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True Selves: Narrative Distance in Stories of Fiction and Nonfiction 

 

Jhumpa Lahiri‘s award-winning novel The Namesake is a testament to the crucial 

influence narrative distance can have upon a story.  Many readers have noted feeling 

disconnected from the main character, Gogol.  Hirsh Sawhney, Indian literature critic and 

frequent contributor to The Times Literary Supplement and The Brooklyn Rail, states: “Although 

Gogol isn‘t a simplistic character, I often felt that I didn‘t actually know who he was.‖  David 

Bromwich, in his essay ―The Man With No Qualities,‖ agrees: ―His name and nationality, the job 

he works at, where he has lived, the people he has known--these data exhaust his case but they 

do not explain him‖ (36).   

While the novel has garnered praise from many critics, few have noted an affinity for its 

hero.  Those who do claim to connect with him seem unsure and even make other statements to 

the contrary.  Dr. Madhoo Kamra and Sumiparna Maiti, for example, have claimed that ―the 

language rightfully echoes the interiors of Gogol‖ and ―the surface treatment to character 

portrayal is thoroughly reflexive and therefore the fictive case well interiorizes the disheartening 

set-backs of [...] Gogol with a marked economy‖ (3).  They do not, however, provide any 

evidence to this end, and in fact, have also noted Gogol‘s passivity as a character: ―[The 

Namesake‘s] hero is not active like any other contemporary novel [hero]; he is completely 

passive‖ (Kamra and Maiti 3). 

My own reaction to Gogol was consistent with those of Sawhney and Bromwich.  Before 

learning of others‘ responses, I initially perceived this feeling of disconnection as a failure on my 

part—that I had missed something important—disliking a main character is one thing, but 

dismissing him altogether, quite another.  Lahiri‘s prose is tight and skillfully written; her small 
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details, evocative.  My troubles with her main character were disconcerting, especially in 

contrast with my (and the literary world‘s) embrace of the novel in general as a worthy work of 

fiction.   

First, it is important to establish that Gogol is, indeed, the main character.  While the 

point of view of the novel is third person omniscient, more often it seems like third person 

limited, because sections of text generally stay within one character‘s point of view, and the 

transitions between points of view are not instantaneous.  Suzanne Keen, in her book Narrative 

Form, describes this narrative situation as having ―serial reflectors‖ (63).  Though The Namesake 

does not take pains to designate each chapter to a character, it is clear that the story is broken 

down into parts, each seeming to ―belong‖ to only one character.   While the reader experiences 

the point of view of numerous characters, including both of Gogol‘s parents and several of his 

girlfriends, most sections of text clearly ―belong‖ to Gogol and to the telling of his story.  Most 

of the novel is written from Gogol‘s point of view, so he definitely stands out as the main 

character.   

Gogol is, however, far from a traditional main character.  He is neither villainous enough 

to be the antagonist, nor is he accessible enough to make for a comfortable protagonist.  He is 

detached and unapproachable, not only to the reader, but to the other characters with whom he 

interacts.  While the narrator and Gogol are semi-consonant, they are not as consonant as, say, 

the narrator and Ashima, Gogol‘s mother.  When Ashima is the point-of-view character, her 

voice and that of the narrator are so closely aligned that the narrator seems to disappear.  In 

passages ―belonging‖ to Gogol, however, the authorial voice is hushed but it does exist, and 

stands out more because of its dissonance with Gogol‘s perspective, as in this passage:   
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He [the coroner] stands with Gogol in the morgue as a sheet is pulled back to reveal his 

father‘s face.  The face is yellow and waxy, a thickened, oddly bloated image.  The lips, 

nearly colorless, are set in an expression of uncharacteristic haughtiness.  Below the 

sheet, Gogol realizes, his father is unclothed.  The fact shames him, causes him to turn 

briefly away. (172)   

At no point in this short scene can the reader really climb inside Gogol‘s head.  In fact, the 

narrator (and therefore the reader) is so ―zoomed out‖ and distinct from Gogol that his actions 

take on the passive verb form: ―the fact shames him;‖ it ―causes him‖ to look away.  In these 

clauses, Gogol becomes the object, rather than the subject, of the sentence: the recipient of 

actions rather than the actor that a protagonist would usually be.  This creates the perception that 

the narrator is standing far away from Gogol, describing how things affect him, rather than being 

very near to him, describing him as having his own agency.  Also, this paragraph tells more 

about Ashoke‘s personality (at least at the textual level) than it does about Gogol‘s.  Even though 

Ashoke is dead, he is still being exemplified: haughtiness is apparently an uncharacteristic look 

for him.  Besides that detail, no other emotions or memories are vested in a moment which 

should be incredibly emotional.  Though Gogol is standoffish, he is also human (in the novel), 

and if no emotions are shown in a moment like this one, one can only assume that it is because of 

a dissonance between the narrator and Gogol.  This dissonance further confirms that Gogol is an 

unconventional main character.    

Because The Namesake is a contemporary work, the body of critical work focusing on it 

is small.  For the most part, critics and readers agree that Gogol is a character with insufficient 

interiority to secure their interest—in fact, many note being more interested in other characters.  

Bromwich states bluntly, ―Moushumi, who becomes Gogol's grown-up love, is the strongest 
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character in The Namesake...Something about Moushumi gets under the skin of this novel, and 

the novel is the better for it‖ (37).  Interestingly, Moushoumi does not appear as a character until 

the last quarter of the novel.  It should be Gogol who ―gets under the skin of the novel,‖ but it‘s 

not; rather, he is held at arm‘s length from the reader.  Glimpses into his head are only glimpses, 

and often his behavior seems inexplicable and difficult to empathize with.  Gogol is a character 

who struggles with his sense of self—an elusive conflict anyway—and therefore acts out in 

mysterious ways.  Lahiri is far from incompetent; her choice to keep Gogol‘s character 

impenetrable must therefore be a choice rather than a failing.  I believe that she purposefully uses 

his character as a backdrop against which other characters are exhibited and compared.  In doing 

so, Lahiri demonstrates that narrative distance can be more important than point of view, and 

even more important than which character is the central one.   

Though we know early on what motivates Gogol, there is a significant lack of interiority 

(or narrative proximity) when it comes to his character, especially compared with that of other 

characters.  Gogol‘s lack of interiority can be found even in the sentence structure in the parts of 

the novel ―belonging‖ to him, as opposed to those ―belonging‖ to Ashima, for example.  

Sentence structure and word choice in the various characters‘ sections reveal things about them; 

often, in The Namesake, the structure of a paragraph describing a character is metonymic for that 

character as a whole.  In one scene, for example, Ashima has just gotten off the phone with her 

husband Ashoke, who has gone to the emergency room because of stomach pains.  Ashoke 

assures her he is fine and they get off the phone.     

She takes a sip of tea and winces, detecting a faint film of dishwashing liquid on this 

section of the rim, chiding herself about rinsing.  She wonders if she ought to call Gogol 

and Sonia, to tell them that their father is in the hospital.  But quickly she reminds herself 
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that he is not technically in the hospital, that if this were any other day but Sunday he‘d 

be at a doctor‘s office having an ordinary checkup. He had spoken to her normally, 

sounding a bit tired, perhaps, but not in great pain. (165) 

Much is conveyed in these few sentences.  Note the complex sentence structure with multiple 

clauses, which mirrors Ashima‘s wandering, worried thoughts.  She projects her concern for her 

husband onto her housekeeping skills, seemingly for something to be irritated about.  Her 

thoughts are laid out for the reader to experience personally.  Starting with the sentence which 

begins, ―She wonders if she ought...,‖ the pronoun ―she‖ can be replaced with ―I‖ relatively 

easily, while maintaining Ashima‘s personality and voice.  Now, compare Ashima‘s section with 

a pivotal moment of Gogol‘s: 

In a separate envelope he is given his father‘s wallet, his car keys.  He tells the hospital 

that no religious services are necessary, is told that the ashes would be ready in a few 

days.  He could pick them up personally, at the funeral home the hospital suggests, or 

have them sent, along with the death certificate, directly to Pemberton Road. Before 

leaving he asks to see the exact place in the emergency room his father was last alive. 

(173) 

Whereas Ashima‘s section is clearly mostly her thoughts, revealed by the narrator, Gogol‘s 

section is mostly information, even though this should be an emotional moment for Gogol.  The 

sentences are fairly short; the syntax is choppy.  Even the last sentence, which shows that 

something is going on under Gogol‘s stoic façade, does not delve into his actual feelings.  The 

tone is informational, when it could easily be tainted with some emotion, as all of Ashima‘s 

sentences are.  Ashima thinks about dishwashing film on her teacup and the reader sees what she 

is feeling; Gogol receives his father‘s personal effects and still he is a mystery.  This lack of 
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interiority is exactly what keeps Gogol cloistered from the reader, and therefore difficult to relate 

to.  

Wayne C. Booth, in The Rhetoric of Fiction, discusses another well-known character who 

could have been difficult to empathize with: Jane Austen‘s Emma.  The narrator describes Emma 

immediately as being spoiled: ―The real evils indeed of Emma's situation were the power of 

having rather too much her own way, and a disposition to think a little too well of herself‖ 

(Austen 5).  In fact, Austen herself confessed that ―I am going to take a heroine whom no one but 

myself will much like‖ (Austen-Leigh 187).  ―Since most of the episodes must illustrate the 

heroine‘s faults and thus increase either our emotional distance or our anxiety,‖ Booth says, ―a 

different method is required‖ (244).  Booth goes on to explain that if we (the readers) fail to love 

Emma, then we cannot care for her happiness and thus be invested in the conclusion of the story.  

―The solution to the problem of maintaining sympathy despite almost crippling faults,‖ Booth 

says, ―was primarily to use the heroine herself as a kind of narrator, though in third person, 

reporting on her own experience‖ (245).  This type of third-person ―narrator‖ noted by Booth 

acts as a sort of illusion: rather than a single entity encompassing both narrator and hero/heroine 

roles (as in first person), this is actually a narrator with very little narrative distance.  This is 

often the key to giving the reader access to a difficult and complex character, without making 

that character a first-person narrator.  Austen‘s use of a ―close‖ narrator allows the reader to 

empathize with her difficult protagonist, where Lahiri‘s use of a ―faraway‖ or distant narrator 

forces the readers‘s focus and empathy away from her protagonist, to other important characters 

in the novel.   

 In her book Transparent Minds: Narrative Modes for Representing Consciousness in 

Fiction, Dorrit Cohn classifies the three modes of representation of consciousness: psycho-
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narration, narrated monologue, and quoted monologue (46).  In her discussion of Cohn‘s three 

modes, Keen points out that ―multiple modes of representation of consciousness can be 

employed to dramatic effect‖ (63).  The practice of slipping from one mode to another from 

sentence to sentence is more prevalent in contemporary fiction than it was even one hundred 

years ago, though it is important for such shifts to be justified, or they risk confusing and putting 

off the reader.  When used purposefully, multiple modes of representation of consciousness can 

indicate important facets of a story to the reader, even, at times, helping to determine genre.  

Fairy tale and folklore stories, for example, generally begin with an autonomous narrator who 

makes a few opening statements (―Once upon a time, there lived...‖), and then shifts into psycho-

narration, making observations about the characters.  The Brothers Grimm version of ―Hansel 

and Gretel‖ follows this model: 

Hard by a great forest dwelt a poor wood-cutter with his wife and his two children. The 

boy was called Hansel and the girl Gretel. He had little to bite and to break, and once, 

when great dearth fell on the land, he could no longer procure even daily bread.  Now 

when he thought over this by night in his bed, and tossed about in his anxiety. He 

groaned and said to his wife, "What is to become of us? How are we to feed our poor 

children, when we no longer have anything even for ourselves?" (86) 

Since fairy tales are one of the oldest kinds of fiction narrative, their use of a dominant 

omniscient narrator has, over time, become associated with the genre.  This type of narration has 

become so strongly associated with folklore that today, an outspoken narrator independent of any 

of the characters, particularly at the beginning of a story, is often perceived as an indicator for a 

fairy-tale type story.  The choice to use this type of narration, perhaps before transitioning into a 
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closer psycho-narration or even narrated monologue, might be used to secure the reader‘s trust, 

or to signal that a story might have fantastic elements, or a happy ending.   

To generate the kind of dramatic effect that Keen discusses, I use all three modes of 

representation of consciousness in ―Trees and Furniture‖ in the first paragraph.  Right away, this 

acclimates the reader to both the character and the narrator.  Here, each sentence of the text is 

separated and labeled with its corresponding mode of representation of consciousness:   

The trees weren‘t coming out right.  No matter what Karen did, the leaves looked wilted.  

Didn‘t real leaves look plump and glossy?  Why don’t you go for a stroll, see for 

yourself?  She shook her head and set the canvas aside and started again, this time on a 

still life. (63)  

The first sentence is narrated monologue, or free indirect discourse, and immediately establishes 

the proximity of the narrator to the main character, Karen.  The second sentence, though 

technically an example of psycho-narration, also feels like free indirect discourse, because the 

reader excuses the use of the character‘s first name as being a convention of the first paragraph 

of a story, and because the description of the leaves is Karen‘s, not the narrator‘s. The third 

sentence is more free indirect discourse, but the fourth is quoted monologue: we hear Karen‘s 

own thoughts directly, without filters, made more interesting by the fact that she is challenging 

and chastising herself, rather than having random thoughts.  Allowing the reader to ―hear‖ the 

interior reproach that Karen directs back at herself adds another dimension, because it is so much 

more internalized and personal than a simple judgment on another person or object around her 

might be.  Finally, the fifth sentence broadens the scope of the story and point of view through 

psycho-narration.   
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The order in which the three modes of representation of consciousness are presented in 

the first paragraph is also relevant.  The story is Karen‘s story, and the reader‘s investment in her 

problems and their possible solutions or complications is cardinal.  So, the first few lines begin in 

that middle ground: very close to Karen but not in her head.  Then the narration zooms in to give 

us a glimpse of her thoughts, but then pulls back to show her as a whole character within a time 

and setting.  In this way, the narrator establishes separateness from Karen, while also 

demonstrating flexibility and latitude of perspective.  In Jakob Lothe‘s book Narrative in Fiction 

and Film: An Introduction, Lothe describes the same technique being used in film: ―This kind of 

spatial interplay (typically combining long shots and close-ups, as in Coppola‘s Apocalypse 

Now) is fundamental to the structure of the narrative fiction film...Using camera 

focalization...can present not only external but also internal perspective‖ (44-45).   

The use of all three modes of representation of consciousness is necessary to establish a 

breadth of narration for this story.  Here, especially, establishing the perfect narrative distance is 

imperative to the reader reception and understanding of the story.  If the story was primarily 

quoted monologue or stream of consciousness, it might have failed for several important reasons.  

The main character, Karen, suffers from agoraphobia, which stems from panic disorder.  Because 

of the nature of her disorder, Karen might be perceived as an unreliable narrator—though she is 

aware of her affliction, Karen still experiences illogical thought processes and emotions during 

her panic attacks.  Also, because of her isolation from everyday life, it must be assumed that her 

perception of social interaction has suffered.  Another risk involved with making Karen‘s story 

more closely narrated is to do with political correctness—though a stream-of-consciousness 

narrative with an agoraphobic main character might be entertaining, it would also be a device.  

More importantly, having never experienced agoraphobia firsthand, it would be presumptuous of 
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me to attempt to portray it so intimately for a prolonged period, and it would have been much too 

easy to make mistakes.   

On the other hand, the narration needed to be close enough to Karen to depict her illness 

and its affect on her everyday life.  Her physical symptoms can be described through traditional 

narration or psycho-narration, but the only way to sufficiently involve the reader in her ordeal is 

to let him/her experience a part of it.   

Narrative distance is usually perceived instinctively by the reader, but takes a lot of 

crafting and care on the part of the writer.  If a writer errs by creating either too much distance or 

too much proximity, it could be perceived by the reader as a violation of point of view.  Very 

small signifiers, such as the use of a pronoun instead of a character‘s name, are often used to 

determine distance.  Anytime a point of view character‘s name is used, the reader subconsciously 

pulls back a tiny bit, because no person goes around thinking of herself by her name, and the 

reader knows this.  She thinks of herself as ―I,‖ and in action sequences in her head, she says, ―I 

did this‖ or ―I felt that.‖  But when a story is in third person, even third person limited, ―he‖ or 

―she‖ must be used instead.  Maintaining narrative proximity becomes difficult when the main 

character interacts with other characters, as in this passage from ―Trees and Furniture:‖  

―Oscar!  Quit that and come here!‖  She thumped the bed next to her.  His only response 

was another low whimper, followed quickly by a short bark.  Karen had had enough. (76)   

Because the dog ―character,‖ Oscar, is mentioned, the narrator is forced to call Karen by her 

name in the sentence, ―Karen had had enough.‖  Though the dog being male might excuse the 

use of the pronoun ―she‖ in that sentence, the issue still stands: what if the dog were a female?  

Karen‘s name would have to be used to clarify which ―she‖ ―had had enough.‖  Or, what about 

the fact that the sentence about ―hav[ing] enough‖ is preceded by the dog‘s giving a sharp bark?  
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Could a reader stumble here, thinking that the dog had gotten fed up, rather than Karen?  Such a 

misunderstanding would pull the reader from the story to backtrack and re-read, and ultimately 

could detract from or alter the plot of the story.  In this story, Oscar is never meant to be the 

impetus for Karen‘s healing process, but if he were anthropomorphized and given more human 

faculties, this would render one of the most powerful forces in the story—the love between the 

two sisters—impotent.    

The passage of time can also serve as an indication of narrative distance; often, this 

manifests most obviously in the changing ages of characters.  Though a narrator might 

conceivably be close to or far from the protagonist in one part of a story, and also be equally 

close or far in sections of the story which take place in other times (such as flashbacks or flash-

forwards), the reader‘s awareness of multiple time frames creates an inherent distance.  To Kill a 

Mockingbird, by Harper Lee, is a frame narrative, though the frame is a narrow one.  Though the 

grown-up Jean Louise begins and ends the story, she also speaks from time to time throughout, 

commenting on her experiences as the younger ―Scout.‖  These narrations do not, however, 

preclude the narration of Scout, the child, at the time she experiences something.  Though most 

of the shifts in proximity occur from paragraph to paragraph, the adult and child versions of the 

character nevertheless sometimes seem to be speaking over one another.  The two speaking 

voices are so different in idiom: in a made-up example, Scout might say something like, ―I ain‘t 

gonna,‖ and grown-up Jean Louise might say, ―I never would have.‖  This back-and-forth 

between the two versions of Scout creates the illusion of simultaneous narration—an illusion 

because the adult Jean Louise is truly the narrator all along, and how closely she follows the 

―character,‖ Scout, determines how much of the child‘s thoughts and emotions the reader is privy 

to. 
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Sometimes dual narrations of the same information are given; a good example of this is 

when Scout encounters Mr. Dolphus Raymond, a white man married to a black woman, during 

court recess.  At times in this scene, the narration is narrated monologue, like this paragraph:  

As Mr. Dolphus Raymond was an evil man I accepted his invitation reluctantly, but I 

followed Dill.  Somehow, I didn‘t think Atticus would like it if we became friendly with 

Mr. Raymond, and I knew Aunt Alexandra wouldn‘t. (Lee 200)   

By the time the novel has arrived at these lines, the reader has been made aware that the adult 

Jean Louise is neither a bigot nor especially judgmental.  When she calls Mr. Raymond ―an evil 

man‖ and worries what her parental figures will think, the reader understands that it is the child, 

Scout, rather than the adult who thinks these things, communicated through a very close narrator.  

Yet, in a similar paragraph a single page away, two modes of representation of consciousness are 

used, rather than one:  

I had a feeling that I shouldn‘t be here listening to this sinful man who had mixed 

children and didn‘t care who knew it, but he was fascinating.  I had never encountered a 

being who deliberately perpetrated fraud against himself.  But why had he entrusted us 

with his deepest secret?  I asked him why. (Lee 201)   

Here, the first sentence and last two sentences ―belong‖ to the child Scout: as in the previous 

example, she calls Mr. Raymond ―a sinful man‖ as if it is a given, which, for the seven-year-old 

protagonist, it is.  These sentences are narrated monologue.  But, the language of the second 

sentence is no seven-year-old‘s: none of the passages in the child Scout‘s voice refers to anyone 

as a ―being‖ anywhere in the novel.  Though the sentiment of that sentence could have been hers 

at the time (―I never met anyone who made himself look bad on purpose before‖), the use of the 

past perfect tense, along with the sophisticated language used, points to the adult Jean Louise as 
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the speaker.  This sentence, then, is psycho-narration, for it might comment on Scout‘s frame of 

mind at that moment, but it does so in the narrator‘s voice.  Because the novel is written in first 

person, and because the narrator casts her seven-year-old self as the main protagonist, wonderful 

irony is achieved.  The tension between what adult Jean Louise knows, and what the girl Scout is 

just learning, especially when the lessons involve important themes of race, class, family, and 

kindness, is what makes the novel a masterpiece.    

 I use a similar style in my nonfiction essay ―On the Sparrow.‖  I originally wrote the 

piece around the age of seventeen, two years after my mother‘s death, believing that keeping a 

record of the most momentous and terrible thing to happen was the only way to capture it.  I also 

believed that telling the story was a way of loving my mother.  The version included here is 

almost eight years and at least that many drafts after the original, which was a simple account of 

what had happened.  Finding the beginning was a struggle, as it often is with stories about death: 

where to begin in a story about an end?  No matter how many days before my mother‘s death I 

began, I could never hope to convey the measure of her spirit it took me fifteen years to 

experience.  Eventually I realized that I needed to show what was lost.  The anguish was there, 

and the readers knew it, but they couldn‘t feel their own brands of sadness while reading the 

memoir.  I felt that a fictionalized scene would not do, and prospected my memories for 

something that would capture my mother‘s essence as faithfully and completely as possible.  I 

chose the memory of Mom explaining death to me a few years before her own, and crafted the 

scene from which the title derives. 

 This scene was the first to be added which was outside the temporal realm of the core 

story—a flashback.  Once installed in the narrative, the scene not only helped the reader to invest 

more fully in the loss, it also added a new voice to the piece—one with distance from its original 
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voice, distance gained by six or seven years‘ passage.  Though I felt pleased with the addition, 

there were still issues.  The narrative was written by a teenager, and though it had undergone 

minor revisions and editing up to that point, its voice was still primarily that of a teenager, which 

involved inherent limitations.  The story is creative nonfiction, and in first person, but the 

narrator herself had changed since its inception.  I felt there were things to say about the time 

that had passed since my mother‘s death, and I was having difficulty bridging the gap between 

the girl of the story and my current self.  So, I began to write, in a separate document, new scenes 

based on my family‘s current ages and situations.  In each, I interact with one member of my 

immediate family, and through these scenes, I hoped to show the long-term effects on each of us, 

and on our relationships with one another.  The reverberations of a death cannot be felt or 

understood in full, I believe, for many years.  These scenes further demonstrate what has been 

lost: not just my mother, the woman in the flashback, but a vital member of a family unit: a 

collection of memories, experience, and expertise whose absence has been felt as a deficit in 

more ways than one.   

On a literary level, these new scenes empowered me to create a defined distance between 

the ―two‖ narrators.  I could reconcile my current self with the confused teenager, thereby 

creating a more complex and complete protagonist for the reader.  Even more, the shifting 

narrative distance between the scenes separates the two voices, so the older, more circumspect 

narrator can provide dramatic perspective.  Rather than confining the narrative to the viewpoint 

of a confused adolescent experiencing her first crush and losing her mother, these scenes open 

the story to the voice of a young woman, newly married, learning how to be a grownup.  And, 

perhaps they open the possibility for the narrator to mirror some of her mother‘s qualities as she 

becomes an adult.  Because the story is a first-person nonfiction narrative, the protagonist acts as 
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the narrator in all the scenes, both present-day and flashbacks (which, together, form the core 

story).  But, the narrator/protagonist of the present-day scenes has distance from the 

narrator/protagonist of the flashbacks, creating an understood narrative distance resulting from 

time and perspective.  Though there is almost no distance between narrator and central character 

within each scene (they are, after all, basically one and the same), the overall story possesses a 

distance and depth via the layering of time in the narrative.   

In ―Floating,‖ the other creative nonfiction story in this collection, I again address the 

issue of narrative distance in nonfiction or personal essay.  This story does not make use of 

shifting narratives to create distance; instead, I used the structure of the story to convey a sense 

of intimacy with the reader.  Through its revisions, I have tried to be faithful to its original voice, 

that of a twenty-year-old, not long after the trip which forms the subject of the story.  As many 

times as I described Jordan to my friends and family after returning home, I was inspired to write 

this story in the same way.  The narrator tells the story as if she is speaking to a close friend, 

telling him or her all about the trip, the marriage, the things she saw and learned.  The story is 

told informally, as if the narrator is chatting with a close friend over cups of coffee.  The 

narrative moves back and forth in time slowly, with the feel of a vacation, like the narrator is 

telling things in the order in which they seemingly ―come to mind.‖ 

The opening scene introduces the two main characters and their budding relationship.  

The next paragraph explains the wonder of a foreign, exotic country, and the next focuses on 

Mohammed‘s family and what it was like to live with them for a month.  Soon after, the core 

story of the trip to the Dead Sea is introduced, but before that narrative thread gets going, the 

narrator gets sidetracked in describing another weekend trip to the Jordanian coast of Aqaba.  

Then the narrative returns to the Dead Sea story again.  The structure of the narrative takes on 
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the feel of a feather drifting downward to the ground—there is progression, but not direct, and 

not fast.  This feeling is echoed in the title, ―Floating,‖ and in the principal image of the Dead 

Sea, of course.  Overall, the story comes across as having a soft, ethereal feel, much as the young 

marriage itself is portrayed: swathed, safe.   

The story was originally written as a nature writing project, which accounts for the 

sections of text discussing the history, archaeology, and geography of the country.  This could be 

construed as an increase in narrative distance; to combat that, I tried to maintain the interiority of 

the narrator even during moments like this one: 

The Romans occupied Jordan for several centuries, shaping much of its history and 

architecture.  Nowhere in America‘s oldest city could you find a genuine Roman 

amphitheater situated amidst the banks and bakeries of downtown.  But in Jordan, in 

Amman, there is one—huge slabs of stone somehow shaped into this echoing, stepped 

bowl, arching up on all sides into the cloudless sky. (52) 

Though the material here could be something from a travelogue, its wording and structure affirm 

the narrator as speaker.  For one thing, rather than simply describing the amphitheater, the 

narrator compares it to the absence of anything similar in her home country.  For another, the use 

of the word ―somehow‖ gives the last sentence voice, because it is not formal language.  The 

narrator also refers to her parents as ―Mom‖ and ―Dad,‖ as proper names, rather than using the 

possessive pronoun ―my‖ before each.  The implied reader, then, is extremely close, almost a 

sibling, and this is reinforced by the narrative proximity of the story throughout.  This creates a 

sort of ―us versus them‖ effect in the narrative, as if the narrator is taking the reader into her 

confidences—an effect that keeps the reader engaged and invested in the story.  
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 Creative nonfiction stories are sometimes more difficult to write than fiction—and the 

struggle to achieve the correct narrative distance for each nonfiction story is the reason.  Fiction 

can be difficult too, though, especially fiction which employs a protagonist very different from 

the writer: in stories like that, establishing appropriate narrative distance is necessary to imbuing 

the narrator with needed authority.  

Fences grew from a story called ―Finding Time,‖ which was my second attempt to write 

from a male perspective—the first was a failure.  ―Finding Time‖ was a story with dual 

protagonists: Cliff and his adult daughter, Brooke.  I realize now that I probably split the 

perspective to give myself a ―safe out‖ in the character of Brooke—young woman who‘s moved 

from the country to the city was a story I knew, and being a fifty-something widower was 

definitely not.  Surprisingly, Brooke‘s character fell flat; Cliff was clearly the more interesting 

character, and, so the story became his when I revised it into the opening chapter of Fences.  The 

story is almost entirely rendered in narrated monologue, with quoted monologue used from time 

to time.   

 When I revised the short story into the beginning of a novel, I had to drastically change 

the pace of the narrative: slowing moments down, adding back-story through memory and 

flashback, and zooming in to inspect parts of Cliff‘s everyday life which had not been included 

in the short story, like his trip to the gin to buy horse feed.  Because of Cliff‘s situation as a 

widower who lives alone in a fairly remote location—a ranch in a small Texas town—his 

interactions with other characters are limited, and I had to invest significance in the interchanges 

he does have.  At the same time, showing him by himself most of the time is important to the 

story, because it will contrast with later parts of the novel in which his social life burgeons.  



 

19 
 

Since so much of his time is spent alone, then, a narrative distance too far away from him would 

read like a play-by-play, and attenuate the depth of the story.   

 On the other hand, Cliff is only a year past losing his wife, and it is clear that most of his 

thoughts are devoted to her.  So a certain amount of distance is necessary in dealing with his 

character; otherwise, the story risks becoming too boring or too depressing.  How to maintain 

narrative proximity to Cliff, while avoiding the story becoming bogged down in a depression, 

was a dilemma I solved using memories.  Cliff thinks about how things used to be and often, in 

his thoughts (and in the narrative), references happier times.  He refers to memories as a way to 

classify and deal with things happening in the present—this provides back-story for the reader, 

allows the reader to experience Cliff‘s particular perspective, and shows the reader that Cliff, in 

many respects, lives in the past—for now. Eventually this will provide a contrast with future 

happiness in the novel, when his focus shifts from the past to the present. 

 Besides living in the past through memories, Cliff also deals with his depression through 

what psychologists refer to as ―isolation of affect.‖  Though Cliff‘s isolation of affect is not 

severe, it is nevertheless present.  The narrator is extremely close to Cliff in some passages; the 

narrative is even sometimes relayed through quoted monologue, in which it seems as if the 

narrator is not even an entity in the story.  Yet, at times Cliff‘s thoughts do not address certain 

emotions, even though it seems they naturally should.  Sometimes, as discussed, these are sad 

emotions, but not always: 

It was about an hour‘s drive into Dallas, and then he had to deal with the damn crazy 

drivers and lanes that kept turning into exit-only lanes.  It wasn‘t until he reached 

Brooke‘s apartment complex that he realized he‘d been thinking of Gina before hitting 

the city traffic.  It had started out as conspiring to get out of a fishing trip with her, but 
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turned into something more mellow and more pleasant...thoughts of her scratching Bo‘s 

ears, of her little house and the spreading mimosa tree next to it, of that gap-toothed 

smile.  So he was grateful for the distraction of getting to Brooke‘s apartment. (41)  

 This is the only passage in which I reveal that Cliff is somewhat aware that he is repressing 

emotions, in the second and third sentences, but it is not the only passage in which he actually 

represses them.  Cliff likes Gina, but naturally those feelings are overshadowed by feelings of 

guilt, grief, and fear.  So, he seldom allows himself to consider the possibility of forming a new 

relationship, and instead seems to pull away from himself, rather than the narrator pulling away 

from him.  The narrator is close; the passage is narrated monologue, made clear by the 

vernacular used, particularly the profanity.  So it is interesting when a protagonist‘s thoughts are 

hidden from the reader even with such a close narrator—the only explanation is that the 

protagonist is not addressing his own thoughts deeply or honestly, and is pushing them back, 

covering them up with lists of chores, as Cliff does.  In this way, he avoids having to 

acknowledge emotions or thoughts which are difficult for him to understand or express.   

 None of these stories dramatically depends on only one mode of representation of 

consciousness, and therefore they are not ready antitheses.  Each draws on a combination of 

modes to portray its protagonist as honestly as possible: in a way consistent with that particular 

character‘s age, experience, and situation.  Point of view only determines who the speaker is in a 

story, but, like humans, characters are capable of not revealing their true selves, even if a story is 

in first person.  Discovering the power of narrative distance, especially through Lahiri‘s novel 

The Namesake, allowed me access characters, and to share them, in an entirely new way.    
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Fences: A Novel Excerpt 

Chapter One 

Brooke called to say she wasn‘t coming, so Cliff got up from the wooden chair by the 

phone table and headed into the kitchen to put all the food away.  Carefully, he covered each dish 

with Saran wrap: the cracked green bowl of rice, an old casserole dish of pork chops and brown 

gravy, the small plate of sliced tomatoes.  He had picked the tomatoes from his one tomato plant 

this morning for her.  As a little girl, she wouldn‘t come near them, but once she grew up, it 

seemed she couldn‘t get enough tomatoes, and instead of a full garden, this year he‘d only 

planted one Big Boy tomato plant.  He scooted condiments and a jug of horse penicillin around 

in the old Kenmore until there was space for the food, then swiped a dingy sponge over the 

Formica once, twice, before heading back to the bedroom, back to his pajamas.  

In bed, Bo climbed up beside him, tearful brown eyes and a questioning perk of ears.  

The whole bed swayed as the huge shepherd settled onto Molly‘s empty side of the bed, putting 

his long black nose down onto his paws and giving Cliff a look that said Is this all we’re doing 

today?  ―I know how you feel,‖ Cliff said to him, massaging the soft wrinkles on the dog‘s 

forehead.  He clicked on the TV, found an action-packed, and lit a Doral.  After three cigarettes, 

he settled back into the pillows, sheets that were needing a wash.  No why, he thought to himself 

as he drifted off.  There never was a why, just sorry, Dad, I can‘t make it, can we do it in a 

couple weeks?  Molly had been the kind of woman who explained and explained and then did 

whatever the hell she wanted.  But her daughter was more efficient—she skipped right to the part 

of doing whatever the hell she wanted.  And he didn‘t ask Brooke to explain, either.  They both 

knew that if she wasn‘t coming, that was really all that mattered.  Schwarzenegger stalked 
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through the Vietnam jungle, splatting machine-gun fire into the giant, swaying leaves, as Cliff 

fell asleep.   

 

―Hey, Charlene,‖ he greeted his waitress the next morning at Dee‘s.  The café was the 

only one within fifteen miles, and had red-checked plastic tablecloths and a bathroom floor that 

tilted slightly to the north.  All the old timers sat in a smoky line down at the other end of the 

room, bitching about the cattle prices and their wives.  Cliff sat at his usual table—at fifty-seven, 

he was too young to sit with the old timers, and too old to eat their crap with his breakfast. 

―Hey, Cliff, and how are you this morning?  Did you and Brooke have a nice visit 

yesterday?‖  Charlene‘s hair was blonde and she wore it stuffed up tight under an army-print 

ballcap.  She wore a wifebeater as if she were a thin woman, and crossed her billowy arms over 

the white ribbed fabric, waiting for his answer.     

―Oh, yeah,‖ he said absently, tapping his cigarette ash into the shallow tin ashtray 

between the shakers.  ―I made pork chops and when Brooke got to the house she insisted on 

making me some fried zucchini like Molly used to—she knows it‘s my favorite.‖   

―Brooke‘s a good girl, not like my Veronica—all she ever makes for me is more babies to 

look after—more babies with no daddies.  I swear that girl wears me out.  Your usual, right?‖  

Charlene tipped the carafe over his yellow mug and waited. 

―Yes, please—with bacon today, though.‖ 

Charlene raised her eyebrows but said nothing about that.  If Molly were here she‘d tease 

him into forgetting the bacon—bad for his blood pressure—but that wasn‘t Charlene‘s job.   
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After breakfast Cliff climbed into the ragged Chevy, where Bo waited in the back, his 

toenails squeaking against the metal of the truck bed.  It was high summer, and the air crackled 

with dry heat; the trees drooped.  Mostly he passed pastureland, cut through here and there with 

swaths of oak, chinaberry, and pecan.  As they bounced down Farm Road 269, he reached back 

and popped open the window, sliding it to one side, and tossed his bacon back to Bo, who caught 

it deftly.  If Molly were here beside me, he thought, she’d be laughing at our crazy dog.  She 

would roll down the window, complaining that the crank needed WD-40, then turn the radio way 

up—the Beatles, probably, or Simon and Garfunkel—and then she‘d ride there with her face 

turned out to the breeze, gusts scented of fresh-cut hay grass blowing her dark chestnut hair back.  

She‘d reach over and squeeze his knee—that left hand had two freckles right above the simple 

gold band—but she wouldn‘t say a thing.  Neither one of them would have to.  But she wasn‘t 

here, and the windows stayed up, and there was only the sound of his tools clanking against each 

other on the floor behind his seat. 

As he turned into the gate, Bo slipping and sliding in the bed of the truck like a deer 

trying to ice-skate, Cliff worked on a list of things needing to be done.  Got to get up here and 

mow around the gate—you can’t even see the fence anymore for all the damn Johnson grass.  

Got to blade this road here pretty soon—that last rain messed it all up.  Need to move the horses 

to the back pasture.   

The ranch was a full-time job.  He had always known it was the ranch that had killed his 

daddy so young.  When he inherited the place from his mother, Jeanie, his first thought was to 

sell it.  She hadn‘t worked it in years, and he had been away mostly—in Vietnam, then in the 

city.  The lawyer had called to tell him everything had gone through, ―the estate‖ was his, but all 

he could imagine was the pastures, full of mesquites.  They‘d all have to be sprayed, him 
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hanging off the tailgate while Molly steered—before he could even get rid of it, probably.  The 

squirrelly lawyer prattled on about heretofore and some other bull while Cliff stood in his and 

Molly‘s sunny apartment, picturing the mess the place had become when his mother, Jeanie, had 

gotten sick less than a year before.  When she was well, she‘d hired Mexicans to come out and 

work for her, but now he knew how it would be: brambles grown up around the porch railings 

and a patch of weedy garden were the most tended things about the whole place.  Jeanie, in the 

last summer months of her life, had insisted the brambles encircling the wooden rails were 

bougainvillea, like at her childhood home in Florida, and she wouldn‘t let him cut them down.  

She died in late July, still waiting for the thorns to break into fuchsia paper lantern blooms.  

He and Molly had loved the city—restaurants open at all hours of the night, stores where 

you could buy anything for almost nothing, if you knew where to shop.  They both worked hard: 

he was a manager at one of the big-city hardware stores and Molly had just finished her degree in 

social work.  She‘d worked as a restaurant hostess for the past few years of the degree, buying 

groceries and gas with the cash she earned while his paycheck covered the rent and most of the 

bills.  But things had taken a downward turn at the restaurant—slow at first, ―seasonal,‖ they 

mumbled to each other as they drifted to sleep, but then faster, and they both knew it was just a 

matter of time.  ―Why not try the country?‖ she said one night as they lay in the black of the 

bedroom.  He could feel her cold toes against the muscle of his calf, hated that she always 

wanted to talk in the dark like this, when he couldn‘t see her face.  He wanted to pull his leg 

away from her icy feet, but didn‘t.    

―Look honey, there are lots of restaurants in Dallas.  They‘d be lucky to have you,‖ Cliff 

said.  He tried to make his voice reassuring.  ―Or hey, what about the social work thing?  You 

haven‘t heard back from the state yet; you don‘t know what‘s going to happen—― 
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―It‘s not about the restaurant,‖ she said, and tucked her head down against his chest, 

curling her knees up to her belly.  He could smell the soft florals and human scent of her ponytail 

against his chin.  ―And I heard back—they‘re not hiring.  I don‘t even think I care.‖  Her voice 

was muffled against his tee shirt.  He knew then what it was about.  It was about the small scarlet 

mass that had escaped her more than a year before—the thing that might have become their first 

child.  His mother had still been mostly okay then, had called to talk to him, whispering as if 

Molly were nearby on her side of the line instead of his.   

―Now this is a normal thing.  It happens to lots of women at some point in their lives.  

Why, when I was a young woman it happened to me twice.  Well, I just locked myself in the 

bedroom for a few days, and Daddy brought me food and left me alone, and that was the end of 

it.  Your Molly will be just fine.‖ 

He had gotten off the phone quickly and gently.  Molly wasn‘t locked in the bedroom.  

She was washing the dishes in their turnaround apartment kitchen.  Peter, Paul, and Mary were 

on the kitchen radio, singing about a lemon tree.  Molly‘s bare feet left humid prints on the 

sparkly linoleum as she moved about in there, clattering her way through the pile of plates and 

pans, the remnants of the chili he‘d made for her, to comfort her.  To be truthful, it was also the 

only thing he knew how to make at the time.  

―Hey, Hon?  Mol?  You want me to do that?‖  He craned his neck from the couch in the 

living room, trying to see over the buffet. 

―Nope, I‘m okay.  Stop worrying.‖  She seemed to mean it.  The day it happened, she‘d 

slept a lot, but now she was fine.  That was the way it stayed, too, and only someone who cared 

to really inspect things could tell that she‘d gotten quieter ever since, that she‘d stopped wearing 

skirts or the dangly earrings she loved.  She‘d wrapped up her schoolwork, beamed up at him at 
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graduation, and taken the pills as regular as the sunset.  He‘d never seen any rejection letter from 

the state, but he didn‘t push it.  She didn‘t seem up for trying something else she might fail—and 

he knew Molly: the miscarriage was a failure in her eyes, whether that made any sense or not.  

He‘d been coasting along at the hardware store for several years now; maybe it was his turn to 

fail at something.  If she wanted to leave the city, he‘d go with her.   

 

When they moved into his parents‘ house, they lived off pork ‗n‘ beans for several weeks 

as their tiny savings funded the repairs.  The bathroom sink didn‘t work.  All the globe light 

fixtures were filled with bug carcasses, and looking up at them was like looking at an eyeball.  

One of the kitchen chairs was broken but propped together to look like it wasn‘t—that had been 

a nasty surprise.  There was a hole in the front porch where a board was missing, and you could 

see down to the layer of brown oak leaves covering the earth, curled around each other like 

question marks.    

Now that Molly had been gone over a year, the house had begun working its way 

backward again, as if they hadn‘t lived there and kept it and cared for it for twenty-five years.  It 

was as if the house was slouching, like a willful teenager with holes in his jeans.  Cliff knew how 

to do some things, but that phrase ―a woman‘s touch‖ wasn‘t invented for nothing.  The blinds 

kept getting dirty, and he‘d be damned if he knew what do with them—that feather plume thing 

she kept under the kitchen sink didn‘t fix the problem, that was for sure.  One day he‘d gone 

digging for a can of tuna in the back of the pantry shelf and found a whole scattering of dried 

pasta and stale cereal, just flotsam sitting back there, somehow escaped from its packaging.  

He‘d raked it all into a plastic bag held at the edge of the shelf with a cupped and calloused hand, 

then sighed and taken everything out, cleaned the whole thing.  He hadn‘t known a cabinet full 
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of cereal and canned goods would need to be cleaned, but there it was.  The freezer had froze up 

twice because he‘d stacked too many Hungry Man dinners in front of the mechanism.  He‘d had 

to drag the Shop-Vac into the kitchen, scarring up the linoleum, and hack and suck at ice for an 

entire afternoon. 

It got harder and harder to care, though.  Why mess with it?  Brooke was moved away, 

she had her own life and her own apartment now.  Why not smoke in the house?  He and Bo 

were the only ones there.  Why not just eat on paper plates from here on out?  He hadn‘t planted 

anything in the north pasture for the past two seasons, decided he‘d take a little break.  Why not?  

All that retirement money they‘d saved—no point to it now.  The necessary ranch stuff, like 

caring for the horses, he still did.  He had to.  And he cooked when Brooke was coming, and 

vacuumed, sprayed air freshener around the house, cleaned the toilets.  But the rest of the time he 

let the house lie.   

 

One morning later that week, Cliff had to drive into town to get apple wormer for the 

horses, and an elbow joint for that pipeline that one of them had knocked loose when he‘d moved 

them to the back pasture.  They chased the red farm jeep like race dogs chasing the tin rabbit, 

convinced he had buckets of sweet feed for them when he stopped.  Well, maybe he‘d run over 

the pipeline with the jeep—that was possible.  No matter.  What’s done is done, his mother used 

to declare, seeming proud that things were a mess and had to be cleaned up now.  The world’s 

going to hell in a handbasket, his daddy countered sagely.   

While Cliff was stopped outside the gate, reaching his whole arm out the window to get 

at the mail, the glass pressing into his armpit painfully, his neighbor Gina drove by in her huge 

yellow Buick.  He waved absently as he thumbed through the mail.  A Kroger‘s flier, something 
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from AARP, those relentless bastards.  The water bill, and, at the bottom, a coping-with-grief 

brochure from the hospital, inviting him to their monthly potluck for people who‘ve experienced 

loss.  He was actually considering reading through this one when Gina‘s car backed up to park 

next to his on the road.  She had to get out and stand between the vehicles to see into his truck.  

―Hey, Mister,‖ she said, grinning.  ―Where you off to?‖  She leaned her arms against the 

sill where the window was rolled down on that side.  She had blue eyes and blonde lashes, and a 

small gap between her front teeth that made her look younger than she probably was.   

―Hey, Miss Gina.  How‘ve you been?  Did the rain take out your phone line again?  I 

could barely sleep with Bo climbing all over me, scared of the thunder.‖ 

 ―They say dogs that‘re scared of thunder have been shot at in the past,‖ she said.   

 ‖Well, you‘re the only neighbor I got.  You been aiming at him?‖ he teased, just to see 

her throw her head back and laugh.  She laughed like a man, with no reserve at all.  They both 

knew that she loved Bo, who wandered over to her house from time to time because he‘d figured 

out that she always had treats ready.   

 ―Nope.  Not I.  Hey, what are you doing later on today?  I thought I‘d drive out to the 

lake, do some fishing.  You want to come?‖  She scratched at a mosquito bite on her wrist as she 

spoke.  Cliff squirmed.  She was staring right at him with those bright blue eyes of hers, and he 

didn‘t know what to say.  

 ―Ah, no, thank you though.  I still haven‘t bladed the road and I‘ve got to worm the 

horses.  Just lots to do, you know.‖  He jammed one corner of the hospital brochure under his 

thumbnail, then the nail of his index finger, back and forth, as he spoke.  People would say things 

if he went to the lake with Gina.  Her boat was a flashy red thing, and Molly had been gone 

barely a year.  Besides, she was too young for him.  He could feel the sheaf of envelopes about to 
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slide out of his lap, onto the dusty floorboard, but didn‘t want to look away from her, didn‘t want 

her to think he was lying.  

 ―Yep,‖ she said, and took her arms off the truck.  ―Well, I hope you can get it all done.  

Give me a call if you change your mind—the line‘s okay.‖  She gave his truck a thump with the 

flat of her hand and stooped back into the Buick, waving one last time before heading back the 

way she‘d come.  The mail all went cascading from his lap onto the floor, where he had to duck 

around the steering wheel to get it all back.   

 Cliff did his business in town quickly and headed back home.  He‘d left a message for 

Brooke that morning and wanted to be home if she called back.  He hadn‘t spoken to her in 

almost a week now.  When he got back, the message light on the machine was dark.  He dropped 

the plastic Tractor Supply bags on the kitchen floor and sat at the table to have a cigarette, rolling 

a pencil back and forth over the wood as he thought.  Fishing sounded good.  But he knew what 

these country people were like—they‘d probably harass poor Gina for days afterwards.  He 

didn‘t want that.  And he didn‘t want them staring at him at Brookshire‘s while he bought his 

Hungry Mans, either.  But fishing did sound good.  He remembered fishing with Molly.  She was 

a practical, capable woman—he had seen her pull calves from their mothers‘ wombs when they 

were breached, and change diapers, work with raw poultry, gut a deer.  But the woman had been 

unable to bait her own hook.  Bo‘s large black ears perked and his eyebrows went up in question 

as Cliff chuckled aloud at the memory—Molly in a paisley peasant blouse and cutoffs, sitting in 

their green aluminum boat out in the tank, shiny red toenails and prickly legs, holding her hook 

and worm out to him in disgust.   

 Suddenly Cliff decided he‘d go fishing today, after all—but not at the lake.  He left the 

bags sitting on the floor and headed outside, calling Bo behind him.  He grabbed his pole and 
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tackle box from the barn and headed out.  What good was having your own ranch, if you didn‘t 

take advantage of the privacy once in awhile?  His own tank was about fifty yards away; he only 

had to pass through a stand of oak trees to get to it.  Green light filtered down through the dark, 

dusty crowns of the trees which had become spinach-colored and tired at the end of the summer.  

Brown cursive leaves crunched under his shoes as he headed up this side of the bank, where he 

knew the boat was resting upside-down, where it had been for several years now.  The old green 

aluminum felt like a chalkboard under his fingers and he quickly flipped it and stepped back fast.  

He should‘ve brought the rifle out with him, in case there were copperheads or even water 

moccasins enjoying the cool shade underneath.  Miraculously, there were no snakes, only brown 

millipedes flowing over the earth and into tiny holes to get away from the sudden sunshine.   

 He looked the boat over as he dragged it the rest of the way up the bank and over.  Bo 

pranced along next to him, getting in the way, clearly excited.  The metal looked okay; an oar 

was missing and the one he had was worn, splintery with age and weather, but it would do.  He 

shoved the little two-seater out slowly and stepped in without getting his boots too wet or 

muddy.  ―C‘mon, boy.‖  He made kissing noises at the dog, who jumped in but then quickly 

turned around again to jump back out.  ―No, stay here, it‘s okay, Bo,‖ he soothed, holding onto 

the dog‘s collar with one hand and clumsily pushing off with the other, the oar clanking and 

echoing against the side of the boat.   

 When they got out to the middle of the tank, he let go.  Bo whined, unusual for a 

shepherd.  ―Silly dog, it‘s okay!‖  He patted the dog vigorously, enjoying the bristly, waxy feel 

of Bo‘s fur under his palm.  But when he reached down for his pole, Bo jumped out, splashing 

into the water a couple feet away and making the little boat sway and buck.  ―Hey!  You damn 
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dog!‖ Cliff‘s voice echoed around the tank, the only sound for several minutes except for Bo‘s 

swimming. 

 He baited the hook with a rubber worm from the tackle box, a soft stringy thing with 

glitter embedded and eyes painted on.  The only kind of worm Molly could impale.  He cast out, 

and then settled in to wait.  Bo shook himself dry and headed off into the trees to catch rabbits or 

turtles.   It wasn‘t a good time for catching fish, and after about twenty minutes, Cliff got bored.  

The aluminum seat was hurting his behind, and the sun was pretty hot.  He realized he‘d 

forgotten to bring something to eat or drink—Molly always packed something, even if it was 

only jelly sandwiches or summer sausage and a jar of tea.  The boat began to drift toward the 

bank, and pretty soon Cliff‘s line was tangled in the wild water lilies at the edge of the tank.  He 

yanked it out, reeled in the line, and urged the boat the rest of the way to the side.  As he 

clambered out and heaved the boat back onto land, he suddenly felt very old.  
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Chapter Two 

―Go ahead and give me a couple bags of Omolene while you‘re at it, I guess,‖ Cliff said 

as he opened his checkbook.  Larry scrunched his eyebrows down and rubbed one side of his 

jaw.  There was a jelly jar of pens next to the cash register, and grime had sealed the cracks in 

the wood slab counter so that the dirt was as much a part of the surface as the wood itself.  While 

Larry massaged his jaw, looking at Cliff funny, a fly landed on the cap of one of the business 

pens in the jar—it read ―Brewster First National Bank‖ in white script along the side.  The fly 

worked its way down to the B in the text.  

 ―Cliff, you know that‘s just wasting money, don‘t you?  You don‘t need to feed them 

horses that fancy stuff...they just stand around the pasture anyway.  The oats will do ‘em just 

fine.‖   

 ―You sure are a hell of a salesman, Larry,‖ he said as he reached for the bank pen, hoping 

it would work.  ―A hell of a salesman.  I tell you what, the gin is lucky to have you.‖ 

 ―Oh, I know,‖ Larry said.  ―They need more of us, guys who know what they‘re talking 

about.  Not like those Marks boys that got hired on just because their momma‘s got a flirting 

thing with the owner.‖  He swiveled the stalk of the beige cash register around so Cliff could 

read the green numbers on the screen at the top.  Cliff wrote out the check as quick as he could.  

He knew the Marks boys—they‘d done some pasture-clearing work for him two summers ago—

not bad kids at all.  A little piss and vinegar in their veins, maybe, but good boys, shy in front of 

their elders, mindful of their muddy shoes when they came into your house. 

 ―That‘s why I know you don‘t need Omolene for those pasture horses,‖ Larry continued 

without pause.  ―I been doing this for near forty years.  You can‘t buy experience like that.‖  

Larry tipped his ballcap back on his red forehead. 
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 ―I know that‘s right,‖ Cliff mumbled, ripping the check out of the book and handing it 

across.  ―But Brooke, you know, she might like to work with those horses again one of these 

days.  So I like to keep them healthy.‖  

 Larry gave him a strange look but didn‘t say anything else.  He was a man who had 

counted the days until his kids turned eighteen and left, Cliff knew, so he wasn‘t going to 

understand a parent caring for their kids after they‘d become adults—not the kind of caring that 

happened outside the holidays, anyway.   

 

 ―C‘mon, Angel.  Good girl.‖  Cliff led the leggy red horse over to the corral fence, 

looped the green rope over the pipe and back through.  The corral would need to be re-painted 

before another summer.  One thing at a time, Cliff thought to himself.  At least he was getting 

this done.  He reached around to the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out the syringe.  There 

was no needle stuck in the end; not this time.  Instead, the tip looked like the tip of a tube of 

commercial glue, once you‘ve snipped off the end with scissors.  Angel‘s nostrils flared out and 

she snuffled at the syringe.  They always loved the apple wormer, though he reminded himself 

he‘d have to spring for the more expensive Strongid next time—he‘d done apple the last two 

cycles.  He‘d have to find a way to pull it off.  He held her velvety chin, pinching slightly for a 

good hold, and used the other hand to stick the end of the syringe in her mouth.  She tossed her 

head up, resisting, but he murmured soothing things in the deepest part of his voice, emptying 

the apple-flavored paste onto her pink tongue.  Then he tossed it aside and held her mouth 

closed, gently, as she chomped and swallowed.  It wouldn‘t do to have her drool it all out onto 

the dirt—that would mean another trip to Tractor Supply, thirty minutes away in town, because 

the gin didn‘t carry wormer, only feed.   
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―See, that wasn‘t so bad, silly girl,‖ he soothed.  Angel had been Molly‘s horse.  She was 

the daintiest of the four horses, but also had the longest whiskers and farted the most.  Brooke 

used to laugh at that, and Molly would pretend to be insulted.  ―Quiet, Brooke, she‘s a lady,‖ 

she‘d say, before breaking up herself.   

―Alright, Champ,‖ he said after he‘d let Angel out to pasture and opened the next stall.  

―Howya doin, big boy?‖  Champ snorted and nodded in response.  He was Brooke‘s horse, a 

thoroughbred, over seventeen hands tall.  The inside of his bottom lip was tattooed with a serial 

number—his identification from when he used to be a racing horse, before Cliff bought him for 

Brooke.  He needed to be ridden; Brooke never had the time anymore.  She‘d had time before 

Molly had…passed, but not anymore.   

There were times he almost believed Brooke had never been the daddy‘s girl he‘d always 

thought she was, that maybe Molly was the one she‘d come to visit, only Molly.  Of course it had 

to be hard for her, coming back here.  Molly‘s death had been so sudden; the stack of home 

videos was still balanced, waist-high, next to the TV in the living room where he‘d dug them out 

after the funeral.  A year wasn‘t much time.  Shit, if anyone knew that, it was him.  Thirty years 

hadn‘t been much time, either—thirty short years with her and now he‘d have to wait out the 

next thirty alone.  He leaned against the corral fence as Champ chomped on his apple wormer, 

looking like a brown Mister Ed.  He lit a Doral, patting the horse and scratching in his ears the 

way he liked.  It still was hard to understand.  Brooke said one time that she sort of imagined her 

mom was gone on a business trip, which they both knew was silly because Molly had never been 

on a business trip, not even overnight.  Amazing what the mind could invent when it needed to.  
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Champ butted against his elbow suddenly, almost sending the cigarette flying.  ―Okay, 

buddy, okay, I‘ll letcha out.‖  He led the big horse over to the gate, then headed back into the 

barn for the next one.   

 

 

The next day Brooke called.  It was two in the afternoon and Cliff was watching a shoot-

em-up in the bedroom with the blinds closed.  Bo snored softly on the worn carpet until the 

phone roused them both.  

 ―Hey, Dad.  How are you?‖ 

 Cliff sat up and stubbed out his cigarette.  ―Hey, Puddin.  What are you up to today?‖ 

 ―Actually not much.  I got off work early and now I just have a whole empty weekend to 

kill.‖  Cliff could hear the clatter of dishes in the background. 

 ―What day is it?‖  Bo‘s big ears perked at the questioning sound of Cliff‘s voice. 

 ―Friday, Dad, sheesh.  It must be great not to have to even keep up with the days of the 

week.‖  Yeah, great, Cliff thought as she continued.  ―Anyway, what are you doing this 

weekend—got lots of projects planned around the place?‖ 

 ―No plans.‖ 

 ―Well, I was thinking maybe you might come to visit.  If you want.  We could go have a 

steak, and then I know this place where they have live music...‖ 

 Cliff agreed immediately.  He‘d drive up this evening and come home tomorrow night.  

He felt good, having something to look forward to.  He shaved and used aftershave, dressed in 

his favorite pair of black jeans and a nice shirt, and carefully folded sleeping clothes and another 

shirt into a brown paper sack from the grocery store, throwing cologne, deodorant, and his 
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toothbrush in on top.  He didn‘t bother to lock the house as he left, just made sure the porch light 

was on and the air conditioning was turned up to eighty.  He had to make a second trip back into 

the house for a sack of dog food.  Bo hopped into the bed of the truck dutifully.  Cliff had 

thought about calling Gina first but the thought of being on the phone with her, of the silences 

that might be there, changed his mind.  He‘d just swing by instead.  

 Gina‘s place was smaller than his, a longish strip of land, three times longer than it was 

wide.  The land was divided into a back pasture, a front pasture that was part forest, and what 

Gina called ―the home place‖—the house, storage shed and small garden, between the front and 

back pastures.  Cliff noted that her tomatoes were doing great; his Big Boy planted had barely 

yielded this year.  The house was very small, but well-kept, as far as he could tell.  It had been 

built way before Gina got here; he remembered playing in it sometimes as a little boy, though 

he‘d always done so on the sly because his dad had thought the abandoned place was too 

dangerous and also might attract wanderers.  At the age of twelve, he and his best friend Ricky 

had stayed overnight in the house, pretending to be the very vagabonds that his dad had warned 

them about.  Their parents thought they were camping down by the creek, but instead they built a 

small fire in the scrubby yard and then moved inside to eat beans out of a can by lantern-light, 

smoking filched Marlboros as they imagined real vagabonds must.  He hadn‘t seen the inside of 

it since, though he doubted it was still filled with dried leaves and dangerously rotting 

floorboards.  Now the house was painted a fresh white, with dark green trim.  Gina had even 

managed to hang some window boxes under the windows on either side of the front door—but 

he didn‘t know what the flowers were.  Molly would know.  The house looked like the kind that 

a kindergartener draws: symmetrical, small, homey.   
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 The screen door banged open before he got to the wooden step and out stepped Gina in a 

man‘s white pearl snap shirt and jeans rolled up to her calves.  She was toting four trash bags 

stuffed full.  ―Oh!‖ she said in surprise when she saw him. 

 ―Hey Miss Gina.  Here, let me help you with those.‖  He scrambled forward to take the 

bulging bags.   

 ―Oh, please do, kind sir, they‘re so heavy!‖ she exclaimed in a British accent as she 

passed him two of the bags—which were light as empty shoeboxes.  She chuckled at the look on 

his face.  ―It‘s recycling—everything‘s empty.‖  

 ―I didn‘t know you could get recycling service out here,‖ he said as he followed her to the 

small shed, bags in hand.   

 ―You can‘t,‖ she said, pushing a sack of potting soil out of the way with her foot as she 

piled the bags to the right of the shed door, just inside.  Some shovels in the back fell down 

clattering.  ―To hell with it,‖ she said, shooing him back as he started to go get them, ―I probably 

won‘t even miss them.‖  Her gap-toothed grin made him feel like the world was right and good.  

A moment passed before he realized he was staring. 

 ―To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?‖ she asked in the British accent as she 

latched the wooden door closed.   

 ―Oh!  I almost forgot.  I came over to ask if you‘d mind keeping Bo for me for a day and 

a night.‖ 

 ―Hot date in the city?‖ she asked, winking.  He followed her to the truck where Bo was 

waiting impatiently for her attention.  

 ―Just so,‖ he said.  ―Going to see Brooke, take her out for a steak.‖ 
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 ―That sounds nice,‖ she said as she caressed Bo‘s ears.  Bo groaned with pleasure.  ―I‘d 

love to have him.  He‘ll keep me company—it gets lonely over here sometimes.‖ 

 Cliff didn‘t know what to say to that, so he unloaded the bag of dog food rather than have 

to think of an answer.  Gina eyed the huge bag.  ―Hey Mister, are you dumping your dog on 

me?‖  She crossed her arms across her chest.  

 ―No ma‘am,‖ he said, ―but he eats a lot more than just treats—I didn‘t want to put you 

out.‖  He took the bag over next to her front step and set it down while she baby-talked to the 

massive canine in the back of his truck.  Bo seemed to be eating it up.  ―So what do you do with 

the recycling?‖ he asked.  

 ―Oh, I take it into town.  There‘s a place over behind Brookshire‘s where you can drop it 

off and they‘ll recycle it for you.‖  She gave Bo a tug on his collar and he leaped down to the 

ground.  His head was as high as her waist when he sat in the dust next to her.  Most people were 

afraid of a dog as big as Bo, but Gina never had been—Cliff thought that was maybe why the 

dog loved her so much.   

 ―Shoot, now that you told me that I guess I‘ll feel guilty every time I throw a Coke can 

away.  I guess I better recycle, too.‖  He closed the tailgate with a slam.  ―Listen, thank you so 

much for this—I really appreciate it.‖ 

 ―Aw, it‘s nothing.  You can make it up to me by going fishing with me next time.‖  She 

grinned up at him.   

 Damn, he thought.  He‘d stepped right into that one.  He waved out the open window as 

he drove away, still thinking about the fishing trip.  Well, what harm could it do?  The truth was 

she was pleasant to be around, and a much better conversation companion than his other 
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neighbor, Ed, who‘d usually drunk himself into the floor of the boat before the first cast.  And 

besides all that, he felt comfortable with her.  She even kind of cheered him up a little.    

 It was about an hour‘s drive into Dallas, and then he had to deal with the damn crazy 

drivers and lanes that kept turning into exit-only lanes.  It wasn‘t until he reached Brooke‘s 

apartment complex that he realized he‘d been thinking of Gina before hitting the city traffic.  It 

had started out as conspiring to get out of a fishing trip with her, but turned into something more 

mellow and more pleasant...thoughts of her scratching Bo‘s ears, of her little house and the 

spreading mimosa tree next to it, of that gap-toothed smile.  So he was grateful for the distraction 

of getting to Brooke‘s apartment.  She lived on the third floor, for godsake, and that was a lot of 

climbing for a man over fifty.   Brooke answered the door after the click of several turning locks, 

and he entered her apartment lugging his paper sack, accepted a kiss on the cheek from her and 

headed to the couch in the living room to settle in and cool off.  It always seemed hotter in the 

city than it did on the ranch—too much asphalt, not enough tall trees, he guessed.   

 Brooke seemed genuinely pleased to see him, rushing to get him a glass of iced tea like a 

real guest.  ―I see you‘ve done some stuff on your apartment,‖ he said, glancing around. 

 ―Do you like it?‖ she called from the kitchen.  ―It‘s a work in progress.‖ 

 He eyed the chair in the room, all straight edges and corners, and the glass coffee table.  

There was a picture on the wall of red triangles and circles.  A few tall skinny vases with nothing 

in them sat on the end table; they were varying shades of purple and orange.  ―Does it 

feel...homey to you, Brooke?‖ he asked as she came back with two glasses of iced tea and set 

them on paper napkins on the glass table.   

 She looked around the room.  ―Well.  Yeah, I guess so.  I mean, I like it; it‘s stylish, don‘t 

you think?‖  She looked over at him for an answer as she folded her legs under her on the couch.  
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The couch stuck out in the room: round and flowered, one of her first pieces of furniture, a hand-

me-down from a cousin.  He smiled and nodded in answer and took a quick sip of tea.  The 

setting sun shone through the vertical blinds over the sliding door that led out to her tiny patio, 

and threw striped shadows on the beige carpet.   

 ―So what have you been up to?‖ he asked her.  ―How‘s your job?‖ 

 ―Oh.  It‘s okay, I guess.‖  She picked at an unraveling flower on the arm of the couch.  

―It‘s just...a lot of politics.  I mean, favoritism and all that.  It‘s like, if you work super hard, they 

want you to work harder, but if you screw up once, nothing else counts anymore.‖  Brooke‘s 

dark hair was her mother‘s, though it didn‘t curl as much as Molly‘s had.  It fell over her face as 

she studied the arm of the couch and he couldn‘t see much but her eyelids. 

 ―Are you screwing up?‖ he asked. 

 ―Dad!  No.  I mean, I can‘t always pull off everything they want, but I‘m a hard worker 

and they know that.‖  Her mouth turned down in a frown as she looked up at him with her brown 

eyes—his, actually.  Molly‘s had been green.  ―It‘s just, sometimes I think it would be better to 

do something physically exhausting without a lot of thinking behind it, earn an honest 

paycheck.‖   

He grinned at her.  ―What, you mean work at McDonald‘s?‖   

―Why not?‖ she said.  ―At least at the end of the day I wouldn‘t be thinking about 

work...when I was done for the day, I‘d be done.  No stress.‖ 

―You‘re wrong about that, Kiddo.  It‘s stressful frying French fries all day...just in a 

different way.  You‘d get bored—you‘re too smart for that.‖ 



 

43 
 

―I guess,‖ she said.  He looked at her bent head.  She wore jeans and an old college tee 

shirt.  The plastic lettering on the shirt was starting to peel off.  ―So how are you doing?‖ she 

asked suddenly. 

He could tell she was listening at first, while he chatted about Bo and Champ, but when 

he started to talk about some repairs the house needed and some work on the ranch he was 

planning to get done, Brooke began to squirm.  Before he was finished, she‘d hopped up and 

walked around the room, sat back down, and then disappeared back into the kitchen.  ―Are you 

listening?‖ he finally asked.  

She peered around the kitchen wall enough for him to see her roll her eyes.  ―Yeah, Dad, 

I‘m listening.  Everything‘s the same at home on the range.‖  He didn‘t answer, but she didn‘t 

wait for an answer, either.  Pretty soon she was back from the kitchen and folded like origami 

back into the couch, looking off at nothing.  

―Hey.  What do you want to go eat?‖  He swigged the last of his tea and set the glass 

down with gusto.  ―A steak?‖ 

―Sure, that sounds good.  We‘ll go to the usual place.‖  

There had been a favorite steak house before Molly died, but afterwards, they‘d had to 

find a new place.  Over the last year, they‘d tried different restaurants before finally settling into 

the routine at one: a small place decorated Western-style, not the nicest in town by far, but the 

steaks were tender and flavorful and the onion rings were cheap.  Of course that was for 

Brooke—Cliff didn‘t care for them.  At dinner she made two more brief comments about work, 

but when he asked for more details, she shook her head, patted his arm, said let‘s not talk about 

work on a Friday night.  He could understand—he and Molly had been the same way—they‘d 

forget it all for those precious two days off.  Of course, with her restaurant schedule, their two 
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days off had been Monday and Tuesday.  They‘d marveled at how empty the grocery store was 

on Monday mornings, which is when they‘d done their shopping.  No lines at the movies, either.  

It hadn‘t been bad; they‘d worked while everyone partied, and then when everyone else was at 

work, they were free together, like being in their own world.   

―Hey, Dad,‖ Brooke interrupted his thoughts, ―I don‘t feel like going home yet.  Are you 

tired?  There‘s a place with live music we could go.‖ 

Cliff agreed and drove them in his truck, which the valet at the trendy little restaurant she 

took him to couldn‘t park.  Cliff took the keys back and took care of it himself, finding a spot 

under the maples lining the street alongside the restaurant.  Once inside, the host took them to a 

tiny corner table—apparently Brooke was a regular.  The musicians gave her a little wave, Cliff 

noticed.  

―That‘s Jake on guitar,‖ she said, pointing with her hand held down close to the table.  

―And the bass player, that‘s Dylan.‖  Cliff looked over at the boys with long hair, one in leather 

pants, the other in ragged jeans.  When the guitarist looked up in their direction, Cliff saw 

Brooke quickly jerk her head down out of the corner of his eye.  When he swiveled back to face 

her, she was looking down, smoothing the napkin in her lap.   

―You know him?‖ he asked, taking a sip of the black coffee he‘d ordered.   

―Oh, yeah, I know most of the people here,‖ she said, and then started talking about the 

dessert menu.  After a little while the musicians moved on to another song, slower, with less 

strumming and more picking.  ―C‘mon, Kiddo, honor your dad with a dance,‖ he said, standing.   

She peered up at him from her chair, her eyes big.  ―Oh....Dad, I don‘t think there‘s any 

dancing here.‖  Her nose crinkled up on the sides.  ―I mean, only the drunk people try dancing 

here.‖ 
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―So what?  We‘ll pretend we‘re drunk.  I‘m drinking black coffee, aren‘t I?  Besides, it‘s 

been so long since I danced, it‘ll look like I‘m drunk anyway.‖  He reached a hand out, and she 

took it, grinning a little, her head turned to hide it from him.   

―Yeah, so what?‖ she echoed, letting him lead her to the small empty piece of floor in 

front of the musicians.  ―Too big to stand on your feet anymore,‖ she noted as they moved 

around the small space to the music.   

―Oh, you could stand on them,‖ he said, ―I just wouldn‘t be able to move us around 

anymore.  And that‘s old age, honey, not you getting too big.‖ 

 ―Aw, you‘re not that old, Dad,‖ she said, but he could see she was looking at the most 

wrinkled parts of his face—the outside edges of his eyes, and down around his chin.  Getting old 

was a bitch.  You didn‘t see it in the mirror like everyone thought; in the mirror, you only saw 

yourself.  No, you saw it in other people‘s faces.  That‘s why old age was scary.  

 ―Speaking of getting old, Brooke,‖ he said, slowing down the dance to concentrate, 

―sometimes I think about getting rid of that damn place and moving back to the city.‖ 

 Her ponytail jerked and bobbed as she pulled her head back fast to look at his face again.  

―Dad, are you for real?  You don‘t want to move to the city, what are you talking about?‖ 

 ―Maybe I do.‖  She had stopped moving so he gave her a tug, and she stumbled after him 

in a basic box step.  ―Brooke?‖  She was frowning at him like he had math written on his 

forehead.  He talked louder to get her attention.  ―Look, your mom and I used to live in the city 

and it just might be nice to get out of the country, to get away from all that and come up here and 

live the city life.‖  Brooke winced at that and kept glancing out of the corner of her eye at the 

guitarist.  Cliff was practically dragging her around the empty space in front of the musicians 

now, and she didn‘t seem to be listening at all.  
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 ―Brooke!  I‘m trying to talk to you!‖ He had ahold of her hand, her waist, and gave her an 

abrupt little shake.  She wrenched her hand out of his—he could feel her cold thin fingers pulling 

through his, it was like dropping baby carrots—and glared at him. 

 ―C‘mon, let‘s get out of here and then we can talk,‖ she whispered, giving the musicians 

another glance. 

 Back in the truck, she just stared at him, apparently waiting for him to speak first.  Her 

mother used to do the same damn thing.  ―Okay, here it is, Kiddo.  I‘m not getting any younger, 

and—‖  

 ―Oh, Dad, don‘t make it sound like a movie,‖ she protested.  

 He cleared his throat.  ―Excuse me, do you mind?‖  He waited a minute.  He was out of 

the parking lot now, and heading down a lamp-lit street toward the freeway.  A cat skittered by in 

a dark alley they passed.  ―If it‘s in lots of movies, Brooke, you might want to ask yourself why.  

That place is a lot of work for one person, a lot of space for one person.  You seem to be getting 

along pretty good here in the city, and your mom and I used to really love the city...I know the 

city, I can get around here, and I just don‘t know if I want to live by myself in that house forever, 

is all.‖     

 ―Get around?  You can‘t even drive here anymore.  You‘re so used to gravel roads that 

you don‘t even know how to stay on the freeway without swerving out of an exit lane every six 

seconds!‖ 

 Cliff folded his tongue inside his mouth, bit down on it.  So she had noticed that.   

She hurried forward.  ―You‘re talking crazy, Dad.  You don‘t want to leave there.  That‘s 

our home.  We‘ve always lived there.‖  Brooke‘s voice was going higher and getting louder.  
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Cliff swerved around some idiot in a pink Geo, bouncing along at forty-five in the fast lane.  He 

hated these damn city drivers. 

 ―You‘re wrong about that one, Brooke.  You’ve always lived there—I‘ve lived other 

places.  And as far as I can tell, you‘re not interested in that place anymore.‖ 

 ―Oh, don‘t you throw that in my face,‖ she was almost shouting now.  ―You don‘t know 

what it‘s like, okay?‖ 

 ―What what is like, Brooke?‖  He turned to glare at her, keeping the freeway in his 

peripheral vision.  The Geo was behind them now but some motorcyclists were coming up fast in 

his rearview.  ―I don‘t know what it‘s like to have responsibilities, to have a job, is that it?  Don‘t 

give me that shit, okay?  Just save it.  I‘ve heard that one enough times and let me tell you 

something young lady, everything you have, everything you had growing up, you got from me 

working hard every day of the week.  So I don‘t even want to hear that shit about your career.‖  

The bikes buzzed by, going twice the speed limit at least, each with a boy driving and a girl 

wearing a plastic shield and shorts, hanging onto his back like an afterthought.  He focused on 

the road, on the stupid kids who were already almost out of the range of his sight, way up ahead.  

But he could see her out of the corner of his eye—could see the tense set of her body, her mouth 

clinched shut, her fists balled.  Still pissed off and feeling brave at her silence, he continued. 

 ―Look, you don‘t care about coming down there—you‘ve made that clear.  You cancelled 

the last three times you said you‘d come.‖ 

 ―I called you today!‖ she said. 

 ―Yeah, and why did you do that?  Something‘s bothering you and you wanted the 

company.  Truthfully I was glad for the invitation, but what‘ll it be in two weeks from now?  
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You won‘t have time for me anymore.  I just thought if I move to the city I could make some 

friends.‖ 

 ―Dad…‖ she sputtered like she did as a toddler, winding up for a big wail, ―what about 

your friends at home?  What about all the people there who will miss you?‖ 

 Cliff shook his head slowly, in amazement.  She really was tuned out, wasn‘t she?  

―Brooke, what friends?  I have a couple neighbors.  I make small talk with the check-out kids at 

the grocery store.  That‘s it.‖ 

 ―Well, those people count!  What about Ed?  Don‘t you two hang out or something 

sometimes?  I mean, this is the city, everybody‘s busy, how are you going to make friends here?‖  

 ―He‘s pretty much drunk when we hang out, so I don‘t think it counts as a meaningful 

relationship.  I don‘t know how I‘ll make friends here, but there just aren‘t that many people 

where I live, and the ones that are there have known my business since I was wearing short 

pants.  The fact is, there‘s nobody I can call on if I need to.‖ 

 ―Why would you need to?  You‘re doing okay.‖  She was quiet for a minute.  ―You could 

call me.‖ 

 Cliff snorted as an answer.  They were in the parking lot at her apartment now, sitting in 

the truck under the light of a fluorescent attached to one of the buildings.  The people on the first 

floor of the building had a small gray satellite dish that was broken and hanging from their porch 

railing by its wires.  When he looked over at Brooke, she had stiffened again. 

 ―What is that supposed to mean?‖ 

 ―It means give me a break.  You don‘t answer most of the time, and when you do you 

only have a few minutes anyway.‖ 
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 ―Look.  I think you‘re just overreacting.  I don‘t know what‘s the deal with you; you‘ve 

never said any of this before.  You‘re just tired.  You‘re not going to sell the ranch; you‘re not 

moving to the city.‖ 

 ―I didn‘t ask to come and live with you, Brooke,‖ he muttered.     

 ―Come and live with me?  Don‘t be ridiculous.  But it doesn‘t matter because you‘re not 

moving—you‘re just upset for some reason.‖ 

 ―Brooke, quit being so damn condescending, remember who‘s the grownup here.‖ 

 ―The person who‘s making the most sense gets to be the grownup,‖ she said, all cocky, 

―and that‘s me.  This is just silly and I‘m not even going to pay attention to it.‖ 

 ―I‘m not going to take this shit,‖ he decided aloud.  Brooke was standing outside the 

truck now, hooking her purse over her arm.  ―I‘m not asking your permission.  I didn‘t come here 

to bother you.  I never asked for anything from you.‖ 

 ―Dad, for Christ‘s sake!  I never said any of that!‖ 

 ―Forget it!‖  He leaned across the truck and pulled the door shut with a slam.  She stood 

outside it, her eyes bigger than ever.  He cranked the window down while he was still leaned 

across the truck.  ―I‘m going home.‖ 

 ―Dad...‖ She looked like she was about to cry.  ―Just come inside, don‘t be like this, why 

are you acting like this?‖ 

 ―Don‘t worry about it, Brooke.  I‘m not going to bother you anymore.‖  He put the truck 

in gear. 

 ―Dad!‖  She slapped at her cheeks; drops of moisture flew; some hit the half-rolled 

window.  ―Dad!‖ 
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 ―No big deal.  It‘s fine, Brooke.  Good night.‖  He pulled out of the tiny parking space, 

daring himself to hit the El Camino in the next spot over but not quite able to do it.  Brooke was 

just standing there, her purse hanging from her hand down against her shin, staring at him.  She 

didn‘t move at all as he drove away.   
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Floating 

A country shaped like half a dress.  That may have been one of the first things about 

Jordan that I learned from my husband—knowing before then only what I had gleaned from 

Cokesbury hymnals in a white clapboard church, hot to boiling in the Texas summer sun.   

―Like a dress pattern,‖ he said, so I leaned over closer to see the tiny orange nation at the 

end of his finger on my globe, my head bumping up against his.  ―See?  Right there.‖   

―Oh yeah, I see it,‖ I said, tugging the globe away from him to hold it up close to my 

face.  We were sitting cross-legged on the carpet of my bedroom floor, still early in our dating, 

and I was more interested in his body than geography, with him so close his warmth and scent 

were almost touching me.  But as I inspected the bumpy cardboard surface, I was pleased to find 

just what he had described: half a skirt, a bell sleeve, jammed in among several countries that 

were always on the nightly news.  I imagined that the fear and pain of those places must surely 

affect this tiny feminine splotch on the map, as well, and my face must have said so.  

―Jordan‘s neutral, don‘t worry.‖  His usual grin wasn‘t there; he was watching me, 

waiting.  

―Hm.  Doesn‘t look like Switzerland.‖ 

This earned me a chuckle.  ―Really—Jordan‘s famous for it.  We‘ve been allies with 

America for a long time.  Our king, well, our last king, King Hussein, he was married to an 

American woman.‖ 

 ―Really?‖ 

 ―Yeah, Queen Noor; their story is famous.‖ 

 ―Did they marry for love?  Or was it like...arranged?‖ 

 Mohammed laughed out loud.  ―Of course for love!‖   
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Two summers later, when we‘d been married a year, he took me, his twenty-year-old 

bride, to his home country, where I learned that when he said something, I could always believe 

it.  The word ―oasis‖ may well have been invented for Jordan.  I was safe and comfortable the 

entire month we stayed, and I imagine this might not have been the case if my new husband had 

been from Iraq, or Saudi Arabia, or some other place just a border away. 

 A lot of Americans don‘t realize how young our country is until they travel outside it, and 

I was no exception.  I found myself, in that land on the other side of the planet, faced every day 

with objects humans had created thousands of years ago.  The Romans occupied Jordan for 

several centuries, shaping much of its history and architecture.  Nowhere in America‘s oldest city 

could you find a genuine Roman amphitheater situated amidst the banks and bakeries of 

downtown.  But in Jordan, in Amman, there is one—huge slabs of stone somehow shaped into 

this echoing, stepped bowl, arching up on all sides into the cloudless sky.  A man practically 

assaulted us there, wanting so much to give us the tour, and Mohammed paid him to show us 

around, even though the guide‘s English was completely incomprehensible and he knew less of 

the place than Mohammed did.  But I loved my husband more, watching him nodding and 

humoring the man and helping him survive while preserving his dignity.  Mohammed did that 

everywhere we went, buying cheap wooden whistles from the boys in Jerash, and a polished-

rock necklace from the young Bedouin girl in Petra who told him, shyly, that my green eyes 

were beautiful.   

 Mohammed‘s parents and brothers had been in America for our wedding the summer 

before, but to see them all together in the home where he grew up was a completely new thing 

for me.  The family did everything as a team.  To clean house, they fanned out on the second 
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floor, each working in a different room, dusting and fluffing pillows and wiping counters.  They 

called back and forth to one another, singing out the guttural lyrics to a cheerful Arabic song, 

reminding me of village drums in Africa.  At dinner they were feisty, arguing back and forth 

about a million subjects.  The family was large: two parents and five sons, and, like my own 

American family, even the youngest had an opinion.   

Before Jordan, I only knew the love words in Arabic: ―habibi,‖ which means ―my 

darling,‖ or ―hoab,‖ ―love.‖  And I knew one anatomical word.  And I knew the religious words: 

―Hamdullah,‖ which means ―thanks to God,‖ and ―Bismillah:‖ ―I do this in God‘s name.‖  It was 

at these rollicking mid-day suppers of lamb and rice, though, that I learned many practical words, 

like ―floos‖ (money) and ―ceyarra‖—―car.‖ 

 A family of old friends down the street invited Mohammed and me for dinner one 

evening.  The meal was mensef, a Palestinian classic.  It‘s rice with roasted chunks of lamb and 

roasted pine nuts, usually served with plain yogurt on the side.  The food was good, and when I 

had finished, I pushed my plate a millimeter from me and said, ―Hamdullah.‖  The mother of the 

house leaped from her chair. 

 ―No, you ate only a little!  You must have more.  Here.‖  She heaped a large spoon with 

rice and a hunk of lamb and threatened my plate with it. 

 ―La, Hamdullah, Khelti, I‘m full,‖ I told her, placing my hand on my breast and smiling 

gratefully at her.  Mohammed had advised me to call all older women ―Khelti,‖ or ―aunt,‖ as a 

term of respect. 

 ―But you cannot be finished!‖  She dumped the food onto my plate, her kind eyes 

beaming at me beneath a dark unibrow.  Her headscarf was paisley silk.  I thanked her and ate it.  

When I finished, the whole process repeated itself.   



 

54 
 

 ―How do I tell them I‘m done?‖ I whispered to Mohammed on my left as everyone else at 

the table discussed sending sons to college in America.   

―Shh,‖ he whispered back.  ―Just don‘t worry about it.‖ 

 I didn‘t really think that was helpful, so when the mother loaded my plate for a third time, 

I picked out all the pine nuts and then quit eating.  It worked.   

  

 The day before we were to fly back home, we set out in the late afternoon for the Dead 

Sea.  We took the family Mercedes, an old and dependable thing, and we also took Mohammed‘s 

aunt, Zahrah.  She rode in the front, because she was older and deserved that respect, and so I 

was free to sit in the backseat daydreaming about sand storms and counting the camels that 

trudged across the horizon in almost-straight lines.  The aunt chattered to her nephew in Arabic 

in the front seat, her voice made harsher by the sharp tones of the language.  When I was first 

introduced to the culture, I‘d worried that everyone was angry at each other most of the time. 

The sound of Arabic, to an unpracticed ear, is sharp and jagged, like some of the rocky peaks 

which characterize the eastern half of the country.  Eventually I came to hear the nuances of the 

speech and could discern the quick flip of the voice, the twist of the tongue in the back of the 

throat, that made it so beautiful—and almost completely inaccessible to me.  I had gotten used to 

not knowing what was going on; the speech was too fast to learn anything unless Mohammed 

was making an effort to teach me, so most of the time they spoke, I decided I was not obligated 

to pay attention.   

 Most of Jordan is low, rocky mountains, flattening out to sand-dune-type slopes in some 

places and sharpening to flat rock faces leaning into the road in others.  What looked like 

exaggerated chicken wire was stretched across the bottoms of some of these rocky faces like 
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skirts, to stop rockslides, presumably.  But many of them were bare, and those gave me a low 

feeling of alarm as we passed.  The cities are clusters of white buildings steepled with huge 

satellite dishes; it might be possible to count all the satellites from the flat rooftops of some 

houses, and certainly it‘s possible to see into the courtyards and gardens of everyone in the 

neighborhood—the land is that hilly.  Parts of the cities are beautiful, with expensive white stone 

homes and huge meaty flowers hanging from trellises which serve as carports.  But some areas 

of the cities are dirtier, the white of the buildings smudged and smoky, trash cluttered in corners 

where skinny cats prowl.  Mohammed clicked his tongue at these areas.  ―Whenever someone 

comes to Jordan, they take pictures of this, instead of the beautiful parts of the country.  Then the 

pictures are ‗artful‘ and Jordan is a sad country to people who‘ve never even been here.‖  I cast 

my eyes down at my feet when he made this lament.  I knew it was the truth.   

Some parts of Jordan do fit the traditional oasis mold, like Aqaba, the port town on the 

eastern tip of the Red Sea in the south.  We had gone there together by bus for our first 

anniversary, which passed during the trip.  There, palm trees bowed at the hotels and touristy 

restaurants and shops lined the streets near the water.  The city is small and the better part of it is 

ports and towering ships, marring the view along the more southern beaches.  You can get 

anywhere in Aqaba by taxi for a quarter.  We went to a restaurant there and they brought an 

entire seasoned and cooked fish to our table, with its head still on and its eyes crispy.  

Mohammed picked out the choicest pieces for me so I didn‘t have to get fish smell on my hands.  

To my surprise, it tasted like home—flaky and spicy, like the blackened catfish my mom made 

when Dad and I brought home a decent catch and cleaned it out by the water hose.   

Later, Mohammed and I wandered down to the beach near our hotel and snorkeled in 

clear cool water, swimming with the fishes and trying to keep our feet from sinking down to 
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touch the coral.  At one point, I handed my snorkel over to Mohammed and swam out to where 

the coral fell away and dove down into the darker blue waters.  The living citrus-colored mounds 

of the coral dropped off steeply, so that when I swam just a little further down, it formed a wall 

between me and everything.  No fishes swam here.  I couldn‘t see Mohammed, either, and 

decided I liked it better back in the warmer shallows, with yellow and blue creatures darting 

around my fingers.  Aqaba was an otherworldly place for me, since I grew up swimming in a 

muddy tank in the side pasture, pretending I was a mermaid but keeping one eye out for water 

moccasins, always.   

The Dead Sea would prove to be otherworldly too, but in a completely different way.  

The trip there was not especially pretty, or not traditionally so.  We went in the late afternoon 

and the land was layer upon layer of browns: copper, taupe, sorrel, and mahogany.  It was mostly 

flat, the way we went, and there was very little vegetation—and no cactus, which is what I, a 

Texas girl, expect from desert landscapes.  The camels were fascinating at first, but only at first.  

I kept hoping to see a pack of the wild dingo-like dogs that Mohammed had told me about.  He 

said they often carried diseases and that was why most people in Jordan didn‘t care to have dogs 

as pets.  But I never saw any—perhaps they are nighttime beasts.   

We passed a sign pointing the way to Jesus‘ baptism place and I ached that I would leave 

the country the next day having missed something so important.  As we neared our destination, 

the air blowing in through the car‘s windows was increasingly warm.  It wasn‘t the same sharp 

kind of warm that one feels in the summer in Texas—not exactly the kind of sweaty, needling 

heat that can give you a sunburn that forces you to go braless for a week afterwards.  This 

warmth was heavy and dry, like leaning into an oven to check on the roast.  It blew soft unruly 
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hairs at the edge of my hairline across my face and into my nostrils, tickling me and making me 

impatient to get there so we could at least stop moving.   

Many places we visited in Jordan were so packed with people that they felt like 

nightclubs rather than shops or restaurants.  The country is small; we traveled virtually across it 

in about four hours, and it is populated by about three million people.  The Dead Sea, too, was 

rather crowded so late in the afternoon.  Other families were tumbling out of their cars and 

stretching.  When I got out, I noticed that the heat, besides being dry, was oppressive in a way 

that gently pushed down on my head and shoulders.  I felt heavier.  

The Dead Sea is cradled in the Great Rift Valley, where two tectonic plates meet.  As the 

plates slid away from each other over the last several thousand years, the Dead Sea formed.  The 

Sea sinks about thirteen inches a year—it literally gets closer and closer to the earth‘s molten 

core at that rate.  I suppose one day when the two plates that form the Great Rift Valley decide to 

reverse directions, the Dead Sea will go back to being a normal place on earth, with just very 

salty dirt, like the shimmering salt flats of Utah.   

Mohammed hauled a couple of folding chairs down to the water‘s edge and we found a 

place far from the restrooms and showers where we could sit in some solitude.  The sand was the 

brown-sugar color of Galveston sand and dwindled to mud closer to the water.  There were no 

shells.  

I had heard of the healing powers of the Dead Sea, but I couldn‘t help but stare at many 

of the people the way a child will stare at a person in the supermarket who is missing a limb.  

Some of them had smeared themselves with mud from the sea, and now sat on the sandy beach, 

leaning back on their hands with their legs stretched out in front and crossed at the ankles, 

shedding huge flakes of crusty dried mud whenever they moved.  It was caked on their torsos 
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and up and down their legs; a few people were peering out of mud masks.  Mohammed 

whispered that most of these people were not Jordanians, although I certainly could not have told 

the difference.  But I was delighted with the idea of people traveling in order to cake themselves 

with the mud from a certain sea, confident in its powers to heal psoriasis, make scars disappear, 

and ease rheumatism.  I thought of literary parallels: Jesus caking mud into the blind man‘s eyes, 

the fountain of youth myths, and others.  I loved it.  I could see that Mohammed loved it, too.  He 

had come here with his mother and four brothers every summer as a child, so returning after six 

years was a way of coming home for him.   

It was late in the afternoon, so we didn‘t mess around.  We shed our outer clothes and 

gave our camera, watches, and wedding rings to Auntie Zahrah to keep for us.  Mohammed tried 

to coax her into swimming, the confusion of his Arabic becoming clear with his big grin, his 

teasing eyes.  She shooed him away, laughing, and settled in the yellow folding chair we‘d 

brought.   

The dress code that quietly existed in the rest of Jordan seemed to disappear nearer the 

Sea.  In the country shaped like half a dress, very few people actually went about in half a dress.  

Even in the un-air-conditioned cities of Jordan, people wear clothes with sleeves and, often, 

jackets or blazers too.  But at the Dead Sea, the rule seemed to be: do your own thing.  Some 

women kept their robes on, while others wore shorter skirts and even tank tops.  Most of the men 

sat around in nothing but shorts and mud.  People here believed that nature was treating them 

well, and I guess that made them too preoccupied to pass judgment on others.   

We waded into the water slowly and Mohammed held my hand so that I didn‘t trip.  It 

made me feel childish but was oddly comforting, too.  At first the water seemed pretty normal, 

except that it was warm like a bath drawn ten minutes ago—warm in a way that no ocean had 
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ever been to me, even in the height of August.  The softly lapping water was frothy at the banks, 

and felt tepid and slimy against my skin.  Finally we got to the point where the water reached our 

ribcages, and we sank down into it, lifting our feet from the bottom—and there we floated.  After 

the weight of the air on the beach, to suddenly become weightless was jarring.  Not really 

believing it could be that easy, I urged him to follow me out further until my toes didn‘t touch—

and that happened, oddly enough, with the water still at my chest level, because at that point my 

body sort of took off like a hot-air balloon and I bobbed there with my shoulders completely out 

of the water, and no matter what I did with my arms and legs, I did not sink.   

Any river that touches the Dead Sea only drains in, never out, so the salinity is formed by 

evaporation.  It is, in places, more than ten times saltier than any ocean.  Curious, I touched a wet 

finger to the tip of my tongue, and the flavor was so sharp it hurt.  Mohammed laughed at my 

eyes widened in surprise, saying, ―I told you, I told you not to do it!‖   

The Dead Sea is a place of no rules.  Or of thwarted rules, maybe.  It is called the Dead 

Sea because nothing at all lives in it except for bacteria, but even those are scarcer than in most 

bodies of water.  Also, nothing lives on its beaches.  No crabs scurry about and no gulls turn 

overhead; there are no scavengers because there is nothing to scavenge.  The salt will literally 

kill anything, and the fishes that are washed into the sea by a river tributary die almost instantly 

but are preserved because of the salt—fish mummies.  But it‘s the salt that makes this sea a sort 

of sea of life, too, causing people to flock from everywhere to swim (or float) in it.  Its minerals 

are bottled up and sent to herbal stores the world over, where people pay big bucks for them.  

Even Cleopatra supposedly adored the Dead Sea, and based many of her infamous beauty 

treatments on its minerals.  The very thing that makes it deadly to most kinds of life makes it 

healing to humans.   
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The odor of the sea was another thing.  Every ocean I‘ve ever visited smells like dead fish 

and warm sand and gull poop.  Yet this beach had only one smell—the sharp, sometimes 

medicinal scent of all the minerals.  It was almost a sterile smell, almost not there, once I got 

used to it.  Most of Jordan was rich when it came to odors; many of the people there wear the 

old-fashioned perfumes that make you think of verses like ―anointeth my head with oil.‖  The 

cities are replete with exhaust fumes.  Even the smells of food cooking were new and 

interesting—the spices in Jordan are deep and wide, and they spread on your tongue and in your 

nose and belly like a red wine with a good bouquet.  If I had to picture the taste of cumin as an 

object, I might think of an orange or yellow balloon expanding with a warm encapsulated breath 

inside.  ―A lot of Arabs call the Dead Sea the ‗stinky lake,‘‖ Mohammed told me, but I couldn‘t 

see why. After about sixty seconds, it didn‘t smell like much at all.   

Mohammed and I floated and talked and waved while Auntie Zahrah took pictures of us 

from the shore, most of which would turn out very bad because the sun was setting at our backs.   

―This sea would be really easy to swim across,‖ I said, cutting my eyes over at him as if it 

was a dare.  ―Just think, if you got tired, you could just stop swimming for a while and rest.‖ 

Mohammed grinned.  ―Yeah, but you know what‘s on the other side, right?  Israel.  You 

could probably swim over there without too much trouble, but not me.‖ 

A year‘s marriage had made us pretty comfortable with our differences, from religion to 

skin color.  I hung in the water, watching him as he floated on his back with his eyes closed to 

the sunset, and thought of my teenage ideas of the perfect husband.  He had to be a Christian.  He 

needed to share my values and thoughts on children.  We would alternate spending Christmas at 

his family‘s and at my family‘s houses.  It was all very white picket fence.  The truth of my life 

was so much better than the dream had been, I realized.  My hometown had a population of 585.  
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I wasn‘t even old enough to drink, but somehow I was floating in the Middle East.  And I had 

married a boy who‘d never thrown a football or sung ―Jingle Bells‖ in his life, but who could 

speak two languages, knew what kindness was, and liked to dance in his underwear, his strong 

brown arms spread wide, in the staccato but somehow swaying steps of traditional Arabic dance.   

I felt like an astronaut, bobbing in the warm silky water—a foreigner, but somehow also 

the most comfortable I had ever been.  I didn‘t have to move or tread—I could take any pose and 

not sink.  The Sea made me think of my marriage.  People always say that the first year is the 

hardest, but we had glided through without a hitch.  Like ―swimming‖ in the Dead Sea, it was the 

easiest and most natural thing—almost no extra effort required.  More and more, I settled into the 

comfort of a calm relationship.  It was reassuring, to put aside the drama and just be happy for a 

while.  I had heard that the Dead Sea was supposedly formed by the pillar of salt that was 

originally Lot‘s wife in the Biblical story of Sodom and Gomorrah.  But I felt nothing but peace 

here—the Sea seemed more a gift than a curse.   

We played for a while, chasing each other back and forth, careful not to splash in each 

other‘s eyes, but as the sun sank closer to the calm, smooth water, we agreed it was time to head 

home.  Tomorrow we had to pack all our treasures in newspaper and underwear and then begin 

the long trip back to Texas.   

As we waded out of the water I became aware of the slippery, unpleasant feel of my wet 

skin.  Once, as I child, I had played in the woods and gotten scratched up with brambles, and 

Mom had put Skin So Soft in my bath.  I remember hating it because when I stepped out of the 

bath I could not get dry, no matter how long I toweled.  This water made me feel like that.  Most 

salt water feels sticky, but this seemed to drip down my arms and calves like oil and I grimaced.  

―That‘s what the showers are for,‖ Mohammed said, noting my frown.  We climbed up the bank 
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to where the showerheads goggled down from poles, where mostly men and children bathed and 

splashed each other.  Droplets of fresh water fell on the brown bodies, imitating the rain that 

almost never comes to Jordan.  The light waned as we waited our turn, and then Mohammed 

stood near me protectively and trained the showerhead down away from my eyes.  I rinsed and 

rinsed, then stepped back so he could do the same.  

The sea had gone dark when I turned back.  I could hear voices floating down the beach 

but they were disembodied ghosts.  The sea itself wasn‘t roaring or noisy; instead it had a steady 

pleasant lapping sound that reminded me of lakes back home.  Even though it was dusk, the sand 

at my feet was deliciously warm.  ―Salam Alekome,‖ I whispered to the Dead Sea: ―Peace be 

upon you.‖  
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Trees and Furniture 

 The trees weren‘t coming out right.  No matter what Karen did, the leaves looked wilted.  

Didn‘t real leaves look plump and glossy?  Why don’t you go for a stroll, see for yourself?  She 

shook her head and set the canvas aside and started again, this time on a still life.  She sketched 

quickly with the piece of black charcoal, outlining a girl in a room, surrounded by lamps and 

canvases, and by time.  The girl had brown hair loose over her shoulders, just like she did.  This 

time the subject was coming out right; it looked like it was supposed to look.  The charcoal 

ground into the canvas, shortening with every flick of her wrist, every swipe of her fingers.  The 

black dust smeared her hands, embedding itself beneath her fingernails.  After several hours she 

stopped for the day, went around to turn off all the lamps.  She left the canvas on the easel and 

headed for the shower.  Lizzie was coming today. 

Within thirty minutes, she stood facing the large picture windows in the living room of 

her Chicago apartment, waiting for her sister.  The drapes were thickly woven navy blue 

monstrosities which her mother had given her when she first got her own apartment nine years 

ago, insisting that curtains and linens were two of the most important things.  They were drawn 

over the windows, and she stood with her nose almost touching them, her hands in the pockets of 

her jeans, staring at the threads, thinking how ironic it was that curtains had been the gift.  Did 

her mother ever imagine they would become so prodigious in Karen‘s life?  A frown traced her 

lips, and she didn‘t blink.  She did not turn when she heard the key in the lock; she did not move 

at all except for a tensing about the shoulders that was barely noticeable but painfully reflexive 

for Karen. 

 ―Well, am I getting a hug from you, or what?‖ Lizzie asked behind her, sounding happy 

and out of breath. 
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 ―Is the door shut?‖  Karen‘s voice trembled slightly as she spoke without turning. 

 ―Yeah, of course it is.‖  They rehearsed these lines with the care and precision of 

Broadway actors.  Karen turned to face her younger sister, not able to restrain a smile.  Lizzie 

was, as always, slightly rumpled and beaming.  Their mother, when they were small, had always 

referred to Lizzie as ―my sunshining girl.‖ 

 Even before Karen hugged her, she noticed the cardboard box at Lizzie‘s feet.  ―What‘s 

that?  More books for me?‖ 

 ―Oh, that‘s nothing.  Dan kicked me out.  It‘s all my worldly possessions.‖  Lizzie held 

on as Karen struggled to be let go. 

 ―Har, har.  No, really…what‘d you bring me?‖ 

 ―Well, why don‘t you see for yourself?  It is for you, after all.  Why the hell else do you 

think I would lug it up all these stairs?‖ 

 Karen bent to pick it up.  ―It‘s not even heavy, loser!‖  Before she could lift a flap to peek 

inside, a furry head stuck out of the box.  Karen squealed and almost dropped it. 

 ―Geez, don‘t kill him!‖  Lizzie grabbed the box from Karen, laughing at her sister.  

Setting the box down, she pulled back the other three flaps and lifted out a squirming, snorting 

pug puppy.  He was fawn-colored, with a black, smooshed face and black velvety ears.  She 

thrust him into Karen‘s arms.  ―He needs a name.‖ 

 Karen arched her neck, holding her head back, waiting to see if her pulse would start to 

spasm, if her fingers would begin to tingle and feel numb...but nothing happened, except that the 

puppy reached forward across the empty space and began to lick her chin.  She couldn‘t help but 

laugh as he enthusiastically kissed her wherever he could reach.  She held him at arm‘s length to 
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pause the licking and suddenly realized this was a problem, not something to laugh about at all.  

―Lizzie, why did you bring him here?‖  

 Lizzie‘s face hadn‘t changed—she didn‘t seem a bit worried that this would go badly, 

Karen noted.  ―Well, duh!  He‘s for you, an early birthday present.  I thought you might like 

some company.‖ 

 ―Elizabeth, you know I can‘t have a dog.‖ 

 ―What‘re you talking about; I already paid the pet deposit—‖  

 ―Dammit, Lizzie, you know that‘s not what I meant.  You know good and well why I 

can‘t take care of a dog.  Dogs need to go outside, and in case you haven‘t noticed, I haven‘t 

been doing a whole lot of that in the past year or so.  What were you thinking, buying me a dog?  

I mean, doesn‘t anybody get it that I‘m sick?‖ 

 Karen finished, feeling the sting of tears of humiliation and imagined betrayal.  There 

was silence as she looked away from Lizzie‘s sullen face.  Finally Lizzie spoke up.  In a very 

calm and level voice she said, ―Okay, one, I know everything you just told me.  What I wanted to 

tell you is that he‘s already housebroken.  He‘s not even an outdoor dog.  He doesn‘t need to go 

outside; he has a litter box for that.  All he needs is to be fed and played with.  And two, I didn‘t 

buy him, I adopted him at the shelter—he needs a home.  And three, don‘t tell me about your 

limitations—I think I understand them better than most people.  If fact, Miss High and Mighty, if 

you knew anything about your ―limitations,‖ you would know that pets can make a huge 

difference—they‘re even training service dogs to be with agoraphobic people now.‖ 

 ―I‘m not blind,‖ Karen huffed.   

Lizzie snorted in response.  ―Look, you‘re either ill or you‘re not.  Pick.‖ 
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Karen winced.  She wasn‘t being fair, and she knew it.  It certainly wasn‘t Lizzie‘s fault 

that she was such a freak.  It must be true what they said about hurting the people you love most.  

Their mother had been around but nonchalant.  It was Lizzie, who was three years younger than 

Karen, who took care of her, visiting at least twice a week and doing everything from offering 

moral support to buying Karen‘s groceries.  The puppy interrupted these thoughts by 

whimpering, and wriggled in her arms.  She used the excuse of putting him down to break eye 

contact with Lizzie.   

 ―I‘m sorry.  I‘m being an ass; I‘m grateful for everything you do for me…I didn‘t mean 

to imply what I did.‖ 

 ―And I didn‘t mean to imply what I did.  I just want you to quit worrying and enjoy your 

present.  Remember how much you used to love Grandpa‘s dog Cocoa?‖ 

 Grinning, Karen brushed a strand of hair from her forehead, and decided to keep the dog.  

For now.  ―Yeah, but I think this little fellow has way too much personality to be named after 

food.‖  They both glanced down at the pup, who was attacking Karen‘s shoe.  Seeming to sense 

their look, his eyes rolled up to meet theirs guiltily, and, without releasing the shoe, he let out a 

long snort as he exhaled.  Scooping him up, Karen held him aloft.  ―I dub thee, from this moment 

and forever on, Oscar!‖  The two young women laughed together at this as they trooped into the 

kitchen to work on Karen‘s shopping list. 

 

* * * 

 

 Karen put her book down on the worn arm of the couch, glancing at the clock on the end 

table.  4:45 in the morning.  She‘d been anxious about going to sleep, so she‘d read to distract 
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herself...she could sleep when it was daytime again.  With all the windows covered, it sometimes 

became difficult to monitor time in the little apartment.  Even her cramped studio enjoyed no 

sunlight, as much as she sometimes longed for its objective opinion of her art.  Instead, she 

possessed a variety of lamps and bulbs which she interchanged according to her needs.  This was 

her only extravagance.  She had once sold her work from time to time, but being a starving artist 

is hard enough when you‘re able to face people and sell your work in person.  Now her paintings 

lined the walls of all the rooms of her apartment—not hung, but simply stacked, leaning against 

every empty wall, covering one another and blocking each other out.   

 Sometimes she hated the paintings, wanted to break them and rip them, throw them 

against the wall.  They reminded her too much of before, when she‘d been normal.  Well, never 

as happy-go-lucky as Lizzie, but still—independent.  Maybe a little bit scrappy, even.  She‘d had 

this little apartment to herself, and her art, and Jared, a boy with a beautiful face and long fingers.  

He was an artist like her; he used different kinds of leaves in different colors to form his pictures, 

like a mosaic.  The apartment had been a symbol of her freedom then—what a joke.  She‘d even 

had some artsy friends, but over the past year and a half, they‘d stopped calling, one by one.  She 

couldn‘t really blame them; what kind of person wanted to be around someone who was afraid of 

absolutely everything?   

The first time it happened, she was with Jared, and he‘d wanted to take the El to their 

favorite Jamaican restaurant.  But she couldn‘t get on.  She‘d ridden the train a million times 

before; it wasn‘t her favorite thing but she‘d never felt like this before.  She kind of wondered, at 

the time, if she was having one of those bad dreams where your feet won‘t take you where you 

want to go.  Although, that didn‘t make sense because in this dream, she didn‘t want to go—her 

feet were obeying just fine.  But they were tingling painfully, as if they‘d both fallen asleep—
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that fit with the dream theory; she‘d had that happen before in dreams and woken up to find her 

feet asleep.  Worse than the tingling, though, was the feeling of something terribly wrong.  She 

kept thinking, what if I board the train, there are all those people around, and I do something 

wrong?  Or what if they‘re all looking at me?  What if I need to get off and I can‘t because I have 

to wait until the next stop?  She felt sick to her stomach just thinking about it, and hearing Jared 

talk about jerk chicken was making it worse.  

She‘d never forget the look on his face that night.  She pulled him aside, over next to one 

of the scratched aluminum benches, and he came willingly, even as he glanced at the train; it was 

about to leave and they‘d have to wait with the homeless people for the next one.  But when she 

explained her hesitation to him, the sweet patient look had gone away.  He‘d looked at her a 

certain way, and he hadn‘t stopped looking at her like that for the next three weeks, when he 

finally gave up and quit coming over to her mother‘s house, where she‘d retreated to her 

childhood bedroom.  He‘d looked at her like she was crazy.   

She got up, not stooping to pick up her paperback, which had fallen off the couch arm, 

and pushed the memory away with thoughts of a snack, and maybe a tussle on the floor with 

Oscar and a sock.  He had been with her now for two weeks, and she had to admit that Lizzie had 

been right—having him around was wonderful.  He sometimes forgot to use his box and left her 

little surprises at the end of the couch or next to the toilet, but his antics were often hysterically 

funny, and his facial expressions made being with him almost like being with another little 

person.  She certainly could forgive his messes, and, although she hated punishing him, she stuck 

with it and he seemed to be learning. 

 ―Oscar!  C‘mere, sweetie!  Os-car!‖  She paused, waiting for the muted tick of his 

toenails on the cheap linoleum.  There was no response.  Thinking he had fallen asleep 
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somewhere, she looked around.  Behind the toilet, where he often stretched out on his belly to 

get cool…in his favorite corner of the kitchen…on top of her houseshoes.  He was nowhere to be 

seen.  Poor baby.  Must’ve conked out.  Still not willing to try to sleep, she helped herself to a 

dish of strawberry vanilla ice cream, thinking she might go and give that damn tree another try, 

and headed for the bedroom to change into a ratty tee shirt for painting.  Glancing toward the 

window, she noticed that the drapes were slightly askew near the bottom.  A beige and black 

corkscrew tail and two black feet stuck out beneath the edge.  She tried to ignore her increasing 

heartbeat.  Setting the ice cream down on the dresser, she snuck over to the window, crouched, 

and gave a sudden, quick tug on the tail.  Uttering a short ―Arf!‖ of surprise, Oscar‘s other two 

feet dropped to the floor and he came around the curtain, rearing up and placing his little 

forepaws on her bare knees.  ―Hey!‖ she said, gently scrubbing his ears and head with both 

hands, ―What‘re you doing, silly dog?‖  As she scratched his wrinkly face, the pulsing in her 

head slowly subsided. 

 

* * * 

 

 A few days later, Oscar was back up in the windowsill when Karen heard a short knock at 

the door.  ―Hold on!‖  She turned the deadbolt, rushing away from the door and shouting for the 

person to wait.  She was in her position facing the curtains when she said, ―Okay, come in!‖ 

 It was her mom, who Karen sometimes thought of by her name, Beth, because it was a 

better fit.  Karen made a pot of coffee—―Decaf,‖ she reminded her mother as she handed her a 

mug.  Dr. Reynolds had forbidden caffeine because its excitable effect could incite panic attacks.  
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―So what‘s going on with you, Mom?  I didn‘t think you‘d be by until next week.  How are 

things at work?‖ 

 ―Oh, great!  We instructors are learning kundalini yoga—it‘s all about breathing and 

meditation, even some chanting—and then we‘ll start offering classes in it.‖  Karen watched her 

mom‘s eyes sparkle, and she didn‘t have the heart to tell her it sounded like some kind of pasta to 

her.  Beth wore her hair pulled back into a ponytail most of the time and Karen figured she 

would still be doing it that way when she was ninety.  Age didn‘t matter—her mother had been 

young for as long as Karen could remember.  The girls‘ father had died when Lizzie was only a 

year old, and Karen four.  Karen didn‘t remember much of him, except that he had big brown 

hands and laughed really loud.  The face she knew came from pictures only.  Their mother, Beth, 

had raised them alone ever since, skipping from job to job until she landed the yoga gig about ten 

years ago.  ―Keeping busy,‖ she liked to say as she grinned at the girls over job applications at 

the dinner table.  ―Mommy‘s fine.  Eat your peas.‖   

 ―I think it would be good for you.  Better than those pills.  It‘s relaxing.‖   

 ―So‘re the pills,‖ Karen teased.  Her mom wrinkled her nose.  ―I‘m kidding, Mom, don‘t 

worry, I‘m not even taking them.  I hate how they make me feel.  And besides, I‘m not all that 

crazy—the world is a scary place, that‘s the general consensus, so I don‘t know how I ended up 

being the freak.‖ 

 ―You know how I feel about that word, Honey,‖ Beth interjected.  ―So anyway, it‘s lots 

of fun.  I wish you‘d come to a class sometime, it‘d be good for you.‖  She snickered.  ―Glinda‘s 

got this new thing where she wants to dress like Suzanne Somers...I never saw so much day-glo 

lycra in my life!‖ 
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 ―That‘s good, Mom,‖ Karen said absently.  She had just noticed that the mug she‘d given 

her mother was the one that said, ―Artist chicks do it with brushes‖ on one side, and had 

cartoonish paintbrushes of varying sizes all over the other side.  So far the paintbrushes were 

facing her mom.   

 ―Karen, I came over to ask you something,‖ Beth said suddenly, leaning forward across 

the table.  Her face was earnest.  She turned the mug around in her hands, warming them it 

seemed, but paused when she got to the text on the other side, her eyebrows pulling together for 

a moment before she spun the mug back around in her thin fingers, took a decided gulp, and 

looked back up.   

 ―Okay, shoot.‖   

 ―What I wanted to ask you,‖ Beth went on, ―is what your earliest memory is.‖ 

 Karen squinted at her mother.  Was this some sort of trick?  ―Did Dr. Reynolds put you 

up to this?  Some kind of take-home psychotherapy?  Or, oh, let me guess, something to do with 

your yoga chanting?‖  She stood up and grabbed both their mugs, dumping the rest of her mom‘s 

coffee down the sink and rinsing the cup, keeping her back turned to Beth.  She heard Oscar 

come in and scramble into her mom‘s lap, where he immediately began to pant happily.   

 ―No, Karen.  Seriously, I really want to know.‖   

Karen turned around, leaning her butt against the edge of the sink.  She felt her jeans get 

wet in a line high across her buttocks from the water on the counter, but didn‘t move to join her 

mom at the table.  ―Um,‖ she said, ―Let me think.  I remember Daddy.  I was little and I 

remember him tucking me in at night.  I don‘t think Lizzie was born yet because her crib wasn‘t 

in my room.  I had that little bed, the one with the red rails.  I had a nightlight shaped like 

Dumbo, and he turned it on and kissed me on the cheek and left the door open when he went into 
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the living room.  I kind of feel like that was always what he did, but I only remember that one 

time.  That‘s really it.‖  She realized she‘d been staring at a fake ivy plant on the opposite 

counter as she spoke, studying the dust on its leaves, and she looked up to see her mom‘s 

reaction.  Beth was sitting back in her chair, not leaning forward any more, and looked a little 

dazed.  Her hands didn‘t move over Oscar‘s fur; she seemed to be watching Karen for what she 

would do. 

―What?  What is it, Mom?  Geez, you‘re acting weird.‖ 

―Oh.  I‘m sorry, Honey.  It‘s nothing at all; forget it.‖  Beth shook her head, shooed the 

conversation away with her hand.  ―Ignore me.  I was just curious, that‘s all.  So you really are 

doing okay?‖ 

―Well, you know...‖  Karen murmured. 

―That‘s great.  I‘m glad things are going well.  Listen, I‘ve got to get out of here—my 

class starts in about forty-five minutes and I have to swing by the house first.‖  Beth hopped up 

to give Karen a bird hug and dry kiss, then patted Oscar on the head, and was gone.   

 

 

 It seemed to Karen that, whenever she went looking for Oscar, she could always find him 

at a window, staring down into the street.  It didn‘t have to be the bedroom window, either; he 

made use of any spot in the house where he could get a peek at the goings-on outside.  Soon the 

sight of a drape out of place caused no reaction in her at all, except that she became so 

exasperated with having to bend down to adjust curtain corners that she began to scold him 

whenever she found him that way.  At times when he would normally have been content curled 

in her lap or napping near her feet, Oscar was off in another room, sometimes running from 
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window to window in order to keep track of a car or another dog passing outside.  Eventually 

Karen resolved to ignore him, but could not help but feel that she was being deserted somehow.  

―Traitor,‖ she would mutter to herself, ―What kind of company are you, anyway?‖   

  

* * * 

 

 ―I just feel so tired sometimes, Lizzie.  The other day I decided to scrub the shower, and 

my heart started beating fast...I don‘t know, the exertion, the Comet fumes, whatever, but then I 

got so scared I was going to have a panic attack, you know, a really bad one, that I just curled up 

in the floor and didn‘t move for an hour!  Go look at my freaking shower—half of it‘s still dirty.‖ 

 Lizzie leaned forward, chewing her lip.  Then she sprang from the couch and disappeared 

into Karen‘s room.  You don’t actually have to go look, Kid... Karen waited, miserable, 

embarrassed.  But when Lizzie returned, she had a long, filmy summer scarf in one hand.  ―Liz?  

What in the world—‖ 

 ―Let‘s go for a walk.‖  Lizzie stooped to knot the scarf around Oscar‘s collar as Karen 

gaped at her.  Then she closed her mouth.   

 ―Yeah, right.‖ 

―No, really...let‘s go down and get an ice cream or something.  There‘s a new place just a 

few blocks down.  You said you were tired—the walk will be good for you.‖ 

Karen looked at Lizzie as if she were insane.  Then she squinted her eyes at her sister.  

―Is this your idea of a joke?‖ 

―No.  I‘m completely serious.  Aren‘t you sick of all this?‖ 
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―Yeah, of course I‘m sick of it,‖ Karen said.  She could hear her voice rising to a high 

whine.  She hated herself for it.  ―And you know what else I‘m sick of?  I‘m sick, sick to death 

of everyone downplaying it.  God, it‘s like having chronic fatigue or something—nobody 

understands.‖ 

―Jesus, Karen, get over it.‖  Lizzie tossed her hand up over her eyes, the back of her hand 

pressed to her forehead.  ―Oh!  Woe is me!  Nobody understands me; nobody cares!  Get over 

yourself!‖   

Karen could feel herself gritting her teeth.  Her nostrils flared into the lower periphery of 

her vision.  ―How could you act like that?  Nobody DOES care, nobody DOES understand!  No 

one even tries.  Look at Mom!‖   

―I‘m not Mom!‖  Lizzie said, her cheeks pink.  ―And speaking of no one trying, what 

about you?  You‘re the one who never even tries!  You just sit up here in this crappy apartment 

with your stupid paintings lining the walls and you never try to get over this!  You just accept it!  

You won‘t even talk to Dr. Reynolds on the phone anymore, for Christ‘s sake!  It was bad 

enough when you quit taking the pills—but that you refuse to even try the exposure therapy—

when we both know it could really help!‖ 

―That‘s not true!  I try everyday!‖  Karen‘s chest heaved as she gasped for breath even as 

she yelled at Lizzie.  Oscar was pacing uneasily at her feet, dragging the length of pastel scarf 

behind him.  Karen wanted to kick him, to kick everyone.  This wasn‘t Lizzie...how could she be 

acting like this?  Surely she would stop.  But she did not. 

―Oh, yeah, how?  Huh?  Tell me, Karen.  How do you try?  Do you open the door?  Do 

you poke your head out into the stairwell and check out Mrs. Hutchin‘s new wreath each season?  
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Do you even have the nerve to put your hand on the doorknob?  No.  No you don‘t.  How do you 

try, Karen?  Please tell me.  I would really like to know.‖ 

―I do my art!  Dr. Reynolds said the art was a good outlet, like meditation!‖ 

―You did that before,‖ Lizzie said, ―so it doesn‘t count.‖ 

Karen slumped into the end of the couch, feeling defeated.  ―The window...sometimes I 

get close to it.‖ 

―That‘s not enough, Karen,‖ Lizzie said, and Karen was alarmed at the coldness in her 

voice.  ―Not enough by a long shot.‖  She paused.  Karen didn‘t look at her.  ―You know, 

sometimes I hate you, Karen.  Because no matter what Mom always said, it was you who shone.  

And now look at you.  What a waste.  Where is my sister?  You look worse every time I come to 

see you, do you know that?  Did you know that Dan doesn‘t want me to come here anymore?  

Did you even ask?‖   

Karen felt that her heart was imploding, that she would break her teeth from clenching 

them so hard, that she would never breathe again.  And that somehow all of that would be okay.  

That she would deserve it.  Lizzie was crying now, angrily putting on her jacket inside out, 

grabbing her purse, sending a lipstick rolling across the coffee table.  Neither of them stooped to 

pick it up.  Karen held her head with her hands as if it would go rolling off too if she let go.  She 

stared at her jeans.  Lizzie‘s voice came from the door now. 

―You know I had some good news to tell you?  But I didn‘t want to because I was scared 

you‘d be depressed.  I‘m pregnant.  Yeah.  I didn‘t even tell Mom yet, just you.  And do you 

know how it made me feel, to want to say it but to feel guilty, too, for daring to do something 

like that?  Now I don‘t know.  Because when I have the baby, I don‘t know who‘s going to take 

care of you anymore.  I‘m sorry.‖ 
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Karen burned with shame and self-loathing as the door quietly clicked shut behind Lizzie.   

That night, in the bathtub, Karen smoothed bubbles into her bellybutton and then scooped 

them out again, staring blankly at the tile in front of her, at her red toenails peeking out above the 

bubbles down at the other end of the tub.  She thought about Lizzie, and how she had not hugged 

her and told her congratulations.  She thought about how she might be able to live like this 

forever, it was possible, but the one thing she could not do was make Liz live like this forever.  

She thought about doing it, finally just getting it over with.  But then she couldn‘t.  Yeah because 

you’re a coward.  Being a coward is what got you into this mess in the first place and now 

you’re such a coward you can’t even get yourself out.  Boy are you screwed.  She went to bed, 

too exhausted to do it, telling herself she‘d think about it some more tomorrow. 

That night she awoke in the darkness with a feeling of uneasiness.  She lay with her 

cheek against the feather pillow, the comforter pulled up over her shoulders, straining her ears in 

the darkness and trying to discern what had awakened her.  She could not remember having 

dreamed, and the street was quiet below the apartment.  Just as she had almost convinced herself 

that it was being upset about the fight and nothing more, she heard a whine from about four feet 

away.  At the same time, the drapes rustled and a small amount of streetlight fell on the carpet, 

turning the darkness to grey.  She was able to see that there was no one in the room, and Oscar 

was up to his usual foolishness. 

 ―Oscar!  Quit that and come here!‖  She thumped the bed next to her.  His only response 

was another low whimper, followed quickly by a short bark.  Karen had had enough.  Swinging 

her legs out of bed and throwing the covers aside, she dropped to the floor and reached the 

window in two steps.  Here she stopped.  Her heart thrummed in her ears.  She could barely catch 

her breath.  As she reached out to touch the fabric of the curtains, a wave of nausea hit her, 
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causing her to bend her knees slightly and lean forward.  Her body knew what she was up to 

before she did.  Turning from the window, she strode to the cramped dining area, where she 

picked up a chair, which she carried back to the window.  She did not trip or bump into anything.  

She knew this place.  Oscar barked again.  She placed the chair in front of the window, gripped 

the drape with her fingers, and pulled it aside.  Involuntarily she closed her eyes.  Open your eyes 

dammit what does he see out there why can’t you just quit being a damn coward for once Karen 

for once for once—! 

 Gathering all the willpower she could muster, she opened her eyes, first a tiny slit, then 

farther.  Other than the dull streetlamp several buildings down, it was fairly dim outside.  Waves 

of dizziness caused colored dots to tango in front of Karen‘s eyes, yet still she looked.  A part of 

her screamed to shut the drape, jump in bed, hide under the covers, it was too big out there, 

anything could happen to a young woman in front of a window at night, but these thoughts were 

slowly being eclipsed by wonder as she drank in the street, the little hamburger joint across from 

her, the mauve car parked in front of her building, the cat that raced out of the shadows and 

quickly back.   A breeze rustled the leaves of the large maple tree next to her building, and she 

wondered what the breeze must feel like to that tree…what the air smelled like outside. 

 Karen watched the empty street until her bedside clock said 5:45.  Then, exhausted, she 

went to bed and slept ten hours.  When she awoke, she wondered if it had been a dream, but the 

chair standing in front of her covered window testified that her feat had been real.  And even 

better, nothing bad had happened to her during the night.  There was nothing threatening down 

on the street; the people who had walked by had not looked up at her or scared her in any way.  

Nothing had come crashing through the window, invading her safe place.  She tried to paint, but 
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found herself too excited to get any real work done that day.  She could not wait for night to 

come, could not wait to test herself to see if it was real—to see if she could really do it again. 

That night she could.  And the next night, and the next.  On the fifth night, she couldn‘t.  

Her fingers trembled, her forehead oiled with sweat, and she fought nausea as she tried to pull 

the curtain back, but she couldn‘t do it.  Too depressed to even wonder why, she dragged her 

pillow and a sheet to the couch and slept there, away from the sight of the cheap kitchen chair 

standing empty in front of the window.  Well, not the sight, because her room was dark, but 

away from the knowledge, maybe.  She berated herself all the next day, and by evening, she 

didn‘t even feel like trying again.  She thought about taking the chair back to the kitchen.  She 

should take the chair back to the kitchen, sit down in it, pick up the phone, and call Lizzie.  But 

thinking of Lizzie made her want to overcome it, even more than she had wanted it the first 

night.   

She flopped into the chair and sat there for forty-five minutes, leaned back, her legs 

splayed in front of her, not even really thinking.  She noticed her socks didn‘t match—one had 

red thread across the toe, and the other had a grey toe and heel.  She could feel her heart rate 

slow down, become measured and easy.  It got boring, so she opened the curtain, bracing herself.  

But nothing happened—all that angst had been for nothing.  And today, the sky was only grey 

with twilight, not even full dark yet.  She could see a whole street over, to another apartment 

building.  Some of the windows were lit up and she could see the faint outline of curtains.  She 

pictured kitchens with white eye lace curtains, little potted violets and ivies on the windowsills, 

copper teapots.  A place without drapes, a place that let the sunshine in on purpose.   

Every day now she went to the window earlier in the evening, sometimes barely waiting 

for the sky to darken, gambling that one day her estimation would be wrong and she would throw 
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back the drapes to find the sky still pink.  Each day as she moved her viewing time up, the 

horizon did become gradually lighter, and the street busier and more interesting.  She found that 

if she looked out late at night she became quickly bored with the few passing cars and the 

otherwise dead neighborhood.  She also noticed her art take a dramatic turn: instead of subject 

paintings in moody shades, she began to draw settings around her subjects.  If she painted a little 

girl now, she painted a street around the little girl, and some flowers growing out of the sidewalk 

near the child.  She painted trees and cars and old buildings and new buildings.  The trees were 

all maples, and the leaves were all fresh with the greenness of spring.   

Her visits from Lizzie were as regular as ever, though Karen longed to be able to buy 

some gift for her sister, to present her with a surprise, just once, with something that had not 

come in a grocery bag that Lizzie herself had filled and brought.  The first visit after the fight had 

been awkward, until Karen used her line about their mother‘s kundalini yoga sounding like pasta, 

and Lizzie said, ―Pasta?  Are you kidding me?  It sounds like a sex move to me!‖  Karen laughed 

until she was almost on the on the floor, and after that, things were better. They were still 

guarded with one another at times, but one thing the prospect of a baby provided was 

conversation, and the two prattled about plans and names and were able to forget, sometimes, the 

fight that evening, and the problem at the axis of it.  .   

Karen kept up her nightly routine, though Lizzie commented she looked worse than ever.  

But she didn‘t tell Lizzie that the dark circles came from something good, for once.  Over weeks 

of time, she conditioned herself to look without shivering, without becoming dizzy, without 

needing to throw up.  Looking out the window became like reading a book—she could imagine 

herself riding on a bicycle with the group of teenagers who just rode by, or having a greasy 

burger and fries with Lizzie at the place across the street.  She could picture herself doing these 
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things, and imagining it didn‘t make her scared.  She didn‘t panic at the thought anymore.  Oscar 

always joined her, rearing up on the windowsill or curling in her lap.  His little old-man face 

seemed to say, ―I told you so.‖  She began to pay attention to the people below, the children in 

cheap sneakers playing some kind of made-up ball game down the street...the funny wino who 

leaned outside the pawn shop two buildings down all afternoon, chatting with anyone who would 

stop...the old lady who wore a housedress and red high heels to the corner store every other day.  

No one escaped her scrutiny, and she fell in love with them all.  And, as if it was a magic spell or 

a birthday wish that would break if spoken aloud, she guarded this secret part of her life from 

Lizzie, from whom she usually kept nothing.   

 

* * * 

 

 ―Well, I know you think I‘m just trying to have a positive attitude, but really, I do think 

you sound different these days.‖  Karen could hear small clicking noises in the background.  Her 

mother was sifting through her makeup bag, she guessed.   

 ―Different how, Mom?‖ 

 ―You know, I can‘t figure it out.  You don‘t have a boyfriend that you‘re not telling me 

about, do you?‖ 

 ―Yeah, right.  Where would I meet a boyfriend?‖ 

 ―Well, maybe at the store, or the library…‖ 

 ―Mom, please.‖ 

 ―Well, whoever he is, you should bring him to meet me.‖  Definitely must have been the 

makeup bag: she must be putting on lipstick now.  Her vowels were long and Karen heard her 
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skip certain letters completely.  It sounded like the game kids play, holding their tongues out of 

their mouths with their thumbs and forefingers, daring each other to say, ―My father works in a 

shipyard.‖   

―You could always come to see me, you know.  I‘d love for you to see some of my latest 

work.  Especially this painting I‘m working on now – it‘s a scene on a city street –‖ 

 ―Oh, well, maybe some time.  But I do wish you would make an effort to get out more.  

It‘s not right for a girl your age not to have a more active social life.‖ 

 ―Mom, I want to ask you something.  Did you ever take a business trip or something 

when I was little? 

 Her mother‘s voice became guarded.  ―Of course not.  What, do you think the diner was 

going to send me away for training?  Don‘t be ridiculous.‖ 

 ―No, I mean before the diner...before Daddy died, before Lizzie was born.  It‘s just...I 

remember you being gone.  I kept thinking about that first memory thing...I don‘t get the feeling 

you were there at all.‖ 

 ―That‘s silly.  Your dad liked to put you to bed, that‘s all.  I was probably doing the 

dishes, or in the shower.‖  

 ―No.‖  Karen yanked at a piece of her hair.  She wanted to say more but couldn‘t think of 

the words.  ‖No,‖ she repeated.  ―You left.  You weren‘t there.  Why?  Where did you go?‖ 

 There was silence on the phone.  

 ―Mom?  What the hell?‖ 

 ―I just needed to get away, okay?  I was...having some problems.  I just left for a little 

while, is all.  I didn‘t think you‘d ever remember that.‖ 

 ―How long?‖  No answer.  ―How long, Mother?  How long were you away?‖ 
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 ―Eleven months.‖ 

 Karen sucked in air, felt the tingling begin in her fingertips.  She held the phone to her 

ear, breathing deeply like they ask you to do at the doctor‘s office.  Gradually things got normal 

again. 

 ―What kinds of problems?  Could they have been...problems like I have?  Huh?‖ 

 The silence sounded like acquiescence.  Karen was stunned, reeling.  ―How could you 

never tell me this?  When I came home from the L station that day, when I went to my bedroom 

at your house and I didn‘t come out for a month, and then it was Lizzie almost carrying me, I 

was scared to death I‘d totally cracked...and you couldn‘t come and tell me that you‘d been 

through it before?  Don‘t you think it would have made a difference?‖ 

 ―I couldn‘t because of you!‖ her mother howled, finally.  ―You locked yourself in there 

and what was I supposed to do?  Jared came by a few times and you stayed locked in your 

room.‖   

 ―It was never locked,‖ Karen whispered to her mother‘s sobs, and hung up.  

  

 

Karen went to the window about 6:00 in the evening; she had just moved her time up from 6:30 

several days ago, but when she opened the curtain, she saw Oscar down on the street, looking up 

at her.  He barked once.  What are you doing down there?  How did you get out of the house?  

Something could get you!  She turned to go to the phone, must call Lizzie and tell her to rescue 

Oscar, but the door to the living room was gone.  Behind her was only the edge of the bed, 

stretching from wall to wall, not allowing her to pass.  Oh geez my bed got all huge.  No…The 

room got small.  She turned back to the window.  I’ll just crawl out and someone will help me 
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down.  The window was gone; nothing but blank wall there.  She could hear Oscar barking but 

she couldn’t see him.  Her mom said, Oh, that’s what’s different about you; you’re remodeling 

your apartment.  No, Mom, what’re you talking about?  Have to get out.  It’s too small in here.  

She was now crouched in a corner where the window had been because the room was still 

shrinking and she realized suddenly that the walls weren’t really moving in on her, they were 

just becoming thicker and thicker with canvases.  Canvases stretched to the ceiling and piled one 

upon another and each one was inches thick and the amount of open space was shrinking all the 

time.  She huddled in a corner, two canvases pressing against her back, and the bed had finally 

buckled and now it was broken in half, carved wood impaling the feather pillows and bedposts 

sticking out all over the place.  She curled into a ball, maybe it would stop now that all the 

furniture was ruined, and as she looked down at the floor she saw a picture that had been on her 

dresser, she and Lizzie with their arms looped over each other’s shoulders at the beach, smiling 

into the camera and the sunshine.  Sunshining girl Lizzie.  Lizzie will come and save me.  But the 

walls slid toward her, and the canvases built up, not stopping, just like in an Indiana Jones 

movie but thank God no spikes, and Lizzie didn’t come, no one’s coming.  The bed crushed into 

her and she felt her skin mold with the wood, I’m furniture now.  This bed used to be a beautiful 

living tree outside this room.  I was a pretty tree too once. 

Karen woke with her eyes clenched shut.  As she became aware of the cool fabric of the 

sheets, the pressure of the pillow behind her, the position of her legs, her waist, her cotton T-

shirt, she gradually allowed the muscles of her face to relax, but she didn‘t open her eyes.  She 

ran her fingers over the woven comforter until she found Oscar‘s short coarse fur.  His breathing 

was regular and he snored a little.  Thinking about the dream, which did not seem to be fading as 

it was supposed to, she turned over onto her side.  She did not open her eyes. 
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 Several hours later Oscar was barking at her again.  This was the third time.  He had 

gotten up not long after she had awakened, gone to do his business, eaten some of the dry food 

she left out, and come back to lick her face, but when she refused to get out of bed, he finally 

settled in next to her.  Then, after napping an hour or so, he had tried again, even tugging on her 

shirtsleeve to get her to get up and play with him.  She patted his head but kept her eyes closed 

and did not get out of bed.  Twice the need to urinate had risen and subsided, and her hunger was 

a constant emptiness now.   She was tired but would not let herself go to sleep.  Whatever 

happened to all my pictures?  Now the only one I have out is that one from the beach.  What 

about the ones from college, or those of the art show several years ago?  I’m blind.  Dead.  This 

is how my life is.  This is the way I live. 

 These thoughts occupied her until 4:30 that afternoon, but she did not know what time it 

was when she decided to open her eyes; she only knew that it was time.  Afraid that she might 

back out, she practically rushed to the closet and threw on her favorite clothes.  Just as quickly 

she washed her face, and then put on her makeup as she had not put it on in over a year, with 

care, even adding a bit of mascara, all the while feeling like someone who has a big vacation 

coming up: feeling like something would stop her before she could get where she wanted to go.  

She found the breezy pastel scarf crumpled in a corner of the living room, and once again tied it 

to Oscar‘s collar.  Then, after a minimal amount of searching, she found her key, stuffed some 

cash into her jeans pocket, slipped into her sandals, and stepped to the door. 

 There she stopped.  Turned.  She picked up the phone from its cradle on the end table 

near the couch, and dialed.  Oscar, seeming to sense that something new was about to happen, 

danced at her feet.  There were two rings before Lizzie picked up. 

 ―Hello?‖ 
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 ―Sunshining Girl?‖ 

 ―Karen?  Is that you?‖ 

 Karen closed her eyes and inhaled deeply before she spoke.   

 ―Liz, I just wanted to tell you…this is the only thing I can give you…I‘m going out 

today.‖ 

 ―What?  Karen—‖ 

 With an unsure smile, Karen hung up the phone.  This was it; now someone knew and 

she could be held accountable, whatever path she chose. 

 She looked down at Oscar.  ―You ready?‖  He smiled, his tongue lolling out of the side of 

his grin.  ―Okay…me too.‖   

 She was shooting for the corner store, thinking she could pick up some small gift for 

Lizzie, for the baby.   

That day, she only made it as far as the maple tree.   

But there would be other days.    
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On the Sparrow 
 

 Today I sat in front of my mother‘s headstone, which bears a verse I chose from 

Proverbs: ―Strength and honor are her clothing; she shall rejoice in time to come.‖  It is Easter, 

and I had meant to make a wreath but got busy and didn‘t do it.  I sat in front of the words and 

the carved granite roses, on top of her, really, Indian-style.  I picked at the seed pods in the 

spring grass and gave her updates: Katie got a part in One Act Play this year.  I finally got my 

own office.  Dad was planning a weekend trip to San Antonio in a few weeks, and I remembered 

when we went before, and how she loved the river walk and bought a tortilla basket in the 

market.  I wondered if she was proud of the stories I wrote for class, or if they maybe didn‘t even 

sound like me?  Was she disappointed in my choices—to move to the city, to marry someone 

different?  Or was it how she would like it to be?  If she were here, would we be friends?  Or 

would we drive each other crazy, as my friends and their mothers did?  Some people say that 

when people go to Heaven, they‘re not aware of what‘s going on here on Earth.  Others swear 

the dead don‘t actually go to Heaven anyway until Judgment Day.  I think God is merciful 

enough that He might save some of my words and give them to her later, if she couldn‘t have 

them now.  

*** 

 In school that day the only person I told about Mom being in the hospital was Donnie 

Wills.  He had been sweet in kindergarten but now that we‘d moved on to the exciting world of 

ninth grade, he‘d become the sort of broad-shouldered, quick-to-anger boy I‘d always hated.  He 

was nothing like Jacob, the preacher‘s nineteen-year-old son, whom I pined after in those days.  I 

didn‘t know what made me tell Donnie the disturbing news of my mother‘s hospitalization, but 

like a broken spell, the intercom dinged on just minutes after my confession, a summons for 
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Ruby Cummins to come to the office, please, and bring her books—her father was here to pick 

her up. 

 I waited at the office with Dad for my two sisters to show up—Amanda, thirteen, and 

Katie, just six and in first grade this year.  The secretary kept giving me pitying looks while she 

whited out mistakes on forms and put little colored labels on a stack of file folders.   

It took an hour to get to the hospital.  At first, we interrogated Dad: we thought it was 

gallstones; what happened?  But she was going to get better, right?  But when he revealed that 

she had been moved to ICU that morning, and then went on to explain what renal failure was and 

what it signified, we fell silent.  No one talked the rest of the way. 

*** 

                Mom stood at the kitchen sink, leaning over with her elbows on the edge, peeling the 

shells from boiled eggs under a thin and shivering stream of cold water.  She was making potato 

salad.  She was slim; her longish legs were clad in jeans.  She was barefoot on the parquet floor.  

I stood and watched for just a moment, mustering courage.  I was fourteen, and the question was 

childish—something Katie would ask, maybe, but not me.  And what if she said no?    

 ―Mom, um, I wanted to ask you something.‖ 

 ―Sure,‖ she said, curls of golden-red hair falling over her eyebrows.  Each egg that she 

peeled slipped out of her reddish hands and back into the cool water in the pan, shiny smooth 

white fishes.  None of them were pocked or cracked, as they always seemed to be after I peeled 

them.   

 I bent down to scratch at a chigger bite on my ankle.  ―It‘s about Heaven.  I was 

wondering…do you think animals can have souls?  I mean, maybe not any animals, maybe not 

frogs or something, but what about animals like dolphins and stuff?‖ 
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 She stopped peeling and looked over at me.  Her brown eyes studied my face.  There was 

a freckle just above the corner of her upper lip, and it kind of blended in with the soft pink of her 

mouth.  ―You mean like horses?‖ 

 ―Well…yeah.‖  I‘m not a blusher but I felt my face get warm in the cool kitchen.  It was 

my third day home from school, though I wasn‘t sick.  My horse, Sugar, had died of colic 

Tuesday at an equine clinic in Waco.  I had dreamed of her for four years, and finally in sixth 

grade on Christmas morning, Dad had opened the front door to my surprise: this stocky red horse 

standing in the front yard, tethered to a nearby oak.  She‘d had an attitude, and so did I.  We fell 

in love immediately.  When she died, Dad drove to Waco with the dump trailer and brought her 

home, buried her in the front pasture with the front-end loader of the tractor.  I was in mourning.     

 Mom shifted her weight, absently drying her hands on a green and white checkered 

dishtowel.  I waited for her to shoot me down, call me ridiculous.  Or, worse, to carefully 

sidestep the question, expecting me to go off and realize that it was dumb on my own.  Instead, 

she took a sip of iced tea and said, ―Well, the Bible says His eye is on the sparrow.‖   

 ―So you mean, you think…maybe?‖   

 ―Why not?‖  she said.  ―It says that God cares even for the tiny sparrows, and looks out 

for them, so I bet he looks out for the bigger animals too.‖   

 I hugged her then, fiercely, as I seldom did anymore—impromptu affection.  I was almost 

as tall as she.  Her body was soft, and the cotton of her T-shirt smelled faintly of Emeraude, the 

perfume that her Aunt Ruby had worn.   

*** 

The doctor came in after a while.  He was just taller than I and spoke with a soft Mexican 

accent.  He explained to the family exactly what was wrong with her pancreas, and why they 
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couldn‘t operate with her blood pressure so low.  He encouraged us to pray about Mom‘s blood 

pressure and renal failure, saying that God welcomed specific prayers.  He told Dad and my 

sisters and me that we could go in to see her for a few minutes, and he instructed us to say 

positive things to Mom and not cry if we could. 

                She was connected to a million tubes and wires, and couldn‘t speak because of a tube 

in her mouth, though she tried again and again.  She seemed very sleepy, and I noticed her 

fingers were fat and white, instead of slim and pink.  We kissed her and told her we couldn‘t wait 

for her to get better and come home again.  We promised to come to her room to see her again 

very soon, and admonished her to get some rest so she would recover faster.  Katie, the baby of 

the family, kept pretty silent, observing it all through big eyes.  Usually she was a talker, but for 

once she just followed suit, kissing Mom on the cheek before Dad scooped her off the hospital 

bed and set her back on the floor. 

*** 

Katie came to visit me in my new house during spring break.  We sat in my backyard one 

evening in the crisp blue lawn chairs I had just bought, staring at the fence several yards away.   

 ―What‘re you going to plant this year?‖  I asked her. 

 She grinned down at her lap shyly, not showing her teeth.  I remembered being fourteen, 

and in the next instant thanked goodness I wasn‘t anymore—it was so agonizing and 

embarrassing, constantly.  ―Well, what I really want is a magnolia tree.  But I don‘t know if Dad 

will let me have one.‖ 

 ―Hm.  Magnolia trees are pretty.‖  I peeked over at her, my eyes squinted against the sun.  

She stripped leaves from the stem of a weed and didn‘t look at me.  ―But you know Dad has a 

point.  Mom loved magnolias, but she said that they‘re a big pain in the butt.  The leaves don‘t 
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disintegrate or whatever, they‘re too waxy, and so you have to rake them all up every year or 

something.‖  

 She looked unfazed.  ―Yeah,‖ she said noncommittally.  I decided I would buy her a 

damn magnolia tree; to heck with the rest.   

 ―You gonna come up here and visit me again when I plant roses?  I‘m going to do 

portulaca, too, I think, and maybe a crepe myrtle.‖   

 ―Yeah.‖   

 Geez, she was so serious.  It worried me sometimes.  Then I thought, well, that‘s what 

teachers had always said about me, too—too serious—and I turned out okay.  But I was pleased 

that she had taken an interest in plants over the past year. 

 ―Mom loved working in the yard,‖ I told her.  ―She‘d crawl around all day, perfectly 

content to yank up clover and make piles of it in the heat.  Then when she finally stood up after 

doing that for just hours, she‘d have black knees from the dirt.  And she would brag about all the 

earthworms she had saved.‖ 

 Another grin.  Downturned lashes.  ―Yeah.  I remember.‖ 

 Do you?  I wanted to ask, and didn‘t.  Perhaps she did.   

*** 

 As it grew dark outside, Nanny and Papa visited Mom, and Dad was allowed to visit 

twice more.  The doctor came out again and held our hands and asked God‘s help to heal our 

mother.  Hunched over in my padded metal chair, I prayed fervently for a miracle, promising 

God I would spend my life in slums helping starving children and caring for AIDS patients, if 

only He‘d heal my mom and let her come home again.  I thought of the cinnamon toast that she 

had made for us before she had gone to work the last morning she was home.  Our preacher, 
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Matthew, and his wife, Shirley, showed up.  Their son Jacob did not come, but for once I was 

glad of his absence.  The minutes dragged by.  No change, they said.  Dad and Papa took 

Amanda, Katie, and me down to the cafeteria, where we girls nibbled and the men ate nothing. 

 Mom died at 8:32 pm on February 24, 2000.  Dad took the three of us into the adjoining 

waiting room, where no one else was.  He sat in a chair with chrome arms and lifted Katie into 

his lap, into the crook of his arm, held our hands and told us that she was gone.  

*** 

Dad and I were walking in the woods near the house last fall, just the two of us, going out 

to check on a part of the fence that joined our land to Mr. Adams‘.  He walked ahead of me, in a 

hurry to check it and get back to the house.  Sometimes when I see Dad walking from a distance, 

it‘s the saddest thing ever.  He sort of trudges, not really a tall man as he was in his youth, his 

shoulders hunched.  Years of back problems did this to him.  It looks like so much labor.  Leaves 

crunched under his old-man Velcro tennis shoes.  Those, too, depressed me.  I could see moisture 

on his shirt down the middle of his back where he had sweated.  The oak trees surrounding us 

rattled a bit, like cottonwoods.  Suddenly he stopped, placing his hands on his knees and bending 

slowly, finally bracing one hand against the trunk of a white oak tree to ease himself to a 

kneeling position.   

 ―Look,‖ he said, scooping up some of the soft sandy dirt in his thick brown hand.  His 

nails were clipped too short.  The dirt was grey, and so fine and soft that it sifted through his 

large fingers even as he lifted it for me to see.  ―Remember when you were little, we used to 

come out here and play castle?‖ 
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  I did remember, and described it so he would believe me.  ―We would make little piles of 

dirt to be the buildings, and break off little centimeter-long twigs to be the horses.  And we‘d trot 

the horses around the village, and make that clicking horse noise.‖   

 He grinned.  ―Yeah.  That was one of your favorite games.  Did you know that when your 

mom was pregnant with you, we would walk in these woods every evening?  We didn‘t have 

much money and it was good exercise for her.  Oh, she wanted you so much.  After all those 

years of trying, after those other two...‖   

 He didn‘t finish, and I didn‘t press.  I knew about the miscarriages.  He looked off at the 

lines of trees, unblinking.  I inspected the tiny blue flowers growing in the grey dirt, my brow 

furrowed.   

 ―Well, anyway.‖  He brushed off his knees.  ―I got to get back to the house; I got to make 

supper.‖   

*** 
 

 The car ride home from the hospital was perhaps the weirdest hour of my life.  As we sat 

in my mom‘s camel leather seats, smelling her Vitamin E hand lotion and listening to her Simon 

and Garfunkel CD, we were thoughtful but not silent.  We chatted detachedly, as if we were each 

concentrating on an impossible calculus problem and trying to hold polite conversation at the 

same time. 

 That night we all slept in the living room, piled onto the sofa and floor with comforters 

and throws heaped over us like hibernating bears, waiting for the cruel winter to pass.  We 

watched the movie ―Beverly Hillbillies‖ before going to sleep.  Even Dad camped with us, 

spending the whole night in his chair.  Once during the movie he grimaced and began groping his 

upper left arm, so I brought him two aspirins and tried to persuade him to go to sleep.  I felt 
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helpless and afraid.  Should I insist that he go to the hospital?  What would we do if he had a real 

heart attack?  I couldn‘t even drive yet; if Dad died, what would happen to me and my sisters?  

As these thoughts prowled through my head like fanged bogeymen, I fell into a fitful, uneasy 

sleep, clutching my teddy bear against my chest like a life preserver. 

 Over the next two days, food began to pour in.  People brought everything imaginable, 

but I refused to eat anything but turkey sandwiches, though Dad begged me to please eat 

something hot.  Several times a day, Amanda would quietly creep off to her darkened room when 

no one was watching her.  Time and again, Dad would go in and sit where she was curled into a 

ball on the bedspread and coax her back into the living room.   

It began to rain on the Thursday night Mom died and continued as gifts and condolences 

were received and arrangements were made.  I was glad it was raining.  My mom, who had 

jumped on the trampoline with us and liked to sing out loud with the Beach Boys, was gone from 

this world forever.  The world should be crying.  Stupid, stupid world.   

 

 On Friday we had two viewings.  I only went to the one in the evening.  My mom‘s sister 

was inconsolable, and Dad kept mumbling about how well they had done Mom‘s makeup and 

hair.  I thought it looked awful; Mom had never worn that much makeup and barely any 

hairspray; but I hugged Daddy and told him, Yep, they did a great job; she looks beautiful.  He 

gave me a small, grateful smile that made my heart hurt for him. 

 Saturday morning as we dressed in the grey rainy light, I remembered another time the 

family had dressed for a funeral—my cousin, Aaron, had died of cystic fibrosis.  I remembered 

that Mom had worn yellow instead of black, because, she said, Aaron always made her think of 

sunshine. 
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 So I stepped out of my somber dress.  I changed to a mauve skirt with a lavender floral 

print, and found a lavender silk blouse in Mom‘s closet to wear with it.  I brushed and fixed my 

sisters‘ hair, as Mom had always done for us.  Dad gave us her rings to wear: Amanda, her plain 

gold wedding band, and I the platinum solitaire and band he had bought for her when they 

renewed their vows years before.  We were so proud to wear her rings on our fingers.  

 We took Mom‘s Buick to the cemetery.  At some point in their almost thirty years of 

marriage, she had told Dad she wanted an outdoors funeral, something the funeral director 

referred to as a ―graveside service.‖  I fiddled with the radio but every song was either depressing 

or happy, so I clicked it back off after only a minute or two.  When we got there, workers were 

still setting up the tent and no one had arrived.  So we drove back to our house.  When we 

reached the gate of our property, Dad turned the car around and drove back to the cemetery.  No 

one said anything.  The clouds began to break up.  I thought it looked like the sky had rubbed 

ashes on itself and torn its robe to dingy tatters to show that it was in mourning, too.   

 Our chairs were grey and furry, like the one they make you sit in when you go to get your 

picture taken at Wal-Mart.  The recent rain glistened on the garish green carpet.  I noticed that 

Nanny had had the same idea as I; she wore a red dress.  As we sang ―Blessed Assurance‖ and 

―Old Rugged Cross,‖ the songs I had chosen, the sky cheered up; it flung off its torn rags and the 

sun came out to shine down on our ceremony. 

 I looked on with adoration and pride as Dad got up and gave a eulogy of his own.  Tears 

streamed down into the creeks and valleys of his face like the first drops of the rainy season 

greeting riverbeds long dry.  I sat with Katie in my lap, knowing she was smart enough to know 

what was happening, and I wondered if she would remember her mother in a few years.  
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Amanda, thirteen years old, sat next to me, stoic somehow even as her pursed lips trembled.  

With her fiery hair and speckled nose, she was a miniature of the woman we were burying. 

*** 

We parked the car nearly in the ditch and climbed out, the doors squealing as we opened 

and then slammed them.  ―Hey, did you get the scissors?‖  I asked. 

 Amanda nodded, her dark red hair concealing her face from me at this angle.  ―Yeah, but 

Ruby, do we need scissors?  I mean, we‘re just going to pull them up, right?‖   

 ―Well, I dunno.  We might need them.  Better safe than sorry.‖  Lord, it was exhausting 

to be the responsible one all the time.  To have to say stupid crap like ―Better safe than sorry‖ to 

your nineteen-year-old sister.  I felt like an old person who decides to go back to college and 

doesn‘t fit in with the flip-flops and internet courses.  Why did I always have to feel that way 

when I was with a girl only two years my junior?  It sucked being the oldest.  

 Amanda seemed not to notice, though, and headed out into the weeds.  I followed, 

stepping high because I hadn‘t brought anything but sandals this visit.  We were heading out to a 

place where jonquils grew each spring, to gather a bouquet.  Parts of the soil were rocky—

residue, I supposed, washed over from the gravel country road.  Johnson grass sprouted up 

everywhere in leafy clumps, taller than me in spots.   

 ―Hey Ruby?  You remember when we went to that cemetery that time?  And Mom dug 

up irises?‖ 

 ―That time?‖  I teased.  ―I think we did that about a million times.  And I thought we had 

irises, so I could never figure out what we were digging these other ones up for, anyway.‖ 
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 ―Well, she wanted purple ones, and we had yellow.‖  Amanda swiped at her cheek, 

brushing a gnat away.  Trust her to remember something that I should have remembered.  ―But 

you know what?‖ 

 ―What?‖ 

 Amanda stopped in the weeds and turned to face me.  Her earnest, pretty face was 

Mom‘s.  Sometimes I felt that Dad favored her because she looked like his lost love, and he gave 

me hell because I looked like him.  She scratched at a small welt, a gnat-bite, on her cheek, her 

eyes bright.  ―I think she just wanted an excuse to hang out in those old graveyards.  You know 

how she loved reading all the old tombstones.‖ 

 ―Headstones,‖ I corrected.  ―Yeah, I bet you‘re right.  She never was afraid of those 

places—acted like she expected to stumble on a fairy ring at any minute or something.‖ 

 Amanda laughed and we both continued on until we reached a patch of ground covered 

with bunches of jonquils.  They were miniature yellow daffodils, their heads bobbing in the 

warm wind, their rubbery stems and leaves easy to pull up out of the ground.  We were two 

women together now, I thought with some surprise.  We pulled until we had a roundish bouquet, 

and headed back to the car to find something to tie them up with—we‘d forgotten to bring a 

ribbon.  The cemetery was just a few miles away, and I think we both felt good.  We knew she 

would like these.   

*** 

 After the benediction, people began to break into clusters, and I found myself suddenly 

alone.  Katie was perched on my aunt‘s hip, and several yards away Nanny was patting 

Amanda‘s hair and introducing her to some elderly cousins.  Dad was nowhere to be seen.  I 

didn‘t know what to do.  Was I considered some sort of hostess in this affair?  Was there 
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etiquette to be followed?  Was I supposed to speak to certain people first, others after?  And what 

the heck was I supposed to say?  My friend Heather had come for the service, and after had given 

me a quick peck on the cheek and begged me to call, and then she had gone.  The sun radiated 

down, making my freshly washed hair feel oily and warming my scalp to the point of discomfort.  

I tried not to think about why I was here, but I couldn‘t escape it. The people milling about, 

speaking in hushed tones and sometimes chuckling at a shared memory, the mountains of fresh 

blooms, the dark, formal clothes…all things spoke of a death. 

 Suddenly, my eyes fell on Jacob, the preacher‘s son with whom I was so infatuated, 

standing with his two older sisters, both of whom were in their twenties.  He was my friend.  I 

could stand next to him and I wouldn‘t be alone anymore.  He was a port of possible comfort, a 

rock to which I could cling!  Ah, sweet distraction!  My fifteen-year-old heart leapt. 

 He greeted me with a long, hard hug, and mumbled something I took to be an attempt at 

consolation.  Silence descended. 

 ―Look at all the people who loved my mom,‖ I offered, and was answered by uncertain 

smiles and nods.  I began to feel uncomfortable.  This was not how it was supposed to go; my 

firm rock had turned out to be only the shell of a silent turtle who, it seemed, had decided not to 

stay at the surface after all.  His sisters began a conversation between themselves and wandered 

away, and I was left standing next to him, his arm looped over my shoulders, his cologne wafting 

to me on the cool breezes. 

 As I inspected my feet and tried not to cry, I noticed I had worn open-toe sandals, and 

that a small clot of mud had collected on the toenail of my big toe.  Embarrassed, I began to try 

to coax it to fall off by wiggling as discreetly as possible. 

 ―There‘s mud on my toe,‖ I explained. 
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 ―Yeah, I know.  I already saw it.‖ 

 I decided the turtle was not going to come up for air anytime soon.   

 ―Well, I‘m glad you came,‖ I said, ―Thanks.‖ 

 ―Sure.  Guess I‘ll see you at church tomorrow?‖ 

 ―Yeah.  Okay.‖ 

 ―Take care.‖ 

 ―Thanks, Jake.  Bye.‖ 

 

Back at home, people gathered to eat and talk.  I found myself sitting on the splintery 

back porch steps next to DeeDee, our bare knees touching.  We had known one another since we 

were four; we were neighbors and had always been good friends.  At first we were quiet, but then 

she began to speak.  I watched her brown fingers pulling leaves from their stems, one by one, 

and listened to what she said.  She spoke to me of how sweet my mom‘s soprano had been in 

church, and how mom had made her feel so welcome and included at every slumber and pizza 

party where she‘d been the only black girl.  I realized I was listening to a eulogy more sincere 

and loving and respectful than anything said by either of the two pastors who had presided over 

the funeral. 

As dusk fell, people collected their children and their Tupperware and headed home.  We 

sent flowers and plants with everyone, yet still pots and baskets filled with glossy greenery and 

fat blossoms lined the walls, stood watch over the TV and Mom‘s piano, and crowded the end 

tables.   
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That night, I stayed on the couch again, with the sick-sweet smell of flowers all around 

me.  I lay still in the dark, fingering my mother‘s rings, which I still wore, in the dimness, while 

tears leaked from the corners of my eyes and formed warm, tickling pools in my ears.   

 

The next morning the sun shone happily through the clear windows of the small white 

wooden church as I sat with my family on a creaky old pew and sang in my own young soprano, 

missing the sound of my mother‘s voice next to mine.  During the prayers I let my long hair hang 

on both sides of my bowed face like a curtain; I didn‘t want anyone to see my helpless tears. 

Finally the moment for which I had been preparing myself for weeks came.  Matthew, the 

preacher, asked the question he asked every Sunday: ―Does anyone have a Special they‘d like to 

share with us today?‖  In the silence I stood, because today I did have something special to give.  

Mom had started us in piano lessons six weeks before, and had loved to hear our plinking, 

plunking practice in the evenings as she prepared supper.  She had been so looking forward to 

this.  As I walked down the sun-splashed aisle with my music tucked under my arm I felt silence 

sweep the congregation.   

I sat at the bench, my hands trembling, and looked over the people in the pews.  I noticed 

my dad and sisters, trying to look encouraging, and Jacob, staring at me raptly.  I saw DeeDee 

with her mother in the pew behind Jacob, and she was smiling.  I thought to say something and 

then changed my mind and simply began to play.  The song was ―Joyful, Joyful,‖ and for those 

few minutes I played, my concentration narrowed to a blissfully tiny pinpoint.  I did not know of 

the congregation‘s presence; I did not hear any of the creaking pews or the hushed coughing of 

the elderly or the mothers‘ shushings.  I knew only the weight of the keys beneath my fingers, 

and the huge, echoing music they made, and I played with all my heart and dust motes swayed 
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lazily in front of my simple beginners‘ sheet music as warmth and good light blazed through the 

window behind me, warming my shoulder blades. 

I didn‘t make a single mistake.  In the applause that followed, as I returned to my place 

between my sisters, I saw my Dad‘s face, and his eyes were laughing and crying at once. 

The last hymn we sang was ―It is Well with My Soul.‖ 

After church, I held Katie‘s hand as we crunched across the pea gravel to the car‘s 

comforting warmth.  We rode home with the windows down, letting the cool breeze rustle our 

church clothes and lift our hair.   

 
 


