 

live through the experiences of  a book, and by understanding why and how what is happening is 

happening, the reader and burgeoning writer can also see eventually how these “imagined 

narratives” are, in fact, created and held together due to the tremendous power of the human 

imagination.  

 

Form 

Stories are for joining the past to the future. Stories are for those 
late hours in the night when you can’t remember how you got from 
where you were to where you are. Stories are for eternity, when 
memory is erased, when there is nothing to remember except the 
story. 

  Tim O’Brien 
  

 In order to battle my imagined fears and fantasies as a child, I did what any policy-maker 

promises to do upon election. I made new rules. I built borders. I created parameters that I 

decided my imagined narrative would have to abide by. Each night, from the couch in our living 

room, I would watch the sky turn dusty red, then purple, and finally black with the feeling that 

the horizon’s capillaries were gradually bursting, the day bleeding out into an ugly bruise. The 

night was faceless, nameless, a blurring of the fantastic and the real, and its presence humbled 

me.  
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 Later on, in bed, I guarded myself by keeping my head buried under covers, straining to 

hear only my own breaths, and by plugging cartoon-shaped nightlights into outlets throughout 

my room. As long as the lights were on, the blanket covering me, I convinced myself I was safe. 

And, if I did need to leave, I sprinted to my bathroom, the kitchen, without turning the lights on, 

with each step telling myself, if I kept my eyes closed tight enough, felt my way through the 

dark, I wouldn’t see any of the limitless supply of hidden possibilities my mind had conjured. 

 However, these nights and the rules I made were also my first experiences as a 

storyteller. Even as my imagination seemed to be spiraling out of my control, I simultaneously 

used it as a means to tell the stories of myself, to myself. Huddling beneath my covers, I 

unwittingly constructed settings, characters, conflict, worked my way through contrived, detailed 

narratives, all with the childhood sense that this act was something natural and unavoidable. 

 I didn’t mention any of this to my family at the time. The imagination, to my parents and 

relatives, had always been designated as frivolous, trite. Even as my parents’ fantasies of money 

and respect, promotions and bonuses, grew in tandem with my fears, we continued to shrug off 

the logical, the sensible, for the illustrious. We refused to recognize the imagination’s existence 

within ourselves. We created our fates without perceiving creativity. We stereotyped ourselves as 

successful, modern, relevant, steadfast, patriotic, and, most importantly, socially relevant, if only 

because it made our lives easier when we believed that there was an achievable mold, a suburban 

treasure-trove we would eventually unearth beneath the asphalt streets.  

  So, just as I continued to build nightly walls to keep my imagined fears out, my parents 

built walls to keep their imagined fantasies in. This may be why we didn’t consider my father’s 

hidden illness, obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD), as it became more severe. Or why we 

didn’t speak up during those many nights when, returning from work hours late, he would stand 
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in front of us the television, a deposed dictator with dark rings around his eyes, shaking his fists, 

explaining heatedly that all he needed was to make a little more, move up one more corporate 

rung, and we would be secure, content at last.  

 Instead, we allowed these kinds of declarations to grow legs and stalk around the house, 

whispering assurances for months. As a family, we still clung to the form we had always aspired 

to: rich, happy, carefree. Reality became a superfluous series of events that disturbed the 

imagined life. And, though we saw my father’s sickness, watching as his fears grew so vivid they 

seemed inescapable -- causing him to check our backpacks for bombs, to hate getting out of bed 

or crossing the street, even opening his eyes -- we continued to looked away. Collectively, we 

ignored the way he shuffled around the house in the same gray outfit, his eyes glazed over, as if 

he was staring through a thick smog, or how he refused to go to work, calling in sick for weeks at 

a time. It was as if my father, so concrete before, had been lit and was burning like a cigarette, 

from the top down, his composed, past self twisting away into an unrecognizable shape.  

 This wasn’t part of the prescribed American life, we heard ourselves unconsciously 

calling out. This wasn’t our destiny manifested. And when my father was sent to a mental 

hospital later that year, we saw that we had stumbled upon something, for the first time in years, 

that seemed entirely unimaginable. 

 Accordingly, I believe it is this same push and pull of the “imagined narrative,” what Tim 

O’Brien calls the “story-truth,” that drives many writers -- myself included -- to begin to seek out 

different forms of the imagination: art, novels, poems, graffiti, and so on. We begin, as I did each 

Friday afternoon at the Bedford Public Library throughout elementary school, to look for an 

escape from one imagined world into another -- a space that is more fluid and sensible, in which 

characters suffer logically and can be, in the end, redeemed, even saved. Perhaps we want 
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stillness, the calmness provided these worlds -- worlds compressed between bindings, preserved 

in precise detail, sitting unabashedly naked and forthcoming in bookcases and shelving, able to 

be left and returned to, re-analyzed, and given new significance at any time.  

 Although I started out reading innocent, light-hearted books by Dr. Seuss and a children’s 

series like The Stupids, as my family splintered, I was soon gravitating toward the violent-

looking Thriller novels full of melodrama and gore, often choosing them based solely on the 

violence depicted on the cover. By the time my father was in the hospital, I was reading steadily 

for two hours each night, replacing my nightly terrors with ones provided by Steven King’s Cujo 

and R.L Stein’s Goosebumps. I still wonder if I chose these specific novels because I wanted to 

prove to myself that at least someone, even a fictional someone, had experienced suffering, 

trauma; or if I wanted that same suffering to eclipse my own, to callous me against anything that 

might appear unexpectedly in the future. At that time, I imagine I believed that the form of the 

sentences, paragraphs, and books I read were tangential to the feeling that they embodied. 

 In the following section, I argue that writers and readers also utilize the form of a text to 

enact the imagination and maintain an imagined narrative. Where my family used assurances, 

ignoring any signs except those we considered form-fitting, and where I made arbitrary rules to 

keep myself grounded in reality and read books to remove myself from it, many authors use the 

structure within a piece to connect, maintain, and emphasize specific themes within the text. 

This, I believe, is most apparent in the form of paragraphs, which I look at in this essay as 

compressed narratives that allow the reader to experience and contextualize imagined setting, 

characters, or plot in clearly defined “chunks.” 
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 The following example how the author holds the narrative together via the form of the 

text is taken from Leo Tolstoy’s short story, “The Death of Ivan Illych,” where Tolstoy describes 

a nearly dead Ivan Illych’s struggle to sleep: 

 Until about three he lay in tormenting oblivion. It seemed to him that they were pushing 

 him painfully into some narrow and deep black sack, and kept pushing him further, and 

 could not push him through. And this thing, which is terrible for him, is being 

 accomplished with suffering. And he is afraid, and yet he wants to fall through, and he 

 struggles, and he helps. And then suddenly he lost hold and fell, came to his senses.... 

 And he is lying with his emaciated legs in stockings placed on Gerasim’s shoulders; the 

 same cradle with its shade, and the same unceasing pain. (Tolstoy 83) 

At first glance, his paragraph seems to move, especially in the middle, towards abstract and 

vague generalizations with phrases such as “some narrow and deep black sack” and the 

descriptions of “holding on” and “falling through,” emphasizing Ivan Illych’s dreamlike state. 

However, Tolstoy maintains the narrative flow of the paragraph, as well as the reader’s attention, 

thanks to the relationship between the introductory and final two concluding sentences. The 

introductory sentences first propel the reader (as an imbiber of the story) into the physical 

present, the “world” of the story, through the idea of both “pain” and a specific hour of night, 

which places us in the room and gives us a sensual detail to feel and relate to.  

 Then, as Ivan Illych overcomes his internal “struggle” and wakes up from the dream, the 

last two concluding sentences not only bring us back into that present, but also return, almost 

seamlessly, to the “same” initial pain. As a result, Tolstoy not only drives us into the story 

through this format, but keeps the reader interested the abstract by bordering it with the physical, 

creating internal tension and helping the reader to feel as if we too are cradled in the same “deep 
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black” of that dream, as if we are living the story itself. Therefore, Tolstoy shows, in this 

example, that each paragraph can harness its own significance, its introduction and conclusion, 

by creating a sense that the reader is not only seeing the text, but experiencing it thanks in large 

part to the enactment of the imagination. 

 Likewise, in his memoir, This Boy’s Life, Tobias Wolff employs another expression of 

form that enacts the imagination, as well as keeps the reader connected and interested in the 

content and intended meaning behind the plot. Unlike Tolstoy, however, Wolff does not attempt 

to keep his paragraphs in a circular form. 

 For instance, many of Wolff’s introductory sentences in This Boy’s Life, such as “Mr. 

Mitchell taught civics” (182) and “Then I saw that she was trembling, close to tears, and I knew 

she had betrayed me” (196), are similar to Tolstoy’s example in that they create a sense of what 

the paragraph-to-come will encompass, encouraging readers to move forward in the narrative. 

However, his final sentences are unique in that, instead of simply returning to the “scene-at-

hand,” they, too, imply a “scene-to-come.” Wolff does so by creating mystery, intrigue, often 

times through his seemingly “offhand” generalizations, which often come across like answers to 

questions the reader is meant to discover, even solve, later on in the story, propelling the reader 

into the subsequent paragraph. 

 In the following paragraph, taken from the “Citizenship in the School” section of This 

Boy’s Life, a young Tobias Wolff is in the middle of running away from a store clerk whom he 

had attempted to steal from: 

 I turned the corner at the end of the block, and this somehow broke her hold on me. All 

 the speed I’d been saving seemed to come to me at once. I tore down the next corner, 

 turned, turned again half a block later and ran through an alley. Only then did I slow 
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 down and look behind me. She could not possibly have kept up, but I needed to look to 

 be sure. She wasn’t there. I had lost her.... (Wolff 197) 

Here, much like Tolstoy, Wolff allows the reader, in this paragraph, to live and experience the 

text by, first, giving the reader a sense that we too are running thanks to both a lack of 

description and the motion of the plot, which contribute to the idea that we, embodying the 

character, are moving too quickly and chaotically to pick up any specific details. Then, as we are 

allowed to stop and look, Wolff again delays information of whether “she” was actually still 

following behind the character. We linger in this moment of “looking” for the same amount of 

time as the character has running, which, form-wise, creates a feeling of breathless expectation, 

just as the character would feel.  

 As a result, we continue to be propelled through the paragraph until, finally, Wolff gives 

short, generalized statements in the final few sentences, finishing off with the following 

sentence: 

 I believed I had lost her forever, but in this I was mistaken. (197)  

Like Derrida’s forgotten umbrella, this last sentence conjures up all the optional ways that we 

and the character could meet this woman again. Much like the news channels that make 

pronouncements of “find out what’s killing you, but only after the commercial break,” Wolff, by 

foreshadowing the future, has given the imagination tensional fodder by which to fuel us into the 

next paragraph, a paragraph which, many times, follows a similar form to this one. This is 

because, as Anthony Giddens explains, “each of us not only ‘has’, but lives a biography 

reflexively organized in terms of flows of social and psychological information about possible 

ways of life” (14), meaning that, where information is lacking in detail but apparent in form, 

where the possibilities are available but not present, the reader will often continue on. We can 
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see this same technique used in countless movie plots, where our interest is sustained in order to 

finding out the murderer in a horror movie, or in television sitcoms, where a dramatic moment 

foreshadows what the viewer should “stay tuned for” after the commercial break. 

 Moreover, Tolstoy’s and Wolff’s techniques in the previous examples can also be 

combined, even used humorously, such as in Raymond Carver’s short story “Gazebo”, in which 

he starts with the quote, “that morning she pours Teacher’s over my belly and licks it off. That 

afternoon she tries to jump out the window” (Carver 234). A few paragraphs later, after 

“hooking” us with the foreshadowing of suicide and the immediacy of that dramatic moment, 

Carver provides us the rest of the story: 

 We are drinking Teacher’s with ice and water. We’d slept a while between morning and 

 afternoon. Then she was out of bed and threatening to climb out the window in her 

 undergarments. I had to get her in a hold.... (197) 

Thus, Carver, in this first part of the paragraph, employs what Wolff does so well by giving the 

reader a broad enough stroke of information to keep our interest. Yet, also like Tolstoy, Carver 

also makes the paragraph circular by ending with these final two sentences:  

 We were only two floors up. But even so. (197)  

So, by redefining the content in the previous paragraphs, as well as our constructed and imagined 

conception of what a “typical” jumping suicide would look like, Carver accomplishes what both 

Tolstoy and Wolff were so adept at. In one fell swoop, Carver has, like Tolstoy, first, created a 

cohesion to the ongoing imagined narrative by returning to the introductory image, even the 

same wording; second, Carver has, like Wolff, propelled the reader into the impending imagined 

narrative by leaving us with a sense that there is still a part of the story that we should learn. 
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 I would maintain that, had Carver’s, Wolff’s, or Tolstoy’s final two sentences been 

placed anywhere else in the paragraph or story, even at the beginning of the next paragraph, the 

information would not have affected the reader nearly as significantly. Not only would this 

create a disconnect between the image and the re-imagined context it entails, but the “punch 

line,” so to speak, would have been placed before the white space, or slight pause the reader has 

when changing from paragraph to paragraph, creating an unnecessary “hole” in the forms 

employed by each author.  

 In essence, by examining each of these forms that, I argue, are meant to specifically 

access and enact the imagination in different but equally effective ways, I have tried to show 

that, because language is always in motion, the writer must be conscious how this motion 

impacts the way the reader first experiences, then moves forward in, any plot. These same truths 

can even be expanded out to include the entire plots of stories, such that the “mystery” of an 

introductory sentence is also necessary in the first paragraph of any story. Or, conversely, one 

can find different ways to conclude a plot, deciding if they want to reflect back or push forward, 

whether to emphasize -- such as the ending of E.B White’s “Once More to the Lake” --, or to 

create a sense of “non-fulfillment” in the imagination -- such as at the end of Oates’ short story 

“Where Are You Going, Where Have a You Been,” in which the protagonist and Arnold Friend 

drive to an unknown, multivalent future.  

 

Time 

The past, he thought, is connected with the present in an unbroken 
chain of events flowing one out of the other. And it seemed to him 
that he had just seen both ends of that chain: he touched one end, 
and the other moved. 

 Anton Chekhov 
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 When my father returned from the mental hospital, my family frequently met in our 

living room for discussions about our collective future, trying to amend or repair the imagined 

life we still desired to lead. In these meetings, we imagined up collective narratives to tell 

relatives, neighbors, our friends at school, or simply agreed to not speak at all, so that our 

previous fantasy life was still intact in their minds, even as we were severing so clearly from it. 

We seemed in a continual state of flashback or fast-forward, stuck between our attempts to live 

out the linear sequence that had been established before the sickness and our attempts to reach a 

future we imagined lay before us. We seemed to agree that this narrative the only way we would 

be able to stick together, and we were soon enough transformed into the Kullberg nation-state, its 

population dedicated to convincing others, but mostly ourselves, that the past and future were all 

to be concerned with, not the present. 

 As a result, the power of the imagination, by the time I entered junior high a year later, 

appeared limitless. I watched, each morning, as my father was forced to control his via a pill. I 

began to wonder if I could find a way to control mine without medication, and I strove to find a 

balance within myself, to sort out the seemingly unmitigated, hormone-induced, flow of memory 

and fantasy still burgeoning in my imagination. 

 While puberty continued to gain footing, the nightmares I had spent my time hiding from 

were now present in the daylight, throughout school each day, honing in on my mounting 

insecurities about girls, money, respect. I spent much of my time and energy trying to call up my 

unwanted memories and fantasies from my imagination, letting them float two-dimensional in 

my mind, like perfectly preserved stained-glass windows, and then methodically shattering them. 

I would repeat this process for hours after school some days, trying to trace my anxieties back to 

a certain moment, a single frame that could be completely dissolved. I quickly realized, however, 
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that doing this, like reading Wolff’s final sentences, had only caused these images to return to me 

brighter, with more clarity, as if, in the act of remembering them, I had merely raised them from 

their half-dead, petrified states.  

 Soon, these had evolved into more than daydreams. Like so many acupuncturist’s 

needles, they prodded at the most delicate but obvious of my pressure points. The effects caused 

a physical reaction in me.  I began grinding my teeth, pressing my fingernails into my palm until 

the fingernails returned, from beneath my desk, bloody. When I was at my lowest, I would go 

into my room and curl up in the fetal position on the bed, rocking, murmuring to myself for a 

few minutes, until the feeling subsided. I often wanted tears, but tears never came. Only nausea, 

a weakening of my legs, the desire to pull my body inside out and find what was broken inside, a 

knowledge that I was failing to be the person I imagined I should. 

 Through this, I realized that memories and fantasies never truly go away, but merely 

linger on the outskirts of the imagination, waiting to be called up Madeleine-like to the forefront 

of our Proustian consciousness. In her psuedo-memoir Borderlands/La Frontera, Gloria 

Anzaldua, a Mexican-American author, explains that writers, by “reconstructing the traumas 

behind” our experiences, we can “make ‘sense’ of them, and once they have ‘meaning’ they are 

changed, transformed” (Anzaldua 92). This, I think, is another reason I, as with many writers, 

was driven ever-closer to reading and writing as a teenager. Acting as a narrator, I finally felt in 

control of my time, my history, my future, able to manipulate each as I saw fit. I could freeze a 

crucial moment or a passing glance and, conversely, speed an uncomfortable, awkward one.  

 As a writer, one can, in what would be a single “present” moment for the character,  

reveal the entirety of a human’s life to that point, such as in Tolstoy’s short story “Hadji Murat,” 

where the whole story is contained within the single act of looking down at a flower. This may 
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also be why my own writing often derails into flashbacks, into the character’s imagined future, 

as if I am trying to characterize them, rather than with their actions in the present, with their 

perspective on events transpired or events to come. 

 As a result, in addition to form, I maintain that most effective authors manage to, in some 

way, manipulate the straight-forward, linear construction of time in their books.  Authors also 

use the “transformation of time and space” as a way to “propel social life away from the hold of 

pre-established precepts or practices” (Giddens 20). This allows the reader to, as they spend 

“real” time by scanning their eyes over words, flipping pages, and so on, to be simultaneously 

immersed in the flow of time within the narrative, encouraging our ever-active imaginations to 

construct an imagined future or past, which, through the active force of these imagined 

narratives, compels us to internalize, experience, and move forward through the newly formed 

narrative at hand. 

 To illustrate this, I examine the use of what I call slow-motion time within Tayeb Salih’s 

novel Season of Migration to the North, as well as fast-motion and mixed-motion time in 

Miranda July’s collection of short stories, No One Belongs Here More Than You. 

 Slow-motion time is defined by Joseph Bloom as when “narration causes the flow of time 

to slow down, as well as placing time more under the control of space” (Bloom). In the opening 

of a chapter in Season of Migration to the North, Tayeb Salih shows how, much like Tolstoy’s 

ability to control a dreamlike state and Cormac McCarthy’s depiction of landscapes, the writer 

can also hover in a moment of time indefinitely:  

  There is no shelter from the sun which rises up into the sky with unhurried steps, its rays 

 spilling out on the ground as though there existed an old blood feud between it and the 

 people of earth. There is no shelter apart from the hot shade inside the lorry -- shade that 
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 is not really shade.... There is not a single cloud heralding hope in this hot sky which is 

 like the lid of Hell-fire. The day here is something without value, a mere torment suffered 

 by living creatures as they await the night. (Salih 87) 

This scene shows that, in the act of staring at the sun, which the writer intentionally emphasizes, 

narrative time is frozen so that the reader can, unlike in much of real life, fully absorb the 

moment at hand. Not only does this give a sense that the environment is of special significance, 

but that the language is being used on the page like paint a canvas, giving the reader the ability 

spend as much, if not more, time to survey the land as the character himself would. Many authors 

use this technique to establish setting because, in many ways, the reader’s imagination must be 

able to immerse itself in the details of the imagined narrative, the imagined world, and see 

themselves as standing within it, even for a single, though not immediate, instant, to be 

compelled to read on. 

 However, another way to manipulate time within a narrative is to speed it up, something 

that writers like Hemingway and Vonnegut utilize often to create a sense of drama to the 

physical text, even if the plot itself does not imply conflict. In Miranda July’s story, titled “The 

Shared Patio,” she illustrates this through a scene in which a neighbor is having an epileptic 

seizure: 

 I pushed his shoulders back so that he was upright in his chair again. I didn’t know 

 anything about epilepsy, but I had imagined more shaking. I moved his hair out of his 

 face. I put my hand under his nose and felt gentle, even breaths. I pressed my lips against 

 his ear and whispered again, It’s not your fault. Perhaps this was really the only thing I 

 had ever wanted to say to anyone, and be told. (July 6-7) 
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Unlike Salih, here July uses short, simple sentences to create a “fast-motion” sense of time and 

give the sense of immediacy to what is happening in the story. As a result, July spends less time 

narrating the physical actions than the actions themselves, creating a diaspora of “real” to 

“imagined” time in the reader’s mind and contributing to the impression that these actions are 

dramatic not necessarily because of the narrative itself, but because of the way they are 

expressed both in terms of time spent reading and in-scene time. This is because, as Bloom 

explains, “time flows, or endures, differently in the description of an action than in the action 

itself” (Bloom). The reader, therefore, has no chance to, in fact, consider the sequence of events 

because the imagination, like the sentences themselves, is jettisoned too quickly from action. 

 I define the third creation of time in a narrative as mixed-motion time, combining both 

fast-motion and slow-motion so that the narrator or protagonist can “be in two presents at once”: 

one real, the other imagined (Bloom). Mixed-motion time is also the closest to the expression of 

time in real life, in which watching a movie for two hours seems like much less time than, say, 

waiting ravenously in the line to be seated at a restaurant. In Miranda July’s example from the 

short story, “Mon Plasir,” she shows how this “mixed-motion” time can be utilized and 

maintained: 

 When my husband saw the new short hair, he gave me the look we give each other when 

 one of us forgets who we are. We are not people who buy instant cocoa powder, we do 

 not make small talk, we do not buy Hallmark cards or believe in Hallmark rituals such as 

 Valentine’s Day or weddings... Haircuts are in the same category as trimming the finger- 

 and toenails, which is in the same category as mowing the lawn. We don’t really believe 

 in mowing the lawn; we do it only to avoid unnecessary engagement with the neighbors. 
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 The neighbors trim their bushes into ridiculous animal shapes. Carl looked at me as if I 

 were the neighbors, as if my hair were in a ridiculous animal shape. (July 148) 

In this scene, which occurs, like Salih’s, in a single moment, July manages to depict, rather than 

flat landscape or vague series of actions, the tension between these slow-motion and fast-motion 

expressions of time. By placing these different conceptions of time so closely to one another, the 

reader gets the feeling that we are sprinting, stopping, sprinting again, while still staying on the 

same overall path. This is not only motion in itself, but a motion between motions: we are placed 

first in the “real” time of the story, in which the husband is looking at the protagonist, then given 

a wealth of information about their past, their neighbors’ habits, all of which occur in a time 

expressed in relation to the “real” time. This “mixed-motion,” however, much like Tolstoy’s 

circular paragraphs, employs the detail of the “haircut,” emphasized in the first, middle, and last 

parts of the above scene, to hold this time together. Thanks to this narrative technique, the reader, 

therefore, is allowed to simultaneously imagine “Valentine’s day” and the act of neighbors 

trimming their bushes without feeling unmoored from the content and chronology of the 

narrative.  

   The “inherent paradox” about narration, according to Bloom, is that that it “takes time to 

describe something,” as well as takes time for the reader to absorb content (Bloom). Therefore, 

by creating tension between the time that exists outside and inside the book, then between these 

three versions of time within the narrative itself, the writer can successfully enact the 

imagination in various ways. Thanks to language, in motion, the story is inherently a force 

already, but, by allowing the imagination to spend more or less time considering a description, 

conversation, or sequence of the narrative, the author can also determine how long the reader 

should stare at the page and, therefore, “live” that experience, which can change the focus and 
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emphasis on any scene. This emphasis, however, is dependent, for the most part, on what, like 

my parents and my own life, the narrator or character decide is important and useful, such that 

any slowing down or speeding up of time creates a sense of importance or insignificance to its 

relative scene, detail, or action.  

  

Space 

 In any discussion about identities, the built environment of space 
and place is a crucial, critical factor which both inhibits as well as 
facilitates the construction of the new as well as social identities.  

 Anthony King 
 

 By the time I entered high school, I, like most of my classmates, was struggling to find a 

means, a space, by which to define myself as a unique individual. This happened suddenly one 

night during my sophomore year, after a girlfriend broke up with me. Upon hanging up the 

phone, I felt the usual rush of words coming to my mind; words I imagined myself saying, 

imagined her saying back; words which I knew would remain silent, voiceless in the real world, 

yet hover in my mind for days, maybe weeks. I couldn’t speak to my parents about this, knowing 

they would rely on a steady stream of lord-willings and ocean metaphors to help me feel better. I 

couldn't tell my friends, fearing their scorn or, even worse, their pity. 

 So I spoke to the blank, un-judging page. I realized, sitting in front of my computer late 

that night, that I could take this pain inside of myself and use it to construct something of actual 

value, even beauty, if only for myself. And, looking down at my first piece of writing, full of 

quotes like “ravaging dogs tearing at my soul” and “untold suffering,” I remember thinking: This 

is the real me, the hidden me, and these are the words that I have tried to say but never found 

voice to. 
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 The computer screen quickly became my new nightlight. With my parents asleep in the 

next room, I typed softly and deliberately as, each night, I spent hours diving into my thesaurus, 

shaping words, sentences, until they met my standards. I started with simply describing my day, 

examining situations, pining after girls. But soon I began to treat my imagination like a muscle, 

training it to see the divergence between logic and emotions, between the situation and the story. 

I fell in love with philosophy because it allowed my mind to consider entirely new ideas of 

consciousness, the will, freedom, ethics and morality. I began to read not only in order to get lost 

in another world, to escape, but to find better ways to create and analyze worlds of my own. 

 Through writing, I found a space that I considered entirely mine. I finally had the means 

to separate out fantasy and fear from the reality they had clung to for so long. Now, when I felt 

pain, or fear, or sadness at school, I was able to return home each night and carve it back into the 

blank page, the ink like a congealed, bloody imprint I had left behind. I started sleeping more. 

When I daydreamed at work or in class, I didn’t worry about what people were thinking about 

me, if I was the man I should be or had wanted to become. I was too busy constructing stories, 

characters, settings, plot, finding details in everyday life to internalize, reconfigure, claim as my 

own. 

 As a result, I started to see how my life functioned logically, with a pattern, rather than 

seemingly random as I had once thought. Soon I was writing full-fledged poems, miniature op-ed 

pieces about religion, politics, even my personal theory on time travel. I felt, in these few hours 

each day, as I do every time I write, as if was creating and recreating myself with every word, 

determining my own future with each paragraph, each word its own crystallized proof of my 

becoming.  
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 In this way, I came to see my life is not simply buried beneath stories I am compelled to 

read, to write, to live; but, in fact, my life is a story of my own choosing, where every action is a 

conscious choice that defines me in some way. And, if there is a simply, identifiable reason that I 

do write, then this is it: I crave to redefine the world, my experiences in it, for others to see and 

learn from. I try not see destinations or definitions anymore. Like my father’s daily pills, these 

concepts are too rigid, too concrete, to hold the fluidity and tension of truth.  

 And although I started by writing only to myself and for myself, attempting to imagine 

how the world impacted me, as I approached college, I began to write with a sense that someone, 

somewhere, would be reading what I had to say. I started blogs on sites named Xanga and 

LiveJournal and MySpace. I perceived these journal entries, and, later, my first few fiction 

stories, as ways to provide my writing not only a form, but a voice, a purpose, so that I could 

utilize the physical space of the page, as well as the mental space of the reader, to enact my 

narrative within them. 

 Similarly, the ability to create and maintain imagined space within an essay, novel, or 

short story is an essential writing technique to enact the imagination and propel it through the 

imagined narrative.  The very physicality of the book and the words within it requires one to 

engage with the narrative on a personal level, rather than the intangibility of ever-transforming 

forms of social media. So, in order to counteract these spaces where manufactured storytelling 

and imagined narratives continue to exist, Phillip J. Santos says it is the writer’s duty to “connect 

the disparate details and report an unseen world taking place behind the face of the apparent 

world,” a connection that only the imagined space and narrative can provide (Santos 50). 

Therefore, as with form and time, an author can use the narrative itself to shrink or expand the 
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distance between the character and the story, the reader and the story, the narrator and the reader, 

and, in effect, the writer and the reader.  

 To illustrate this, I will analyze how the writers Ernest Hemingway, Ray Bradbury, and 

Tim O’Brien use setting, description, and voice, respectively, to blur the borders between the real 

space of the book and the imagined space of the narrative. This blending is essential because the 

reader’s “self-image is formed in, not prior to, the process of interaction with others,” meaning 

that, the closer and more interactive the narrative is, and the more it engages with the reader in 

mental and physical space, the better the imagination is enacted and retained within the story 

(Papastergiadis 14-15).  

 For example, in Hemingway’s short story “Cat in the Rain”, he introduces the story of a 

couple on vacation by giving the reader a detailed setting: 

 There were only two Americans stopping at the hotel. They did not know any of the 

 people they passed on the stairs on their way to and from their room. Their room was on 

 the second floor facing the sea. It also faced the public garden and the war monument. 

 There were big palms and green benches in the public garden. In the good weather there 

 was always an artist with his easel. Artists liked the way the palms grew and the bright 

 colors of the hotel facing the gardens and the sea. Italians came from a long way off to 

 look up at the war monument. It was made of bronze and glistened in the rain. It was 

 raining. (Hemingway 129) 

In this instance, Hemingway enacts the imagination by allowing the reader to, as if seeing this 

world for the first time, find details of the imagined space piece by piece, in a specific order, 

implying that the reader is scanning the environment through a series of details. By repeating 

words like “room” and “artist” and “rain” so closely to one another, Hemingway allows the 
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reader to attain a sense of cohesion to the setting. Additionally, even though the physical space of 

the page is directly in front of us, we ascertain, from the internalization of this description in our 

imagination, that, much like characters, we are tourists ourselves, standing at an unfamiliar, 

strange distance from the setting.    

 However, this broad brushstroke also allows the reader to fill in the specifics of the story, 

such that a garden can be of roses or lilacs, the “bright colors” of the hotel can be green or blue. 

Hemingway uses this simultaneous specificity and vagueness to create personal interest and 

tension within his imagined world, a distance as well as a closeness, which propels the reader 

forward into the plot of the story simply because of the way in which the space is constructed 

within the text, while still maintaining a clearly derived narrative. 

 Additionally, in one of Ray Bradbury’s short stories, “April 2000: The Third 

Expedition,” in the collection, The Martian Chronicles, he shows that the space within a story 

can, like time, move forward, backward, zooming in and out of focus: 

 In the living room of the old house it was cool, and the father clock ticked high and long 

 and bronzed in one corner. There were soft pillows on large couches and walls with 

 books and a rug cut in a thick rose pattern, and iced tea in the hand, sweating, and cool on 

 the thirsty tongue. (Bradbury 40) 

Here, Bradbury allows the descriptions to become progressively less abstract, moving smoothly 

from sound, to sight, to touch, until the “iced tea” is physically tangible not only in the hand, but 

as a sensual detail of taste as well. This progressive specificity helps Bradbury put the reader 

directly into the story, not only through the words, but through the gradual transformation of the 

“reading self” into the “feeling self,” between which only descriptions can hold true. Unlike 

Hemingway, Bradbury adds more and more specific details until the space between the reader 
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and the imagined “living room” shrinks almost completely, the “cool” glass acting meanwhile as 

a buffer between the real and the imagined because it can only be accessed through this specific 

imagined space. The words, as a result, harbor a sense of identity, a character that is faceless but 

feeling, which allows the reader to easily imagine themselves engaging with Bradbury’s created 

space. 

 However, where Bradbury reaches only this moment of blending the physical with the 

imagined and stops, Tim O’Brien, in the story, “How to Tell a True War Story”, from his 

collection, The Things They Carried, shows that the way in which writers cross over this 

imagined space can be equally important to establish a connection between reader and writer:   

 A true war story is never moral. It does not instruct, nor encourage virtue, nor suggest 

 models of proper human behavior, nor restrain men from doing the things men have 

 always done. If a story seems moral, do not believe it. If at the end of a war story you feel 

 uplifted, or if you feel that some small bit of rectitude has been salvaged from the larger 

 waster, then you have been made the victim of a very old and terrible lie. (O’Brien 68) 

In this example, O’Brien connects to the reader by addressing him/her from the remote viewing 

place of the page. Phrases such as “do not believe it” and “if you” make the reader feel, as we 

move through the narrative, that, despite the twenty year gap between the The Things They 

Carried’s conception and this essay, and despite the twenty years before that in which O’Brien 

actually served in Vietnam, the imagined narrative is still alive, still speaking to, if not through, 

the reader. Consequently, O’Brien shrinks the space between author and reader even further than 

Bradbury, beyond physical sensation, becoming more of a voice within our heads, an imaginary 

tour guide helping us through his own imagined narrative. He tells us how to read the story, how 

to live it, thereby enacting the imagination in a purposeful way.  Similar to Wolff and Carver, 
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O’Brien uses these final statements of this paragraph to form mysteries that are not solved on the 

page itself, but ask the reader to look back in his or her own mind and experiences, his or her 

own life, and do what writers do implicitly or explicitly each time they stare down at a blank 

page: discern the truth from the lies, the fantasy from reality, simply by enacting the imagination. 

 Much like time and form, the ability to create and maintain different aspects of physical 

and mental space within a text reveals the author’s ability to use that same space to enact the 

imagination. This is not to say that the author must always be distant or close, but, as with time 

and form, the oscillation between the two creates tension within the story that will propel the 

reader forward indefinitely. This is what we mean when we say a story is flat, or didactic, or too 

much “telling”: the fluctuation we want between these three narrative techniques is absent. The 

imagination is not appealed to, and therefore cannot immerse itself or enact the imagined 

narrative. The writer must know how and why the space in a story between reader, writer, 

character, and setting is distant, close, physical or mental, abstract or tangible, because each 

additional subtraction or addition to that narrative space also forms a unique, dynamic space that 

the reader too must occupy. 

 

Conclusion 

The thing about a story is that you dream it as you tell it, hoping 
that others might then dream along with you, and in this way 
memory and imagination and language combine to make spirits in 
the head. There is the illusion of aliveness.  

Tim O’Brien 
 

 Throughout our lives, what my family and I did to maintain our collective narratives is 

not much different from the ultimate goal of a writer. We merely used paycheck stubs instead of 

pages, cash for words, sixty-inch flat screens and satellite dishes in place of details and 
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description. Dialogue was limited to commercial breaks and the dinner table. Like a writer, we 

wrote stories of our individual and collective selves. Like a writer, we reshaped our lives into 

more recognizable components so that others would understand, perceive, only what we wanted 

them to.  

 Yet, we ultimately failed as writers because we did not write in order to see ourselves, but 

to see who we wanted ourselves and others to be. We were quick and shallow in our judgment. 

We treated our futures and pasts with the reverence of Greek gods, hoping that by reassembling 

and molding the clay figurines, we could somehow control imagined fate. 

 As a result of this, what I have tried to show in my discussions of form, time, and space is 

that, like the structure of a DNA molecule, the electron cloud of atomic particles, writing too 

tends to follow certain base patterns. And if a writer can see this pattern, the ways in which the 

more functional pieces of characterization, dialogue, description, metaphor, and so on fit 

together, then he or she is much more adept at creating this world. This is, I argue, the ultimate 

job of a writer: to understand and construct worlds for the imagination to engage with. As 

Wallerstein points out, creating these narratives is a writer’s direct, and sometimes his or her 

only, form of “cultural resistance,” which is often “organized” and “planned” by rejecting 

standard “linguistic, religious, or even juridical forms” and showing the reader that they, too, can 

create their own forms to fit into (100-101). The more original and tangible this world is, 

whether that be because of shifts in time, space, or form, the more the reader is able to engage 

and, as a result, “live” through the intended experience.  The reader should not only see the text, 

hold the book, but, like a brushstroke being added to a painting, rediscover and redefine what the 

visible world, as well as being “human”, actually means. 
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 A wise man once said that the key to changing the world is by changing what one births 

into it. The imagination acts as the womb of ultimate, limitless, creation. Today, it increasingly 

determines politics, culture, religion, and all other aspects of human life. Yet, too often, we let it 

be tamed controlled, manipulated to the point it becomes unrecognizable. This is why now, in 

my own fiction, I strive to try to take details in my daily life -- a broken fence-post, a television 

show, a quote from a stranger’s shirt -- and translate these passing glances, so often ignored in 

the real world, into the sometimes beautiful, sometimes terrible, living, breathing creatures that 

they, like thousands of throbbing Tell-Tale hearts, truly can and should be.  

  Likewise, in nonfiction, I follow these same methods with memories. I see each moment 

in my past is a detail of myself, the limitless jig-saw puzzle of potential lives, choices, of futures 

that could of, should have, been. Yet I try, when I write, to perceive how the moments have 

molded me into the writer and human I am today, both physically, emotionally, and 

psychologically. My essays are not necessarily depicting the moment as it was, or was meant to 

be, but how the moment broke so cleanly away from my imagined expectations of it, and the 

feelings that rose in me because of this rift.  

 I look back to my past now with the same gaze as I do now returning to the novels I loved 

as a child, from the cheap laughs of The Stupids, to the teenage drama of Animorphs, to the ever-

terrifying Cujo. I observe these books now, as I do with any book I read, like my own living 

narrative, with two eyes: the first grasping at the equally phantasmic, intangible meaning of 

memory and fantasy, where feelings often obscure reality. The second eye, however, strips these 

of their apparent mystique, analyzing each moment for its very real, tangible impact on myself 

and others, so that I can repackage these abstractions into an imagined narrative of my own 

choosing.  
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 I believe that it is the writer’s job to stand on this narrow border, to see with both eyes at 

once. We must stare into the abyss and, with a gaze that peers through the physical, the arbitrary, 

and decide what we truly are, rather than what we represent -- to look at one’s reflection in the 

water and stare simultaneously at, as well as below, the surface.   Without doing so, it is almost 

impossible for a writer to inspire the emotion, to incite the imagination, of the reader, a concept 

defined most eloquently by Gloria Anzaldua in Borderlands/La Frontera: 

 And in descending the depths I realize that down is up, and I rise up from and into the 

 deep. And once again I recognize that the internal tension of opposites can propel (if it 

 doesn’t tear apart) the mestiza writer out of the metate... eject her out as nuhual, an agent 

 of transformation, able to modify and shape primordial energy and therefore able to 

 change herself and others. (Anzaldua 97) 
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Into the Snow 

 I am told the house we lived in was a place tucked back in the Virginia wilderness, three 

stories, with trees all around it, as if the milky center of a snow globe. When I do think of it, 

what I see is that small section of the kitchen, that single clear glass pane leading into the side of 

the yard. I feel the cool handle of the glass door, hear the the way it slid across the ground as if 

hovering over a slick layer of ice, exposing the rolling white hills out along the Virginia 

pastureland. 

 “You just slipped out,” my mother will tell me years later. 

 And, yet, there are so many things I don’t remember, things I am told I should. I don't 

remember the cold on my feet as I stepped outside, or the flurries clinging to my red face and red 

hands and purple lips as I sprinted from the house through snow that must have been up to my 

waist by then, so late into the winter. I don’t remember the scent of the place, if there was any, or 

seeing any trees, any houses, any thing in any other direction. I don’t remember any sounds, such 

as my mother calling after me as I ran away from the house, or my feet crunching into the deep 

snow beneath me. I don’t remember feeling lost, or worried, or scared; I certainly don’t 

remember having a clear destination when I went outside, of seeing anywhere I wanted to be, 

any place I really wanted to go.  

 I only remember running; but not running, really. My memory has no legs, no arms, only a 

sense of gliding along with the wind in my face. I remember smiling or thinking of smiling, and I 

remember the white and the calm and the stillness, but especially the white, the way it pressed in 

from every direction, swallowing me as I moved through it.  

 My mother tells me I was lost for at least a few hours that day. She uses that word: lost. 

She tells me that she went to the neighbor’s house, who were almost half-a-mile away in the 
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thick of the wilderness, to look for me, ask them if they had seen me somehow. They hadn’t, 

though. I could have told her that. If I could go back in time now, I would tell her that she 

needn’t look for me at all. I would tell her that I was nowhere in those moments, really -- the 

wind, the emptiness, my body moving through it as if drawn by a thin cable -- and that is just 

how I remember it: being simply absorbed for a little while, a part of the clouds and the snow 

and the ground beneath, as if there was no separation at all between body and mind and place. 

 She spent hours searching, she tells me, fearing the worst. She tells me they found me a 

long ways away, walking along a muddy road by myself and shivering in the cold. They tell me 

they scooped me up, that she cried, that she scolded me for leaving. They brought me home, 

drew a hot bath, and I cried and howled as the blood filtered back into each toe and limb until I 

felt warm again.  

 But still, as hard as I try, I cannot remember any of these things. There is only that 

moment, the rush, and the pause between being lost and being found, as if I simply evaporated 

and was formed again by falling snow. 

 I know, of course, the memory of that moment isn’t real, yet it is as vivid in my mind as 

any other. The memory has no time, no place, not once I stepped outside, and I am told there is 

an error within me when I say what the memory was: a blending of body and mind with the 

emptiness all around me.  

 Instead, they ask: Who did I meet along the way? What did I see? What was I thinking? 

 I don’t remember the story, the details, though, only the feeling of running, of 

disappearing, and nothing else. I wonder now if I remember it so clearly this way because it was 

the first time I rushed into a blank canvas without regard, without pretense. And sometimes I 

think that I may have never left that moment, that I am still lost in the wilderness and the white 
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and there is nothing but the quiet, the stillness, and the silence, and the feeling of it all 

whispering in my ear, egging me on. And maybe, each time I stare down at the blankness of the 

page beneath me, the computer screen a sea of white like any other, I am simply falling back into 

that that memory, smiling as the first time, and letting myself become lost again, as the story 

becomes my wake. 
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No Longer A Part 

 A month after my father is released from the mental hospital, my parents, my sister, and I 

head to a psychiatrist as a “family exercise” in order to prove to ourselves, it seems, that ‘being 

crazy’ is not some incurable malady, but, rather, a condition that can be calculated, quantified, 

and solved like any other scientific or chemical equation. My parents know the Obsessive 

Compulsive Disorder medication will not be enough, but perhaps the combination of the two -- 

the pills and the counseling -- will split the world into clearer areas of dark and light, white and 

black, right and wrong, instead of this overwhelming sense of grey: a world between the two that 

we have been trapped in since my father became “sick” or “ill,” which are the words my mother 

has reminded us to use whenever we speak about it out loud, as if my father has simply been 

lying in the bedroom the whole time with a fever. 

 After an uncomfortable, mostly silent hour-long session with the whole family present, the 

psychiatrist asks my parents and sister to leave the room. When the door closes behind them, he 

puts his elbows on the desk and leans toward me, removes his glasses and sets them on the table.  

 “I know we’ve been talking a lot about your father today,” he says, “and, even if it doesn’t 

really seem like it, we’ve made a great deal of progress so far.”  He pauses and looks down at his 

desk, rubbing his temples with his fingertips. “However, saying that, I want to know something 

that might be even more important to your father’s treatment.” He looks up at me and the spot 

between his eyebrows crinkles. “Something that could really help me to help him, to help all 

your family, you see. So my question for you is, what are you afraid of, Adam? What do you fear 

most of all?”  

  I sit on a couch on the opposite side of the kitchen-sized, overly decorated room, sinking 

into the crack between two of the large leather cushions. I had been forced into my nicest church 
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clothes earlier that day by my mother -- the itchy, striped sweater rubbing uncomfortably at my 

neck; the tight, high-water khaki pants; the perpetually untied black tennis shoes, the laces of 

which drag along the floor beneath me as my feet kick a little ways up from of the ground, 

hitting the wooden base of the couch over and over with a series of dull thuds. I look toward the 

door, where I know my family sits in the small waiting room outside, and feel the urge to run 

back to them.  

 Fear. The word itself seems to keep me in place, forcing me to become more aware of 

things around me in his office, as if trying to give concreteness to a concept so abstract, so 

malleable, so unknown.  

 I focus my attention on the large, leafy, plastic plants shoved into every corner; on the 

dozens of framed degrees teeming with dark, looping letters that look more like elegant scribble 

me than anything; on the portraits of people I don’t recognize hanging along wall; and especially 

on the yellow legal pad balanced on his knee, a pen cradled his hand, his eyes darting between it 

and me every few seconds, scribbling in a silence that seems to become denser with every 

passing moment, pressing me even further into the small, dark space between the couch 

cushions. 

  And despite the colorful walls and items scattered around me in seemingly random 

patterns, his office still somehow reminds me of a hospital room, everything silent and sanitized 

and gleaming beneath the halogen lights humming just above our heads. I do not see this session 

as a way of “helping”, as my parents have continually referred to it since the doctor at the mental 

hospital handed them the psychiatrist’s business card, explaining “the added stress can be... 

difficult... for some,”  while looking to me and my sister with sideways glances.  

 I see this as his attempt to find the symptoms of the sickness they now know must surely be 
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brewing within me, as it was with my father, and his father before him, and if they find the 

source and treat it early I might only bend, not break, beneath the pressure they know will 

building upon or inside me every passing day. The obsessions, the compulsions, the disorder that 

creates them, all flushed out like toxins from my body until I am free of the life they are sure I 

am bound to lead. 

 “I don’t really know what I’m scared of,” I say to the psychiatrist finally, lying. “A bunch 

of different stuff, I guess.” I place my hands on the smooth surface of the couch and pull myself 

out from the cushions, leaving clammy handprints on the leather on either side of me. 

 “There must be something, though. Something that...” He pauses, puts his hands behind his 

head, and leans back into them. “Something that scares you, maybe something you worry about a 

lot, even if it might sound... a little weird to say at first. Tell me, Adam, can you think of 

anything like that?” 

 I consider the question logically, coldly, the only way I know how. What exactly am I 

afraid of? What does fear mean to me? I know this man is expecting more than a collection of 

horror movie titles, or the Steven King book Cujo, which I tried to read the previous summer but 

couldn’t even make it through one chapter because, for a month after reading it, I couldn’t stop 

imagining a large, foaming beast pouncing from the darkness of my closet and swallowing me 

whole. I could say something like failure, or physical pain, or a budding interest in and 

subsequent confusion by girls, or speaking with my high-pitched, trembling voice to my fellow 

classmates from the front of my third grade classroom, or any other anxiety -- like helplessness, 

weakness, smallness -- that runs through my head on any given day on the bus ride to and from 

school. 

 But I think he wants me to discuss the kind of fear one could get lost in: the long, terrible 
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shadows that are cast over my mind, keeping me awake at night, the unknowingness of my 

family’s future spiraling into itself like a black hole sucking all light into a singularity. 

 “This is a safe place,” the psychiatrist adds after a few more seconds of silence between us. 

“You can talk about anything here. Everything you say will stay between us, you should know. 

You’re parents will never have to find out.” He pauses and gives me a knowing look, “that is, 

unless you want them to.”  

 I shake my head almost automatically, sure that if they did find out what I was truly 

thinking at any moment, they would probably think I was the crazy one now, that I needed help, 

rather than my father. They might send me to the hospital next, strand me for weeks on that 

deserted resort for the bruised and battered minds, and then I would be the one crawling back 

from that sea of isolation, labeled “sick.”  

 So I lean forward towards the psychiatrist, speaking in a whisper. “I can’t fall asleep really 

sometimes, not very well,” I tell him, my bottom lip beginning its familiar tremble of the past 

few months, a lump forming in my throat. 

 “And why is that?” he asks in the same whispery voice, as if we are conspiring together. 

He looks down and writes something on his pad.  

 “I guess --” I stop myself. “I guess I just think about stuff too much sometimes.” 

 “What kind of stuff do you think about, Adam?” he asks gently. 

 “Bad stuff, mostly, I guess. Stuff that makes me feel scared, or sad. Mostly sad.” 

 I wonder then: Should I tell him about laying awake at night, after I have closed my most 

recent novel. That sometimes, when the whole house is quiet and settled and everyone is asleep, 

my imagination transforms the creaks and groans any old house might have into gunshots, or the 

shuffling and laughter of a violent robber or murderer in the hallway, or a small fire being lit in 
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the other room that will soon become an inferno trapping us all inside our rooms to die alone? 

Should I tell him that when I hear these noises, a story begins in my mind that I cannot control or 

stop, and though it sometimes ends with me becoming a hero and saving the day, or my thin, 

pale arms supporting the weight of each family member as I drag them from the approaching 

flames, mostly all I can think about is my whole family slaughtered, incinerated, lost in front of 

me, their blood soaking into the carpet or the white sheets of their beds, or what the smell of their 

burning flesh will be like as their sudden deaths leave me all alone in the house to wade through 

the carnage?  Should I tell this psychiatrist, a man who I have only met an hour before, that most 

nights I lay awake for almost two hours after the lights go out, petrified of all these realities that I 

have created and become a single occupant of, and that sometimes the only thing that allows me 

to sleep is the act of weeping quietly for a loss of something that is only feet away, sleeping 

quietly in the next room unaware? Or should I tell him that it’s not really death itself that I truly 

fear, but the aftermath of it -- the pain and sorrow that death brings to those still alive?  That I 

cannot help but imagine my own funeral played out each night, watching a casket carried across 

the aisle of a church, my family lingering over the wooden box, their faces pink and puffy from 

crying while I watch, unable to console them? That even though I have only died in a waking 

dream, my imagination bleeding into sleep, my body at that very moment still nestled warmly in 

my bed, I cannot help but feel a tremendously real sense of guilt and regret for? 

 Or should I tell him about this new fear I have acquired, the words I cannot stop repeating 

inside of my head since my father went “crazy,” or “sick,” or whatever other inferior words exist 

to describe suffering we have all experienced since the doctors told us all about OCD, using the 

words “genetic” and “hereditary” and looking at me and my sister as if were carriers, already 

infected with the thing that ripped my father into fragments of his former self? That one day, 
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when I turn to face myself in the mirror, I will see my father’s face, my grandfather’s face, and 

all the men before them staring back at me, that moment when the costume falls away and I am 

transformed into the very same thing which drove them into the depths of themselves, when their 

own fears weighed them down to the point of snapping? Should I tell him that my worst fear, 

then, isn’t a fear at all, but a reality standing in front of me, walking, talking, eating, and sleeping 

in the same house as I am, raising me for the last nine years and telling me that I could be 

anything I wanted to be, if only I just dreamed it into being, that those very same dreams I have 

spent my life suffering from have finally have a body, a form, a definition, and I only have to 

walk a few rooms over to see the man, the thing harbored within him, I will one day become or 

be consumed by -- that broken, anxious, worried, hopeless man -- staring at me from behind the 

eyes of my father’s face? 

 But I don’t tell him any of these things. Instead, I simply stay quiet for a while, unsure of 

how to answer the very direct question at all directly without sinking into the answers 

themselves. I wait for one of us to break the heavy silence, a silence I wish to soak into my very 

head so I can sleep each night, just to stop thinking for one moment and let the world remain 

quiet, finally still.  

 “Adam? Do you have anything more to say?” he asks gently. “This is a safe place, 

remember. No one can hurt you here.”  

 I do not look up again, though. I do not answer. I know by now there are no real safe places 

anymore, not really. Not my own house, not the mental hospital, not my family, not this office, 

and certainly not my own mind, my own frail body full of so much unwanted potential. Nothing 

he can say can change that now. Safety is a fairy tale, a myth I have been tricked into filling the 

gaps in with, a way to fictionalize life into simpler, more understandable components.  
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 So, instead of speaking, I simply look down at my fingers, finally conscious of a certainty 

that I hadn’t known existed until just now, a certainty I wish to hold, to wean from myself like 

stitches from a wound. Staring at my hands, I realize that, this whole time, I have unconsciously 

been interlocking my fingers together, then spreading them apart in either direction at the 

knuckle. As my palms separate again, unfolding like featherless wings, I watch the ‘V’ grow 

between them and disappear, leaving only a thin, jagged line to divide flesh from flesh. And I 

try, right then, to imagine each of my fingers are small, magnetized pieces of marble, no longer a 

part of me at all.  
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Borderland  

 It was the winter of 1995 when we moved to Texas. For the first two months, we stayed in 

a small apartment complex near the border of Irving and Dallas. The complex was just off the 

freeway, and at night my family and I could hear the cars moving by, an occasional horn trailing 

off as it passed, and every now so often the sounds of tires squealing. When this happened, we 

would often pause our conversations, our meals, at these moments, listening for the sound of 

metal bruising metal. As far as I can remember, though, this sound never came.  

 The apartment complex was made up of tall, white brick buildings, each three stories high, 

scattered across an uneven landscape. At some places small, pointed hills would rise up suddenly 

in your path, blocking the rest of the complex from view, then descend into a valley that, when it 

rained, pooled water ankle-high. At certain higher points in the apartment complex, one could 

see the faint outline of skyscrapers making up the city of Dallas. On the outskirts were long 

concrete parking lots leading up to what I imagine now were auto insurance businesses or banks. 

In the center of the complex, which had only a dozen or so buildings, was a grassy field bound in 

by three sidewalks that made a lopsided triangle. It was in this small field that my friend and I 

used to meet up each day.  

 The apartment complex didn’t have many other children in it. The only ones I remember 

seeing besides my sister and I were two brothers who lived in the building next door. The older 

brother was around my age, 9-years old, while the younger was five years younger and yet to 

start first grade. I don’t remember their names, but they had dark chocolate skin and wide faces 

that, when wet with sweat, shimmered like lava rocks in a shallow pond.  

 For the first few months, the older brother and I spent our time exploring the apartment 

complex. He was taller than me by at least six inches. He had long, skinny legs that seemed to 
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step right over the large hills I labored up with small, choppy strides.   

 In those months, the older brother showed also showed me the ropes, accustoming me to 

the more interesting parts of the complex: the dumpsters, in which we found countless trash that 

we felt didn’t need trashing, such as old wooden furniture and action figures chipped of their 

painted-on faces; the spots which were the hardest and easiest to be seen from, allowing us to 

plan out mischief in secret then expose our firecrackers or water balloons in full view to the little 

world we, in those moments, felt in control of; and the small rocky hill near the right corner of 

the complex, on which we used to construct invisible forts out of the wood we found in the 

dumpster and switch off between being the invaders and the invaded, giggling the whole time.  

 We both understood these were places he had already explored long before he met me. And 

yet we pretended that each was our own lunar landscape, our forgotten, white-washed concrete 

city bleached by the Texas sun. It was our footsteps, we silently agreed, that were the very first 

to sink into the deep mud or splash soupy, stagnant water from its primordial tomb.  

  

 A few weeks before school was scheduled to start that fall, the older brother invited me to 

dinner. He asked in a quiet, reserved way that was not at all in his character. Usually, he was 

always smiling and moving around with a fluid ease, but when he spoke of “home” or “mother” 

his body became calm, his face grim, all his muscles tense with nervous motion as if he was 

being forced to sit still in a corner. 

 I had only been to his apartment a few times before, and only in order to wait outside while 

he changed clothes or checked in with his mother. Usually, however, we met up each day at 

times we had agreed on the day before, which were always sometime in the morning when the 

weather was still cool and moist.  
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 He lived on the bottom floor. The outside porch was bare of any lawn chairs or withering 

potted plants, things which decorated many apartments nearby. He had asked me to meet him 

here at this time, and, as I knocked on the front door, I became anxious and thought suddenly 

about leaving. I knew this was not some fantasized first discovery, some game, but a real chance 

to create my first real friend, to solidify my transition from Californian to Texan. Before I could 

move, though, the door suddenly opened, and in front of me was the older brother, looking even 

more nervous and jittery than the day before. 

 “Come in,” he said softly, opening the door wider. The inside of his apartment had the 

same white walls and carpet as mine, though his walls were bare, lacking any family photos or 

posters on them. The apartment was also, I realized as I moved forward, thick with a heavy 

smoke. The place smelled of something pungent and sour, and I couldn’t figure out if this was 

food or some incense or candle burning just out of sight. It seemed almost hotter inside than it 

had been on the porch, and in seconds I could feel small beads of sweat gathering on my 

forehead.  

 Wordlessly, the older brother led me down the narrow hallway and into the dining room. 

The walls were bare in here as well. The only decoration was a small dining table with four 

wooden chairs around it. His little brother sat in one of the chairs, running his hands over the 

bare tabletop as if searching for invisible morsels of food. He looked sad, his eyes large, 

receding, barely open as he looked over to me and nodded. Without saying anything, he lowered 

his gaze to the floor and moved his head up and down, continuing his search.  

 Beside the dining room was a small partition that looked into the small kitchen. I noticed, 

for the first time, a woman inside, her head almost completely lost in the smoke. She was leaning 

over two or three large metal pots on set on top of the stove. She had some sort of large wooden 
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stirring spoon in her hand, and every so often she would move it in and out of a certain pots and 

stir violently, causing the contents to spray out over the rim. After she lifted the spoon out, 

knocking it with a dull thud on the stove, resonating like a fist on metal, she would wave her 

hand over the pots and the smoke would roll toward her like a foggy tide.  

 “Hey momma,” the older brother said as she inhaled deeply. He looked over and motioned 

for me to stay in the dining room, then went into the kitchen. 

 After a few seconds, I heard her voice rising, dense, faraway, like thunder rolling through 

the thick clouds of steam. 

 “What friend?” she asked, then turned around abruptly. She stared through the partition 

and, for a moment, seemed to stare above me, as if expecting someone taller. I wasn’t sure if she 

had seen me at all until her eyes moved down and met mine. Besides a few stray bangs, her hair 

was pulled up tightly on her head and, put together in such a way, it reminded me of a bird’s nest 

made of black licorice. Her face was still hazy in the kitchen. Her eyes were vivid, though, and 

with a hint of something that made me feel ashamed. Staring into them, I was reminded of a pile 

charred black logs I had reached my hand into the morning after camping in California, only to 

find out, after my fingers broke the surface, explored the unseen, that the pile hid only the 

incandescent red glow of embers in its core. 

 Her face became fully frown. “You didn tell me about no friends,” she said sternly as she 

continued to study me. I had never heard her dialect before, and it struck me as oddly curt, as if 

the words were always a syllable from completion. She turned to her son and shook the spoon at 

him violently.  

 “You know this aint no charity we runnin here,” she looked back to me, her eyes moving 

up and down my pale, fragile body, “he’s got some nice meal cookin’ over at his own house 
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tonight. He don’t need to be here with us, eatin our food.”  

 “But momma --” the older brother started. The mother turned to him and shook the spoon 

again. 

 “Ain’t no buts!” she cried out angrily, then turned back to the smoking metal pots. “We 

don’t have enough to be feedin the whole damn neighborhood. What was you thinkin anyway, 

bringin him around here?” she asked in a disappointed voice, then leaned over the stove and 

began stirring at a pot again. The older brother watched her for a moment, opened his mouth, 

then closed it tightly. He turned around and finally met my eyes. With the smallest shake of his 

head, a pleading look in his eyes, I could tell a something had changed. There was no language 

for it. It was the untranslatable feeling of searching the world the second time over, only to find 

that nothing has changed. The two of us were no longer explorers in that moment, no longer 

friends, but simply children wandering, lost on the uninhabited border of disparate worlds, 

staring longingly from either side. 

 The older brother came out of the kitchen with a desperate look to him. His clothes hung 

loosely on him from the steam, making his body look small and bony within them. His face 

seemed to be changed by the steam as well, his cheeks and eyelids low and tragic on his face. I 

looked over and his brother had this same look, his head now on the table as if he had given up 

on whatever he was searching for. 

 “I’m sorry,” the older brother said, “but you can’t stay for dinner.” He was already walking 

towards the front door now, almost pushing me forward as he went. “Momma’s says she’s not 

ready for company right now,” he added, as if I hadn’t heard the whole conversation. He opened 

the front door I stepped outside. The thin wind coming across the porch felt strange, out of place, 

along my sweaty arms and neck.  



 

47 
 

 Standing just outside the doorway, I turned around and faced him again. I was confused, 

still trying to comprehend the sequence of events when, almost automatically, I asked, “You 

wanna play later or something. Maybe?” 

 We stared at each other silently for a few seconds, each of us trying to grasp the meaning 

of what had just happened between us. He seemed to be fading backwards, into the house, his 

body and voice moving farther and farther away. He had a stony look on, a face I had never seen 

before, as if an entire hidden life I was ignorant of was trying to push its way through, and he 

was just barely holding them back.  

 “I dunno, maybe,” he said, then looked down to his feet. “Yeah. Tomorrow maybe.”  

 “What time?” I asked. I was unsure of what else to say.  

 “I dunno,” he said, then began moving back, behind the edge of the opened door. He put 

his hand on the side of it and pushed it forward, concealing everything below his face, which 

leaned into the crack between the door and the frame as the door continued to close.  

 “Tomorrow then, I guess?” I asked, my voice weakening as his body disappeared, the two 

connected like an invisible and unraveling cable. 

 “Tomorrow,” he repeated blankly. Inside I heard his mother’s voice calling out to him in a 

harsh tone. “Coming,” he yelled, turning back into the apartment, then looked back at me. Our 

eyes met for the final time. 

 “I really gotta go,” he said, “she’s gonna be mad if I don’t.” I nodded my head. He shut the 

door, and his footsteps soon trailed off inside.  

 I stood on his porch for a long time, trying to see all pieces of the night separately and 

combine them, like puzzle pieces, into a whole: the older brother, his mother, our footprints left, 

side-by-side, in muddy imprints along the sidewalks and railroad ties carving through the 
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complex. What had I done wrong? I wondered as I left his porch, deciding to explore the 

apartment complex by myself. I was too embarrassed to tell my parents what had happened, 

afraid they would be mad at the closest person I had come to seeing as my friend in Texas. As I 

walked around in the dark, the buildings like mountains around me, the question sat in my mind. 

What had I done? It boiled like water, where each second the answer faded, dissolved into air, 

until there was nothing left but the bone-dry feeling of walking alone on the moon.  

 I didn’t see much of the older brother after that day. I went to the triangle of grass in the 

center of the complex every day still, almost religiously so, hoping to catch a glimpse of him. 

But he was rarely there. And, even if he was, he usually didn’t stay out for long, explaining he 

was now supposed to be home early. Our sentences were no longer sprinkled with “what-ifs” and 

“maybes”, those many hypotheticals and lost worlds we had created in our combined 

imaginations. Instead, what we said was curt, to the point, and what we once spent our 

afternoons discovering --the dumpsters, the rocky hill, and everything in between -- became only 

the second-hand silhouettes of places we had convinced ourselves we were stumbling upon. 

 After school started a few weeks later, we were both too busy to go exploring anymore. He 

went to a school in downtown Dallas, and I went to one in the nicer part of Irving. During the 

weekends, I was usually busy house-hunting with my parents or out with new friends from 

school.  

 However, before my family moved away, to Bedford, I went back to his apartment and 

knocked on the door. I hadn’t stood on that porch since that night many months before. I had 

been too afraid to go back, as if the meaning behind that moment, that night, would emerge 

phoenix-like from inside its untold depths. 

 After a few minutes of waiting, a tall, blonde woman opened the door. She gave me a 
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curious look and smiled.  

 “What do you need, honey?” she asked. Her hair was perfectly curled, bangs bouncing 

along her tall forehead. 

  I told her I was looking for a friend.  

 “Oh, well, I just moved in here last week. Last tenants left some while ago, maybe a 

month. It’s just me here now,” she said, placing a hand on her chest. I saw that, behind her, the 

previously bare walls had been decorated with paintings of landscapes, wooden cabinets, knick-

knacks shining brightly in the lamplight. A television and stereo equipment were barely visible, 

and bright, flowery furniture had been moved into the empty living and dining rooms. “It’s a 

great little place,” she continued. “Took me forever to get the smell out though, like they burned 

it right into the walls. Terrible smell,” she continued, still smiling wide, “I swear, it’ll take me 

months to get that dang smell out of here. Really awful smell. You smell it, don’t you? I’m not 

crazy, am I? You smell it too?” 

 I leaned into the doorway and sniffed politely, then nodded. I smelled it too. She shook her 

head, made another complaint, and said goodbye. Stranded, I left the porch and, without looking 

around me, returned back to the cardboard packing boxes, tape, and sharpie markers scattered 

across the floor of my family’s apartment, all of it marking our arrival at some unknown 

destination in our next neighborhood.  

 And yet, when walking into a cafeteria, a restaurant, or a friend’s house over these many 

years, I still occasionally smell that smell. I will never know the food it accompanies, the right 

mixture of this or that, but I can always pick it out precisely, as if it is part of my shadow only 

waiting for me to step out into the right light. And what matters in these moments, when I do 

catch the scent, is that I am pulled me back into that dining room, watching a woman’s face as it 
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transforms from surprise to disgust to anger. I know that I am the cause of this, that I am 

responsible somehow for her suffering. It can never be any other way. And, as I sniff at both the 

air in front of me and dead, stagnant air from decades ago, I feel again like a child who is doing 

something wrong or that something about me is wrong. It is only right then, despite these many 

years, I have the urge to turn to whoever is with me and, quietly, with a child’s voice, say 

goodbye.  
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Still Wounds 

 When Dr. Pavey finally enters the room, I am sitting in the chair in the corner with an old 

issue of TV guide, reading information about programs that have long-since gone off the air.  I 

see she has dragged a gray rolling chair into the room from somewhere outside, saving me from 

sitting from the butcher-paper covered table nearby. Staring at the paper, I think of the all the 

times I sat down while the paper crinkled and ripped loudly beneath me, the feeling I always had 

of being a fresh piece of meat about to be weighed out and sold. Moving her chair beneath the 

computer table nearby, Dr. Pavey walks over and, after I have put the magazine down and stood 

up, shakes my hand firmly.  

 “So Adam, what seems to be the problem today?” she asks, then consults her boxy metal 

clipboard. “That ear giving you some trouble?” 

 “My ear, yeah,” I say, thinking over the previous week, the constant pressure building in 

my eardrum, more of a low-pitched throbbing than anything, as if someone had installed a sub-

woofer in the hollow space where my brain should be. In the morning, just after rolling out of 

bed, the pain is present in a strangely detached way, as if it existed first in a dream and has 

followed me into my waking life. In the afternoons, however, the pain is sharper, more 

immediate, short stinging bursts that only occur with the occasional finger prod or sudden jolt to 

the side of the head. This is why, while walking around campus and my house for the last past 

week, I have made sure to maintain the body posture of a person about to go down a water slide: 

head up, hands at my sides, afraid to turn in any direction. 

 “I woke up one day and I had this weird feeling inside it,” I say, rubbing the ear cautiously, 

“like something was stuffed in there.” I skip the part about the hours I spent in the shower trying 

to wash it out, or digging far too deep into my ear canal with my pinky, then either end of a half-
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dozen q-tips. “It wasn’t so bad for a while,” I continue, “but it’s been --” 

 “It’s been getting worse, yes,” she says, agreeing with my unfinished sentence. She swivels 

her chair back towards the computer and quickly types something into my ever-growing file, a 

painstaking collection of all my stuffy noses, sore throats, sinus and upper respiratory infections, 

ear infections, a case of egzyma, a dislocated shoulder, a broken collar bone, a fractured foot, 

two athletic physicals, my allergy to the medication Ceclor, which once caused my lips and 

throat to swell to twice their normal size, and every other physical malady I have managed to 

gather over a lifetime of sickness, of wounds in need of healing.   

  

 For the seventeen years my family has lived in Texas, Dr. Pavey has been our family 

doctor. She is tall, thick woman with choppy short brown hair. Her doctor’s coat is perfectly 

creased and pristinely white, as it always is, and which, along with her perfectly aligned posture 

standing or sitting, makes her seem as if she is always conducting an important lecture when she 

speaks. Her eyes recede slightly into her head, as if peering back through it, and her pupils are 

soft brown, like pooled chocolate. Her smile is large and inviting, the kind that emerges just 

before offerings of Dum-Dum suckers and peppermints after regular check-ups.  

 As usual, the check-up room is as eerily quiet, its white walls decorated in the same 

pattern, the same inspiration posters, as every year before now. In the corner, blue and yellow 

Highlight magazines are stuck into a plastic container screwed into the wall, though I already 

know from experience the puzzles have already been filled out, mazes completed, pages doodled 

on by hundreds of children before me. I recall that it was in this same corner, beside these 

children’s magazines, that I stood awkwardly in middle school, knowing that, before I could play 

my first game of football, I would have to pull my pants down and breath in and out deeply as 
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Dr. Pavey felt around, in my mother’s words, “down there.”  

 On the side of the sink farthest from me, a knee hammer sits alone on the countertop. I 

imagine it is probably the same one I used while waiting as a child to hit everything except my 

kneecap, including one instance in which my sister received a nasty bruise on her upper thigh. 

Just above the counter is a cardboard box screwed into the wall. I  eye the limp, flattened three or 

four rubber fingers sticking out of it. I remember the many times I put one of these gloves on my 

right hand and grab a tongue depressor out of the jar, pretending for a few minutes, before 

Doctor Pavey came in, that I was doing her job for her on an invisible patient nearby.  

 Looking at these spots, then to Dr. Pavey, who turns to meet my eyes, I have the strange 

feeling that I have walked into a museum in which I am an traveling exhibit. 

 “Hmmm,” Dr. Pavey hums out after a few silent moments, her tone familiar, as if I had 

heard it over the radio or the elevator on the way in. “And, tell me,” she goes on, “what kind of 

pain is it you’re feeling? Is it mostly sharp, or dull?”  

 Before I reply, I have to move my ear around a little. I tug at the lobe and around the edges 

of my ear while looking up at her pensively, as if I am considering the full weight of my answer. 

“I guess it’s a little bit of both really,” I say after a moment. “Sharp when I put my finger in. Dull 

the rest of the time. It’s not like pounding or anything, it’s just... kind of always there.”  

 “Hmmm,” she hums again, pressing her pointer finger to her lips as if to shush me, “I guess 

we’ll just have to take a looksee in there then.” She reaches into one of her many coat pockets 

and, emerging with a light in her hand, rolls her chair close enough that our knees barely touch. I 

begin to regret sitting back down in the chair in the corner, which is apparently meant for 

children and only rises a a few feet off the ground. Dr. Pavey towers over me as she turns my 

head  and wedges the light-tipped instrument into my ear.  
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 “So where do you go to school again?” Dr. Pavey asks. I open my mouth to respond, but 

she speaks for me again. “Trinity? Is that right? How’s Trinity going for ya?” she asks as she 

peers inside me, moving my ear left and right, up and down. 

 I shift in my seat a little, unable to move much. My head is almost completely horizontal 

by then, and, turned in such a way, all the objects in the room seem strangely out of place, 

shifted while I have remained the same.  

 “No, uh...” I explain weakly, “Trinity is where I went to high school.”  

 It is a series of words I have said many times before, the conversation we’re beginning 

already as familiar as the stainless steel sink, the matching jars of tongue-depressors, cotton 

swabs, and q-tips, all, like me, sitting still, quietly waiting for Dr. Pavey to invoke us into use. I 

remember, four years before, when I was actually going to Trinity High School, Dr. Pavey and 

the nurses always used to ask what junior high I was currently attending; and, before that, in 

middle school, I was often told I was the cutest fourth, fifth, or sixth grader any of the nurses had 

ever seen, how much these rosy-cheeked women wished they could just scoop me up and take 

me back home with them like some new puppy they had seen in a storefront window. It is as if, 

in this doctor’s office, among the white paint, the scuffed tile floors, all my past identities have 

been preserved like deformed creatures in eerie, formaldehyde-filled jars. The scrawny, pale, 

seventeen-year-old, man-child version of myself has been unfolded like butcher paper, rolled 

over my own skin, compressing me two-dimensional beneath a distant past. 

 Leaning over me still, Dr. Pavey stares down at me with a confused, patient smile, as if 

waiting for me to explain myself more clearly. “I mean, I graduated from Trinity a while ago,” I 

say to her, counting in my head, “like, four years ago.” 

 “Oh goodness, I’m so sorry,” she says in a distant, slightly automatic tone. “I’m always 
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mixing those types of things up anyway, you know.” She raises a finger and wags it at me. “And 

I don’t think I’ve seen you in a while either mister,” she says, her face remaining placid while 

mine scrunches up, trying to recall the last time I’d been in this room but failing to see the 

moment precisely. I cannot seem to find order among the many illnesses, the various wounds. 

Like bodies, they have been sealed up, buried with age until the moment I step back into this 

office. 

 “So where are you going to school these days then?” she asks cheerfully.  

 I tell her the name of the university, already seeing what the conversation is moving 

towards.  

 “Well that’s just great.” She pauses and puts a hand to her temple. “So that makes you 

what, then... a sophomore? Junior maybe?” 

 “Actually,” I answer slowly, keeping my voice level, “I’m in grad school right now.” This 

is the same kind of dialogue exchanged at my family’s Thanksgiving reunions, where uncles and 

aunts come one-by-one and, as if reading from a prescribed list, ask a similar series of questions 

that manages to whittle me down to a simple list of facts and objectives. 

 “Well that’s just great. Good for you,” she says. “Can you lean to the left for me a little?” 

she asks. “Good that’s real good, now just make a sound. Any sound. I want to see how you’re 

ear drums doing in there.” 

  I make an awkward, animal noise and stop myself before she tells me to. My face grows 

hot and I try to make up for my mistake by clearing my throat instead.  

 “Well now, Adam,” she says. Her breath is warm on my cheek as she leans closer. “It just 

looks like you just got a little fluid in there. Nothing too bad.” She pulls the tool out of my ear 

and something inside pops and shifts back into place. I wince a little and pull away from her. She 
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doesn’t seem to notice. 

 I feel her lean back in her chair, and when I look up to her again I see she is beaming down 

at me. “Alrighty then. I just want to do a couple more tests and then we’ll send you on your way. 

That sound alright to you, Adam?”  

 I nod my head slightly at her, knowing the question does not imply a choice. In order to get 

better I will have to do what she says, answer her previously scripted, previously asked, 

questions accordingly, even if I’ve already given the answers so many times before. This is a 

ritual we seem destined to follow each session, I decide, her searching for the source of my 

physical sickness and, in the process, somehow also uncovering the self-conscious, tenderest 

parts of my ego.  

 To her, I am still that eight-years old, worried, fledgling child in need of her care: my 

doting, surrogate mother; my guardian angel, white, folded wings and all. I feel humbled by her, 

as I have since childhood, since every ailment she absolved me of and every appointment she 

sent me away from with a sense of hope, rather than dread, about the real, tangible possibilities 

of a better, healthier future. We both know I will forever be indebted to her, to this office, to all 

those easy-to-use orange medicine bottles and dripping syringes only she had the power to 

supply.  

 Dr. Pavey tells me I should lift my shirt up, expose a little more, that she’s going to check 

my breathing and heart rate. “Now here it comes,” she says, bringing the circular metal end of 

the stethoscope toward me as if I am a child being fed in a highchair. “It’s going to be cold too, 

so watch out,” she says to me in a childish voice. She reaches under my shirt, and, after putting 

each end of the stethoscope's in her ears, pressing the device to my chest to listen to my heart. 

 “So what are you majoring in at... did you say... grad school?” she asks, still sounding 
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unsure. 

 “Oh. English.” 

 “That’s fantastic,” she says, as if the idea is quaint, then moves the stethoscope to another 

spot on my sternum. “Alright can you breath in deep for me now?” she asks. 

 I do, then exhale slowly. 

 “Great job,” she says. “So tell me, what exactly do you plan to do with an English degree 

then?” she asks, emphasizing this major as if the word is sour on her tongue. It is the same tone 

my parents use when referring to my creative writing major as “that whole writing thing” to 

curious neighbors and family.  

 I put my hand to my chin as if I have never considered the question before. “I don’t know, 

I just want to write,” I say, blushing. “It doesn’t matter, really, as long as I can write. If that 

makes sense.” 

 “Hmmm,” she hums, and leaves that same silky note hanging in the air. She nods her head 

and smiles blankly as she turns and begins fiddling with the computer keyboard. She starts to ask 

me more detailed questions about my ear: what medicine I have taken for it, what I am allergic 

to, all amid questions about my plans for the future, as if both are in need of healing. 

 “So, you want to write... books then?” she asks while typing, and hearing it from her lips 

makes the idea sound ludicrous, like the strange, lofty ideas are merely symptoms indicating 

some even more threatening illness within me that she is preparing to diagnose. 

 I respond to her with the usual speech, one that has echoed back at me in this room before. 

I explain all the professional avenues I could take: the editing, copywriting, newspaper reporting, 

book reviewing, and so forth; these are jobs I have discovered people consider appropriate, 

reasonable, and, most importantly, attainable. When I use the word PhD or doctorate, a 
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purposeful offhandedness in my voice, she immediately stops scanning over the computer 

screen, perks up, and turns her chair back to me, as if I have stumbled upon some yet unknown 

cure.  

 “I guess we’ll both be doctors then, won’t we Adam.” she says, smiling, though I can tell 

she is struggling to equate the two in her head. “Plus, you’re all done today.” She scribbles 

something on a prescription pad and, ripping the top sheet off, hands an illegible prescription to 

me, then returns to her professional, distinguished voice without the slightest hesitation. 

 “After checking your ear canal,” she says, “what I have determined is that you have 

allergies in your sinuses, allergies which we are going to need to flush out of your paranasal 

cavities. This could be something do with the weather, pollen, cats, you name it.” She rushes 

through the words in the same low voice as medication commercials, where videos and pictures 

of those healed are undermined by the murmuring tide of their hidden afflictions. “You’ll need to 

take a simple nasal spray. It’s a steroid, though, so make sure you read the directions real careful 

for me, ok?” She pauses and draws her lips into thin lines to show how serious she is. “Spray 

twice a day for the next five days, and, a week or so from today, you’ll be good as new. 

Alrighty?”   

 “Ok,” I answer, feeling claustrophobic. 

 “Now there’s one more thing,” Dr. Pavey says, “and I’m going to give you a choice.” She 

rolls her chair closer to me again. “You definitely want to get the nasal spray, but, since you’re in 

a good deal of pain... I was wondering if you wanted something for yourself, right now.” 

 I look up, confused. “For what?” 

 “Well,” she says, suddenly leaning toward me with a meaningful look, as if we are 

speaking in some long-forgotten code, “if you wanted... we could give you a shot today. Right 
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now, right here, before you leave. It would work a lot faster than waiting for the spray which, 

like I said, takes almost a week to really change anything.” She rolls her chair back suddenly and 

raises both her hands, palms facing me, as if I am about to pounce. “But, like I said, that’s totally 

up to you.” She lifts an eyebrow. “So what do you think?”  

 The truth is, I want to tell her, is that I have always hated getting shots. I have hated them 

since the first time I was made to get one in California when I was six-years-old. What I 

remember of that day is not the sickness, but my small fists flinging wildly into the air, my legs 

kicking out as if I was trying to swim away, while my mother and another doctor were forced to 

hold me down on the cushioned tabletop of the small, foreign room. I remember being restrained, 

then forced to watch from that position as the needle approached my bicep as if in slow motion, a 

bead of liquid hanging just at its tip. Even now, with Dr. Pavey staring down at me, I can hear 

my screams as the needle broke the skin, before it even worked its way into the tightly packed 

muscle. At first I desperately called out to my mother, crying for her help even as she held one of 

my hands down, her face turned away from me. Soon I was just calling out, cursing the needle, 

the doctors who used it, the people who stood idly by like my mother, the nurses, puncturing the 

sterile, orderliness of the room with my small, high-pitched cries of frustration and pain in the 

same way they had punctured me, my virginal skin, my youth no longer smooth and pure but 

dimpled with a knowledge of something mean and threatening just beneath its surface. 

 I want to tell Dr. Pavey that, ever since that first moment the needle entered my skin, it has 

always been merely a symbol of my defeat, of how easily sickness can stow away in the cracks 

and crevices of a body, the ever-weakening muscles, organs, and flesh. How, no matter what the 

age, sickness manages to take away bits and pieces of me until I am once again that same 

helpless child, stripped of all his power, held down and ignored.  
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 Yet, at the same time, I know the shot is the only way. There is not a choice here, not 

anymore, and I realize I had already decided what would happen here, in this appointment, 

before I came in. Dr. Pavey will do what she has always done. She will heal me, and I will come 

back, some months later, and she will heal me again. Sitting in her white, sterilized office is as 

safe and helpless as I’ll ever feel, a place where wounds themselves can heal. 

  

 A few minutes later, a nurse in blue scrubs opens the door and comes inside. As she moves 

close, I see she is unwrapping a small, narrow plastic bag. She pulls out a syringe and looks to 

me.  

 “Are you ready then?”  asks in a business-like voice. I nod my head and turn around, 

pulling down my shorts just enough to expose the top half of my right butt cheek.  As I bend 

over and place both palms onto the butcher-paper-covered table, I hear the nurse behind me 

saying something softly, comforting. I do not listen though. My senses dull as I feel her moving 

closer to me, and my body follows the same pattern it always has, and it seems, always will 

whenever a needle gets close enough:  

 My muscles tighten up all at once; my breaths become erratic and I try to steady them so as 

not to flinch; my fingers curl up forcefully into my palm, fingernails digging into the fleshy 

paper, exposing the dark blue bench underneath; my legs become wobbly; I search the room for 

something to stare at in the meantime, this time a scuffed spot on the wall across from me, and I 

try to focus only on that spot and nothing else.  

 My mind, however, is eternally on the tip of that needle, as if all my experiences in this 

room, my many wounds, have been somehow condensed to that single point and are preparing to 

rush back into me. I see myself from the needle’s perspective, my pale cheek flourished in the 
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air, my body quivering beneath the bright lights, naked, stripped of all dignity and age. As the 

needle moves closer, the nurse melts away, and, for a second, the needle and I are the same and 

the pain I really feel and the pain I imagine become a singularity spreading through my 

bloodstream. There is a story here, I think, about how the memory of something can reveal a 

deeper pain, a pain that lingers. But the meaning behind this, as it always seems to, escapes me 

before I can see it clearly. 

 The needle in me, I am all ages and and no age, as if I can see myself from the inside out, 

the pain neither rushing in or out of me but existing as a single, floating entity. time, space, 

duration: all succumb to the flood of that needle, the small pinprick that, as it occurs, brings back 

sights, smells, tastes trapped in our memory that, though sharp to the touch, are the only 

moments that remind us that we can in fact bleed. That we are, in fact, and always will be -- 

wounded. 
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What Stays in Las Vegas 

 My grandparents’ neighborhood in the mountains near Las Vegas is quiet during the day as 

only the deserts and mountains can be. The simple sounds of the wind breathing in and out, in 

and out, imitating life.  

 But at night I can still hear the loudness, all treble and pounding bass, radiating from the 

Las Vegas strip less than ten miles away. The sounds swell then fade as they sweep across the 

vast blanket of sand, asphalt, and concrete. Halogen lights buzz and hum; cars screech like dying 

animals; people’s footsteps speak to each other in Morse code from opposite sides of busy 

streets; the rare sound of “jackpot” being screamed in casinos is drowned out by slot machines, 

change rattling in plastic cups, and the collective sighs of thousands of people as they rise from 

their stools, catch that final breath tingling with the sticky scent of alcohol, sweat, cheap cologne, 

and cigarettes, and head towards the door.  

 The bright lights of Mandalay Bay, the shimmering obsidian pyramid of the Luxor, the 

pink-flamingo and baby blue of the Bellagio, or the elaborate pirate ship perched outside of 

Treasure Island await anyone in a fifty mile radius of flat, scorched earth. At the center of the 

city, the Stratosphere pierces the clouds like a fabled concrete beanstalk, its tall, thin tower a 

phallic reminder that Las Vegas is a city of constant enticement – all sex, money, and the hunger 

for both. A modern example of Babel, streets thick with inhabitants who speak different 

languages or no language at all, from the mumbling, bumbling syllables of the homeless to the 

drunken cries of gamblers blowing through another stack of chips. 

 And Las Vegas, in all her infinite wisdom, understands that its people live by one rule and 
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one rule alone: Excess.  

 

 My own experience in Las Vegas started before I recognized what the city truly was. I 

remember walking through cathedral-esque casinos like Circus Circus, gazing up at shimmering 

lights, hearing bleeps, blips, ringing, and shouting, overwhelmed by the environment as if I had 

stumbled into a real life desert mirage. The scene was so beautiful and frightening that each step, 

each minute in it, felt both long and short, fast and slow. Centuries of images and billions of 

dollars were stretched across the back of my eyelids in dancing lights and coin machines by the 

time I was ten years old, too much to hold onto or remember now. These images had a sort of 

distorting affect on me when I was young, though -- too much sensual experience for my virgin 

eyes and ears and greedy fingers, each wanting to see, hear, feel every machine splitting the 

room into parallel lines. My relatives would drop me off within casino jungle gyms and 

monitoring stations and go gambling, while I would dive down beneath seas of plastic balls or 

get lost in narrow, empty tunnels, which always slightly smelled of urine and mold. 

 As I grew older, Las Vegas lost its grainy, unadulterated appeal. It became ordinary, 

familiar, and with that loss of foreignness and novelty came the realization that the place was 

unfit for living, designed only for the short visit, the creature comforts. It was the going and the 

coming that Las Vegas emphasized, not the staying. The whole town is cut off from the outside 

world, built around tourism. Even its electricity and water are out of reach, arriving through 

crisscrossed channels and pipelines from the Hoover dam or underground reservoirs hundreds of 

miles away. The city is a bare desert canvas on which people have painted a portrait of paradise, 
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yet no one seems to notice the desert winds swirling and chipping away at buildings, the dunes 

building up just outside of town, as if waiting for the chance to swallow the place into a sandy 

grave. 

 Las Vegas is a temptress. She breaks down people to build herself up, leaking the vision of 

hope and fortune through the city streets, green and red roulette wheels, monolithic buildings, or 

brightly colored chips designed to make money more fun, and therefore easier to give away. Las 

Vegas lets people borrow the idea of her for a few days, then takes herself back with interest, 

leaving a person feeling empty, used. Las Vegas leaves something always missing, as if the 

weight of desire has ruptured something deep within you and scattered out like specks of sand in 

an hourglass.  

 In Las Vegas, time is measured in loose change. On countless occasions I watched my 

grandfather dipping his short, meaty fingers into white cups and digging for that last, essential 

quarter of the hundreds he had brought. His sleek, greased back hair would become frizzy and 

unkempt, and his large body would appear shrunken and feeble sitting on the stools in front of 

slot machines and poker tables. Even now, every few weeks he calls my family to describe a 

huge win in this dollar amount or that, but he always omits his losses, as if he never broke even 

or failed, but always beat the system. 

 And this is how most people live their lives in Las Vegas, too close to the light not be 

blinded, reveling in each win no matter the cost to get there. A person can forget his or her 

shortcomings and deficits in Las Vegas, which is why so many people find a sort of comfort 

here, as if they are mocking the intimate with grandeur. The casinos themselves explain this loss 
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of identity: New York-New York, Treasure Island, Paris Las Vegas, Monte Carlo Resort. These 

are only imitations of places where people could really visit or live in, but instead they choose to 

strand themselves in a city that replaces culture with nightlife, history with an idealized version 

of the future, and what you actually remember with what you try not to.  

 I have seen these people, what they become, in the parks and along the streets, at liquor 

stores or bail bond shops scattered down avenues which quietly, instinctively, are creeping up on 

the backs of suburbs. My grandparents’ small, red-roofed house near the edge of the city met the 

same fate as every other decent place in Las Vegas, swallowed up by new, gang-affiliated 

neighbors and the jet blacks and blood reds of graffiti on fence posts, adobe walls, and fire 

hydrants. My grandparents scurried away like mice at the sight of fire, back towards the 

mountains and into the cacti-ridden foothills to the northeast.  

 I have trouble remembering, even to this day, exactly what their old home looked like: the 

ivy-adorned pool in the backyard, the small patio where my grandmother did her crosswords in 

the morning, or the guest room where my sister and I spent countless nights playing with old toy 

cars, plastic figurines, and our grandparents’ outdated clothing found in drawers and closets and 

musty boxes. From their living room windows we watched as, over the years, Las Vegas became 

fat with the hungers of millions of people, eventually stretching her greedy arms outward, into 

their kitchen, their living room, their bedrooms. The city pushed my grandparents out inch by 

inch, then foot by foot, until there was no more home, only a smaller appendage of the animal 

that Las Vegas was and is. She is hungry, selfish, and pulls up families by the roots, scattering 

their members across her wide bosom. 
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 A few years ago, my first visit to my grandparents’ new house evoked a sense of 

insignificance. It was quieter there, with a golf course and people just old enough not to be able 

to play golf anymore – a retirement community, spread out over thousands of houses, with 

thousands of years between its residents. Their new house was white, one-story, simple. It 

smelled of wet paint and cleaning supplies instead of the freshly baked cookies, pies, and the 

other assorted food items my grandmother loved to set out on her kitchen counter before the 

grandchildren arrived. But I knew these memories, like the house they once inhabited, the city 

they once represented, were already lost to me, more intangible, unsubstantial, than any jackpot I 

might ever hit. 

 I was still eighteen at the time, still buying into the idea that casinos and gambling would 

lead to yachts, daiquiris, babes, and an enormous fortune. I only had to wait three more years to 

become the man I had always wanted to be: successful, independent, rich. Like so many others 

before me, I would make something of myself in Las Vegas, regardless of the hows and whys, 

only focused on the whens and wheres. 

 Yet, standing inside my grandparents’ new house, this dreamy, idealized version of myself 

seemed delusional. Each room felt too connected to all the others, as if the builders had tried to 

shut out privacy, individuality, or assumed people in Las Vegas, even at home, still shouted over 

the distant slot machines and traffic in order to be heard. The new house was part of a whole, 

each brick or stroke of paint laid out for reassurance, for uniformity, and for the presumed ability 

for my grandparents to relax and die happy. Walking through it, I saw myself as the same: 

unidentifiable as an individual unit, my future, my fantasies, all as manufactured and false as 
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anything else in this city.  Even as my grandfather and grandmother explained to me again and 

again that they had moved to get away from it all, back into the lonely quiet of their own 

thoughts instead of those projected from neon bulbs and billboards across a hazy distance, I 

considered that, in what they consider total isolation, the nearest casino is only three miles away.   

 During the trip, I asked my grandfather, “Why did you move to Las Vegas, and why did 

you stay?” over dinner one night. He explained it to me in his own simple way as we ate, his 

voice as deep and rugged as John Wayne’s.  

 “Well, you never know what you might find out here. I mean, could be you strike it rich, 

you know. Unbelievable the things I seen out here. I won… damn… I won at least a couple 

grand at that new casino off Cheyenne -- you know, the one me and your daddy was talking 

about the other day. Just last week I won that. You know, when I moved here in the sixties there 

weren’t nothin’ here but a few casinos and the desert. Course soon your uncle moved here, then 

your other uncle, all wantin’ to get some more money for themselves. Your uncle Marvin started 

working as a valet over at the Bellagio, made some good money too, boy, I’ll tell ya’, but he 

didn’t have no schoolin’ to work with so he just kinda bottomed out, so to say.  Unreal.” He 

reached up and moved his hand over his chin, running his fingers over his lips, as if searching for 

the words. 

 “Never did see anybody really make it here, not if you stay long enough. You gamble for 

awhile you’ll even out eventually, least that’s what I say. You just gotta take it slow, take your 

time, ease into it. It ain’t nothin’ like any other city, boy I tell ya’, none other.” He looked up, 

across the table, meeting my eyes. Beneath the dark brown of his pupils was something tragic, 
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like stumbling upon the empty, confetti-covered streets, the scorch-marks left by fireworks on 

downtown sidewalks, each New Year’s Day, when present life shrinks into the obscurity of the 

past and future.  

 “But it’s a no good place anymore though, Adam, no good. Too many people beat down 

and dumb cause they got one addiction or another. Couldn’t stop gamblin’ or drinkin’ or usin’ 

and ended up in the streets. That’s why we had to move, ya’ know, too many people here now. 

Too many. All of em’ a little crazy.” 

 He leaned back over his food, picking at it without eating, leaving words unsaid or already 

forgotten to explain the rest.  

 He didn’t mention my uncle Marvin’s forty-year-old daughter, who still lives with her 

father because she never left the town, never could manage for one reason or the other. He didn’t 

mention my aunt, all crimson hair, bright smiles, and loneliness since her husband left her and 

their children for a younger, curvier woman. Now my aunt’s family sucks off my grandparents’ 

charity like ravenous animals at the teat. And with new cars, cell phones, and nice houses comes 

the vanity of my cousin, Chelsea, who wears seven earrings on each ear, smiles with only her 

eyes, and refuses to work at seventeen. She and her mother have each wrecked one of my 

grandparents’ cars, neither offering to pay for repairs nor drive them around when the car was in 

the shop. And Chelsea’s younger brother, Ryan, pale and plump as an uncooked turkey, is stuck 

in an ongoing rhythm of free food and free cable, my grandfather acting as his constant chauffeur 

to pizza places, the mall, or anywhere else his heart desires.  

 My grandfather also didn’t mention the Nevada nuclear test site he and my grandmother 
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had worked at when they were younger, only a one hour trip outside of Las Vegas. This was one 

of the few jobs you could get if you didn’t want to spend your nights serving drunks at casino 

bars, parking cars at hotels, or demeaning yourself for a little extra tip, maybe a few casino chips 

thrown your way. A few years later I found out this test site had contributed to my grandmother’s 

lung cancer – the result of underground, unventilated bunkers lined with asbestos and mold that 

floated freely within each toxic breath for years and years.  My grandfather didn’t talk about his 

Silicosis either, the disease he too had gotten from working down in those bunkers and 

unwittingly inhaling crystalline silica dusts for over a decade. Over the years the incurable 

disease has and will slowly eat away at his lungs, scarring them piece by piece until he begins 

gasping, then wheezing, and eventually suffers his last moments in a muted, breathless struggle 

with his emaciated lungs. My grandfather also failed to mention the hours he spent at the casino 

today and yesterday, or the bottle of vodka half finished in the refrigerator, the same bottle he 

had bought only a day before.   

 He didn’t mention the parts of Las Vegas we think of when we imagine the city. Not the 

lights, the fountains, the roller coasters, the skyscrapers or imitations of them, the neon flashes, 

or the thousands of people lining sidewalks and the inside of enormous casino floors. Not the 

adoration, fortune, or joy.  

 He only mentioned the addiction, the disease, and in a subtle way he explained the pain he 

and everyone else unfortunate enough to live here carried with them, tethering them to Las 

Vegas, weighing them down. People become trapped here like bugs on a vast, ornate flypaper, 

and their bodies and minds became an internal processing of what Las Vegas is and longs to be. 
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People fall back onto this idealized version of achievement as a security blanket. They choose to 

move forward rather than inspect their choices, as if real life was as simple as having a straight 

face all the time, folding your hand, and getting out when you were down on your luck. Most of 

them had moved here with their own stack of chips: a family, a life, a job, something to gamble 

with, but they had become desensitized to loss, to pain, to struggle, and instead had chosen to 

continue stubbornly rather than give up.  

 Giving up implies loss, while moving on implies hope, the idea that maybe, just maybe, 

they might hit the jackpot one of these days or win that car they want so badly. The car and the 

jackpot become related to the versions of themselves they see in the future, raising their hands 

high in the air to celebrate the victory, and it is that idea that plays over and over again, 

immobilizing them from moving anywhere but that destiny which they know is surely waiting. 

The lights behind their eyes fade like the halogen aurora of the city at sunrise, their views of life 

becoming warped and distorted like blown glass, and they splay themselves out in the desert and 

suck at the sand, hoping some unmet fate might seep up out of the golden dunes.  

 My grandfather’s heavy, painful breaths, the cancer, my grandmother’s funeral, my 

relatives’ coldness and selfishness, the constant, unabated craving for second chances and luck, 

the alcohol, the loneliness, and the regret. These are the real parts of Las Vegas, the parts not 

commercialized or advertised, the parts of the city in my life, and they have shown me that the 

city is only dried bones in the desert, a cattle head bleached white in the sun. The power that Las 

Vegas possesses is a reflection of its people, each trying desperately to project the hungry beast 

of Las Vegas onto its rigid, cold, and dead body, trying to find some meaning, some life, where 



 

71 
 

there is none. I see now that the face of Las Vegas has always been hollow, chipping away like a 

cardboard cutout, tiny particles blowing away with the sand. And, where some consider it an 

oasis, others know it is only a prison.  
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Remnants 

 The glass doors open and we step inside. We are a four person family, so our tiny pit pat, 

pit pat of steps on the old carpet grabs the attention of a man behind glass.  

 The man comes toward us in shaky steps. He rocks back and forth on a wooden cane, left 

leg rotating slightly faster than the right. I think he is smiling, but his lips are hidden by the 

length and width of a thick, white mustache, and when he stops in front of us and finally speaks 

it wiggles and twitches as if alive.  

 “Welcome to Bunker’s Funeral Home” he says, then adding with a lowered voice, “and let 

me be the first to say how sorry I am for your loss.”  

 His voice is gnarled like the sawing of wood, echoing into the empty hallways leading left 

and right, bouncing between the white walls and the line of windows dividing the outside from 

the in. It is a bright, April afternoon, and sunlight filters in through tinted panes, creating an 

eerie, golden glow. 

 He extends a hand so white and wrinkled it first looks a wad of crumpled paper. His 

sleeves are rolled up, and I follow the crisscrossing pattern of blue veins until they disappear 

beneath his pinstriped suit and white button-up. He shakes each of our hands in turn: my father’s, 

my mother’s, my sister’s, and then mine, muttering of “so sorry” and “be strong” and searching 

our faces. His eyes are grey, almost blank, as if the constant reminders of death had spread 

outward from behind his pupils, leaving no color or emotion in their wake. His face hangs, 

barely connected, from a shining, bald forehead, from his cheek bones poking out like notches on 

a withered tree, and from his jaw line hidden beneath folds of slackened, stretched skin. As he 
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transitions from smile to frown to speech, small vibrations shake each of his features in a row.  

 “My name is Lloyd Davids.” He says. Tiny specks of saliva shoot out through his teeth. He 

pauses. “Would you like to see her now?” His words are slow and cautious, as if each syllable 

might trigger a certain response. I wonder how many times he has had to say these words, how 

many families have stood in this same spot, waiting patiently to see death.  

 “Oh. Well… Yes… Ofcourse,” my mother says. Her breath is short and stumbling between 

each word, shaking her curly brown hair out of place. She holds her body straight, too straight, 

the back arching backwards slightly and the shoulder blades taut, carving out ridges at the straps 

of her black satin dress. She wrings her freckled hands together across her stomach as if they are 

dirty, nervously pulling at her wedding ring and twisting it in small circles around her finger. The 

pantyhose she is wearing make her normally pasty legs look dark, smooth, exotic. Her face is 

still young, but small and mousy, and it twitches in odd places like the crow’s feet beside her 

blue eyes or the dimple to the left of her smile. She turns and looks back at us, then the man, then 

back at us.  

 “Let’s go,” she says.  

 We nod in unison. There is an unspoken understanding that she is holding herself together 

better than we ever would, so we let her speak for us. My mother has always been the glue of the 

family, the foundation, and as we cracked and crumbled over the last few days she carried all of 

us, embraced us. Right now I know she is trying to mimic what she considers calmness, 

normality. She is trying to be strong.  

 Lloyd grunts loudly and with a wide, sweeping motion gestures towards a hallway directly 
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in front of us. We follow him between walls narrow and tall, as if compressing the hall into an 

even tinier space than it really is. The aroma of stale flowers overpowers us as we near a 

doorway to the left. I try to froget that this smell is meant to mask formaldehyde and decay.  

 Lloyd ushers us into a small room with low ceilings and velvet colored walls. We are the 

first ones of the family here. Except for her, of course, my grandmother. She lies with at the 

center of the room, which seems humbled by her small body, as if ashamed to hold the remnants 

of beauty without its source. The velvet colored walls and low ceilings bend in around her 

wooden coffin. Each piece of furniture or decoration seems to situate itself around her. Flowers 

are arranged in random patterns along chairs, tables, couches, and spread across the floor. Their 

smell itches at my throat and burns my nose, suppressing all other senses, but I follow my family 

as we drag ourselves forward like reluctant soldiers, marching through the brooding quiet of the 

room towards the opened wooden coffin.  

 On the left and right of the coffin are poster boards filled with pictures of my grandmother 

as she once was - her accomplishments, her life. I approach them, careful not to look towards the 

coffin, and touch the pictures, as if her ghost might still cling to them. I try to imagine her 

through the washed out colors of the photographs and soak her presence back into me, but realize 

the pictures are only the remains of a life lived, loved, and used up. 

 Here she is as a cheerleader in black and white; here she stood on a beach in some far off 

place with a wide smile; here she stands next to my grandfather on an air force runway, him in 

green fatigues with his black hair streaked back, and her in the loose, short, colorful dresses so 

popular in the sixties; here is her high school diploma with Ardith Kullberg scribbled in faded 
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ink on the top line; here is an award for excellence at her job in the seventies as an accountant for 

a small business firm; and here is the photo of her with our family on Christmas Eve, my young 

cousins opening presents under the wideness of her gentle gaze, frozen in time to remind me of a 

happiness that once lived and grew there . And here she is grinning; and here frowning; and here 

jumping, laughing, playing, eating, dancing, writing, and simply living.  

 I pull away from the poster, each step I take exposing more of the opened end of the coffin, 

more of her withered body and face. I do not want to look at her yet, this form of her. I turn my 

head at the sound of my father’s feet dragging on the carpet beside me, the black leather shoes 

scraping in a harsh ksshhh ksshhh against the carpet floor. His eyes open wide at his mother in 

the coffin and suddenly shut close, as if the sight is too heavy to hold for long. He reaches his 

hands out in front of him after a few steps, and the sorrow seems to drag his wide shoulders 

inward, move down along his spine, trembling. He places his palms on the lid of the coffin and 

silent sobs double him over. His bald head sways and falls lightly against the lid and my mother 

puts a slender hand on his back, as if to prove to him that the moment is real. 

 My father is a squatty, thick man and his hunched body sways in rhythm with the sounds 

sputtering out of him in short, violent bursts. His round face is hidden between the sleeves of his 

black coat jacket, but I already know that some of the youth and innocence he had managed to 

hold in his high cheeks, the arches of his eyebrows, or the lightness in his step has been lost 

among the brass handles, absorbed into the wood and into the white frills and small pillow in the 

bed she lays on, into the memory of her. 

 I can’t do this, I think.  
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 My mind and body move independently throughout the room. I wonder why, still, I have 

not cried. Not a tear since I heard about her death.  Part of me knowing there is an inconsistency 

here, that I can only recognize the pain through cold logic. Part of me pretends I am staying 

strong by not weeping with my family for the untold possibilities of her future: memories stolen 

from us before they even occurred, but whose corresponding emotions have unhinged 

themselves and blown backwards through time, settling like a fog throughout the room.  

  

 My grandmother’s body was always too small to hold the strength in her fully, so it often 

spilled out of her small frame and into those close to her.  She was full of an unbroken optimism 

and the will to work that comes with growing up through the Depression and Second World War. 

Her face was small, round, and short like my father’s,  though, unlike his, always smiling. Even 

on the rare occasions when she yelled or cursed at you, her words were not from a place of anger 

or rage, but one of disappointment, which always left us feeling worse. 

  I would discover her in the afternoons as she sat out on her patio or by the pool in a dusty 

neighborhood in the suburbs of Las Vegas, finishing her daily crossword. I sat with her 

sometimes, trying to guess the words and answers of places and people I had never met. Her 

body was wrinkled, small, but always seemed to open up and smooth out beneath the midday sun 

like a flower blossoming, soaking the harsh rays in as I ran my fair skin to cover beneath metal 

awnings and patio decks. 

 She also taught me how to enjoy the act of thinking. For years, I convinced myself I was 

the only sixth grader year old who knew the O’Hara in Gone with the Wind or how only real 
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crossword enthusiasts write in pen to prevent or punish careless mistakes. In her own way, she 

showed me how words could fit together, how they gather into patterns and lead into one other, 

and when, years later, I was inspired to write about another funeral for my mother’s father, and I 

saw how syllables, synonyms, and empty space wedged together could create something 

beautiful. I still see her sitting on the edge of the chair with a furrowed brow, a blue or black ink 

pen grinding between her teeth, as she thought about the newest answer, considering all the ways 

in which to move on.  

 On our family vacations, my grandmother was my first sight most mornings as I emerged 

from my grandparent’s guest bedroom in Las Vegas and passed by what she referred to as “her 

office.” Shafts of light swelled and burst onto the floor, passing through cheap French doors onto 

a stained leather couch, an old, unused computer, or a black metal desk holding a foot high 

circular mirror encircled by makeup cases, lipstick, blush, eyeliner, and every color and device 

designed. I watched her as she sat in front of this mirror, primping and clipping and guiding her 

small instruments with precision across the contours of her face.  

 One side of the mirror was convex, magnifying an image, and often times I found a large, 

unblinking eye staring into my own, still heavy from sleep. The mirror provided a useful escape 

for me and my sister during empty afternoons on vacation or when she came to visit us, stacking 

that mirror on my own desk, in my own room. We would twist the mirror over and over, find the 

odd shapes and figures it exaggerated. We studied ourselves: our lips, our noses, our chins, the 

blinking and unblinking of eyes, until she came back in and laughed her soft laugh to let us know 

she approved.  
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 In the funeral home, my eyes sweep over the left side of the coffin, which is opened to 

reveal the upper half of her body. Her arms are crossed over her chest and lay motionless on the 

ridges of the blue dress she will wear forever. I try not to look, try to pull myself away, 

imagining a desperate escapes into the bosom of my mother or the folds of my father’s coat.  

 It is the face that appears most different after death – rigid and loose at the same time, an 

ultimate lack of expression. I remember my grandfather’s face, my mother’s father, when we 

went to his wake five years before. There are no more small twitches, no nerves or muscles 

pulling lips together into the small, stern circles my grandmother employed when mad or 

annoyed. Her eyelids, I see, are painted blue, her face powdered to imitate a slight blush on her 

cheeks, which is somehow oddly appropriate. In her own modest, withdrawn way, I know she 

would be embarrassed to have so many people looking at her, studying her. Her lipstick is 

applied too thickly and is the color of blood, a deeper shade than she usually wore. Later I am 

told that the morticians were going for a “natural look,” and I will sigh at this notion with my 

whole body, finding no need to point out the irony in the statement. After all the years of seeing 

her face decorated by her own design, made up by her own hands, it has become strange now, 

something foreign. Her cheeks are too loose somehow and fall back and fade into the pillow and 

cushions, lacking the possibility of a frown or smile or single word. The little hair she has left 

from the cancer is so blonde and thin it is almost white. Tiny wisps of it are combed backwards 

on her head.  

 “She is finally at peace,” my mother whispers to my right. She crosses herself and sighs. 
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Mascara runs down the length of her cheek, hesitating at her chin, then fall to the floor.  

 I take a step back from the coffin and begin walking aimlessly around the room again. I 

imagine the many steps I took in my grandmother's living room, to and from the dining room 

table in the kitchen, from bedroom to bathroom, patio to pool, and all the places in-between. 

 I especially remember the bowl inside my grandparents kitchen, inside of which sat 

cashews, chocolate kisses, mints, M&M’s, and assorted snacks which I am oddly hungry for now 

where I never was before. I think of her there, in that same kitchen, and I remember the hot 

desert afternoons in Las Vegas where sand hovers in the air, and how she made me PB&J’s and 

bowls of cereal or ice cream no matter when I asked. I remember the pumpkin pies she wouldn’t 

admit to me were store bought, which were always too sweet, though I still ate them greedily as 

if to prove I believed her word above my own senses. On one visit she fed me so much the next 

day I couldn’t get out of bed, couldn’t breath my stomach hurt so much, and she fed me again, 

only this time it was in spoonfuls of Pepto Bismol, and she nourished me in the strength of her 

sincere apology, the words washing over me like a warm bath and draining the sickness out. 

There was something in her voice, the coils of it heated like an oven, and when she spoke it was 

like the comforting scent of freshly baked bread or blueberry muffins on lazy Sunday afternoons.  

 I realize, after a few minutes, that I have been walking in circles. This room is too small, I 

decide. That is the real problem. I have no space to cry, to feel. I make my way to the armchair 

and take refuge in the blueness and blandness of it, lacking both words and the response to them. 

I sink into the cushion and wish I could stay here, among each small fiber, and become 

something inanimate, peaceful, with no need to feel. 
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 Over the next hour I watch strangers and relatives and friends drift in and out of the room. 

Uncles, aunts, cousins, in-laws, and the occasional strangers from her past rotate, as if pulled by 

a strange orbit, in the same small half circles around her coffin I had traveled. Each of them 

mutter, cry, mourn, share their stories, their own pain, and I can’t help but feel a distance 

between us too vast to comprehend, a struggle between their raw sorrow and my cold, logical 

approach to understanding why I am unable to do anything but remember. Their words are 

sincere, but of no use, and the apologies and sympathies seem to only drift past me, words 

hanging inky, disconnected, in midair.  

 And still, I cannot cry. This, I think, is not because I am strong, but because I am weak, 

self-conscious, and cold. I cannot cry because my body feels a different way to express pain, by 

bottling it up and trying to save the emotion for later, so I can write it down in a poem or a line or 

a single word. I have lived this way my whole life, trying to mimic the real world through my 

mind, trying to copy and paste it onto the framework of a blank space, complaining about what 

there is a lack of rather than what there is - the reality of living versus the comprehension of its 

value. This is why I do not try and touch her hand or her face, neither of which, I know, is warm 

or moving or responsive anymore. She is just a shell, an empty picture frame, I tell myself, and 

we will never be able to comfort each other again.  

 My mother reads the cards left on each of the bushels of flowers aloud to the group, each 

time remarking on the thoughtfulness of the sender or explaining to my father our humanitarian 

need to send a thank you card back. My father huddles in a small group with his two sisters in 

the corner, struggling to piece himself back together, but it seems that as each new person enters 
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a geyser bursts from inside him and spouts a fresh set of tears. 

 Behind me, my grandfather enters the room. The room stops and waits. He is a large man, 

his gut proudly hanging far beyond the elasticity of his waist. He uses grease to pull his hair back 

into a long black mane. His face is not wrinkled, but sharp and defined, as if lines were cut into it 

to expose the contrast in the sagging cheeks, the high forehead creased by worry, and ears which 

stick close to the head.  

 My grandfather, I’ve come to believe by now, exists in a constant mode of endurance, 

struggle, pain. The force of United States Air Force military training and a learned obedience 

mixes with a John-Wayne quirkiness that is solely his - from his high water slacks, to his long 

grey socks, to his seemingly endless supply of pearl snap shirts. The Obsessive Compulsive 

Disorder which he suffers from, which he past onto his father, which my father eventually passed 

onto me, is especially apparent in the stubbornness of his outfit, one which he has not changed or 

altered in the least bit for decades. He fashions himself to be a modern day cowboy, and his 

constant reminders to everyone about growing up on farms in Colorado or Nevada has only 

deepened this illusion. He speaks in a deep, rough voice, each stressed syllable a gong resonating 

out of the empty space in his gut and reverberating through the dozen or so people now 

occupying the room.  

 “Oh,” he says, as if surprised to find anyone else here. The voice crackles like radio static.  

 “Hey Al. How are you? You make it alright?” My mother says to him, hesitant and 

shrinking, words tumbling out uncontrollably.   

 He does not turn too look at her. His eyes do not focus on anyone, just the small patch of 
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carpet in front of the coffin. The stare is fixed, unmoved, and the hush that falls over the room is 

a way of communicating respect for the moment, the depth of it.  

 He begins to walk, eyes still in place, and it is his third step that falters, the knee buckling 

under the memories he carries with him, of both him and her. He pauses and takes a single look 

at his wife, does not cry out or say a word, and leaves the room as quietly as he came in. The 

moment passes and people look around confused, as if expecting some sort of monumental 

breakdown. Their collective muscles are tensed to hug him, gather him up in what they consider 

their loving arms, but his steps echo down the empty hallway and explain his loneliness in a 

simple way, walking away from the vision of her. I understand him, I think, more than anyone. 

The words have died with her, broken and useless before the body and reminders of his half-

decade of love. The force of her in life was so much more than the weight of her image in death.   

 He, like me, does not want to remember her as broken, old, used, but instead loving and 

caring and alive, as if the she was created in her inherent beauty and she eventually soaked 

herself back into the very pulp of it until there was nothing left. I know his and my suffering is 

real, but I cannot find love in the pain, cannot find a meaning in the loss. I cannot cry. 

 The inability makes me tense, as if I am stuck, waiting to pounce on a meaning or theme 

which I know may never come. I have read too many books. There is no simplicity in life, no 

denouement, no clear-cut conclusions, no epiphanies, only all the ways in which life can be 

complicated, broken down, destroyed. I see no metaphor in my grandmother’s body, no clichés, 

only the remnants of a story we have told each other for these decades, a familiar story, a story 

that we keep on telling even after it ends. 
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 I remember the last time I saw my grandmother living. It was a cold day in December, the 

wind rushing through the Red Rock mountains and shaking the windows of my grandparents’ 

new house. She sat on a chair in footy pajamas and received a gift on an early Christmas 

morning. Her small body was already ravaged by cancer, and the wig she wore was left on her 

bedside table. There was no need for the facade of completeness here, among family. 

 For Christmas, we gave her her presents first. My father presented her with a gold necklace 

with a diamond at its heart, and my mother helped to clasp it around her neck because she was 

too weak to lift her arms and too brittle to flex her fingers. My grandfather gave her diamond 

earrings, the matching set, and she cried and hugged him in a way I had never seen her before, as 

if she could dissolve into his chest. She was not yet on oxygen, as she would be a few months 

later, breathing through those narrow tubes for hours a day to keep her lungs from failing.  

 A few days later, we drove her to the cancer facility she and my grandfather had recently 

moved closer to so they didn’t have to drive all the way across town. There was nothing we, or 

they, could offer her. We knew this. The doctor had told us to “make her comfortable,” and my 

mother and I scoffed later at the idea of trying to tell my grandmother to be strong, to show a 

woman like her how to enjoy life. And though her body, near the end, was bony and thin like a 

sun-dried fruit, the boldness and vivacity she carried with it spread like small spheres to each of 

us.  

 As we prepared to leave Las Vegas and her that week, somewhere inside of me I knew this 

would be the last time I see her, an idea my father reminded us of gravely each time we drove to 
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the airport and flew back to the non-seeing and non-knowing that had accompanied us in Texas 

for the last 3 years. I remember giving her the last hug I ever would, careful not to wrap too tight, 

and she said to me “I’ll call you” and kissed me on the cheek. But I knew telephones don’t tell 

the whole story, and just looking at her almost bald head wrapped in a makeshift turban, how she 

had trouble taking steps or using the bathroom, told us more than a thousand words across 

thousands of miles.  

 

Less than Five months later, on a hazy afternoon on my way to lacrosse practice, I got the 

call from my mother. 

 “Adam,” she said, her voice shaking, “you’re grandmother, she’s, she’s passed a few hours 

ago. You need to come back, come home, tonight. We’re leaving for the funeral tomorrow 

morning.”  

 The words seemed hollow, unsubstantial, trickling through the top of my cell phone. I told 

myself I had seen this coming from a long way off, that this was no surprise, but the finality and 

nakedness of the words kept me from saying much more than, “Ok.”  

 “My grandma just died,” I told one of my teammates, Preston, after I had parked in front of 

the field.  

 “Oh. Jeez. I’m sorry man.” He looked away, not knowing what else to say. I stared out 

over the field, watching the other players else put their equipment on, laughing, unaware that 

anything had changed in the world. For them, there was only that field, the gray sky, the mist 

rolling over it like a river of cinders, and a single orange goal, still burning, standing alone in the 
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center of the field, slackened with rain, its white net wrinkled, calling out for use.  

 I stood beside the field staring at that goal for a long time that day, the death like a 

phantom limb, grasping at a feeling I had expected to come. I counted my breaths. I didn’t feel 

sad, or mournful, only hollow, as if words or feelings wouldn’t do justice to her memory.   

 For minutes, teammates passed me like shadows, their voices holding no weight, as if they 

were whispering into a deep, empty canyon. I held my head back, facing the sky, and wondered 

what my grandmother would want me to do: to cry, to break down, to curse fate, to punish the 

world for every unfairness visited on us; or to stay, to play, to live. Here future was my future 

now, I remember thinking. I, unlike her body, would carry her with me.   

 Slowly, methodically, I gathered my lacrosse equipment, and put them on. I tied my cleats 

on and stood up, their long plastic teeth gripping into the soggy grass. For the first time since my 

mother’s phone call, I felt grounded. I wondered: Did I hold my grandmother’s secret inside me, 

the whole of her life borne up from my memory? I put my gloves and arm pads on, sliding them 

up my elbow, my fingers disappearing into thick green shells of the same form and shape. My 

helmet fell over my eyes, my face, concealing any expression, any remainders of self. 

 And did my body bore hers, I asked myself, an afterlife, this field her Elysian field, her 

eternity, my memories bearing her like an urn containing the ashy remnants of her past? I tested 

the weight of the lacrosse stick in my hands. She had never given up, broken down, I knew, so 

why should I? In front of me, the team walked out onto the field in an amorphous group. I 

followed them. I remember the smell of loam in the air, the soil pulling up with each of our steps, 

uncovering the dark, muddy earth beneath. In that mist, my equipment was slippery with 
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condensation, of vapor compressed, until it became beads rolling down my fingers, my arms. 

Droplets quivered on the mask of my helmet and then, like honey, fell onto my practice uniform.   

 This was the closest I’d ever be, I thought, to mourning.   
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The Root  

 Every October, Rustic Woods, our neighborhood in Bedford, Texas, holds an annual 

garage sale to raise money for the Home Owner’s Association. This event is meant to encourage 

people to leave their houses, greet their neighbors, and, subsequently, provide the neighborly 

duty of trading junk for treasure -- or, more frequently, vice versa -- within the confines of the 

mere six or seven streets, and a little over two-hundred houses, spread out across our horse-shoe-

shaped neighborhood. 

 This year, the neighborhood is even more packed than usual. The streets are flooded with 

shoppers, their eyes scanning up and down the sidewalks like lost children at the supermarket. 

They stop, pirouette, crane their necks, peering into one driveway or the next, trying to find the 

best deal among the tables, crates, and cabinets pulled from attics and the edges of garages each 

year.  

 Orange barricades are set up at the end of every street, with a cop stationed at each. Cars 

who try to enter naively are sent on their way. Almost every house has a bright yellow sign in 

front of it reading Garage Sale!, and some have even started selling hot dogs and sodas for a 

dollar or two dollars as the morning creeps towards lunchtime. An insatiable hunger, an 

uncontrollable thirst, creeps over the crowds as they smell both hot dogs and the charcoal-dust 

left on the bristles of marked-down barbecue brushes across the street. Infinite possibilities unite 

those who walk from street to street, discovering futures in another’s forgotten life. There is a 

shallow murmur flowing down the streets, rubber bands being stretched over new bills, car doors 

opening and shutting, grocery bags hands crinkling as bought items are stuffed inside. The air 

has an electricity to it, a humming of the present reclaiming the past. 

 By noon, most of the non-local, ‘foreign’ shoppers have retreated back to their cars in the 
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nearby church parking lot, realizing all the best items have been sold by now. My father and I, 

however, after just finishing a garage sale in our own driveway and moving the few unsold items 

to a neighbors house, are just now beginning to make the rounds. We departed, at first, as a 

family -- my sister, my parents, and I -- but, after a few houses of my mother’s bartering from 

two dollars to one, or her questions about specific fabric dexterity and the ‘sunlight blocking’ 

potential of more than a few window curtains and blinds, my father and I have embarked on our 

own, leaving the ‘slowpokes,’ as we have labeled them, in the visible distance.  

 As we walk into the closest driveway, my father continues talking about work, a subject he 

has not ceased mentioning -- whether to relatives, neighbors, or even strangers -- after being 

promoted to vice president a few months before. 

 “Guess,” he tells me while flipping through a self-help book labeled 25 cents. “Just guess 

it.” 

 I stare up blankly at him, furrowing my small brow. “I don’t know. How much is a lot?”  

 He shakes his head, as if I have asked him to restate the rules of some very obvious game. 

“Just try and guess it. And I’ll tell you when you’re getting close. Hot and cold, you know?” He 

looks down at me from the book and ruffles my hair with the rough palm of his hand.  

 Momentarily, I am distracted by the chaoticness of the garage sale driveway in front of us. 

As the the day grows hotter, the crowd has continued to disperse, leaving in its wake every hair 

tie, cassette tape, scuffed action figure, book with yellowed pages, and random, leftover, 

unwanted item in a mile radius. And, while some of these stacked and scattered on water-

damaged tables, rising geyser-like from milk crates, seemingly in no discernible pattern, others 

have been cast to the concrete and asphalt. I stand in this, a gallery of the unworthy and the non-

essential, and consider my father’s original question again. 
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 “Alright,” I say, giving in. “A million dollars then.” 

 He turns to me and narrows his eyes. His shoulders become tense, as if pulled up from his 

torso by invisible wires. “If you’re not going to be serious then forget --” 

 “Fine. fifty thousand,” I say, widening my own eyes back at him while picking up a 

random bric-a-brac from the table and almost immediately setting it back down, uninterested. 

 My father clenches his hand into a fist, his thick thumb springing out of the top, and 

silently moves it up in the universal sign for ‘go up’. He smiles wider each time he moves his 

hand upwards. Before I can guess again, however, he begins walking out of the driveway and 

towards the next garage sale a little farther down the street. 

 “A hundred then. A hundred thousand?” I ask from behind him, every two of my strides 

equaling just one of his.  

 “Even higher,” he says to me without looking, though I can tell by the sound of his voice 

he is still smiling.  

 “Two hundred?” I ask. I begin to understand the weight of what he is saying now, as if my 

brain is a delicate scale tipping toward the absurdity of that much money in one man’s hands.  

 Then, just before we reach the nearest driveway, my father stops and turns to me in the 

middle of the sidewalk, an empty spot where no other person is walking. We stand there for a 

moment, staring at each other silently, and he leans down and meets me at eye level. He puts a 

hand on each of my shoulders. His smile falls. He lowers his voice.  

 “Two-hundred and fifty thousand dollars, Adam,” he says, his lips straight but trembling, 

barely concealing the excitement he seems to feel by telling me the information. His expression, 

in this instant, is the most vulnerable I have ever seen him, as if his face has become a collection 

of fault lines trembling before shaking the rest of the earth.  
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 “Now that’s a number you can hang your hat on,” he says, his face solidifying back to 

normal shape. “Most men don’t even make half that in a year’s time. Hell, two years!” 

 He stands up again, towering over me more than ever before. 

 “You’ve got to work hard to get there, though” he says with a serious look, pushing his 

glasses up further onto the bridge of his nose. “You start out a sales rep, like I did. But you work 

hard, and then even harder still, and finally you move up to sales team leader.”  

 He turns and begins walking away again. I jog to catch up. The sun hangs like a golden 

hole burning away the sky from the center out. Our shadows jostle for position.  

 “And then you do a good job -- help the team, help the company, make the right decisions -

- and you move up to where I’m at now,” he says, “where most people want to be some day: vice 

president of the whole damn thing.” He drags his hand over the top of his head, a semi-ovular 

bald spot surrounded by fern-like puffs of light brown hair.  

 “Of course,” he says, “I’ve got to share the VP spot with a few other guys... but soon I’m 

sure to be moving up again.” He looks up to the clouds; he doesn’t seem to be speaking to me 

anymore. “Maybe President this time, at least that’s what I’ve heard. All rumors, of course.” He 

chuckles a few times. “Or maybe it could be something else altogether. You never know. 

Companies are always asking for my resume these days. Calling me and trying to set up 

interviews.” He turns to me again. “It’s a rough life some days. Us Kullbergs, we get all the bad 

luck.” He laughs harder then, but quickly softens his tone as someone passes along the street 

beside us. He sounds as if he is speaking from far away 

 “Once you get the job, you work your butt off. Then you get the money. And then you get 

everything else you need. The boats, the cars, the lake house in Corsicana. I bought that new fifty 

five inch TV with my bonus check for christmas, and that’s just one check. One! You don’t have 
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to be a genius to see the appeal in it.” 

 I follow him as he turns into another driveway, this garage sale one even more sparse than 

the last, which I know, after a few years of garage-sale-ing experience under my belt, always 

means that this house had been teeming with great stuff at one time, but all of that has already 

been catalogued, gathered, and sold by now, the items disappearing as quickly as dawn. 

 I watch my father walk across the driveway, making a half-circle around the almost empty 

table in the middle of it. He picks up items as he goes along, then sets them down because he is 

either not interested or he believes they are too expensive for a garage sale anyways, a feeling he 

expresses by shaking his head and muttering something to himself while shooting a half-cocked 

glance towards the lawn-chair-inhabiting seller sitting at the edge of their opened garage. I watch 

my father from the corner of the sidewalk. I am no longer interested in buying or selling, in 

stepping into one more driveway on the whole street. Most of the items seem broken, and many 

of them so old they are more souvenirs of a decade ago, nostalgic purchases more than useful 

items. 

  I notice how odd my father looks when he is not wearing a suit, as he usually does on the 

weekdays. His ‘comfort clothes,’ as he calls them, are a matching grey sweatpants and a grey, 

loose-fitting shirt, which, as he packs on more and more weight each month, continues to shrink 

ever-so-slightly around his growing torso. His once tightly compacted, muscular arms stretch at 

the seams of the sleeves, and his neck has an extra fold above the collar of his shirt. 

 He sees me watching him, and walks over. He leans down once more.  

 “Here,” he says, and takes out his wallet. He hands me a twenty dollar bill and puts a finger 

to his lips. “Don’t tell your mom, though, Ok? She would throw a conniption fit. You go and buy 

something for yourself, buddy. There’s plenty out there still, just waiting for you to find it.” He 
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winks at me, and stands up again.   

  I have the sudden feeling I am spinning in place, no longer moving at all, trapped by these 

forgotten items splintering the clean, white driveways around me, the incalculable figures and 

dollar signs darting chaotically my eleven-year-old mind. I hug my father, say goodbye, and 

begin walking the other direction, back towards my house a few streets over, no longer eager to, 

as my father suggested, buy anything from anymore driveways. I have the impression everything 

valuable has been sold by now.  

 Instead, I hold the twenty in my hand as if it has gained a new weight, a limitless potential. 

And, putting it in my pocket, I can almost hear it whispering to me between the thin folds as they 

press together. I begin to walk back towards my house, trying to listen, but I can only hear only 

the sound of my own voice telling all my friends how rich, how happy, I am -- or, rather, intend 

to be -- because of it.  
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Your Father 

 Your father’s face was young once. You can see the man he used to be hidden behind his 

hazel eyes, or smoothed out and curved upwards into his wide smile. His teeth are straight, 

white, rigid, and seem to glow constantly, arranged in perfect rows. His face is the landscape of 

life. Every wrinkle and crease is a motive, a relationship of time and place and body wrapped in 

dark shadows below his eyes, the outline of a second chin, or the slack in his meaty shoulders, as 

if the force which pulled him for all these years has loosened its grip, lost focus. Each freckle on 

his round face is a novel too long to read, and the few brown specks on his cheek are the black 

holes burned out by decades beneath the sun on ranches in Colorado, or freshly powdered ski 

slopes in California, or the same lawn mowed in Texas on bright summer days.  

 Your mother makes a mistake. She tells him he can look like a handsomer Bruce Willis if 

he would only shave his head. And so he does.   

 He stands over you now. His gut hangs over his sky-blue towel, tiny hairs poking out 

across the pale chest and the wide, heaving belly. Each eye is an ocean, and he looks down at 

you from below their surface as you sit on the couch, asking you in a rough voice if he has 

shaved his head evenly, if there are places he missed. You look at the top of it and imagine a 

globe, blank, vast, and you spin him around and absentmindedly tap those places where the tiny 

stalks poke out. To you, their odd shapes resemble miniature countries, and by pointing you 

might discover where you will one day go, who you will one day be. You continue to turn him 

around, and his body jiggles slightly. He is a squat man, tightly concentrated flesh covering both 

mass and energy, and he must take wide, calculated steps to turn his body and personality 

completely around, as if they exist independently. His arms dangle down in odd angles and the 
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muscles, now transformed into the awkward, hanging outline of fat, flail and vibrate with each 

step. The body itself seems embarrassed, but the mind crisp, and the two combined seem in a 

constant struggle.  

 There is a knowledge which he has discovered and you have spent your whole life trying 

not to: that the body always wins. As does death.  

 Your hands are on his head still. You spin him like a lump of clay at the pottery wheel. But 

he has already been molded by his generation, by time, by age. You can’t help but look down 

and cringe at the tiny, bloody ravines and gorges carved into the back of his head, the places 

where it is the hardest and most uncomfortable to reach with the razor. Red streams creep down 

his skull, eventually meeting with the crease formed on the back of his head. You imagine this as 

your father’s second mouth, drawn and tight lipped. Blood pools in its narrow valley, and you let 

him know he is hurt, bleeding. 

 “I think you cut yourself, dad,” you say.  

 He rarely hears you though; each ear is its own tower of Babel, the language broken into 

that which is important to him and everything else. He does not understand how to speak 

uncertainties, opinion, relaxation, relief. Only work, motivation, hardship. His ears hang a little 

too far down on the sides of his face, and you imagine he is actually falling away in front of you, 

the sides of his bald head sagging down and peeling off in thin slices. Each slice is a certain 

sound, a certain moment in his life, and you know only he can imagine the hum of neon lights on 

the Las Vegas strip decades ago, or the roar of airplanes taking off in New York, Chicago, 

California, and Mexico, or even the first sounds you made 21 years ago, that first word you 
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formed with your infant lips. You spin him around once more. You are done with his inspection. 

He smiles, thanks you, turns around, and walks away. He always walks away. From behind him 

you grimace at the sight of soap lingering on the nape of his neck, under his chin, behind his ear. 

You call out, remind him to shower better, more thoroughly. And next time you see him, he is a 

new man.  
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The Land Lord 

 8:00 AM, my phone reads, and when I see my father’s face illuminated on the screen -- a 

picture I took that once seemed a smile but looks more like a scowl each time it appears -- I jump 

off my bed in a single, swift motion and act out my usual wake-up routine before answering his 

early morning calls.  

  I rub my eyes hard, pushing into the pupils until I see a bright spot of red where my 

fingertips press down. I do a few half-hearted jumps into the air, shake my head left and right, 

hoping the weariness of the night before will fly off me like water from a dog. I clear my throat, 

humming up an octave, down an octave. I drag my cheeks down, exposing the small red slivers 

beneath my eyes, then push upwards and move my skin in circles over my cheekbones. Finally, 

on what I think to be the last ring, I press the green button and put the phone to my ear. 

 “Hello?” I say, struggling to make my voice sound chipper and fresh. 

 “Hey,” my father says, his voice already on the verge of accusatory, “you just wake up 

then?” he asks. 

 I let the question hang between us for a few seconds. “Yeah, maybe,” I answer, feeling 

more tired than before. I can almost hear him on the other end pulling the phone from his face, 

checking the time, shaking his head slowly, as if my apparent laziness is simply another of the 

many problems that he must fix today.   

 “Sure sounds like you did,” he says flatly. No matter how early in the morning it may be, it 

will never be before he has woken up, meaning it is far too late.  

 I sigh into the receiver. The conversation feels all too familiar. “So what’s up?” I ask, 

dropping the falsetto voice, and the words are a low, scratchy morning growl, still unsure of 

themselves.  
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  “I’m comin up there,” he says, “you need to get up. We’ve got plenty of work to do. And 

you’re going to help me.” 

 “You mean the faucet?” I ask him, remembering when, earlier this week, I had walked into 

the backyard to see that the grass had begun to die, the green tips browning beneath the 

unrelenting heat of a Texas July. When I had called my father, who doubles as my landlord, the 

day before, I had to explain to him that, No, I didn’t know the last time the sprinklers had turned 

on and, No, I wasn’t able to fix it myself. After having me check the faucet, the hose that 

connects it to the sprinklers, the PVC pipes running along the side of the house and disappearing 

beneath the soil, he had groaned loudly on the phone and, in a voice thick with disappointment, 

explained, “Well, guess I’ll have to come fix it myself then.” 

 “Yeah, the faucet,” my father says, “I’m bringing my toolboxes up there with me, so we 

should have no problems. Shouldn’t take more than a couple minutes. I mean, it’s still not 

working, right? You said last night--”   

 Frustrated, I cut him off. “Yep, still broken.”  

 “Alright. Well, I’m leaving now. And you better be awake when I get there,” he says. 

 “Yeah. Alright,” I reply. 

 After a momentary pause, we say “Love ya bye” and “Love ya too bye” into the phone 

simultaneously, each of us rushing through the ending we have awkwardly repeated thousands of 

phone calls before now, and both of us hang up quickly.  

 For the next thirty minutes, I run around the house picking up clothes, shoes, and anything 

else littering the floor, then throw them into the closet in my room. I rinse off the dishes and put 

them into the dishwasher. I wipe down the inside of the sink, the top of the counters, and the 

glass table and television in the living room. By now, after spending three years during junior 
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high and high school helping my, at the time, unemployed father build decks, paint barns, 

replace flooring and insulation, after living and working in houses that are continually in a state 

of construction, I am certain that my father will be checking for these details as he moves 

through the house, looking for any flaws to comment on and pick apart. Our landlord-to-tenant 

and father-to-son relationships will merge into a series of slow head-shakes, that same 

disappointed look in his eyes, a story about how much harder he had it as a kid, how lucky I 

should consider myself. As I clean, I prepare myself to repeat the mechanical responses of 

nodding my head, saying “it’s fine, it’s under control, it’s handled”, then, turning away from his 

unsatisfied looks, trying to suck the dignity, popping like soap bubbles at each word, back in. 

  

 An hour after he calls, I start to hear a metallic ping ping ping coming from the back of the 

house. When I open the back door and look left, towards where the red-wood porch meets the 

house, I see that my father is already bent over the gray, faded metal faucet, raising the hammer 

in the air, letting it fall, raising it again. On either side of him his toolkits -- a blue one for his 

plumbing tools, a red one for his regular tools -- are opened and spread like outstretched wings. 

As he reaches for another tool, he sees me standing in the doorway, watching him work. Without 

speaking, he looks back down and starts screwing a new, bronze attachment onto the faucet’s 

exposed threads. 

 “So you fixed it already?” I ask, pointing to the faucet, trying not to sound offended that he 

has started, as he always seems to, without me.  

 “Yep,” my father says, leaning his large torso away from the faucet to inspect his work, 

“Only took a few minutes too. Just had to put this new part in, and she’s as good as new.” He 

pats the top of the faucet as if it, in its ability to be so easily conquered, has made him proud.   
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 I watch as he slowly attaches the green hose to the faucet’s mouth, turns the small, rusted 

red wheel jutting from the top, and runs his thick fingers over the edges to see if any water is 

coming out. He faces me, looking satisfied. “All fixed,” he says.  

  I nod, studying the red patches coloring his face, the beads of sweat pooling at his 

forehead. His gray shirt is soaked through at the back, the chest, around the armpits in dark 

circles. My eyes drift to a spot above him, where, in the eaves of the roof hanging about ten feet 

over the faucet, a copper-colored hornets’ nest is nestled in the shadows. I know it is there, and 

have known for a few days now, and I watch the hornets crawl over the edges of the 

honeycombed orb, moving in a gradual circle around it again and again as if wrapping their prey 

in a threaded cocoon. 

 I look back down at my father, who has not followed my eyes upwards, and I start to 

explain to him how close he is to the nest, that the hornets are a mere one story away from the 

curves of his bald, pale skull, just waiting to be disrupted by one sharp ding, a tool thrown into 

the wrong side of the porch, a splash of water. Anything, I know, could disrupt them.  

 But, about to speak, I also realize that, if I do tell him, he will stop working on the faucet, 

make me run to the nearest supermarket or gas station and buy a can of wasp spray to douse the 

nest, giving him a safer work space. He will ask me, “Why didn’t you take care of this sooner?” 

or, disappointedly, “You need to do better with this place, Adam,” and I will have to bite back 

the words I want to say and nod straight-faced as he speaks through reddening cheeks, both of us 

aware that he is the one who is perpetually helping me, so he gets to call the shots. I know, if I 

tell him about the nest, he will be in Denton even longer, and each time I come back to my 

parents’ home he will ask me again and again about the “wasp problem” I have inflicted upon a 

house I am responsible for in his absence. 
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 So, instead of telling him, of admitting my most recent shortcoming, I stay silent, turning 

away from the nest, from my father. The backyard trembles around us in the heat, a flurry of 

green pressing back against the light wind. The airy chirping of birds and the ghostly tock tock 

tock of a nearby woodpecker lingers within the surrounding trees, as if nature itself is trying to 

fill in the silence between us. 

 “We’ve gotta test it now, though. Make sure it works right,” my father says, and I turn 

back to see him moving his hands delicately up and down the green hose, kneading it like a thin 

strand of dough. The hose dips after coming off the spigot’s mouth, almost touching the ground, 

but quickly turns upwards again until vanishing into the end of a white, dusty PVC pipe that my 

father and I installed six months before to allow a separate line for the garden hose and the 

sprinkler system. The PVC pipe runs parallel to the wood-paneled siding along the house for a 

few feet, just below the kitchen window, and then connects into another pipe that bends at a right 

angle and goes straight down a little ways, expands near the base at the backflow valve, and 

disappears into the soil below. He moves this pipe back and forth, checking it for leaks, making 

sure everything is tight and working the way he believes it should.   

 “Try and get em going,” he tells me, pointing over to the gray, rectangular electric box, 

hanging a few yards away on the side of the house, that operates the sprinklers, allowing one to 

program the exact time and regularity of the watering.  

 “Got it,” I say, walking to the box. I open it and press the “Manual” button at the left side 

of it, and then a series of buttons on the right, which begins the “Testing Phase” that checks each 

sprinkler head one by one to see if they’re working correctly. 

 “Alright, it’s on, dad,” I say, turning to face the yard. 

 After a few moments, though, we realize nothing is happening as it should. The usual 
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whisper of the sprinklers unfolding from the ground, the hiss becoming softer and louder as they 

spin in a circle toward and away, is absent. The silence grows more apparent the longer we wait, 

looking over the lawn expectantly, and still nothing happens. Eventually my father gets up, 

stretching his mud-stained knees with a groan as he rises, walks over to me, and begins the 

button-pressing process all over again.  

 “What did you do to it?” he asks after a few more seconds, his face inches away from the 

box’s screen, as if hoping to intimidate it into submission. The sprinklers remain motionless in 

the yard, hidden just below ground. 

 “Nothing,” I say, “I just pressed that button.” I point to the box. “Like you just did.”  

 “No, you must have done something,” he continues, and I sigh the same heavy sigh I have 

thousands of times before.  

 My father fiddles with the gray box for a few more minutes, then leans down and removes 

the green plastic cover guarding the three underground valves that manually turn the sprinklers 

on and off. He reaches inside the hole and begins dutifully attending to the valves, each of which 

controls a certain section of sprinklers in the yard.  

 “Frog,” he calls out after a few seconds, “baby frog in here,” and I look inside to see the 

frog hopping in and out of the light, away from his hand, as if it senses my father’s need to grasp 

and control all things hidden beneath the surface.  

 Once the frog disappears, my father returns to testing every possible combination of twists 

and turns, using an intensity he maintains only when he is solely responsible for fixing a thing or 

driving. My mother and I often joke that his throne, if he could choose, would either be 

somewhere in the nearest Home Depot or perched atop a thirty-seven foot Kubota tractor with 

back-hoe and front-loader attached, the orange metal reaching out from it like an immense, 
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deformed extension of his own fingers -- fingers meant to touch, to build, to tear away, but never 

to feel.  

 And, with half of his arm still underground, I have the sudden image of him reaching into 

my own chest, adjusting the parts of me he thinks are broken. I see him moving a rib aside and 

looking up to me quietly, shaking his head, saying, “need to take more care in here, buddy,” with 

the same tone he uses when asking me why my car hasn’t been washed or waxed in months or 

when was the last time I changed my air filters.  

 “So, what’s wrong with it then?” I ask after a few more minutes watching him twist valves 

and muttering to himself, “what is going on here?”, “this just doesn’t make any sense,” and all 

the other words he does not say to me, but, instead, to the problem, the imperfection, itself, as if 

he feels a need to address his inability on a personal level.   

 “Damn, I really don’t know. Go grab me a phillip’s head, willya,” he says without looking 

up to me, and I walk slowly towards the back door where his toolkits are, still eyeing the hornets’ 

nest just above them.  

  When I return with the screwdriver, he takes it and continues fiddling in the same hole I 

watched him dig four months before, that spring, when I had studied him from this same spot 

while he used a tractor to dig ditches, then laid pipes that ran the length of the yard like lines on a 

sheet of graph paper. He had seemed so small that day, standing waist-high in the deep, narrow 

trenches he had just burrowed, attaching PVC pipe together underground, covering it with wet 

soil. For hours he had patted down that dirt, like a child constructing an elaborate, underground 

Ivory city on some deserted beach, carefully burying his creation before the bruised tide of dusk 

had crested the horizon. Today, standing on this same ground, I marvel at how flat and 

unyielding the land has actually become. No one but my father and I will ever be able to tell 
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where those pipes truly lead. 

 Below me, my father unscrews the valves, takes them out, inspecting them and turning 

them in his hand, still muttering. Then he finally, exasperatedly, turns and looks up to me.  

 “Go find the owner’s manual for the sprinkler system, willya,” he says. 

 “Where is it?” I ask, and see he is already staring back down into the hole, shaking his head 

sternly. 

 “Christ. I don’t know, Adam. It’s somewhere in the house. I left it there last time, I’m sure 

of it.” He wipes sweat away from his forehead with his sleeve. “It’s in there. Trust me.” 

 I move inside the house again. I fumble through drawers, unfolding and folding any papers 

I find in them; I shuffle through the parts of the garage that aren’t already claimed by extra chairs 

and lawn equipment, washer-dryer combos and bicycles, and in the clutter I find weedwhacker 

manuals, washer installment instructions, a diagram of the lawnmower itself. But no sprinkler 

manual.  

 Eventually, in a small cabinet in the corner of the garage, I find the box that the sprinklers 

originally came in. I eagerly pull out and paw through the thick stack of papers inside the box, 

knowing that my father is waiting outside, that soon enough he will come in wiping his dirty 

hands on his gray shirt and shorts and ask me “what’s taking so long,” or “what’s the holdup, 

Adam,” like I’ve been dilly-dallying while he’s hard at work. As I read the papers from the box, 

my hope sinks back into me -- chain link fence manuals, diagrams, plans my father had drawn 

out for the fence the summer before, when he installed it around the edges of the backyard -- but, 

still, none of it about sprinklers.  

 Finally, at the bottom of the box, I pull out a thin, inconspicuous leaflet, and see that on the 

front it reads “Super Dial Sprinkler Timer,” and has a picture of the sprinkler timer on the front. I 
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return outside in a quick jog, and walk up to my father, who has moved by now and is once again 

underneath the hornets’ nest, poking and prodding at the PVC pipe coming out of the ground. I 

present him with the manual, nonchalantly, with an outstretched hand, trying not to appear I care 

at all that I am the one who found what was needed, that I am giving the instructions this time, 

that I have saved the day.  

 “Ah, good good,” he says, standing up and wiping his hands along the edges of his hips. 

He grabs the manual and opens it to the first page, and, with one glance down, looks back up at 

me as if I have brought him a paper airplane instead.  

 “What are we going to do with that?” he says, frowning and shaking his head in disbelief, 

“that’s not going to help us,” then throws the manual back to me. On the first page, I read the 

words Caracteristicas de Programacion. I have brought him the Spanish version. 

 “It doesn’t matter anyway,” he says, “I think I figured out the problem.” He sits down 

again next to the PVC pipe, shaking 3/4 inch thin white pipe again and putting his ear to the side 

of it. “I don’t think any water’s even getting through here.”  

 “You mean the pipe’s broken?” I ask, leaning down beside him to get a better look. 

 “No, it’s not the pipe,” he says thoughtfully, slowly, “you remember when we installed that 

backflow valve a few months back?”  

 I nod my head, recalling the hour-long visit to the nearest construction store, my father 

sorting through box after PVC-pipe-laden box. The backflow valve, my father explained to me 

that day, is what keeps the dirty water in the sprinkler lines, and out of the clean, drinking water 

that feeds into the house. Without the backflow valve, the water that came out of the sink, that 

we used to shower or wash our clothes with, would have already sat stagnating for hours, days, 

or months in the hundreds of feet of sprinkler pipes running beneath the backyard before being 



 

105 
 

used. “You definitely wouldn’t want something like that happening,” he assured me as I watched 

him screw the valve into place, replacing the old one that had cracked in a freak snow storm that 

winter.  

 “Did we ever check to see if the sprinklers worked after we put that valve in?” he asks me, 

putting his face inches from the backflow valve, which swells like a miniature white turbine 

engine around the ends of the thinner PVC pipe on either side. 

 I shrug my shoulders at him. “Honestly, I have no idea,” I say, and I look up and to the 

right, trying to distinguish that memory from the countless others of myself hovering next to 

him, watching him work. My eyes fall again on the hornets’ nest now above both of our heads. A 

faint buzzing, like the sound of the circular saws my father and I used to shape the kitchen 

counters, the very porch we are sitting on now, seems to melt down in the morning heat. 

Somewhere nearby, a woodpecker works its way into the trunk of a tree, reminding me of the 

hundreds of nails I have heard pounded into wood, connecting drywall to studs or boards to 

fence-posts. Above us, the sun has emerged over the top of the roof, shimmering through the 

trees in the backyard, seeping down onto the porch. The sunlight and shadows are dripping from 

my father’s face with his sweat. 

 “You know,” he says, “I don’t think we ever did check it. I mean, we couldn’t have. No, 

we definitely didn’t. There’s no other explanation I can think of. The valves are all working fine, 

The timer’s working. There’s just no water getting there for the sprinklers to use.” He bends 

down over the backflow valve again. 

  “l must have put it in wrong when I installed the thing,” he continues, scratching above his 

ear with dirty fingers, leaving faint brown streaks on his temple. “All I can figure is it must be 

upside down. I just can’t believe I would do something like that.” He looks up at me and smiles 
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for the first time that morning. “It’s weird. I don’t usually forget stuff like that, you know. I 

guess that’s why you should always double-check it, right?”  

 I suddenly realize I am now included in the conversation, as if this specific error in 

question has momentarily bridged some barrier between us and now we are having a real 

discussion about real life. I smile, prepare to speak, eager to play off this mistake as a joke, 

letting our laughter break through the silence, our voices uniting into one flowing, melodious 

note.  

 That is, until, more seriously, he says to me, “remember that, Adam. Always double-check 

it.” And everything goes back to the way it has always been. I am his unwillingly willing 

apprentice, and he is my teacher, guiding me through the pitfalls of my potential life. During the 

years he was out of work, this seemed to be the only relationship we had left: employer to 

employee, lord to servant, cultivator to cultivated.  Our ability to have any meaningful 

conversation was quickly replaced by life lessons, as if my father was preparing me to accept a 

failure that he had just barely outpaced. Before he arrived this morning, I understood we would 

follow this pattern today, in the backyard. 

 “You’ve got to learn this stuff. I’m telling you, you’ll thank me one day,” he assures me, 

picking up the large, red-handled PVC pipe cutter, on one end of which is a thick, metal blade, 

and begins working it back and forth along the PVC pipe, just below the backflow valve, a few 

inches above the ground, with a clicking sound. The PVC severs with a faint pop. 

 I know if I explain to him, as I have before, that if I don’t make my own mistakes, fix my 

own problems, I’ll never learn anything anyway, he will respond, as he has again and again 

throughout my life, “Well, I’m not going to be around forever,” guilting me into strict obedience 

each time we go to repair a trash disposal or plaster over a crack in the wall. He continues his 
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lessons whether he has taught them before or not, seeming to hope that the repetition will 

solidify the moment, his legacy, concealed in me, in the actions I have yet to take. 

 And now I feel as if I will continually fail to be this son he has always wanted, a son who 

he expects me to become. A son who can change oil, clean and repair an engine, install doors 

and door frames and sinks and toilets, rewire the electricity of a house, use a tractor, fix a 

lawnmower. A son who he has spent his life molding me into, as if my inabilities reveal a flaw, a 

weakness, hidden somewhere deep within me.   

 “Yep,” he says, dragging his finger along the inside of the pipe, into the valve itself, and 

pulling the finger out dry, “just like I thought. No water coming into there at all.” The valve is 

still connected on top to the PVC, and he cuts this too, allowing the water to drain out of that end 

of the pipe and into the soil below. 

 Before I can ask him what he wants me to do, a phrase I have learned to keep on tap as I 

grew up, he directs me inside again, telling me all the things he will now need to flip over and 

reattach the backflow valve: the cans of purple primer and rubber cement glue, the Kevlar tape 

which wraps around the threads to make it water-tight, a pair of pliers, and a replacement section 

of PVC we left inside the garage. I rummage through the shelves along the garage wall, and as I 

am looking, I can’t help but imagine hearing my father cry out in pain, running into the garage 

screaming about hornets or slapping them out of his clothes. I wonder if I will feel guilty when 

he does.  

 

 When I come back outside, he has already disassembled the sections of the pipe  and is 

preparing to glue it back together and set it into place the right way up. I sit down next to him on 

the porch, watching the nest cautiously, expecting an attack at any moment. I consider breaking 
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the silence, but he turns to me and speaks first. 

 “You remember how to do it?” he asks, pushing a section of PVC pipe my way; he doesn’t 

wait for me to answer. “You’ve gotta put the primer on first,” he gestures to the purple metal can 

beside me, “then you’ve got to let it sit for a while. And then you add the glue, of course.” He 

points toward the second can, which says “Rubber Cement” and “Poisonous” in large, black 

letters on the front.  

 “Yeah, I know how to glue it, dad,” I say, and I grab the PVC pipe from his hands. I open 

up the can of primer, place the dipper into the watery purple liquid once, and begin spreading a 

thin layer of it over either end of the pipe.  

 “No, no. Not like that,” my father says. He grabs the pipe and dipper out of my hands; he 

pushes the dipper back into the primer can, and, even though he knows we had installed the same 

exact piece together only a few months before, and that he showed me the process then, I 

continue to stand beside him silently and watch. “You’ve gotta put a lot on there, more than you 

even think you would have to,” he continues, moving the end of the dipper in small circles along 

the inside of the pipe. “Now, what you want to do next is...”, but my attention is stolen by a 

quick flapping sound, a flurry of motion and wings I see to the right out of the corner of my eye. 

 In the tree in front of the back porch, between the neighbor’s house and mine, I turn to 

watch two birds flying, one chasing after the other. The second bird is caught midair and tossed 

around by the first, larger bird for a few seconds in a splash of color and wings. The birds swirl 

in midair for a few seconds, but just as quickly one is gone; the fight is over.  

  “...and then you just twist it in, like so,” I hear my father saying beside me. Turning back 

to him, I realize he has been talking to me the whole time, explaining steps I have already 

learned. “You see, when you twist it just that little bit, it really sets the glue in place. Makes it 
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airtight.” He holds up the two sections of PVC pipes, showing me they are in fact connected, and 

sets them down on the porch between us.   

 “Yeah, that’s great,” I say, watching as the first, larger bird lands lightly on a branch only a 

few yards away from us, twitching its head left and right, searching the air around it. I know that 

the bird is a woodpecker because of the distinctive red stripe across its head, its yellow-tipped 

wings, and because it is the same woodpecker I’ve seen almost every time I have gone into the 

backyard for the last few months. The same woodpecker which chips away at the trunk of the 

Hickory tree above my bedroom in the afternoons, that haunting tocking for hours on end as I 

study or read or write by the window just below, a sound so persistent and rhythmic that 

sometimes I am never entirely sure if it is there at all. The woodpecker flies off the branch in 

front of me, back to the other side of the yard to the tree I know it has nested in.  

 “You know, this primer, what it really does is heat things up,” my father says, handing me 

a smaller piece of PVC pipe -- an adapter, I’m fairly certain, but I don’t ask. He tells me to prime 

this one as well, and I follow the same steps: dipping the dipper into the purple can, making sure 

this time to get enough liquid on the tip, then rubbing it along each end of the pipe. The primer 

smells sweet, like honey. 

  “It heats up the plastic, and then it glues together better,” my father continues, touching at 

the smooth edges of the pipe coming out of the ground, looking down into its narrow opening. 

“It’s something to do with the heat and the plastic and the glue, I think. It’s something like that.”  

 “Makes sense,” I say, scanning the yard around us. I hadn’t noticed until just then, but I see 

now that there are no other birds in any of the other six or seven trees scattered across the back 

lawn; I had watched them so many times over the last few weeks from my window -- hopping on 

their thin legs and cooing soft, misty notes along the edges of the fence, fluttering dangerously 
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close to entering into the backyard, but never crossing over -- without knowing the reason why. I 

understand now that they have been fought back time and time again by the woodpecker.  

 “But, you know, if you put glue on too early, when the primer’s still wet, then it all just 

sort of mixes together and gets real runny,” he says. “You do it too early, it’ll never stick. It runs 

down the side, and you’ve got to wait for the primer to dry all over again. It’s just not even worth 

it. You have to start all over again.” I know that he is still trying to teach me something here, but 

as always the lesson is buried beneath a set of specific instructions, the tools he needs, as if 

fixing is the only way he can incorporate himself into my daily life, his fatherly love only 

accessible in a manual I have never been able to understand. And, for some reason, just then, I 

feel an immediate connection with the hornets, the woodpecker. I envy their ability to coexist -- 

one perpetually creating space, one taking it away -- without conflict, and I wonder if my father 

and I will ever find a place that allows us to do the same, to build ourselves, our home, in a place 

wide enough to leave room for us both. 

 I set the two pieces of PVC pipe down next to my father, beads of purple liquid running 

down their sides, and try to actually listen, but he has already stopped speaking and quickly 

begins busying himself with the PVC adapter again. After thirty seconds of silence he puts the 

glue on it and the already-primed, exposed pipe coming out of the ground. He fits the adapter on 

and twists slightly, and I see that everything is finished by now except the last step: screwing on 

the backflow valve itself. 

 “Ok, so now for the Kevlar tape,” my father says, and leans over and smiles at me again. 

“You remember which way this has to go right?” He holds up a thin roll of black Kevlar tape to 

me, as if preparing to hand it over. 

 I take a guess. “Counterclockwise?”  



 

111 
 

 He shakes his head and chuckles. “Clockwise. You’ve got to go with the threads, 

remember? Turn it with the tape, remember? Or else it just peels off. And you don’t want that.”  

 “Oh. Yeah,” I say, and then, instead of handing me the backflow valve or the Kevlar tape, 

he instructs me to watch him closely.  

 “See, right along the thread,” he says, looking to me, and then wraps the tape slowly 

around the edges, turning the pipe over in his fingers. I imagine him wrapping the black tape 

around my body, protecting yet sealing off who I am, who I will be, with each rotation of his 

fingers -- a Greek god gradually turning my flesh to stone. 

 “You’re putting it on counterclockwise though, dad,” I say. 

 “Ah, it’s no big deal anyway. It’ll work this way too,” he says, continuing to wrap the tape 

around in the same direction. He starts screwing in the backflow valve, and twists it into place 

with a final motion of his hands, the large knuckles tense and chapped white as they hold the 

pipe for the last time. 

 He stands up sluggishly, stretching out his knees, raising his arms above his head, and I 

immediately look behind him, where a third hornet, then a fourth, flies onto the rounded edge of 

the nest, buzzing just past my father’s head. I watch them moving carefully, across the edge, 

disappearing on one side of the nest, then emerging along the side closest to me. Their bodies 

crowd around each other. Their wings barely tremble. Looking closer, I can see the balls of white 

in the nest’s honeycombs, hexagonal holes the hornets are tending to, protecting. Their future 

young.  

 After my father finishes, he gathers tools from the ground, throwing them loudly into the 

toolboxes nearby. “Hey, toss this trash, willya,” he says, handing me the unused Kevlar tape, a 

fluffy styrofoam piece, and a few chunks of PVC that are cut too short to be useful. I walk inside, 
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through the kitchen, wondering why the hornets never attacked. We were just beneath them the 

whole time. 

 “Now don’t start those sprinklers for at least a few hours,” my father says behind me, 

clutching a toolbox in each hand. “probably best to wait a day, really, just to be sure.” 

 I nod and “mmhmm” agreement without looking back. I throw the trash into the kitchen 

trash-can as I pass by and enter the living room, heading towards the front door. My father 

follows. 

 “And I guess, if that doesn’t work, I’ll just have to come back out later this week and --” he 

stops in the kitchen, and I turn back to see why, assuming he has forgotten something outside. He 

is staring at a corner of the kitchen that, for me, is hidden by a wall between us. He glances over 

to me, shakes his head again, and looks back.    

 “You know, you should really clean your oven, Adam. This is disgusting,” and then he 

points to something I cannot see, though I know exactly what is there: the few little pieces of 

cheese and bread built up around the burners on the stove, drifting down the tapered edges 

towards the hollow parts of the metal where the gas comes out. The oven is the one thing I have 

forgotten to clean. 

 I know my father considers this an insult to the integrity of the house, that he will ask me 

about the oven when I come home again. I want to tell him then that I spent the morning 

cleaning, picking things up and hiding them in closets, behind chairs, trying to make the place 

look presentable, trying to live up to his expectations. But I understand that my apparent 

weaknesses will always be his strength, his power over me, and if it wasn’t the sprinklers, the 

oven, some other thing would be broken.    

I want to tell him there is a mess buried beneath everything, and he will always unearth it 
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if he looks hard enough, pressing at the edges of order until chaos leaks out of all the little holes 

he has made. I want to tell him that, like the hornets and the woodpecker, no matter how hard we 

try, no matter how close we seem, we will never be finished shaping each other into the men we 

believe a father, a son, should be. And if he could look at me as he looks at the sprinkler timer, 

the pipes, the land itself, he would see that the things I have never said, the things I want so 

desperately to say now, are cold and hard and have broken some part of me. That I am the one 

who truly needs fixing. 

 I don’t though. Those words were formed too long ago, lingering so many years at the base 

of my throat that, once spoken, I know they will seem black and bitter and stagnant flowing from 

whatever part of me they have been pooling in. So, instead, I stand silently in the living room, 

watching my father, for the final time, shake his head disappointedly at something just out of 

sight. 

 “Need to do better with this place, Adam,” he says as I walk him through the front door, 

leading him out to his truck so he can drive back to his home. And I wonder then if there will 

ever, in my mind, be a sound so sweet and so tragic as his car pulling away, kicking up white 

rocks we laid together two years before in my driveway, and the engine dying as the distance 

moves with him. 
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