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PART I 

PREFACE



 1

The Other Side of Yesterday: Using Memory and the  

Past to Create Character  

My life has been decided by hurricanes.  I was born in one, as my mom likes to 

tell it.  In reality, she was driving to avoid a hurricane while eight and a half months 

pregnant with me and I was born shortly thereafter.  It is a fun story, despite being 

ultimately untrue.  

But there was another hurricane that changed my life.  I graduated from college 

and had no real plans until an uncle in New Orleans offered me a place to stay.  He also 

offered to help me find some sort of work while I continued my writing.  The uncle that 

lived in New Orleans happens to be a local reporter and a supporter of my decision to 

attempt to make a living as a writer.  I thought it would be a good opportunity to work 

with someone who had connections in the field – that and I had always loved the city.  

The rich lifestyle and culture attracted me.  There are certain places and cities that just 

seem to make sense to a person: the sights, smells, sound and all the other different 

intricacies of life.  New Orleans is that way for me. 

And then Hurricane Katrina landed about a week before I had planned to move.  

The effect the storm had on the city has been recounted numerous times, so there is 

no need to go into any further detail about that.  There I was fresh out of school with 

all my stuff still packed at my parents’ house because I had planned to move again in a 

short time.  After everything that was destroyed, all I had lost was an opportunity and, 

living out of a suitcase, I felt like an evacuee myself, trying to decide where my life was 

headed next.   
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I remember driving to and from work, past the lines of Katrina evacuees.  In the 

morning, before the sun had fully risen, I saw the rows of sleeping bags and makeshift 

tents, the first of them just waking.  But a much more lasting picture came when I 

finished work and headed home, sweaty and dog-tired: the evacuees lined the streets 

for miles, an endless crowd asking – begging – for help.   

The first few days, I gave out whatever change I had on hand.  I did anything I 

could from the comfort of my car and only in the few minutes before I got on the 

highway and made my way outside Houston proper.  I felt equally bad for them and 

overwhelmed by the sheer number of people who had swarmed the city, one that was 

quite large already, seemingly overnight. 

After the first couple of weeks, the numbers seemed to dwindle, as more and 

more evacuees moved on from Houston to places unknown to start over.  There were 

still those who stayed and those who slept under overpasses in crude communities of 

the displaced, but they became less apparent than they had been.  They were just like 

the hundreds of other homeless that had been there before and are still there today. 

But I could never escape some of the faces.  I saw the same people day after 

day, on the way to and from work, still begging for help on the side of the road.  Even 

after their stories faded from the front pages of the local newspapers and after their 

stories moved from the headlines to footnotes on the nighttime news telecasts, those 

people stayed with me.  I could not escape the thoughts of what had happened and 

how, especially with the extreme evacuation before Rita a few months later, it could 
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have just as easily been me. There was something about watching the struggle to 

survive happen just outside my car window that was both painful and frightening. 

A few months later, I finally saw my uncle and his family for the first time since 

the storm.  There were able to escape before Katrina landed and everyone in my family 

knew that they were safe from the storm.  Even their home was one of the few that 

escaped any serious damage from the severe winds and flooding.  My uncle had 

returned to work within days of the storm but his family had only recently moved back 

after spending months away at the homes of different relatives until they could return. 

I went to New Orleans as a volunteer at a local festival, one of the earliest that 

had visited the city after the water receded and the city reopened for business.  It was 

both awkward and shocking to experience the damage first-hand after seeing hours of 

images broadcast on the national news channels.  In most places, you could not tell 

anything had happened, save for the unmistakable water line on the buildings, blue 

tarps on the roofs and spray painted markings on the buildings that had been cleared in 

the weeks following the storm.  The city was alive again, the music, food and booze 

flowing just like it always did.  Even the people, the ones that had come back at least, 

seemed to have returned to a sort of life-as-usual state.  Of course, they were quick to 

remind anyone of the destruction and personal losses they had suffered, but after 

something as devastating as Katrina, that is only to be expected. 

But my uncle was changed.  I could read it in his eyes even that first time I saw 

him.  He was not the same guy who entertained, the same guy who was the life of any 

party, the center of attention at all times.  He faked it, sometimes, but the change was 
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written all over his face: eyes set deeper back in his face, wrinkles where they had not 

been before and even an extreme weight loss that made his face look like skin 

stretched over bones.  Some things just cannot be hidden no matter how hard you try.  

But he would not admit to any sort of change, even if I had actually asked, aside from 

the obvious aftermath of the storm.  He refused to allow it to enter his mindset, which 

was an obvious coping mechanism.  Aristotle said that character is “that which reveals 

moral purpose, showing what kind of things a man chooses or avoids” (Aristotle).  What 

a person fears tells more about that person than any other one quality or personality 

trait.   

It was during this time, staring at my uncle’s gaunt face, that I realized that the 

characters in my stories were in the aftermath of a great storm in their lives: broken 

and bruised, still soaked to the bone, searching for the pieces of their lives that have 

been shattered right in front of them.  I started giving the people I saw voices, stories 

and histories.  I felt the obligation to do something artistically, especially since I could 

not do anything substantial financially.  This collection is my attempt at just that: 

writing about the “average” people who attempt to overcome some sort of pain they 

suffered from a devastating loss.  I say average when I mean they are not what I 

would consider larger-than-life or distinctive characters.  They are just people trying to 

move on and get by in any way they can. 

But that is one of the qualities of fiction that I most enjoy: putting seemingly 

undeserving characters in dire circumstances and seeing how they react, seeing how 

they adapt and, ultimately, discovering whether or not they survive.  No matter how 
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great the situation or storyline, the characters will determine the depth and power the 

story will have.  Character is the most essential part of any form of fiction, serving all at 

once as the voice the writer assumes, the guide for the reader along the way and the 

subject of the events that happen over the course of a story.  A fully drawn character is 

crucial for the other elements of a story to come alive and function in the way they are 

designed.  Everything in a story revolves around, and depends on, character.   

I could tell that the memories of New Orleans before Katrina were still fresh on 

my uncle’s mind.  Almost everything he said began with “Before the storm” or ended 

with “until Katrina.”  Watching his battle with those memories, even if it was only for a 

long weekend, was tough.  The phrase “life changing” comes to mind, but it does not 

even begin to capture everything that was happening and all that I experienced, not to 

mention all that he and the family went through. 

Memory affects the recovery process and the past determines both who we are 

and who we will become, and in most of the stories in this collection, I attempt to 

combine the past and present lives of the characters in order to form a singular plotline.  

Some of the earliest columns my uncle wrote after returning were, in some ways, his 

attempt at combining life in the New Orleans before and after the storm.  The result is 

in line with what Henry James, in “The Art of Fiction,” describes as a way to “constitute 

experience” in characters, working with the idea of searching for an identity, which 

highlights the role of memory in that search, in order for a writer to “[produce] a 

reality.”  James elaborates: 

The power to guess the unseen from the seen, to trace the implication of things, 
to judge the whole piece by the pattern, the condition of feeling life, in general, 



 6

so completely that you are well on your way to knowing any particular corner of 
it—this cluster of gifts may almost be said to constitute experience, and they 
occur in country and in town, and in the most differing stages of education.  If 
experience consists of impressions, it may be said that impressions are 
experience, just as… they are the air we breathe. (559) 
 

James uses the phrase “the condition of feeling life,” which suggests something that is 

happening simultaneously to the writer, the reader, and one, if not all, of the 

characters.  This illusion is crucial to making fiction read, feel and altogether seem real.  

Aristotle described fiction that is serious in nature, what he called ‘Tragedy” in his 

Poetics, as “an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a certain 

magnitude” (Aristotle).  The creation of a reality transforms a fictional story into some 

sort of shared experience that the reader relates to his or her own personal views on 

the world, or some small part of it.   

While watching someone close to you attempt to navigate through tough times, 

it is easy to overlook the beauty inherent in the situation.  This is not to say that what I 

saw was beautiful; to the contrary, what I saw with the evacuees on the streets of 

Houston and in my time in New Orleans made me feel hopeless.  But the determination 

that he, and all the others who returned to the city they called home, showed was 

beautiful.  Edgar Allen Poe describes the “pleasure which is at once the most intense, 

the most elevating, and the most pure is, I believe, found in the contemplation of the 

beautiful" (Poe).  This “contemplation of the beautiful” from Poe’s essay, as well as the 

same type of atmosphere prevalent in many of Poe’s stories, is something I try to utilize 

in my stories because what happens when the scars suffered in a character’s past are 

reopened with new wounds.   
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I probably take this contemplation to mean much more than it should, in that I 

attempt to tie the past and present into a third narrative in order to reveal the type of 

beauty that Poe describes.  As I try to demonstrate in my stories, the past is nothing 

but memories pieced together.  One of my professors once said that worthwhile fiction 

was strong emotion filtered through reflection.  In that light, the sectioning of my 

stories, specifically the juxtaposition of scenes in the characters past followed by their 

current situations, is my attempt to show the proximity of past and present in life.  By 

demonstrating how a character reacts, or fails to react, at different stages of life, I am 

better able to show a type of maturity or evolution of character that would otherwise be 

left unknown.  Witnessing the resolution of a difficult situation can be beautiful and that 

beauty can shine through no matter how the situation might turn out in the end.   

In the actual scenes, I am able to focus on the details and eccentricities of 

character that come naturally to me.  I use a clipped style to try and replicate the 

process of thought and speech, while the fragmentation between the past and present 

sections is my attempt to replicate the process of memory.  Through the use of that 

clipped style, I attempt to describe how the broad picture, in some way, culminates 

with the particular moment.  Short stories, in their distillation and narrow scope, are 

much more like poetry than novels in that regard.  Where novels can sprawl for pages 

and pages about a particular event or particular character, a short story must focus the 

action in a much sharper and direct way.  But when done properly, this can make the 

short story much more powerful to the reader and much more prevalent to everyday 

life. 
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In the first few paragraphs of my story “No Joy in the Brilliance of Sunshine,” I 

try to establish not only the setting and story, but the particular point of view of Keith 

Chandler, the protagonist who is sitting in the bar watching the action outside unfold.  

The action is constantly changing and even surreal at times, which allows the reader 

better access to Keith’s consciousness.   

I remember sitting in the very bar that I use for Keith’s story, waiting on my 

uncle and his three kids to come down Canal so we could then head to Ripley’s (one of 

the many places that only managed to reopen for a few months after Katrina before 

closing for good) across the street.  I sat there, watching the scene unfold outside.  

There was no rain, and no busker sitting in front of the window, but I remember a 

feeling of sadness coming over me as I watched the artists try to peddle their wares to 

the few tourists that happened to walk by on their way someplace else.  Jackson 

Square, which I remembered being a bustling place made up of equal parts magic and 

commerce, was reduced to simply a place on the way to somewhere else.  In 

subsequent trips, the old Jackson Square had returned, but I will never forget the scene 

that I witnessed that day. 

Stories, much like life, are complicated and sometimes a fully realized and 

developed story requires the recounting of more than one singular plotline.  The pains 

that a character suffered in the past, in the time before the story begins, can have just 

as damning an effect on the character as any suffered over the course of the plotline.  

We can only know the limitations of how good things can be when we know the equal 

and opposite boundaries.  
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Memories and experiences are crucial in the formulation of a person’s character, 

and by including glimpses from the past, I attempt to reveal in some small way how a 

particular character developed in one particular way or another.  In “The Shortness of 

Memory,” the progression of Derrick’s experiences fishing with and without his father 

help me to justify the importance that he places on it later in life.  The past is 

everything—it is ever-present.  The past determines everything about a person, a 

character.  It is who we were, who we are and the basis for whom we will become.  

The best term I have found to describe this process is what Salvador Dali named one of 

his paintings: “The Persistence of Memory.”  What I mean is that memories always 

seem to stick with us and reappear when we least expect them.  The power they hold 

over a person and over a personality is immeasurable and nearly unbreakable. 

I usually like and write about “broken” people, or people with glaring flaws.  The 

two people who I remember most that I met during my weekend in New Orleans were 

two different cab drivers.  One, who had stayed to ride out the storm, was a native and 

was working around the clock shortly after the winds subsided.  I asked all the normal 

questions (“What was it like?,” “How was it different after the storm?,” and “Did your 

house survive?” among others) before I asked what I thought was a simple question. 

“Ever think about leaving?” 

He thought about it for a few moments and I could tell that he had not been 

asked that question before in such a direct way.  It is no small task to stump a cab 

driver in a city such as New Orleans. 
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It took him a while to answer, even after I could tell he had finally decided what 

he answer should be. 

“I guess I got no place else to go.  I don’t know no place else.” 

This idea of being trapped in a place that once felt right but now feels something 

else entire stuck with me.  I think that Miguel in “Por la Familia” has the same feeling 

and Keith in “No Joy in the Brilliance of Sunshine” moved away to escape that feeling.  

The other cab driver (who had been a transplant from parts unknown before his five 

years in New Orleans) did not return until a few days later, leaving his wife and kids so 

that he could get back to work and, in his words, “survey the damage.”  I think he 

meant it more in the sense of determining whether or not he could make a living again 

driving a cab, but it came across more as keeping the horrors he knew he would find 

away from his family.  Besides, he had already decided to move away and start over in 

some other city.  The fact that someone can stay where another person feels they have 

to go is interesting in and of itself.  Sometimes a change of scenery is enough and 

sometimes the past sticks with a character no matter how far away they might go. 

This is similar to what Dennis Lehane suggests in The Atlantic, that “the past 

certainly haunts” all of his characters. He goes on to say that “carrying around a nice 

big wound is just dramatically interesting” (Murphy).  Maybe, as Lehane argues, they 

are just interesting or maybe the sort of hope for redemption that is inherent within 

these types of characters is something that I have a need to explore.  But, for the most 

part, that hope is never realized in my stories.  Although I agree with Lehane that it is 

important that I limit the wounds so they do not become what can be described as 
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simply as a fatal flaw, it seems too easy to attribute the ultimate failure of a particular 

character to a singular and overt failing in character.  People fail for a multitude of 

reasons.  Though there are reasons and even character flaws that are more glaring 

than others, the failure of a character that can be narrowed and explained by a single 

personality trait comes across as reductive and ultimately unrealistic.  Although a 

character might be flawed, and might be flawed fatally, I do not subscribe to this notion 

of a singular, if not dramatic, fatal flaw. 

The people I met in New Orleans, and the family I knew beforehand, were all 

conflicted on how to handle the situation.  Looking back, I know that they all made 

mistakes in the aftermath of Katrina.  But I think more about how I would have handled 

the situation, about how I would do in that position and I have no answers.  I would 

like to think I would “do the right thing,” but to this day, I do not know what that is.  

Some of them, like my uncle and his family, stayed and tried to do the best they could.  

One of the cab drivers that I talked to (the one who had left for the storm) was already 

making plans to move away.  And some of the people I knew that had evacuated to 

Houston had no plans to return.  It is hard to say how any person will act when facing 

such a challenge. 

Again, the subject returns to character, which is much more subtle and much 

more difficult to describe.  The character, flaws and all, is the element of any story that 

ultimately determines the success of a story.  The most important factors to 

determining the “authenticity” of a given story are the decisions a character makes, the 

flaws the character is able (or unable) to overcome, and the ultimate journey the 
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character takes the reader on based on all these seemingly minor details.  A reader will 

accept almost anything else in the story so long as the character that the reader follows 

is strong enough.  As Lehane puts it, “you can get through a shaky plot if you have 

great characters” (Murphy). 

My characters are often afraid of moving forward because of what it means they 

must leave behind.  They end up in a sort of permanent stasis as a result of their 

indecision: Keith in “No Joy in the Brilliance of Sunshine,” Derrick in “The Shortness of 

Memory” and Miguel in “Por la Familia” all have this in common.  Even the husband and 

wife in “Are You Going to Tell?” are unable to overcome their insecurities and 

communicate with each other in order to save their relationship.  They fear the 

unknown.  It seems that using fear and loss are a great way for me to explore both the 

utmost achievements and limitations of the human condition.   

 My instinct, in beginning to write these types of stories, was to down play the 

action in an attempt to focus more on the characters.  I wanted the stories to seem 

“realistic” in the sense of average people making average decisions.  I was trying to 

find a way to tell the stories I found in New Orleans without the gloss of the news 

stories and without the melodrama that could come very easily to stories of such a 

nature.  Flannery O’Connor, in Mystery and Manners, describes how young writers view 

short stories: 

They think that a short story is an incomplete action in which a very little is 
shown and a great deal suggested, and they think you suggest something by 
leaving it out.  It's very hard to disabuse a student of the notion, because he 
thinks that when he leaves something out, he's being subtle; and when you tell 
him he has to put something in before anything can be there, he thinks you're an 
insensitive idiot. (93-94) 
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I am not trying to be subtle as much as I am shying away from overt action.  In editing 

the stories, I began to realize exactly how much was missing from the stories because 

of it.  The moment that I was striving to give weight is not effective when hidden 

behind subtlety.  That fear of being too overt with my characterization that O’Connor 

talks about is probably the cause for me to shy away from certain types of action in my 

stories.   

The early drafts of most of the short stories in this collection were mostly simple 

scenes rather than full dramatic stories, with the dinner scene in “Are You Going to 

Tell?” and the bar scene in “No Joy in the Brilliance of Sunshine” being prime examples.  

The focus in my short stories is much more on a particular moment rather than on the 

larger picture or a longer journey, but the power of that moment is gone without the 

full story.  I realize more and more how much better my fiction is when I fight the urge 

to be overly suggestive and something happens.  My story “Are You Going to Tell?” 

began as a singular dinner scene, a la Carver’s “What We Talk About When We Talk 

About Love,” but it gradually grew into the larger story that it is in this collection.  It 

seems that the more action that is involved in my stories, the more effective the 

subtleties became.  These well placed details give a piece of fiction the depth and 

authority of reality.  

In my work, there are few happy endings, unexpected reunions or perfectly 

resolved conflicts.  If anything, the conflicts get more convoluted and more complex.  I 

am drawn to the despair that can sometimes seem inherent in life.  It was impossible to 

walk around New Orleans for any amount of time without that feeling.  In order to 
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replicate what I saw and what I felt, I wanted to show that the full extent of a 

character is revealed only after a great failure or loss.  If I did anything less, it felt like I 

was only telling half the story or, even more damning, telling the story poorly.  

The problem with short stories is that they can, by definition, only give the 

reader a particular glance at a particular moment in a character’s existence.  In this 

moment, we know that Gwen means more to the protagonist than his father.  We know 

that she will live on in his memory as the living, breathing girl he left behind and not 

the dead, rotting corpse that he sees in the final scene.  As James Wood puts it in How 

Fiction Works, a “narrative can and often does give us a sense of a character without 

giving us a vivid sense of an individual.  We don’t know this particular man; but we 

know this particular man at this moment” (100).  It is the small moments that occur 

over the course of a story that give us some sort of an insight into a character and that 

insight is what we hold on to long after the plot is forgotten. 

Some of the examples of fiction that I used as models for my stories allow the 

end to smolder away.  There is no sudden and brilliant illumination in their characters, 

but rather the last revelation of the slow and deliberate climax.  They resist the allure of 

being overtly profound.  They do not allow the reader, the character or the narrator to 

be suddenly enlightened.  Instead, they make the reader work to make sense of their 

endings.  The characters have changed, but they look much the same. 

I try to do the same thing in many of my stories.  In “No Joy in the Brilliance of 

Sunshine,” the protagonist Keith has been stuck in a sort of limbo ever since his wife 

died.  We see him on the year anniversary of her death and, by using the scenes in the 
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past, I try to show exactly how little has changed for him.  This is not to say that he is 

unable to grow as a character; he is just unwilling.  I also try to end with an 

understated ending in an attempt to suggest that even though he has made strides, the 

transition is far from complete for Keith.  I mean that to imply that Keith could very well 

still fail. 

There is something beautiful about humanity in the face of defeat.  The human 

will is such that it can almost never be completely broken.  O’Connor talks about 

“preparing” her characters for “their moment of grace” (112) but it is something much 

more than that.  The true depth, and true beauty, of humanity can only be found when 

facing despair.  O’Connor continues her argument that sometimes “the nature of grace 

can be made plain only by describing its absence” (204).  I write my characters, and 

myself, into corners in search of that beauty and even when they fail, there is 

something to be said for the attempt, the glimpse at grace. 

Those glimpses at grace are why I write about characters after the storm.  I am 

much less concerned with how characters handle a crisis in the confusion of the 

moment than I am intrigued about how characters are able to adapt, persevere and 

continue to live long after the wounds turn to scars.  My uncle, the cabbies and 

everyone else who had returned to New Orleans demonstrated that courage and that 

will to try and find a way out of dire circumstances, their memories and their past be 

damned.  The decision to return, and having to face the subsequent choices, allows 

beauty to have an opportunity to present itself.  The whole point of writing fiction, for 

me, is to explore life through the eyes of a particular character in search of the 
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beautiful; my use of past and memories allow the moments of grace that my characters 

encounter to stand out, even if grace bypasses the characters.  Sometimes, that 

absence is the only thing that allows us to see the beauty of life. 
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The Shortness of Memory 

As he did every year, Derrick ignored the first rule his father ever gave him.  Old 

Man Evans was a hard man, full of rules and regulations, but this was the one rule he 

constantly reminded Derrick of.  Even so, it was the only rule Derrick routinely ignored 

throughout the thirty-four years of his life: 

Never go at it alone. 

Every Columbus Day, Derrick took off from his job as a kitchen furnishings 

salesman and left for a long weekend on the lake, alone.  He would rush home as early 

as he could on Friday.  Coming in the door, he would yell a quick greeting before 

heading up the stairs to the bedroom.  By the time Julie made her way up to kiss him 

hello, his bag was almost completely packed and he was already out of his suit and tie. 

“I just don’t get why you don’t go somewhere closer… or why no one goes with 

you.” 

“Come on, Julie.  We go over this every year.  I found this lake right after I 

started working here and I like it.  And all my old friends always bail on me anyway.  

This is my one weekend alone.” 

“I know.  That’s why I worry.” 

Zipping his bag closed, Derrick smiled before he walked over and kissed his wife. 

“Quit worrying.” 

He grabbed his bag with one hand and his rain jacket with the other before 

heading down the stairs.  Out the door, he went out to his truck, threw his bag in the 

back and hitched the boat trailer up.  He checked and rechecked the boat and trailer to 
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make sure they were secure.    Everything ready, he cranked the motor before heading 

back to the door. 

“Girls, I’m leaving.” 

His two young girls came running over to him, followed by Julie. 

“Be good for your mother,” he said, kissing each one on their forehead. 

Derrick walked over to Julie, a daughter wrapped around each leg, and kissed 

her before turning to go.  She would watch from the picture window above the sink 

while their two girls played in the other room.  He honked as he pulled out of the 

driveway.  Every year, she watched until the taillights faded from view, sighed, and 

went to get dinner ready for the girls. 

He drove for hours in the night, the low drone of the motor putting him into a 

trance.  Derrick came to the lake and slowly backed the trailer down the boat ramp, 

letting the boat out onto the lake.  After parking his truck, he started up the motor and 

headed off, the pre-dawn night surrounding him.  He was alone on the water.   

Derrick could see the outline of the tiny island coming out of the early morning 

mist.  The air was cool, the sort of crispness that comes before a storm.  The first rays 

of the rising sun came through the low clouds behind the island, giving the shore a sort 

of eerie backlit glow.  The sputtering of a single outboard motor broke the deafening 

stillness.  The sharp hull broke the dark water as the island came more and more into 

view. 

*** 

The summer before starting high school, Derrick and his school buddies would 



 21

go fishing every day.  The older kids always said that college was the time they waited 

for, the time of their life.  But Derrick knew that it was this summer.  Spending days in 

the sun with his friends and occasionally trying to catch a fish or two. 

One day, his friend Mike brought along his new girlfriend, Marsha Rogers.  

Derrick and Mike and their other friend Kevin all had crushes on Marsha, dating back to 

when her family moved to town in the middle of third grade.  She was quiet and clean, 

her hair always perfectly in place.  None of them ever had the courage to ask her out 

until Mike, with the not-so-gentle shoves of Kevin and Derrick, finally walked over to 

her in between fourth and fifth period, in the hall just outside their algebra class the 

Friday before finals.  They had been a couple since.   

From the rocky shore of the pond, the sun glinted off the water in the strong 

summer light; the light in their eyes was blinding.  It was a small, old rock quarry that 

had been filled in by Kevin’s grandfather when he bought the land after returning from 

the War in Europe.  If they looked at just the right angle, they could see the heat 

waves coming off the surface of the pond.   

On their way to the pond, the boys had found a stockpile of worms that filled the 

can that Derrick had grabbed from out of the closet.  Since Derrick could remember, his 

father always took the can with him whenever he went fishing.  Even when he bought 

worms, Old Man Evans would dump them into the can before setting out.  Like it would 

help him catch fish.  

“I bet I can do two flips from the top of that cliff,” Mike said, pointing to a flat 

rock face that overlooked the pond.  Marsha recoiled at the sight of the worms and held 
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the rod upside down.   Derrick and Kevin got a laugh out of it, but Mike was too busy 

staring at the cliff to even notice. 

“No you can’t.  Remember last time, when you barely got around on the first flip 

and nearly landed on your head,” Kevin snarled. 

“Yeah, but that was last time.  Plus, I don’t jump from up there,” Mike said, 

pointing to the highest point of the rock face, a steep point nine or ten feet above the 

rest of the ledge. 

“That looks really dangerous,” Marsha said, looking at the ledge. 

Kevin and Derrick looked at each other.  Derrick spoke first, “Dude, you’re 

kidding, right?” 

Mike didn’t reply.  He scoped out the ledge then the water below then back up to 

the ledge again.  He started off, around to the trail that led up to the rock.  A few 

seconds later, the three on the shore could see Mike again, climbing up to the top of 

the steep face. 

Kevin stepped forward, shielding his eyes from the sun with his hand.  “You’re 

fucking nuts.  The water’s not deep enough.” 

“Sure it is,” Mike replied, more focused on climbing than on Kevin’s comment. 

Derrick turned to Marsha.  “Tell him to come down.  He’s only doing this to 

impress you.” 

She looked at Derrick, studying the panic on his face.  “Mikey!  You don’t have to 

do this.” 

“Too late now,” came the reply from Mike, near the top. 
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Just then, his bare foot slipped on the rock and he began to slide.  He reached 

for a place to grab on with his hand, but the momentum was already pulling him down.  

He fell from the top part of the ledge, just clearing the lower part, and tumbled into the 

pond, falling head over heels and landing on his back. 

“Shit!” 

Kevin and Derrick ran into the pond, half-swimming and half-running over to 

where Mike had disappeared under the water.  Derrick got there first and saw Mike 

floating on his back, staring up at the sky. 

“That fucking hurt.” 

Derrick looked at him.  “Are you okay?” 

Mike continued to stare up at the sky.  “Yeah.  I twisted my ankle pretty good 

and I scraped the shit out of my legs.” 

Kevin swam up.  “You’re a fucking idiot, you know that?” 

“Yeah,” Mike replied, “but I did do two full flips.” 

Derrick started laughing.  Kevin reached over and dunked Mike’s head under 

water, holding it there for a few seconds to prove a point. 

When Derrick got home that night, Old Man Evans was waiting for him, already 

fully aware of the event at the pond.  The news had travelled from parent to parent 

faster than Derrick imagined. 

“Is the Thompson kid okay?” 

“Yeah, he scraped himself pretty good and sprained his ankle.” 
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“He’s lucky you guys were there.  That’s why you never go out to the pond 

alone.” 

Derrick hid his eyes and stared at the floor.  “I know, I know.” 

His father looked at Derrick once more.   

“So…” 

Derrick looked up.  Old Man Evans looked over his shoulder to make sure his 

wife was out of earshot before leaning in close to Derrick. 

“How funny was it to watch him falling off that rock?” 

Derrick smiled and leaned in closer to recount to him the story.  Outside, the 

fireflies were just coming out as the sunlight faded. 

*** 

Derrick came to the shore and let off the throttle, letting the small fishing boat 

coast toward the bank.  The glow of sunlight hidden by the distant trees made for an 

eerie, dark morning.  He stepped off the boat and tied it off around a boulder on the 

shore.  He gathered his gear and started off across the tiny island at the center of the 

lake.  A layer of fog clung closely to the ground and water around him, the surface of 

the water fading into the mist. 

Setting up the tent and camp quickly, Derrick picked up the old wooden tackle 

box and fishing rod before setting off across the tiny island.  He was one of the few 

people who knew about the island and fewer still who camped out on it.  Most of the 

people who came for the day stayed near the simple beach and designated campsites.  
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By heading out to the island, Derrick sacrificed the convenience of indoor plumbing for 

the serenity of isolation. 

He came to his favorite fishing spot on the island, a shaded area on top of the 

rocks, above a deep spot in the lake that was guarded by tall grass and underwater 

rocks.  Even in the heat of day, the water stayed cool and shaded and so did he.  The 

perfect spot to fish. 

He opened the tackle box and sorted through the plug lures, spinners and jigs 

before settling on his favorite lure, a Texas rig with an artificial stick worm and a nail 

weight.  Fastening it to the line, Derrick cast into the water and let the worm sink to the 

bottom before flipping his wrist to get the worm to jump off the lake bottom.  From his 

view up in the rocks, he saw the shadows of the fish swimming around the offset hook 

on the lure.  He reeled it in slowly before casting it again, in a spot a few feet away 

from the first.  Out of the corner of his eye, the tackle box caught his attention.  The 

rusted red coffee can sat there, empty.   

Looking up to see the first sign of dark clouds moving in around the lake, a 

shadow extended out over the water, which looked like a large school of fish swimming 

toward him before suddenly disappearing.  He leaned back against the rocks behind 

him, steadying himself for a long day.  If he could only be so lucky.  

*** 

The day he graduated from college, Derrick came home to see his parents before 

starting his new job.  He had found a job selling household appliances at a local Macy’s.  

It was just a temporary job and he knew he had to start somewhere; besides the more 
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he worked, the bigger his sales and commission would be.  He didn’t have a wife, 

girlfriend or even a place to live, so the job seemed perfect for him.  It seemed he 

should start small and get an apartment, maybe even a dog. 

He walked in the backdoor to his parents’ house and saw his mom putting away 

dishes in the cramped kitchen. 

“Know where a guy can get a cup of coffee around here?” 

Startled, she fumbled with the plate she was holding and nearly dropped it 

before setting it down on the counter. 

“Jesus, Derrick.  You scared me.”  

He stood there, smiling.  “Sorry.” 

“It’s okay.  Why don’t you get another towel and give your mother a hand,” she 

said, smiling.  

He went to the closet to grab a towel.   

Drying a plate, she looked over at him.  “How are you?” 

“I’m… tired.  I start on Monday, so it feels good to take it easy for a few days.” 

“Your father should be home soon, unless that damn truck of his breaks again.” 

Inside the closet, he saw the tackle box and fishing rods in the back, leaning 

against the wall behind coats and sweaters.  He pulled the tackle box out to get a towel 

buried at the back of the closet while his mother finished putting another plate away. 

“I remember the first time your father took me fishing.” 

Derrick looked up at her.  “What?  You never went with us.” 
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“Yeah, I know.  I only went once, it was enough.  Long before you kids.  God, it 

was terrible,” she said, snickering under her breath.  “I guess your father thought that 

it would be romantic to take me out to the lake for a day with a case of beer to watch 

him cuss at the damn fish.  The only thing he caught all day was a buzz,” she laughed.  

“He was so red from the sun that he had to call in sick to work the next day because he 

couldn’t put his arms above his head.” 

She was laughing full out, tears rolling down her face. 

Derrick smiled.  “You never told me that.” 

“How could I?  You know your father.  ‘Oh, quit being dramatic’ and ‘That’s not 

how I remember it.’  He can’t take a joke unless he’s the one joking,” she said, putting 

the last dish away and closing the cabinet door. 

Derrick nodded as the low rumbling of the Peterbilt could be heard coming up 

the driveway.  He walked over to the window and pulled back the drapes to see the 

chrome grill making the curve on the dirt path that lead up to the house.  Laurie wiped 

the corners of her eyes while the aftershocks of laughter still came sputtering. 

“Don’t even think of telling him I told you.” 

He let go of the drapes.  “Don’t worry.” 

Derrick made his way outside just as his father pulled the knob on the parking 

brake and the tractor dumped the air.  The engine slowed before sputtering to a halt.  

The driver door opened with a squeak and Derrick watched his father climb down from 

the cab.  Derrick walked up as his father reached back inside the cab.  He saw the 

scripted “Betty Mae” on the door, named after Old Man Evans’s mother. 
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“How you doing, Old Man?” 

His dad turned around and pulled out a brown bag, which he handed to Derrick.  

He walked past his son on the way to the house.  Derrick looked down into the bag to 

see a Styrofoam container labeled “Night crawlers” and a case of Busch.  He looked up 

to see his dad watching his reaction. 

“Congratulations on the job, kid.  I’m gonna get changed and we’ll go.” 

Derrick watched his father turn and grab his lower back while twisting in a sort 

of half stretch.  Laurie stood at the door, waiting on her husband.  She held a dishtowel 

and was still wiping her eyes.  Derrick watched as Old Man Evans walked up to her, 

stopped and looked her in the eyes. 

“What the hell you laughing at?”   He looked her over once more before moving 

past her, inside the house. 

Derrick gathered the gear while his father changed before they walked down to 

the lake in silence.  Through the bright green pastures covered in sunshine, Derrick 

followed his dad like he always had, though by now Old Man Evans walked at a much 

slower pace.  Derrick carried the beer and tackle box, tromping trough the tall grass.  

The sun was starting to set behind them. 

After a few casts, Derrick turned to his dad.  “How come you go fishing all the 

time, even though you almost never catch anything?” 

“You always asked so many questions?” 

“You never had many answers.” 
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His father stopped reeling and turned to look at Derrick.  “Because I was never 

no good at golf.” 

Derrick shook his head.  Old Man Evans watched him for a few moments, before 

turning back to the lake.  Off, across the lake, a fish jumped.  It was well out of range 

for them.  He finished reeling in the hook, pulled the dead worm off the hook, threw it 

into the blue-green water and put the hook through one of the line guides. 

“Son, you do things because you want to get something from them and you do 

things because you like to.  I go to work and drive that damned truck to make money.  

In the old days, I used to like it.  The openness, freedom, power.” 

He looked at Derrick, watched him stare out over the lake.  “I go fishin’ because 

I like it.  I like being out here, in the quiet, casting over and over again, drinking beer.  

Sometimes I catch somethin’ and sometimes I catch shit.  It don’t matter.” 

Derrick reeled his rod slowly.  “All right.” 

Bill rubbed his chin.  Derrick stood there, silent, staring out over the lake. A 

swarm of gnats surrounded Derrick’s face and he swatted them away with his free 

hand.  The sunset cast shadows over the lake, staining the water red, orange and 

yellow.  Night was coming on, slow and steady. 

*** 

The mist had moved off the lake, receding into the tree line that lined the lake 

shore.  The sun was hidden behind a thick layer of low flying clouds and in the 

distance, Derrick saw darker storm clouds approaching.  He looked down into the lake 

again.  The water had grown dark, too dark to see into the depths of the hole and into 



 30

the shadow of the reeds.  The tops of the grass that stuck out of the water started to 

sway in the growing wind, causing larger and larger ripples on the water’s surface. 

He leaned back against the rocks once more, trying to relax and forget the world 

for a while.  Work would be picking up with the holidays fast approaching.  He had 

been at that job for going on twelve years and he knew he would never leave.  The 

money was just good enough to keep him doing it and just bad enough to keep him in 

a perpetual state of debt.  He had long ago lost his desire to move on, to advance into 

mid-level management, seeing how unhappy his bosses were. 

His two daughters, Brie and Deidre, were still too young to go fishing with him.  

They would go and get bored after two, maybe three minutes and he would spend the 

rest of the time trying to keep them just occupied enough so he could get off another 

cast.  Just one more cast. 

He asked Julie to go once.  She was disgusted at touching raw fish in the kitchen 

so he knew there would be no way she would touch a live, wriggling fish.  He spent the 

whole afternoon putting bait on the hook and taking fish off.  It seemed like those 

people who knew nothing of the delicate art of fishing were the ones who always 

caught fish.  She said she did not want to go again after that.  Apparently, her vision of 

a relaxing day in the sun did not include a fishing rod. 

All the friends from his childhood had ever moved away or drifted apart.  Derrick 

never grew too close with any of the people he worked with.  He kept his work life and 

personal life as separate as possible.  Of all the people he had known and he still knew, 

there just was not anyone he wanted to go fishing with enough to ask. 
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Derrick reeled in the line, grabbed the tackle box, and set off across the rocks.  

In the fading light, he knew he needed a new spot.  Climbing over and down the ridge 

of rocks, he walked along the shore, searching for a shallow flat where he could still 

see.   

Coming to an area covered in weeds, he found a lonely boulder sitting in the 

water, half submerged.  He made his way to it, careful about stepping on the slippery 

tops of smaller rocks and in the deep muck just past the shore.  He stood on top of the 

rock and peered out towards the reeds.  He saw a small school of fish, maybe six or 

eight, swimming just a few feet below the surface.  The air grew colder and there was 

a distinct smell of rain; he knew he only had a few more minutes. 

*** 

Derrick was eight years old the first time his father took him fishing.  Up early on 

a Saturday, before the sun even began to peek over the trees that lined the east of 

their small plot of land just outside Bellville, Texas, his father said almost nothing as he 

picked up the tackle box and two fishing poles before heading out the door.  They 

walked down the pasture, over the ridge, to the small pond at the very edge of their 

property.  The air was still damp from the cool night and smelled like mildew as they 

brushed the long weeds and grass.  Old Man Evans walked at a quick steady pace and 

Derrick ran to catch up to him before falling behind again. 

Coming over the ridge, Derrick saw the dark glassy surface of the pond ahead.  

It was surprisingly large for a man-made pond, the higher land around it made a 
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natural bowl that had been hollowed out and filled long before Derrick, and even Bill 

Evans, had been born. 

Moving down the hill, Derrick saw the first rays of the sun coming through the 

trees.  Slivers of light made their way to the glassy surface and Derrick could make out 

the ripples caused by the water bugs and pond skaters landing on and flying off the 

dark blue water.  Swarms of gnats and mosquitoes flew by his face as he tried to keep 

up with his father.  Nearby, the crickets chirped until Derrick and his father were a few 

feet away.  When they passed, the chirping continued. 

Three quarters down the hill, Old Man Evans stopped by a large rock and set the 

tackle box down.  He turned and waited for Derrick, handing him the two rods. 

“Mind your fingers.  Hooks’re sharp as hell.” 

He bent down in front of the tackle box and pulled out an old, rusted coffee can.  

He set it down on the top shelf of the open box and turned to a large rock next to him.  

He rolled it over and grabbed a handful of dirt.  In the dim light of morning, Derrick 

could see the wriggling of earthworms in the dark earth.  His father dropped the dirt 

into the can, put the can into the bottom of the smooth wooden box, closed the lid and 

began moving back down the hill again. 

Sitting on a log near the shore, Derrick watched his father pull a worm from the 

can and slide the slippery body through the hook, making sure to run the hook 

lengthwise through the worm. 

“Keeps it from flying off when ya cast,” he explained to Derrick without looking 

up.   
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He handed Derrick the other rod.  “Here, you try.” 

Derrick took the rod and looked down into the coffee can.  The worms were 

wriggling over each other in the dark, damp soil that filled the can.  He reached into the 

can, slowly, and his fingers searched for a worm.  Touching the sliminess, he recoiled.  

Old Man Evans laughed a deep, bellowing laugh that seemed to fill the whole pasture. 

“Don’t worry, boy.  They won’t bite ya.” 

Derrick looked at his dad before turning back to the can.  He reached in again, 

slowly, and pulled out a worm.  He watched the struggling, writhing of the slender thing 

in his hand before he put it up to the hook.  Putting it through the hook the first time, 

the worm thrashed about violently, almost throwing itself from Derrick’s unsteady 

hands.  Worm guts squeezed out all over his hands. 

“Eww.” 

His father laughed again, the laughter drowning out the crickets for a few 

moments.  Derrick finished hooking the worm and looked out over the lake, the first 

rays of the sun shone over the tops of the surrounding trees.  The water, which had 

been so dark, was now much clearer and Derrick could see fish swimming just under 

the glassy layer of stillness.  A largemouth bass jumped and twisted in the air as if 

caught on a hook before splashing back into the water.  His green and white scales 

glinted when caught in a ray of light. Derrick smiled and looked at his father.  Old Man 

Evans watched the surface for a moment more. 

“You ready?” 

Derrick smiled again.  “Yeah.” 
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After showing Derrick how to cast, Old Man Evans sent his own line into the air, 

the fishing line glowing in the sun before a small plop into the dark water.  Derrick 

picked up his own rod and followed everything his father just did, sent the worm and 

hook flying far off to his right, landing with a thud into mud at the shoreline.   

His father smiled.  “Takes practice.” 

Derrick began to reel in his line before it snagged in the thick mud.  His father 

casted and reeled in the line a few times while Derrick struggled to pry the hook free 

from the mud.  When he finally did, the worm was gone. 

His father walked over and handed Derrick his rod.  “Here.  Keep practicing.” 

Derrick casted again, this time making it into the water, although only about 

halfway to where his dad had sent the line.  While he reeled in the line just like he had 

watched his father do, he turned to watch Old Man Evans crawling around in the grass 

of the hill.  His father reached down and came up with a cricket in his hand and began 

to put it on the hook while walking back over to where Derrick was standing. 

“Sometimes, you gotta change things up a bit.  Them things are smarter than 

they look,” he said and nodded towards the pond. 

The sun was fully above the trees, the pond all in the sunlight.  The crickets 

were silent and the wind was still.  Derrick could feel the heat begin to rise as he stood 

there, next to his father, waiting for a fish to bite. 

*** 

The storm clouds were nearly overhead.  Derrick could hear the downpour of 

rain that fell on the far side of the lake, growing louder as it moved towards him.  The 



 35

sun was going down, behind the trees to the west.  He could see the drops starting to 

fall as they splashed and sent ripples across the surface of the lake. 

He cast one last time into the reeds, next to where he had first seen the school 

of fish.  He let the artificial worm sink for a few moments, then flicked his wrist just 

slightly so the worm jumped up from the bottom of the lake into the reeds.  Derrick 

saw the shadow a moment before he felt the first strike and he instinctively jerked the 

tip of the rod up to make sure the hook was set in the mouth of the fish.  He started 

reeling it in as the rain started coming down all around him, the water on the surface 

covered in ripples and tiny waves.  In the distance, thunder crashed and Derrick saw a 

flash of lighting out of the corner of his eye, but that did not matter to him. 

He tugged the rod back, first to the left then to the right, and reeled the fish in 

slowly.  He worked his way off the rock and back onto the shore, keeping tension on 

the line.  He had spent the whole day waiting for a strike; he was not going to let this 

fish go because of a lazy mistake.  The surface of the lake was dark and clouded with 

the heavy rain.  Walking around the shore a little ways further, he guided the fish out 

of the reeds.  He reeled quickly, seeing a dark spot in the water coming towards him.  

He pulled and reeled and then the fish appeared, the top of the fish’s back and dorsal 

fin rising out of the water.  The largemouth bass jumped once, twice before Derrick felt 

the line start to give.  He gave some line to the fish on the other end, but it was too 

late.  The line snapped, sending him back a step before he saw the dangling end of the 

line.  No fish, no rig. 



 36

The rain fell harder, but Derrick did not notice.  Thunder sounded again, much 

closer than before.  The sun had nearly faded behind the treetops, and the last light of 

the day shone just above the trees through a thick layer of clouds.  The rain splashed in 

the lake and in the mud, sounding like a far-off waterfall.  Derrick grabbed his rod and 

headed back to the rocks.  He looked down and saw the top of the tackle box open, the 

rusty coffee can collecting the rain as it fell.  He reached down, dumped the can out 

before setting his rod on top of the tackle box.  Turning back to the lake, he sat in the 

mud.  Laughing softly under his breath, he thought he saw a shadow that was his fish 

dart from the reeds to the deeper part of the lake.  He sat there with his hands pulling 

his knees towards his chest, staring out on the rain and the rippled surface.   

He sat a moment more before turning to the tackle box.  After he pulled out 

different lures and rigs, he found an offset hook.  After slipping the hook onto broken 

end of the line, he made a few knots, pulling each one tight with his teeth.  He set the 

rod back on top of the tackle box and grabbed the coffee can.  Night was coming and 

the rain still poured from the dark sky.  He started turning over all the nearby rocks, 

digging his hands deep in the mud, looking for a worm. 

*** 

Almost two months after he started working, Derrick heard that his father had 

passed away.  It was the Friday before Columbus Day, the first long weekend since he 

had started his job.  His mother had left a message on his machine, which he had 

replayed six times just to be sure he heard right.  Old Man Evans had been found in his 

rig on the side of some state highway, somewhere just southeast of Abilene.  They 



 37

were told that his heart just gave out.  Without pause or even deleting the message, he 

packed, loaded the truck and started for his mother’s home.   

The whole ride home, Derrick tried to remember the last things his father had 

said to him.  Fixated on trying to remember, he nearly ran his truck off the road.  The 

road turned and he did not.  After the rear passenger tire slipped into a ditch and he 

recovered control of the truck, Derrick remembered what his father had said. 

Openness.  Freedom.  Power. 

The service was short and, after being home for fifteen minutes of well wishing 

and commiserating, Derrick felt he needed to get away.  The crowded room was too 

much.  The smell of food made him sick.  He quietly removed the tackle box and one 

rod from the closet and slipped out the back.  Once outside, he turned and saw his 

mother was still surrounded by a never-ending circle of black-clad neighbors and 

friends.  She looked past them and saw him standing there, still wearing the only suit 

he owned and holding the fishing gear.  She smiled at him while watching as he walked 

down the path he had walked so many time before. 

Opening the tackle box, he put an artificial worm on the hook already attached 

to the end of the line and found a bobber to put a few feet up on the line.  It was 

almost assured that he would not catch anything with the artificial-worm-and-bobber 

combination.  But that did not matter to him.  He just wanted to sit with the rod in his 

hands.  He thought once again about the last time he had been out at the pond with his 

father and about their conversation.  Those words were not the last thing he 
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remembered his father saying.  The last thing he remembered his father saying to him 

before dying was that “it don’t matter.” 

Derrick thought at the time that it was fitting that his old man would pass away 

while out on the road that he had loved for so long.  And he already knew how things 

would play out.  His mother would sell the house and his father’s rig.  She would get rid 

of almost everything that reminded her of her husband.  The only things Derrick would 

get were the fishing poles and tackle box.  Not that he would have wanted anything 

else. 

He cast once and watched the bobber float on top of the water.  He sat and sat 

for what felt like hours.  In the distance, he heard the crowd at his mom’s house slowly 

grow quieter and quieter.  Behind him, the sun sank low and covered the top of the 

water in a red-orange glow.  The wind began to blow and Derrick felt a chill run down 

his back. 

*** 

The rain came down so hard that every few minutes Derrick had to dump the 

excess water out of the can.  Drowned worms were not the best thing to fish with.  

After dumping the water, he reached into the can and pulled out another worm.  

Because of the rain and the lack of sunlight, he knew that he would only have a few 

more minutes before the fish stopped biting altogether. 

He saw a large shadow in the reeds and cast just beyond it and clicked the 

release on the reel but waited before reeling the line back in.  From on top of his rocky 

spot, he could see the worm slowly sinking into the dark water below the surface.  He 
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slowly started cranking the reel, careful to keep tension on the line but cautious of 

pulling the worm too fast.  When the line was in the area of where he had seen the 

shadow, he stopped reeling and let the worm for a few moments.  He gave a little tug 

on the line and the shadow moved.  As soon as he felt pressure on the line, he yanked 

back to set the hook.  He let the fish take some of the line before starting to reel it back 

in.  Every time the fish fought, it went towards a capsized log that Derrick had noticed 

earlier.  He knew that if the fish was able to get under it, there would be a good chance 

that the line would get tangled in the branches and Derrick would lose his fish. 

Careful of the slippery rocks, Derrick made his way closer to the waterline so he 

could angle the fish away from the line.  On top of a large flat rock, he reeled slow and 

steady.  It seemed the fish had given up the fight and Derrick could see the shadow in 

the water a few feet in front of his new rock.  He put his left foot on a smaller rock just 

in front of the one he was on so he could grab the fish.  Just as he began to reach 

down into the water, the fish made a run.  The rod pulled him forward but he 

overcorrected, slipped and began to fall backwards.  He felt his leg slip in between two 

rocks.  He heard the crack of bone moments before his head landed in the mud.   

Unable to move his leg, Derrick laid there and stared up at the sky.  He expected 

to feel pain but his body felt numb.  The rain fell onto his face, which made him blink 

every few drops to clear his eyes, and he kept gasping like he was drowning.  He lifted 

his head enough to look down and saw the blood and some pieces of bone sticking out 

of the skin.  Looking back up at the sky, he felt the mud give under the weight of his 
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head.  The rod was still firmly in his right hand but there was no tension on the other 

end of the line.  As his eyes grew heavy, Derrick thought of his father’s favorite rule.  

Never go at it alone. 

The pain started to move up his leg, starting about the middle of his shin.  He 

could barely open his eyes.  His lungs filled with air as if to scream, but he knew no one 

would hear him from the far-off lakeshore above the sound of the storm.  So he laid 

there, as still as he could, thinking of what he should do.  He thought of his father, 

alone in the bunk of his old rig, clutching his chest and gasping for air.  And then of his 

mother, sitting inside an empty house, reading, waiting for the sound of a diesel engine 

to come up the driveway at any moment.  His head sinking into the mud, Derrick 

pictured Julie washing dishes while staring out the window, his little girls running 

around, asking when Daddy would be home.  The rain drops landed in the mud all 

around his head.  It sounded like laughing. 
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Are You Going to Tell?  

Frank stood in the mud and watched Jesus and his guys raise the sheetrock in 

place.  He held a design plan and tried to see what the finished building would look like.  

This was his favorite part of the process: before everything came together, before the 

rush to finish, before the end.  The beginning was always the best part. 

He avoided looking at the renderings that some artist with clean shoes made in 

some office somewhere.  They never got it right.  With his eyes closed, he could see 

the ambulances pulling in and out, patients waiting for them to cross before stepping 

into the street, headed for the parking lot. 

“Hey, Frank,” a voice called behind him. 

He turned to see Dave.  “Dave, what’s up?” 

After Dave made his way through the mud, they shook hands.  Frank looked 

down at his own muddy boots and compared them with Dave’s.  They were the same, 

although he thought Dave’s looked a few sizes bigger. 

Frank looked up.  “So what brings you out here?  I thought you were finishing up 

the hotel job.” 

“I am, but I had to see one of the vendors and I saw you standing out here, 

staring off at nothing while holding up that damn blueprint like you were fucking doing 

something, so I thought I say hey.  Oh, and what’re we having tonight?” 

“What?” 

Dave looked surprised.  “For dinner.  I thought Carol and I were coming by… I 

mean, if that’s a problem or whatever….” 
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“No, no.  I guess Char just forgot to tell me.  Or maybe she did and I forgot.  

Anyway, I have no idea what we’re having.  I haven’t called her yet.” 

Dave smiled.  “You should.  Anyway, I gotta get.  See you tonight.” 

Frank watched him walk off.  “Yessir.”   

He pulled out his cell phone and pulled up the home number.  “Goddamnit.  

Every fucking time—” 

He stared at it for a moment before closing the phone and putting it back in the 

holster on his belt.  Looking up, he saw Jesus again.  He had the crew moving along at 

a pretty good pace.  Maybe this project would not take that long after all.  That would 

be nice, but he knew better than to hold his breath. 

***  

The kitchen was a mess, even more than usual.  Pots and pans were stacked in 

the sink, their handles and lids pointed in every direction like a ruined castle.  Charlotte 

ran around, adding things to pots on the stove and chopping while holding the cell 

phone to her ear with her shoulder. 

“No, no… that’s fine.  No, I’ve got it all working already.  Wait, what?  Dave told 

you what?  No, I told him.  At least, I think I did.  I dunno.” 

She looked up when she heard the garage door open. 

“Yeah, that’ll be good.  Anyway, I gotta go.  I think Frank just pulled up.  See 

you soon.” 
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Closing and setting down the phone, she went back to chopping.  Every few 

chops, she would scoop everything into the pot.  Every few scoops, she would stir 

everything together. 

She heard the door open.  “Hey, Dave and Carol are coming by for dinner.  I 

hope that’s okay.” 

“Yeah,” Frank said while pulling off his muddy boots, “Dave told me.  Were you 

planning on telling me or were you just gonna have them yell ‘Surprise’ when I opened 

the door?” 

“I did tell you.” 

“When?  Just now?” 

“No, I told you before.” 

“Oh, you told me before.  My fault, I shouldn’t’ve forgotten.  Oh, and my day 

was fine, how was yours?” 

Charlotte pretended not to hear.  It was better to let this go, especially with 

company coming by soon.  The shower and change of clothes would settle him down.  

It usually did. 

Frank walked out of the laundry room.  “I’m gonna take a shower.” 

But Charlotte was already too busy to even hear him. 

*** 

Charlotte was busy stirring a pot while Frank was in the dining room, setting the 

table. 

“You know, we can cancel dinner.  If you want,” Frank called. 
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 Charlotte looked up for a moment while continuing to stir.  Her dark blonde hair 

was mussed and her forehead dotted with beads of sweat.  She opened her mouth to 

say something, but just continued to stir.  It was not worth it. 

“Did you hear me?” 

“Yes, I heard you.  I’m fine.  Plus, we have all this food.” 

From behind the stove, she could see Frank in the dining room.  The light was 

already turned down, casting the whole dining room in a dim, orange light.  His back 

was turned but she could tell he was annoyed.  Good, she thought.  She gave the pot 

one last stir before moving to the cutting board next to the stove and began chopping 

carrots before moving on to celery.  She had already set her ring off to the side, always 

careful to remove it before cooking. 

“What time did you tell them?” 

She looked over her shoulder at the clock on the over.  Six thirty.  “Seven.  But 

you know Carol… she’s always early.” 

“Are you going to change before they get here?” 

She stopped chopping, the tip of the knife resting on the board.  Frank came 

walking back into the kitchen.  He moved around her, opening and closing drawers, 

without even looking at her.  His dark hair was still wet from the shower and his clothes 

were clean and pressed.  As if he knew how to iron, she thought.  He always looked so 

carefully put together, down to the last hair on his head.  Perfect.  He pulled out a 

corkscrew and closed the drawer before looking up at her. 

“What?” 
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She shook her head before going back to chopping.  “Nothing.” 

“What?  I wasn’t trying to say… I mean, you look fine.  I was just asking—” 

“Yes.  I am going to change.”  She threw the vegetables into the pot.  “Stir this.” 

She handed him the wooden spoon before wiping her hands on a dish towel.  He 

looked at her as she did this, wondering what he said.  He always seemed to say the 

wrong thing at the wrong time.  Always.  She threw the towel on the counter on her 

way to the bedroom. 

He could hear her in the closet.  “Do you want red or white with dinner?” 

“I’m not going to have wine.” 

“Okay…  So, should I open the red or white for Carol and Dave?” 

“Red,” she yelled from the closet.   

He could tell she was annoyed.  Good, he thought. 

*** 

They were early, just like Charlotte predicted.  She was still deciding between 

the red tea dress and the green empire line in the closet when she heard the doorbell.  

It always worked out that way, her rushing to get ready and Frank looking like he was 

the one who was always prepared well in advance, always on time, always the one 

waiting on her.  It would have to change and soon.  She finally decided on the red one, 

threw it on quickly and headed out to greet the guests. 

They were already standing around the kitchen, talking while Frank poured the 

wine. 

“Howdy, stranger,” she said to Carol, making her entrance to the kitchen. 
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“Hey.  You look great.  Smells wonderful in here, too.” 

“Oh, thank you.  It was nothing.  Just something I threw together real quick.  

Not hard at all.  Recipe from T.V.” 

Carol smiled.  “Sure.  Quick and easy just isn’t your style, girl.  Remember who 

you’re talking to.” 

The both smiled and moved towards the wine.  Charlotte picked up a glass of 

water left out from earlier. 

Frank was leaning against the countertop.  “How’s your project going?” 

Dave stuck his nose in his wine glass, like he knew what he was doing.  “Is this a 

‘96?” 

“Umm.  2007, I think.  It was on sale.” 

Dave looked up.  “Oh.  The project’s going.  The fucking plumbers took an extra 

week, so we had to wait.  I had Carlos take his guys to the other wing and start there.  

Hopefully it’ll work out so they can just go back and forth and each coat will be dry.  It 

looks like only 2, but you know how that GC is.  He’ll probably ask for 3.” 

“Yeah.  I’m glad I got to start that hotel job.  I fucking hate doing hospitals.  

Seems like they’re always running behind.” 

“No shit.”  Dave swirled his wine glass.  “Am I going to have any trouble over 

there?” 

“Dunno.  Looks good so far.” 

“Good.”  Dave finally took a sip of his wine.  “I need an easy few weeks after this 

clusterfuck.” 
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They both laughed and headed out the back door, the blinds clanking after the 

door closed.  The sounds startled Charlotte. 

“Always disappearing without so much as a word.  And he always slams that 

damn door.” 

Carol laughed.  “Rough day?” 

“You could say that.” 

“But no wine?” 

“I’m not feeling so good.  Thought I’d stick with water for now.” 

“Oh, by the way… any news on the job front?  You said you were going out 

today, didn’t you?” 

“Yeah.  I checked with the other airlines, but they’re not hiring anyone.  I didn’t 

think they would be, but it never hurts to check, you know?  So, yeah.  Seems my flying 

days are over.” 

“Any idea what you’ll do?” 

“I’ll figure out something. I’m trying to enjoy the time off.” 

Carol smiled.  “I bet.  Anyway, what can I do?” 

“You don’t need to—” 

“You know I’m going to anyway.  So, lead the way.” 

Charlotte set her glass down and picked up a serving tray and headed for the 

doorway leading to the dining room.  Carol followed her with a tray of her own, holding 

the tray in one hand and her wine in the other. 
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The back door opened, Dave leading the way.  The smell of smoke followed 

them inside before Frank could shut the door.  The blinds clanked like before. 

Dave refilled his wine glass.  “Smells good, Char.  Need anything?” 

“No.  We’re just about ready.  I hope you two are hungry.” 

Dave poured some wine in Frank’s glass and they went off into the dining room 

to join their wives. 

*** 

The steam from the soup bowls mixed with the rising smoke from the candles, 

filling the room with a flickering haze.  Music played softly from a satellite radio station 

on the T.V. in the other room.  It was almost entirely drowned out by the sounds of 

soup spoons clanking and the soft blowing to cool the soup. 

Frank looked over at Carol.  “How’s school going?” 

“Pretty well.  My kids this year seem really wonderful.” 

Frank looked surprised.  “No troublemakers?” 

Carol smiled.  “Oh, I’m sure I’ll have one or two.  They just haven’t shown up 

yet.” 

Charlotte took a sip of her water.  “Sometimes it takes a while for someone to 

come out of his or her shell when in a new situation.” 

Frank smiled at his wife and took a sip of wine before returning to his soup.  

Charlotte set her spoon down and put her bowl aside.  She began serving herself 

out of the casserole dish in front of her plate.  “Which reminds me, did you hear about 

Mark?” 
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“Which Mark?” Carol asked. 

“Fran’s.” 

“Oh, no.  What happened?” 

“Well, every year, Fran’s family goes down to Florida for the holidays because 

her parents have a place… in St. Pete I think.  But anyways, they go down there and 

Mark told her he was going to have to work over the holiday and wouldn’t be able to 

make it.  Fran is naturally disappointed.  I mean, who wouldn’t be but you know Fran. 

“Anyway, the family is sitting down to dinner on Christmas Eve, and the doorbell 

rings outta nowhere.  Fran answers and there’s this guy in a Santa costume at the front 

door and it’s Mark and he gets down on one knee and proposes right there on the front 

step.  Her family all knew about it and everything.  They were all waiting for her to 

answer, cameras ready and everything.  She said she was going to send me some of 

the pictures but she can’t figure out her email.  You know Fran.” 

“Aww,” Carol cooed. 

They were all silent for a few moments as the sound of silverware clanking on 

the plates filled the room. 

“Cheap bastard,” said Dave out of nowhere. 

Frank, who was taking a sip of his wine, nearly spit it out on the table while 

trying to stifle his laughter. 

“What?”  Both women stared at him. 

“I mean… he’s gonna propose anyway, right?  So, this way, he doesn’t have to 

get her any presents for Christmas.  I mean, as long as he got her a serious ring and 
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all.  And so he saves… what?  A few hundred bucks minus the plane ticket he probably 

cashed in some of his miles for.  Smart if you ask me.” 

Frank could not hold it in any longer and started laughing, even after Charlotte 

turned to stare at him. 

“Well,” Carol thought about it for a few moments while staring at her plate, “I 

thought it was romantic.” 

Another moment of the silent clanking of eating before Frank leaned back in his 

chair.   

“One of my uncle’s friends once told me to never give a woman a ring on any 

gift giving holiday.” 

Charlotte covered her eyes with her hand and looked down at her plate.  “Oh my 

God…” 

“No, really.  I mean, yeah… it was one of those drunken moments of brilliance 

that happens after a night of drinking and playing cards and all.  At least I think we 

were playing cards.   

“But no.  He said that if you gave it for a holiday where you give gifts, for 

instance a Christmas or birthday or what have you, then if anything goes wrong before 

the wedding, you can’t rightfully ask for the ring back.  You know, since it was a gift 

and all.  I mean, it made sense at the time.  I never thought of the whole doubling up 

of presents thing.” 
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The whole table stared at him a few moments before Dave spoke up, out of 

loyalty to his floundering friend or out of sheer stupidity.  Or maybe both.  He would 

never know. 

“Makes sense to me.” 

The gazes turned back to Dave. 

He returned to his meal and with his mouth full of food, he said, “Char, great 

potatoes.” 

The gazes continued. 

“What?” he asked, reaching for his grease-smeared wine glass. 

Carol looked from her husband to Charlotte.  “Don’t you think that’s romantic?” 

“Oh, I don’t know.  Romance is really hard to define, you know?  Very… 

personal.  Like, what I think and what Fran thinks are probably two different things.” 

“I’ll tell you one thing,” Frank said, his mouth half filled with food, “romance is 

dead.” 

“That’s chivalry,” Carol replied. 

“They’re the same.  I mean, what’s the difference?” 

“Well,” Carol started, “one has to do with everything about a relationship.  And 

the other is the small things: opening doors, holding hands in public.  Romance is 

something…” 

“Bigger,” Charlotte finished Carol’s thought. 

Frank set down his fork on his empty plate.  “I beg to differ.” 

Carol laughed.  “Of course.  Please, do enlighten us.” 
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“Romance is what women think they want.  A man and a French vineyard all to 

themselves.  It’s a fantasy and like any fantasy, it doesn’t live up to expectations.” 

Carol still smiled.  “How so?” 

“Women think they want the world to disappear except for their man… or 

woman these days, I guess.  Anyway, they think that this idea of romance can solve 

everything.  Like, once you’re in love, everything else just falls in place.  But that’s just 

not how things work.” 

His gaze caught Charlotte before he continued.  “Romance is one absolute and 

Divorce is the other.  A relationship, as it actually happens, is somewhere in between.” 

Dave set his fork down.  “Man, you might wanna…” 

Carol set her hand on Dave’s.  “No, let him finish.” 

Frank took another sip of wine.  “Anyway, women get this idea of what Romance 

should be when they’re young and reading fairy tales and all.  That idea never leaves 

them.  They think they want to run away with their prince and be in love and all that.  

But if they did, they’d end up like the rest of us.” 

Carol looked excited.  “And what’s that?” 

“Married, pregnant and unhappy,” he laughed. 

Charlotte got up quickly and started clearing the plates, taking all but Frank’s.  

She started to the doorway before turning back to Frank.  “Can I see you in the kitchen 

for a second?” 
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Frank raised his eye brows and cleared his throat before getting up.  He set his 

napkin down on top of his plate and started for the door, making sure to push his chair 

back under the table. 

“Bring your plate,” Charlotte called from the other room. 

Frank stopped, turned back and grabbed his plate.  How did she always know?  

He gave Carol and Dave the best smile he could force and entered the kitchen, plate in 

hand. 

He set it down on the counter next to the sink.  “Yes?” 

“What the fuck is your problem?”  Charlotte tried her best to whisper while still 

making sure to sound angry.  She needed him to know. 

“What?  She told a story, I told a story.  Where’s the problem?” 

Charlotte stood there, staring at Frank. 

Frank picked a piece of potato from his plate and tossed it in his mouth.  

“What?” 

“I can’t believe… how could you even say that?” 

“What?” 

“You called him a cheap bastard.  You don’t even know him,” Charlotte’s whisper 

rose closer to her normal voice.  “And your lecture on… whatever it was.  Sometimes I 

don’t know what you’re thinking… or even if you’re thinking.” 

“You don’t have to whisper, they can fucking hear you.” 

Charlotte shushed him, while she looked over his shoulder into the dining room. 
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Frank sighed.  “Fine, sorry.  I didn’t think it was that bad of a story.  Besides, 

Dave seemed to like it.” 

“I don’t care what…” Carol started in an even louder voice before returning to 

her whisper.  “I don’t care what Dave seems to like.  That was rude.” 

“This isn’t about the story, is it?  Or the romance thing.  What is it?” 

“Just… no more stories tonight, okay?” 

“Fine, whatever.” 

Frank turned back, put his head into the dining room, and turned to Dave.  

“Smoke?” 

*** 

“Are you going to tell her?” Dave asked, lighting a cigarette. 

“Once I’m sure.” 

“You’re not sure if you’re going to tell her??” 

“I dunno… I mean, yeah, eventually.  But I don’t even know what’s going on.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Frank stared up at the low-flying clouds.  They seemed more white than usual.  

He liked coming out late at night and just watching the sky.  It helped him to ease his 

mind. 

“The last few weeks… maybe about a month now, have just been so… I don’t 

even know what the word is.  And no, it’s not the sex, since I know that’s what you’re 

thinking.” 

“I wasn’t thinking at all, actually.” 
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“I can believe that,” Frank said with a weak smile. 

The two men turned and watched the women in the kitchen, talking as they 

washed the dishes.  Dave turned back first. 

“So what is it then?” 

“I honestly don’t know.” 

“No ideas?” 

“I mean… it just feels like there’s always something between us.  Like… like we 

can’t just sit there and be happy.  You know?” 

Dave thought a moment.  “No, not really.” 

Frank turned and watched Char through the window.  He wondered what she 

was saying.   

“Have you two talked about this?” Dave asked before he took another long drag 

before flicking the cigarette up and out into the grass in the backyard. 

“Yeah.  Well, kinda.  I mean…” 

Frank took a long drag on his cigarette, obviously stalling for time.  The clouds 

were moving past the bright moon, three quarters full, at a brisk pace.  He was not 

looking for the answer, just a way to put it into words. 

“Fuck, I dunno.” 

He took another drag and stared off at the clouds.  He flicked his cigarette into 

the yard, close to where Dave’s landed.  “Every time we start to, one thing leads to 

another and we start fighting… over nothing.  Little fucking things that don’t even 

matter.” 



 56

“Welcome to marriage,” Dave said, giving him a pat on the shoulder. 

“No, it was never like that.  Not like it is now.” 

“So what is it?  It has to be something.  Always is.” 

As much as he hated to admit it, Frank knew that Dave had a point.  It always 

was something. “How come I’m always the last to know?” 

Dave laughed.  “Did I ever welcome you to marriage?” 

Frank watched the women inside and thought about lighting up another 

cigarette.  Anything to keep from going back inside, at least for another few minutes. 

*** 

“Are you going to tell him?” Carol asked. 

“Once I’m sure.” 

Charlotte and Carol each picked up a stack of dishes and brought them into the 

kitchen, leaving the table bare except for some stains on the cloth (where each of the 

men sat) and the candlesticks, the candles still burning. 

“So… you’re not even sure?” 

“I am… but I want to make absolutely sure.” 

“Oh.”  Carol looked shocked. 

“I go back next week.  My appointment’s on Tuesday.  Or Wednesday.  Anyway, 

I have it written down and then I’ll know for sure.” 

Charlotte turned on the water and began to rinse off the plates before handing 

them to Carol, who placed them in the dishwasher. 

Charlotte continued.  “I don’t want to worry him or, God forbid…” 
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“Right.  Wow.” 

“I know.” 

Charlotte stopped washing the dishes for a moment and looked at the two men 

out on the back deck.  She could see them talking and staring off, their backs turned 

away from her.  She wondered what they could be saying.  She wondered what they 

could be saying.  Or if they were even talking at all.  If they were, it was probably 

about sports or their job.  That was about all they talked about anyway. 

Charlotte turned back to Carol and the dishes.  “Think I’d be good with kids?” 

“What?” 

“I mean, as a teacher?  Do you think I could be a teacher?” 

Carol laughed while she dried another platter.  “Sweetie, you’ll be wonderful with 

kids.  Try not to worry.” 

Charlotte forced a smile. 

Carol put the towel down.  “Are you two… doing okay?” 

“Yeah… I mean, it isn’t like it was.  But it’s okay.” 

Carol stopped loading the dishwasher and just stared at Charlotte.  “Okay.” 

“No, really.  We’re just going through something right now.  No big deal.  

Honest.” 

They went back to washing and loading in silence.  The clank of silverware in the 

dishwasher basket and the steady stream of the water filled the room, seemed to echo 

off the blank white walls.  Carol held up an already rinsed fork towards Charlotte.   

“Are you ready? 
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“Yeah… I mean, I think I am.” 

“No, I mean are you ready?” Carol asked, turning to glance out the window. 

“Oh.” 

Both women sat watching the backs of the men for a moment. 

Charlotte broke the silence.  “We’ll be fine.” 

“Right.”  Carol forced a smile. 

*** 

Charlotte opened the back door.  “Dave, how do you take your coffee?” 

“Black, please.” 

“Then dessert is ready, boys.” 

The two flicked their cigarettes in about the same spot as before and filed inside, 

Frank closing the door behind him.  The smell of smoke, the clank of blinds. 

In the dining room, the sizzle from the freshly baked pie could be heard about 

the music.  The apple filling oozed out of the slits cut in the top of the crust and the 

dining room filled with the smell of cinnamon.  Charlotte cut generous slivers and 

started passing them out, first to Carol then to Dave.  She served herself one and let 

Frank serve himself.  Everyone ate in silence, the sizzle fading away before long and 

the background music seemed louder than before. 

Carol set her fork down.  “Is this another recipe from T.V.?” 

“No,” Charlotte replied while covering her mouth, still half full of pie.  “Its my 

mother’s recipe.  Well, I guess it was her mother’s.  A family secret.” 

She smiled at Carol after taking a drink of water. 
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Dave pushed his empty plate away.  “Your wife is a wonderful cook.” 

Frank half-smiled.  “She is, isn’t she?” 

Carol caught Dave’s glance before she spoke.  “It’s getting kinda late…” 

Dave finished his coffee in one large gulp.  “Yeah, we should get going.” 

Frank got up.  “I’ll walk you out.” 

Carol went over and hugged Charlotte.  “Good to see you.” 

“You too.  Drive safe.” 

“I’ll call you sometime this week.” 

Dave walked over and kissed Charlotte on the cheek.  “G’night.  Wonderful 

dinner.” 

“Your welcome.  Take care of her,” she nodded towards Carol, who was hugging 

Frank. 

The three of them walked out the front door as Charlotte started clearing the 

table.  The door clicked shut behind Frank.  The night seemed colder than before.  

Dave turned back and offered his hand to Frank. 

“Have a good one.  See you Monday.” 

“Yessir.  Drive safe.” 

Dave wrapped an arm around Carol and walked her to the truck parked at the 

curb.  He opened her door, helped her in and shut it gently before walking around to 

the other side.  He gave one last wave before opening the driver side door. 

He waited until he heard Dave’s truck rumble to life out front before turning to 

go back inside.  A slight chill had crept into the air in the form of a swirling wind.  The 
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second the door clicked shut, the light in the hallway turned off.  He finished his wine in 

one large swallow while walking out to the back patio.  Setting his glass down on the 

counter, he opened the back door to the patio.  The door shut behind him, followed by 

the clank of the blinds.  He looked up at the clouds and lit another cigarette.  He knew 

that the only thing waiting up for him was a sink full of dirty dishes. 

*** 

The next morning, Frank ran around the kitchen, looking for his keys.  In 

between opening drawers, he poured his coffee in the same travel mug that he used 

every day.  He checked his pockets for the fifth time before pouring his creamer.  He 

walked around the kitchen and checked behind planters and on shelves while he stirred 

his coffee. 

“Honey, have you seen my keys?” 

Charlotte stopped straightening her hair and glanced into the bedroom form only 

a moment before she spotted the keys on his bedside table. 

“On your nightstand.” 

Frank rushed in while he screwed the lid on his mug.  “Thanks.” 

He turned to go before Charlotte stopped him.  “Kiss?” 

“Right, yeah.” 

Frank came into the bright bathroom and gave her a kiss before turning to go. 

Charlotte stopped him again.  “We need to talk.” 

“Right now?”  Frank looked down at the non-existent watch on his wrist. 

“No, tonight.” 
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Frank sighed.  “Tonight?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Dave and I and a couple of the guys were going to watch the Astros game after 

work.” 

Charlotte looked at him for a moment before returning to her hair straightening.  

“Fine.” 

Frank looked towards the door before turning back.  “Fine, okay.  I’ll be here 

after work.” 

“No, you can go out--” 

“No, I’ll be home.  Probably around six.” 

“You sure?” 

“Yeah, I’ll call you when I’m on my way.  We need to talk,” Frank turned and 

walked out the door.  He stopped and turned back and stepped into the bathroom.  He 

went over and stood behind Charlotte and watched her straighten her hair in the 

mirror.  She focused for another second before looking up at him.  He put his hands on 

the underside of her arms and guided her to her feet.  She turned to face him.   

He kissed her again.  “I love you.  I’ll call you later.” 

Before Charlotte could answer, he was already on his way through the kitchen.  

“Love you, too.” 

But all she heard was the slam of the door, the loud clank of those damn blinds. 

*** 
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Frank stood there, watching the afternoon crowds filing past each other in the 

parking lot.  The hospital was always busy on Sundays.  He leaned against an old oak 

tree, a tree they had been careful to build the parking lot around in order to keep it, 

and watched silently from the shade.  The hospital was just how he had always pictured 

it. 

In the distance, Frank heard the siren approaching.  He watched as the 

ambulance rounded the corner and shut off the siren, the lights still flashing.  The 

pedestrians scurried out of the street and stopped to watch the ambulance pass.  The 

driver did not slow until he was feet away from the door, and a crowd of doctors and 

nurses rushed the ambulance and had the back doors open before it even came to a 

complete stop.  Like clockwork. 

“Daddy, daddy,” the little girl came running from just on the other side of the 

tree.  “Did you see the am-blance?” 

He smiled.  “Yeah, baby girl.  I saw it.  The siren was loud, huh?” 

“Umm… no.”  She stood in front of him, her head tilted all the way back so she 

could look up at him. 

He could not help but laugh at her standing there in her little Astros jersey that 

was a few sizes too big and hung down almost to her knees.  She stood there in front 

of him, rocking back and forth from her heels to her toes.  Her dark blonde hair was a 

mess.  Her mother’s hair. 

“Daddy?” 

“Yeah, sweetie?” 
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“Is it time yet?” 

He took one last look at the hospital, ambulance and crowd before picking her up 

in one swift movement and heading toward his truck.  She giggled and her hair swirled 

in the warm breeze.  Walking out of the shade, he stepped down out of the grass and 

into the parking lot.   

Ahead of them, Frank saw a young boy in between his parents, using their arms 

to swing himself as they walked towards the hospital entrance.  He looked down to see 

the girl watching the scene as well and he noticed her interest.  Judging by her look, he 

knew a question was coming. 

“Daddy?” 

“Yeah, baby girl? 

“How come some mommies and daddies don’t like each other?” 

“It’s not that they don’t like each other,” he began, trying to think of something 

to say. 

“Then why?” 

“It’s just that sometimes mommies and daddies just can’t talk.  They just don’t 

get along like they should.” 

“Why?”  The little girl asked, watching the family head into the hospital. 

“I don’t know, sweetie,” Frank said while he watched the family.  “I just don’t 

know.” 

A voice called from behind them.  “Frank?” 

He turned to his right and saw Dave walking up. 
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“Hey, man.” 

“I thought that was you two.” 

Frank set the girl down and held out his hand.  “What’re you doing here?” 

“I was about to ask you the same thing.  One of Carol’s friends just had a little 

girl, so they’re all in there doing the whole swooning thing.  I had to get out.” 

Frank laughed.  “Yeah, don’t blame you.” 

Dave turned to the girl, who was half-hiding behind Frank’s leg.  “What about 

you, little June?  You come to see the doctors?” 

“No.  We came to see the hospital my daddy built when I was just a baby.” 

Dave laughed.  “He sure did build it.  He’s a strong guy, huh?” 

She nodded.  Frank stood over her, looking down, smiled. 

“You going to the game today?” 

“Yeah, my daddy’s taking me.  Mommy said I could even have ice cream.” 

“She did?” 

Again, she nodded. 

“So, who’s your favorite Astro?” 

Her eyes lit up as she pulled the bottom of her jersey forward.  “Roy O.” 

“He’s pitching today, huh?” 

“Yeah, and daddy said he’s gonna strike them all out.” 

Both men laughed.  June again began to rock, forward and back.  Forward and 

back. 

Dave held out his hand again.  “I better be getting back.” 
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“Yeah, I’ll see you tomorrow morning.” 

“You got June tonight or you taking her by Char’s after the game?” 

“Nah, I gotta drop her off,” Frank turns to June.  “You ready, ‘bug?” 

She looked up at him and nods before starting off towards the truck.  He 

watched her for a moment, her hair bouncing with every step. 

He turned back to Dave.  “Give Carol my best.” 

“I will.  Y’all have fun.” 

Frank turned and jogged to catch up with June.  He took one of her hands in his.  

She hummed and skipped.  Her arm, their arms, swung back and forth.  Frank watched 

her every movement, watched that dirty blonde hair.  The hair she got from her 

mother.  From behind them, Frank heard the ambulance turn on its siren.  
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Por La Familia 

The day he was released from prison, the only thing waiting for Miguel was a cab 

driver paid to bring him home.  Standing at the gate, waiting for it to open, he looked 

up to the guard tower.  He saw the guard with the glasses straight from Cool Hand 

Luke staring down at him.  Miguel nodded.  The guard removed his glasses and stared 

at Miguel. 

“Don’t come back, ya hear?” 

Miguel did not need to say anything in return.  Guards seemed so much better at 

determining guilt and innocence than juries, or even judges.  He turned to face the gate 

and waited.  After he had spent over a year waiting for this day, he did not want to 

miss it—the sight, smell of freedom. 

The cab ride was short.  He watched out the window as they passed the work 

details out in the fields surrounding The Walls, as the prisoners called the prison.  

Miguel assumed the prison looked much the same as when it opened in the 1850s.  The 

guards still rode horses, shotguns resting across the saddle while they wiped sweat the 

sweat from their brows.  The summertime heat took getting used to.   

The prison was just outside Dis City, Texas and before long, the cab stopped 

outside a one-story house in an older, run down section of downtown.  Miguel paused a 

moment before opening the cab door and getting out.  He stood there, looking at the 

outside of his childhood home before he took a deep breath, heading for the front door.  

He paused again at the door.  Nothing, no amount of time spent, could prepare him for 
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the look on his mother’s face.  The last two weeks before his release, he spent his time 

dreading her look and thinking of what he would say to her.  A mother’s look can cut. 

He rested his hand on the doorknob a second more before opening it.  Inside, it 

took him a moment for his eyes to adjust to the dark, but when they did, he could see 

his mother standing there, looking at him.  She was crying. 

“Mijo.” 

Miguel went to hug her.  He was glad to be home. 

*** 

Jose, Miguel’s older brother, had offered to pay for an expensive trial lawyer, but 

Miguel declined.  The DA wanted him to give up his brother, who everyone was 

convinced was behind the whole thing.  But Miguel took responsibility for everything 

and accepted his punishment without as much as a word.  Before the bailiff lead him 

away, he made his brother promise to keep his mother from coming to visit.  The last 

thing Miguel wanted was his mother to see him there, in that orange jumpsuit, on the 

other side of bullet-proof glass, talking through a telephone.  He received her letters 

daily; she kept him up on everything, anything she could think of to tell him.  After 

returning from church, she would write him a letter before she would do anything else.  

It was comforting for him to know that a letter would come for him every day, except 

Sunday, for all eighteen months of his sentence. 

“Mijo, tienes hambre?” 

“No, Ama.  I ate earlier.  It’s good to see you.” 

“Seguro?” 
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“Ama, I’m sure now sit down and relax.  I’m fine.” 

“You just look so… flaco.” 

“Ama.” 

“It’s good to see you, too.” 

“Where’s Jose?” 

She dropped her head, before looking off towards the front door. 

“Ama?” 

“No se.  He comes, he goes.  I never know where he is.  He’s always…” 

She did not even need to say it.  Out on a run or slinging it as quick as he could 

so he could get out on another run.  Business as usual.  Always business. 

“Ama, I’m kinda tired.  I’m gonna go lay down.” 

“Descanse, Mijo.” 

“I love you, Ama.” 

“Love you, too.” 

He walked down the short hall to the closed door of the childhood bedroom that 

he shared with Jose.  He stood at the door, looking down at the knob.  The chill of the 

metal helped him to realize he was starting over from the beginning. 

“Mijo?” 

He turned to look at her standing there, in the middle of the living room, the 

rosary beads clinging to her fingers.  “Yeah?” 

“Let her go.  For me.  Por favor.” 

He dropped his eyes for a moment before returning the look again.  “For you.” 
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He forced a smile and watched her move out of view before he returned his gaze 

to the door.  Taking a deep breath, he opened it.  Her.  It took all he had to not think 

about her, just as he had since he heard the news, but it was no use.  It would be a 

while before he was ready to let her go. 

*** 

Miguel and his brother had been driving back from the Rio Grande Valley, on 

another run.  The sun was shining and the road was steaming.  On either side, the 

canyon faces looked even more red than usual.  They had made this drive dozens of 

times before, but this was the first time Miguel was driving.  Jose’s car was in the shop, 

so he begged Miguel to borrow his, but Miguel decided to drive him instead.  It had 

cost him all his savings and he bought it only a month before, as a graduation present 

to himself.  All the advisors told him he would need one at the state college.  Besides, 

he thought less harm would come if he went along.  At least his car would make it back 

in one piece. 

They were just outside Dis City, almost home, when the lights began flashing 

behind them.  Miguel’s heart skipped a beat and he swallowed hard.  Out of the corner 

of his eye, he saw Jose reaching down between the seat and the passenger door.  

Miguel reached over and set his hand on his brother’s arm, to get his attention.  Jose 

looked Miguel in the eyes and got the message. 

Miguel pulled to the side of the road and, while looking in the rearview, said, 

“We do this my way.” 

“I’m still on paper.” 
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“My way.” 

He watched the Texas State Trooper in the car behind them and thought about 

how it would play out.  Jose had a few arrests, including the assault charge he was on 

probation for.  The five pounds of marijuana in the trunk was enough to send someone 

to prison for two years, minimum.  They had always been careful to have less than five 

pounds because Texas law did not make it a major offense unless it was over five 

pounds but this time Jose had gotten greedy.  A few ounces were the difference 

between six months and two to ten.  So little could mean so much. 

The officer walked up to the driver side window.  “License and registration, 

please.” 

Miguel handed him the papers he had waiting in his hand.  “There a problem, 

officer?” 

“I’ll be right back with this.” 

Miguel watched the officer walk back to his car and get on the radio.  He kept his 

eyes in the mirror.  Just then, he thought of Rosa.  She had been his high school 

sweetheart and was planning on moving with him when he went to school.  Running 

away, two young kids in love.  Miguel saw the officer get back out of the car. 

He turned to Jose.  “No matter what, you take care of Ama and Rosa.” 

“What?  What you mean ‘whatever happens,’ Miggy?” 

“Just do it for me.  Sabes?” 

“Yeah, I got it.” 
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The officer stepped up just behind the window, his hand on the top of his gun.  

The strap was loose.   

“Step out of the car, please.” 

*** 

Miguel remembered hearing about how prisoners always found God.  Until he 

was inside, he thought it was all for show.  Like some collateral to show a parole board.  

As if finding religion absolved them of their past transgressions.  But after hours and 

hours of time alone, he was convinced there was something more.  Everyone around 

him called it God; he did not know enough to call it anything else. 

Part of his conviction was a weekly drug rehabilitation meeting and the twelve 

step program that came with it.  It was funny that he had never even smoked one joint 

in his life and he had to sit in a meeting with convicts that were still scratching and 

sniffing their way through the lasting effects of their drug of choice.  He felt lost, out of 

place.  So he kept his head down, avoiding eye contact, and only spoke when he had 

to.  The whole sentence, he kept to himself as much as possible.  No friends, no 

enemies. 

The first thing the counselor made the prisoners in the class do after their first 

session was to go through their Bibles and pick out a verse that spoke to them.  The 

more he thought about it, the more Miguel was convinced it was just some way for the 

counselor to get a read on their mental states, like a baseline reading before treatment 

began. 
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He spent that night in his cell, reading and reading, until he found it.  The 

moment he read it, he knew he had found what he was looking for: 

But if the wicked will turn from all his sins that he hath committed, and keep all 
my statues, and do that which is lawful and right, he shall surely live, he shall 
not die. 
   
All his transgressions that he hath committed, they shall not be mentioned unto 
him: in his righteousness that he hath done he shall live. – Ezekiel 18:21, 22 
 
And it was there, reading that brand new Bible in the dim light of his cell, that he 

decided that he would turn his life over to God.  He spent most of his free time reading, 

not only scripture but literature, history and science.  Reading gave him the greatest 

pleasure he could find inside The Walls.  It was the only time when he was not thinking 

about Rosa. 

*** 

Jose had paid to get Miguel’s car out of the county impound and left it in their 

mother’s garage.  It was there, everything the way Miguel had left it.  On his way out 

the door, he told his mother he was on his way to see some old friends, but he headed 

straight for Jose’s place. 

It had bothered Miguel to see that cab sitting there when he got out.  After all 

Miguel had done for him, Jose could not even come to pick him up.  But that was just 

Jose.  If he was not on a run, he was getting ready to go out again.  Always business. 

Driving through his old neighborhood, he saw how little it had changed.  The sun 

hid behind the houses to the west, a few remaining rays of light peeking through the 

small spaces between the one story houses.  He saw the houses of childhood friends, 

some gone and some still around.  The old house of his friend Marcos was occupied by 
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some young family, but the outside looked the same.  The brown wood siding was still 

chipped in all the same places and the red shutters and front door had needed a fresh 

coat of paint since he could remember.   He remembered that house well; there had 

been a number of parties over there.  That was actually where he first met Rosa. 

One night when Marcos’s parents were gone, they threw a party for a few 

friends.  After a few hours, word got out and people from their school, and even people 

they did not know started showing up.  By that time, everyone was too drunk to say 

anything.  From his spot in the kitchen, Miguel saw a group of girls walk through the 

front door and the last one inside caught his eye.  She looked a little older than the 

group she came with, her black hair glowing almost blue in the pale entryway light.  

Her skin was dark and smooth and the thing that he fell in love with first was her eyes.  

They were light blue-green, like the girls from Acapulco he had heard so much about 

from all the guys he knew who had lived there before coming to Texas.  For all he 

knew, it was just a fairy tale to explain the girls with dark skin and light eyes.  Either 

way, he could not take his eyes off this girl. 

At the end of the night, he finally saw his chance.  The girl was standing all alone 

and looked like she had no intention of socializing, so Miguel made his move.  He made 

his way past everyone to the girl. 

“Como te llamas?” 

“What?” 

“Oh, sorry.  What’s your name?” 

“Rosa.” 
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“Rosa.  I like that.  Beautiful name.” 

“Thank you.” 

She seemed disinterested but he kept on.  “I haven’t seen you around.” 

“I live over by the park, the one by the dog food factory.” 

“Right, yeah.”  He looked around.  “So, who do you know?” 

“A few of my friends wanted to come out and dragged me along.” 

He laughed, trying hard to hide the nervousness.  It did not work.  “Yeah.” 

“You live here?” 

“Yes and no.  It’s my buddy Marcos’s place but I’m over a lot.” 

“Cool.”  Every time she answered, she looked past him. 

He thought of something to say.  “You’re beautiful.” 

“What?” 

He panicked.  The beer was getting to him.  “I mean, you, uh…” 

She tried to hide her smile.  It did not work.  One of her friends came up to her 

and tried to drag her away.  The whole group of girls was leaving suddenly.  

Apparently, one of his friends had said something stupid.  As usual. 

She whispered to the girl, who then made her way to the door.  “Look, I’ve got 

to go.” 

“Right, yeah.” 

“It was nice to meet you.” 

“Yeah, you too.” 
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She looked over his shoulder again before digging into her purse for something.  

Miguel turned to see if any of his friends saw him making a complete fool of himself.  

When he turned back, Rosa handed him a small piece of paper before making her way 

past him.  He looked down and saw her name and number scribbled on it.  He could 

barely read it and was not sure if it was the handwriting or the beer.  He turned to 

watch her leave. 

At the door, she turned back to him.  “Hey.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Como te llamas?” 

“Miguel.” 

She smiled.  “Miguel.  I like that.  Beautiful name.” 

Before he could say anything, she stepped out the door.  He stood there for a 

moment holding the slip of paper in his hand before putting it in his pocket and turning 

back to the party.  No one had noticed a thing. 

*** 

When Miguel pulled in front of a rundown house, he turned off the car.  Keys still 

in the ignition, he sat resting his forehead on the wheel for a moment before removing 

them and getting out of the car.  He noticed a brand new SUV in the driveway as he 

walked up the brown path of dead grass leading to the door.  There was no concrete 

walkway.  All the windows had bars over them and the house looked dark inside. 
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He stood at the door for a moment, his outstretched hand resting on the 

doorknob.  Eighteen months had not prepared him for this.  He pulled open the metal 

outer door and knocked on the wooden door. 

A voice from inside called.  “Who the fuck is it?” 

“Jose.  Open the door.” 

“Miggy?” 

Miguel heard all the locks before the door opened and there stood his shirtless 

brother in dark jeans, perfectly creased down the front even though they hung loose on 

his body.  His chest and both arms were covered in tattoos, though the ones he had 

gotten years before in prison were covered up with much darker, more professional 

looking ones.  His freshly shaved head glowed in the dim light.   

Jose let go of the door and held out his hand, which Miguel took and they 

wrapped their free arms around each other.  Miguel could smell tequila and beer 

coming from his breath, his whole body.  Jose pushed him back to take a closer look, as 

if he did not believe it was his brother standing there in his doorway.  Neither one said 

anything for a long moment; they stood and stared and tried to hide their smiles. 

“So,” Miguel started, “can I come in or are we just gonna stand here all night?” 

“Fuck, my bad.  Come on in, bro.” 

Noticing the dark house, Miguel looked around to see if anyone was in there with 

the two of them.  He heard something coming from the back room and the dim glow of 

a silent T.V. was the only light in the whole house.  Jose led the way to a couch in the 

front room and threw himself down on one side.  As Miguel sat, he turned his head to 



 77

look down the back hallway and saw a young woman walking from one room to 

another in just her underwear.   

Miguel sat and turned back to Jose, who sat there staring at him.  “So where the 

fuck were you?” 

“Yeah, sorry bro.  I got back late last night, so I called the cab.  You had no 

problemas, right?” 

“Yeah, it was cool.  Just I guess I expected to see you.” 

“Yeah,” Jose said, looking past him down the same hall.  “I’ll make it up to you.  

What’re you doing tomorrow?  Looks like I gotta make another run.  Getting low 

already.  I can’t get enough shit to be able to relax for a few days.” 

“I gotta go to work.” 

“Work?” 

“Yeah, my PO got me a job with a labor company.  I gotta be there at seven 

every day.” 

“Work,” Jose repeated staring at the floor in front of him.  “Oh, speaking of 

which,” he got up and went to a cigar box next to the T.V. and pulled out a roll of 

money, rubber-banded together, which he threw in Miguel’s lap. 

“Your cut.  From your last run.” 

Miguel stared at the money before handing it back.  “I can’t take this.” 

“Take what?  You earned that, bro.  I just had to hold it for you for a while.  

That’s yours,” he held up his hands, palms forward. 
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Miguel sat there for a moment, his hand and the money out in front of him 

before he lowered it, slow, and put it in one of his pockets. 

“Thanks.” 

“Hey, bro.  If you want back in, you’re…” 

“I don’t.” 

Jose smiled.  “I was the same way when I got out the first time.  It’s cool.  Call it 

a… standing offer.  Think about it.” 

“Don’t need to.”  Miguel looked around for a few more seconds before getting 

up.  “I gotta get going.” 

“Right.  Work.” 

“Yeah,” Miguel said, looking down at his one pocket.  He took a deep breath.  

“How is she?  And the kid… what’s her name?” 

“Mariana.  They’re good.  I have them in a place over with the rich, white folks.  

Better schools and all.  You should go by sometime, for dinner or something.” 

“Yeah, maybe,” he said while he headed for the door.  Jose followed him.  

Miguel opened the door, stopped and turned around.   

Jose held out his arm.  “Por la familia.” 

Miguel looked at it for a moment before grabbing it and hugged his brother once 

more.  “Yeah, por la familia.” 

He turned and walked out, headed straight through the grass to his car.  He 

heard the clicks of locks behind him.  The sun was gone and the few streetlights cast 
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the road in an orange glow.  He already knew he would not get much sleep that night.  

Being free was much tougher than he ever remembered. 

*** 

Staring at the dark ceiling, Miguel tried to fall asleep in his single bed.  He 

counted the dots on the textured ceiling and anything else he could think of, but he laid 

there, wide awake for hours.  The roll of money that Jose had given him was already 

tucked away in his favorite hiding spot from his youth: the back of his underwear 

drawer.  It took counting it twice to be sure that Jose gave him more than his usual cut.  

Fifteen thousand.  That’s how much eighteen months of his life was worth. 

Sitting up, he stared at the drawer and thought of his options.  At first, he 

thought he could give the money back, but he knew that Jose would never take it.  

Giving it to his mother or to the church would only bring him questions that he did not 

want to have to answer.  There did not seem to be a good way to get rid of the money.  

He would let it sit in the drawer until he figured something out. 

On the top of the dresser, he saw their picture tucked inside the frame of the 

mirror.  Dropping his head and putting his hands on his knees, he thought for a second 

before standing up and walking over.  He pulled the picture loose and held it at an 

angle so he could look at it in the few rays of moonlight coming through the blinds of 

the lone bedroom window. 

The picture was from their first date, taken in a photo booth at the mall arcade 

and had cost him a dollar.  In it, Rosa sat on his lap and smiled for the camera while he 

looked at the side of her face.  At the end of that night, he had given her the four 
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pictures the machine spat out, but she cut this one off and gave it to him the next time 

she saw him. 

“This one’s for you.” 

He remembered looking down at it.  “Why this one?” 

When she did not answer, Miguel looked up at her.  She smiled, her teeth barely 

showing the way she did when she was really happy.  She reached over with her hand 

and gently placed it on his cheek.  Running it up and down slowly, he pulled away 

because it tickled. 

“That one’s yours,” she said, pointing at it with that same hand, “because I like 

the way you’re looking at me.  Like you are right now.  I wanted you to see how you 

look at me, to remember that look.” 

Not knowing what to say, he dropped his eyes down.  When he thought he 

found the right words, Miguel looked up to meet her eyes again, but Rosa moved too 

fast.  She stepped closer and kissed him on the lips, her tongue barely touching his 

bottom lip.  She tasted like bittersweet chocolate.  That was their first kiss, there in the 

arcade, the lights and sirens of some winner sounding all around them. 

Miguel put the picture back on top of the dresser, face down, next to his Bible.  

He looked at the book, the cover thick with dust.  He picked it up and sat back down on 

the bedside.  Flipping the pages, he turned to one of his favorite passages.  He sat 

reading until he came to one of the parts he had memorized after reading it over and 

over. 

My little children, let us not love in word, neither in tongue; but in deed and in 
truth. – 1 John 3:18 
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He closed the book and set it on his nightstand.  He repeated that last line, in 

deed and in truth, over and over in his mind.  The words echoed in his head, in deed 

and in truth, and soon his eye lids grew heavy and finally closed.  In deed and in truth.  

In truth.  Truth. 

*** 

The next morning, he was one of the first to arrive at the shop.  They sent him 

with a few other workers to a warehouse a few blocks away.  They wanted to keep him 

close so that in case he did not work out, they could send someone to pick him up.  He 

spent the whole morning pulling box after box from racks in the warehouse, wheeling 

them to the front, and loading them onto a truck.  Pull a box, roll it, load it, repeat.  All 

the other workers were bitching about the tedious work, but Miguel did not mind it.  He 

almost enjoyed the exercise.  It felt good to be able to walk around without a watchful 

guard holding a shotgun a few yards away. 

The smoke break at ten came and went, and they all went back to work.  Before 

he knew it, everyone was headed to the break room for lunch.  Grabbing his bag from 

the refrigerator, he headed out to sit under a tree out in front of the warehouse.  He 

opened the white plastic bag to find the cold bologna and cheese he made that 

morning.  The sandwich did not have mustard or mayo because he was not sure if it 

would keep while he was working.  The next morning, he would know what to expect. 

Halfway through his sandwich, he looked up to see a woman walking over to 

him.  Not wanting to cause any trouble, he turned his head the other way.  Out of the 

corner of his eye, he noticed her getting closer and closer until he finally turned back.  
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Despite the dark sunglasses, he knew her immediately.  Not knowing what else to do, 

he stood up and brushed off the back of his pants.  She stopped a few feet in front of 

him and smiled.  Her teeth did not show. 

She spoke first.  “I hope you don’t mind me coming by here, but Jose said you 

would be working today, so I called to find out where.” 

“Hi.” 

She took a step closer.  “Hi.” 

He swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly dry.  There were so many things he 

wanted to say to her, to ask her.  Nothing came to his mouth.  Rosa was the last 

person he expected to see.  Eighteen months, nothing to say.  He thought about how 

much he did not do, how much he did not prepare for, during those eighteen months 

when they were apart. 

“I just wanted to see you, to make sure we’re okay.  I know this isn’t how I, we 

planned on things working out, but—” 

“No, yeah.  We’re good.” 

She breathed heavily and smiled again.  “Good.” 

He stared at her dark glasses.  “Good.” 

“Okay, well,” she started before Miguel reached over and pulled off her 

sunglasses to reveal a bruise around her right eye.  Her eyes were set deeper than he 

remembered and her arms were bruised as well. 

“What happened?” 
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“I was, uh, pulling some things down from the top shelf of the closet and a box 

fell and hit me.” 

“Right in the eye, huh?” 

“Yeah,” she said as she grabbed her glasses back and put them back on.  “I’ve 

got to go.” 

“Right, me too.” 

She turned to walk away but turned back after only a few steps.  “I just want… 

no, need you to know—” 

“I know.” 

“No, it’s just…” 

“I know.” 

She frowned, slightly, before responding.  “Okay, well… it was good to see you.” 

“You too.” 

“Okay then,” she turned to walk away again. 

“Hey Rosa?” 

She turned back.  “Yeah.” 

“You take care of yourself.  And Mariana.” 

Miguel could see her start to tear up, even from behind the sunglasses.  She 

smiled and turned again.  He watched her walk through the parking lot to another new 

SUV, get in and drive off.  After the car disappeared, he watched a few moments more 

before sitting back down.  Picking up what was left of his sandwich, he looked at it and 
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picked off a piece of bread before opening the plastic bag and throwing the rest inside, 

untouched.  He was not hungry anymore. 

*** 

It took him a few months to work up the courage to go over to Jose and Rosa’s 

house.  He had worked his way into a new job, at that warehouse, and even his PO 

stopped calling to check up on him.  Everything seemed to be working out, so he finally 

felt brave enough to go and see Rosa and to meet Mariana.  She had been born a few 

months after he went away and he had not even seen a picture of the little girl.  After 

work, he showered and left before his mother got home from church.  She went there 

straight from work every day. 

He turned down the street that Jose had told him about months before.  Every 

house was a full two stories and had at least one brand new SUV in the driveway.  

There were street lights in every other yard, leaving the street illuminated the whole 

way down the block.  Kids played out in the yard and even some in the street with no 

parents in sight.  The grass in all the yards was green and the houses all had fresh 

paint, no chips. 

Miguel pulled into the driveway behind Jose’s SUV.  He got out and looked over 

the house.  No bars on the windows, no beaten path in the grass.  The house looked 

brand new.  Even the flowers in the flower beds looked freshly planted.  He started up 

the paved walkway before he stopped and turned around.  Taking in the whole 

neighborhood, he saw the sun peeking through the wide spaces in between the houses.  

He smiled. 
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He turned and walked to the door.  Again, he paused at the door, resting his 

hand on the solid wood.  Before he could knock, he heard shouting inside.  Screams 

and finally a loud crash.  He knocked louder and louder until he heard the shouting die 

down and heard someone come to the door.   

Jose opened it, face flushed red.  “What?  Oh, shit.  What’s up, Miggy?” 

“Nothing, I just thought I’d take you up on your offer for dinner,” he peeked in 

past his brother’s body to see Rosa crying on the floor.  “I hope I’m not too late… 

everything all right?” 

“Yeah.  We’re fine.  She just… slipped.” 

“Right,” Miguel caught one last glance of Rosa, trying to hide her eyes as she left 

the front room.  “I guess I’ll try some other time.” 

Jose’s body perked up, his chest pushed forward a bit.  “Yeah, good idea.” 

“Right.” 

“And maybe call first.” 

Miguel studied his brother for a moment before turning to go.  “Right, call.  Y’all 

have a good one.” 

Jose did not say a word.  He just stepped back and closed the door, all while 

staring at Miguel as he walked to his car.  Miguel could feel the eyes on the back of him 

the whole way, even after the door clicked shut.  No sound of locks.  At the door to his 

car, he stopped and hung his head.  He turned and looked up at the second story 

windows.  After looking for a few seconds, he thought he saw a shadow at one, but 
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decided it was just the drapes moving slightly as if someone had been there and had 

left.  It seemed like he was always just a second too late. 

*** 

When he got home, he went into the drawer and removed the money before his 

mother even knew he was home.  Miguel left out the front door, closing it quietly.  He 

had business to attend to and did not want to have to explain himself, especially not to 

her.  The money in hand, he headed out.  He knew where to go to get a gun.  It was 

the same spot as before he went into prison and would be the same spot long after he 

needed one.  Nothing ever changed in his neighborhood except the names and faces. 

He pulled up, got out and recognized a guy that used to hang with him and 

Marcos. That was before the guy started doing odd jobs for any of the older guys who 

would pay.  Odd jobs turned into steady work, which turned him into a one of those 

guys.  Just the type of man Miguel wanted to see. 

The man saw Miguel and recognized him right away.  “Primo, que paso?” 

“Hey man.  I need something.” 

“Yeah, bro.  Whatever you need, I got.  If I don’t, I can get it.” 

“I need a piece.  Something untraceable, no numbers.” 

“Revolver or auto?” 

“Don’t matter as long as it works.” 

The guy looked up and down the block, then turned and dug around in a duffel 

bag he kept behind the rusted car on blocks he leaned on.  Using his sleeve to grip to, 

the guy came out with a small revolver and handed it to Miguel, handle first, to inspect.  
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Miguel opened the cylinder and looked to be sure it was clean.  He checked the bullets 

before flipping the cylinder shut.  He looked to make sure the serial number had been 

filed down before looking back at the guy. 

“How much?” 

“For you, three and half.” 

Miguel pulled out four hundred dollars from the roll Jose gave him and handed it 

to the guy. 

“Thanks,” he said, before turning to go. 

“Primo,” the guy called. 

At his car door, Miguel turned back.  “Que?” 

“You know, I never figured you for this.  A gun and all.” 

“Yeah,” Miguel said, opening his car door and sliding into the seat.  “Neither did 

I.” 

*** 

Waiting for hours for Jose’s SUV to pull up to his barred window house, Miguel 

tried not to think about things.  The longer he sat, the more he thought.  One passage 

he remembered well kept coming into his mind: 

Say not thou, I will recompense evil; but wait on the Lord, and he shall save 
thee. – Proverbs 20:22 
 
That thought, on waiting, just was not good enough.  He knew that he, Rosa 

could not wait.  A slow breeze blew through his open windows and the night air chilled 

his skin.  From down the block, he had a clear view of Jose’s house.  It looked dark, as 

it had before, but there were no cars out front. 
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After a few more hours, at almost three in the morning, he saw headlights turn 

down the street and pull into the driveway.  He immediately recognized the SUV and 

Jose driving it.  He waited to make sure Jose was alone before getting out of the car 

and making his way to the door.  Just as Jose unlocked the last deadbolt and opened 

the door, Miguel came up behind him and hit him in the back, knocking him to the floor 

in the entryway.  Jose scrambled for his own gun before seeing Miguel standing over 

him, pointing the revolver in his face. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” 

“This is me telling you that you don’t ever get to lay your hands on her again.” 

“Fuck you.” 

“No, fuck you.  Never again.” 

Jose stared to laugh.  “You think this is going to scare me?  I raised you.  I know 

you don’t have the balls to do shit about anything.” 

Miguel cocked the hammer back.  “Ya no soy ese nino que viste en el corte.  

Nada mas.” 

“Oh, right.  The hardened criminal.  You’ll always be that kid.” 

“I kept you out of prison, remember?  That was me.  I asked you to take care of 

her.  This isn’t what I wanted.” 

“Think this is what I planned?” 

“I don’t know.  But it ends here.” 

“Fuck you.” 

Miguel lowered the gun and started for the door.  Jose called after him.   
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“What the fuck did you see in her anyway?” 

“I saw…”  He could not think for the right word.  He was not sure there was a 

word.  Whatever it was, he saw it that night he spent in the photo booth.  He saw 

himself, the part that he felt had been missing.  Looking over at Jose on the floor, he 

shook his head and headed for the door again. 

Jose started to get up.  “Hey, Miggy.  Just for this, the next time I’ll beat her 

even more.  Just for you, that fucking bitch.  Te acuerdas?  Por la familia.” 

Miguel turned to see him on his feet, smiling wide.  Miguel dropped his head for 

a moment before turning the gun back on Jose.  He pulled the trigger once, twice and 

watched as Jose fell back onto the area rug.  He walked over and stood over his 

brother’s body.  The same smile was still on his lifeless face. 

“Por la familia.” 

*** 

The sun rose red.  In the morning light, the canyon walls looked deeper, darker 

than usual.  He was driving down the same highway that he and Jose had always taken 

on their runs.  About two hours outside Dis City, he pulled over.  Earlier, when he had 

forced his brother’s body in the trunk, he promised himself this would be the last time 

he would drive with anything like this in his trunk. 

In the darkness, the shovel found the rocky ground tough to penetrate.  The lack 

of rain in West Texas turned the soil hard, almost like rock.  Alone in the darkness, 

Miguel was glad he worked all those long hours in the warehouse.  For every thrust of 

the shovel, he needed every bit of strength he could summon. 
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On his way back to town, Miguel thought of Rosa and Mariana, who he still had 

not met.  He wondered how Rosa would take the news, how she would treat him.  No 

matter what, Miguel felt righteous.  There were just some things that a man needed to 

do, no matter the consequences. 

The sun was higher in the sky but the canyon faces were still red.  He had 

missed this drive the past two years.  Every hundred miles or so, the scenery changed 

but each change was subtle and fluid; everything appeared natural and undisturbed.  

Every once in a while, it was good to escape the city and see the world for how it was 

meant to be see: undeveloped, beautiful. 

When he saw the flashing lights behind him this time, he was not frightened or 

nervous.  He pulled the car to the side of the road and waited for the State Trooper to 

walk up to his window.  Whatever was going to happen, he was ready, prepared.  He 

had taken care of the last thing that needed his attention.  The officer set his hand on 

top of the car when he got to the window. 

“There a problem, officer?” 

*** 

Standing in line, he waited for the guards to check his belongings.  The air was 

hot and the dust stuck to his sweaty face.  Even his teeth felt dusty.  He was next in 

line, holding nothing but his Bible.  After the guard finished with the prisoner, Miguel 

stepped forward.  He held out the Bible for the guard to check, but before he could do 

anything, the guard with the mirrored glasses and another guard came up and took the 

Bible.  They lead him off to the side. 
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The man in the sunglasses fanned through the pages.  “I thought I told you not 

to come back.” 

“Sorry, boss.” 

The pages stopped on a photo stuck between the pages.  Miguel had chosen it 

carefully: 

He that loves his brother abideth in the light, and there is none occasion of 
stumbling in him. – 1 John 2:10 
 
The guard looked at the photo booth picture, of some girl and Miguel staring at 

her from behind.  He put the photo back and handed the book to Miguel, and pointed 

for him to get back in line. 

Once he was gone, the guard with the glasses turned to the other one.  “What 

happened?” 

“Pulled over and had a gun in the car.  The trunk was empty except for a shovel, 

fresh dirt on it.  His brother had disappeared but the DA couldn’t prove anything.  He’s 

back for the final six months of his original sentence.” 

The guard with the sunglasses watched as Miguel stood in line, waiting to enter 

the prison once more, and even from behind him, the guard thought he could see a 

slight smile on Miguel’s face. 
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No Joy in the Brilliance of Sunshine  

The lampposts looked crooked.  As the rain came down harder, the colors 

started to run together.  The paintings of French Quarter jazzmen leaning on lampposts 

became unrecognizable figures bent in unnatural positions.  The paint dripped down the 

canvases, falling into puddles, then small streams of colors that seeped into the cracks 

between the cobblestones of Jackson Square, becoming soupy swirls of reds and 

yellows and blues.   

From his seat near the barroom window, Keith Chandler watched the people 

scurrying for cover from the sudden storm.  The tourists, laughing and splashing in the 

small puddles, ran for the nearest gift shops and kite stores.  The artist of the ruined 

paintings ran from piece to piece, trying to save as many as possible.  Her bright yellow 

sunhat perfectly matched her floral dress, which clung to her slim figure under the 

weight of the rain-soaked material.  She started with bigger, more expensive paintings, 

trying to save them from melting into the street.  Pigeons waddled from puddle to 

puddle, cocking their heads as the artist rushed past.  

Keith watched a young couple admiring the paintings despite the steady rain.  

They laughed and held each other close, walking from canvas to canvas as the artist 

desperately tried to turn them over.  The man held his sport jacket over them while the 

woman clung to his chest, her smile radiant even in the dark, grey light.  They moved 

like a singular being, swaying and tiptoeing past colored puddles, making their way 

down the Square toward the Bourbon Orleans.  He watched as they began to fade from 

view, dissolving slowly as they were absorbed into the strong, steady rain. 
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Guitarists and horn players walked past, unfazed by the rain soaking into their 

second, or third, hand clothes.  They covered their instruments as best they could with 

rags and old newspapers before they headed for the overhangs outside the tourist 

shops and bars.  When Keith moved here in the months after Katrina, the French 

Quarter was silent.  He walked for blocks and blocks and heard nothing but the mostly 

distant sounds of construction.  Without music, the city lost some of the magic he had 

heard so much about.   

A guitarist came and sat in front of Keith, his blonde dreadlocks glistening from 

the rain.  He wiped down the worn and scratched wood of his guitar with his shirt 

before drying off his small fuzz box amp with the cutoff legs of his stained cargo pants.  

He leaned against the window, the back of his head creating a halo of moisture on the 

cool glass behind him.  Plugging in the cord running from his guitar to his amp, the man 

picked at the strings, his fingers finding their place along the rusted frets.  One broken 

string dangled from the neck of the guitar, swaying to the rhythm of the tune he 

started picking out. 

The man stopped to wring water from his long goatee before reaching into the 

front pocket of his shirt to pull out a bent, mangled cigarette.  He lit it with a deep 

cough, reached into his back pocket for what remained of a Saints hat before picking 

the tune up where he stopped.  While finger picking lightly, he reached out with his left 

hand and set out the hat in front of his untied sneakers and returned to playing with 

both hands. 
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Keith ran his hands along the peeling label of his half-empty Budweiser bottle 

and listened to the muddled music from the other side of the glass.  The amp sounded 

distorted, though not in a purposeful way.  The slow tune floated as tourists walked 

hurriedly by, the adults careful to step over the man’s outstretched legs, dragging their 

kids by their arms.  Though the adults pretended not to see him, the kids stared wide-

eyed at the dirty musician sitting on the sidewalk.  The busker hardly noticed, his eyes 

focused on the quick fingers of his left hand forming chord after chord.  Every once in a 

while, a person would drop a crumpled dollar or loose change into the hat on their way 

by, but most paid no attention at all. 

An old man stumbled up in front of the busker, taking swig after swig from a 

bottle covered by a brown paper bag.  Keith wondered why the bottle was hidden.  The 

man smiled, showed his few teeth and clapped his free hand against the bottle as he 

tapped his foot in a lazy, steady beat.  Walking over, the man lowered himself beside 

the guitarist.  His eyes never left the knowing fingers running up and down the strings.  

Even from his angle behind the two, Keith could see the old man close his eyes as his 

head swayed to the music, changing directing with every pull of the strings.   

Keith looked back to see if he could see the couple, but they had disappeared, 

down some alley or into a deep, deep puddle.  He stared, hoping to catch another view 

of the young woman clinging to her man.  All that was left were the men against the 

window, the colored puddles and the steady, driving rain.  Pigeons flew from out of the 

rain onto the rafters above the two men.    

*** 
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The pigeons.  He remembered the pigeons outside the hospital window, looking 

dream-like through the rain-soaked glass.  They gathered in the puddles on the gravel-

covered rooftop.  He could sit for hours, staring out at that rooftop, watching the 

pigeons wading from puddle to puddle while Jenny slept. 

Jenny’s room was much like the others.  It was filled with all sorts of bright cards 

and flowers, but still felt cold and sterile.  He brought her favorite painting – a 

lithograph of some famous work but Keith could never remember the artist’s name – to 

give the room a feeling of home.  It was supposed to be water lilies or lily pads, but to 

him it just looked like a green and white mess. 

The room was small, with a chair, T.V. and a window flanking the bed.  The 

window faced out on Reliant Stadium and on Sunday afternoons, Keith could hear the 

collective roars and groans of the crowd.  He wished he was there, not because he 

much cared whether the Texans won or lost but because it would be relaxing to care 

for something so trivial. 

After the first few weeks of staying in the hospital, he took a leave from his job.   

He slept alongside Jenny every night, in the uncomfortable chair that could not recline 

all the way.  His body was stiff and sore every morning, but he always did his best to 

smile when he looked at her.  Jenny never let him know how much pain she was in, 

though he knew she hurt.   

He remembered walking outside the hospital, down to the small garden just 

across the entryway.  The matching metal benches that ran along Holcombe Avenue 

provided the perfect escape from the realities he faced daily in the room twelve floors 
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above.  Keith went out there to think and smoke, the fresh air providing a short respite 

as he watched the cars pass by on the busy street.  He could never shake the idea that 

he had smoked all these years and yet Jenny was the one hooked up to the machines.  

Years earlier, when he was the one in the car passing by, he always wondered why 

everyone on the benches looked so tired.  Now he knew all too well. 

Walking down the corridor everyday, he passed people in different stages of 

death.  Some made it out, but they were the lucky ones.  Three doors down from 

Jenny’s room, a man had been there since before Jenny was admitted.  Keith could see 

the changes almost daily.  The man looked weaker and paler while the nurses looked 

more and more concerned every time they checked on him.  At first, he had visitors on 

a daily basis, but as the months went by, they came less and less until it was just the 

man and his daughter in the room.  She never left his side and Keith could see the toll 

it took on her.  Her face, especially around her eyes, aged years for every week that 

passed. 

Then one day when Keith walked by, the room was empty.  The bed was made 

with fresh sheets, the flowers were gone and the machines were all turned off.  The 

name was removed from the plaque next to the door.  He knew what happened without 

having to ask.  He never saw the man, or his daughter, again.  Two days later, the 

room was occupied with another patient and a crowd of her family and friends. 

*** 

Keith sat in the bar; the humidity of the rain filled the room.  Sweat stains 

formed under his arms on his pressed, white shirt.  The bar top was sticky under his 
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hands, while the ring of moisture from his beer bottle grew wider.  The smells of old 

smoke and fresh rain filled his nostrils.  The bartender, a blonde woman who looked 

maybe thirty, ran from one end of the bar to the other while she took orders and made 

drinks; everything looked like one, uninterrupted movement.  She looked up at Keith 

while washing some glasses in the sink just below the bar.   

“You okay, hun?”   

Keith looked down at his near-empty bottle.  “Maybe one more.” 

“Maybe?”  She smiled.  “Be right back.” 

She washed the last two glasses, the dirty, soapy water spilling over the sides of 

the sink.  She wiped her hands on a towel while she turned and was off.  Keith finished 

his beer in one gulp and set the bottle back down on the bar top, careful to set it back 

on the circle of moisture it came from. 

He turned in his chair to get a better view of the rain outside.  The artist was 

nowhere to be found; all he saw was the rain, the busker and the old man.  Even the 

pigeons had left.  Keith watched the puddles as each rain drop splashed, which turned 

the ripples into little rainbow-colored waves. 

Keith turned to watch the old man, still next to the busker, eyes closed, bent 

cigarette between his wrinkled fingers.  He saw the old man’s lips move, but the busker 

played on without so much as a pause.  Across the square, Keith thought he saw the 

young couple but instead all he saw was more rain.  He watched for a minute more, the 

sounds of the music and rain drowned out the bar room noise. 
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When he turned back to the bar, Keith saw a fresh beer, sitting perfectly on the 

ring from the last one.  He cocked his head to one side, just to be sure his eyes had not 

deceived him.  Looking up, the bartender ran from customer to customer.  The bar had 

become busy without him noticing it.  He figured he would catch her later. 

He watched her as she moved around the bar, opening beers and mixing drinks 

in what seemed to be something she practiced, like a choreographed dance.  The more 

he watched, the more he noticed she was older than he first thought.  She had a slim 

body, but her face, her eyes looked older.  The eyes never lie. 

After the rush, she came back over to his corner of the bar.  All the empty beer 

bottles that had accumulated were gone in a second and she looked around, as if she 

knew the next rush could come at any time. 

Keith sipped his beer.  “Relax.” 

She turned, smiling.  “Suga, you’re one to talk.” 

“How you mean?” 

“A few months back, you started coming here.  Every so often, you sit right 

there, in the corner.  You drink a beer or two, don’t talk and head on out.  Yeah?” 

“I’ve come in a time or two.” 

“No work?” 

“I came here after Katrina and did a few jobs with a contractor I knew from 

Houston.  Help out, you know?  After the second job, I told him I needed some time 

off.  Clear my mind, I guess.” 

“You need to let it go.” 
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“What’s that?” 

“Whatever it is that’s eating you alive.  You can see it on your face a mile away.” 

He laughed.  “Thanks for the advice.” 

She smiled weakly.  “Ain’t advice.  Whatever it is… it’s killing you slow.  Sad to 

watch, ya know?” 

He looked down at his hands.  His thumb was spinning the ring on his finger, 

around and around.  Before, he used his hands to create.  Even with computers 

becoming all the rage for architects, he still liked to feel the pencil on paper first.  Get a 

feel for the building.  Computers were cold, unlike the paper.  There was a warmth, a 

feeling of creating something beautiful and concrete that seemed to come from the 

paper. 

“You should give him a call.” 

“Who?” 

“That contractor.  Lord knows this city can use all the help it can get.  Get you 

out of the bars for at least a few hours a day.  Keep your mind off things and keep you 

going.” 

Keith laughed.  “Thanks again.” 

“Besides,” she continued, “I’d hate to lose a good customer.” 

She smiled, tapped the bar with her palm once and walked off.  Back to work.  

Always back to work. 

*** 
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Driving home from an Astros game, a tired Jenny sat in the passenger seat, 

while her number seven jersey kept her warm on the unseasonably cool summer night.  

She stared out the passenger window as the truck engine hummed, while the 

warehouses off Chartres passed by her view.  She coughed once, twice while she stared 

out the window.  The city was alive after yet another win over division rival, the 

Brewers.  Keith drove without speaking.  

He turned down Congress, the direction home, and Jenny sat up in her seat.  

Outside, underneath the 59 Elevated, a group of scraggly-looking people dressed in 

dirty rags mingled with the bustling crowd leaving the game.  Their faces looked 

different than the typical people found on the street late at night.  They looked 

defeated, broken in a way that Keith had never seen.  Jenny just sat, stared, and 

watched them as Keith held on to the wheel, waiting for the light to change. 

Later that drive, after nearly and hour of silence, Jenny turned to him. 

“We should help them.” 

“What?  Help who?” 

“We should just quit our jobs and move to New Orleans and help them rebuild.” 

Keith laughed off the idea with a sort of half-snort, half-snicker, while he shook 

his head.  He turned to look at his wife.  She looked smaller and paler than he 

remembered as she stared out the window into the darkness. 

“You’re serious?” 

She stared out the window a moment more before turning to face him.  “Well… 

yeah.” 
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Keith turned back to the road, then back to her.  “We can’t just… up and leave.” 

“Why not?  We don’t need the money.  We haven’t needed the money in a while.  

And we always said we’d do stuff like this.  Help others.  This is our chance.” 

“And when do you plan on this happening?” 

“Well, I figured we have our anniversary coming up…” 

Jenny stared at the side of his face while Keith stared straight ahead, the pale 

glow from the headlights struggled to illuminate the darkness around them.  They lived 

on the outskirts of Houston and still had a few more minutes to go.  Jenny turned up 

the CD player.  Keith never understood why she liked listening to old men with smoky 

voices rasp above the sound of a guitar.  He looked in the rearview mirror but saw 

nothing but the faintest red of the taillights.  They were alone.  

*** 

Keith sat there, staring at the glossy bar top, twirling his wedding band with his 

left thumb.  He stared off into nothing, twirling.  Every so often, he looked down to find 

himself twirling the ring, something that was as new to him as the city.  He never 

twirled it before, or maybe he just never realized it.  He could have done almost 

anything those long nights in the hospital and not remembered.  The whole time there 

seemed like one long day.  He remembered falling asleep in the chair, but only after 

hours and hours of just sitting there, staring blankly out the window.  Waiting. 

The crowd that came immediately after the rain started began to thin out, 

leaving the barroom and making their way down the street, careful to stay under the 

covered overhangs.  Keith looked around the room before turning back to the silent 
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televisions above the mirrors that line the back of the bar.  The bartender was nowhere 

to be found. 

The music from outside could be heard more clearly after the crowd noise died 

down again.  The busker was on his second, or third, mangled cigarette.  The old man 

next to him was in a deep, restless sleep.  The cigarette, which had burned out long 

before, still rested between his chapped lips.  Keith looked down towards St. Louis 

Cathedral, just in case.  Nothing. 

He turned back to his beer and noticed his thumb was still twirling the ring on his 

finger.  He stopped and grabbed his beer with his left hand just to be sure.  Looking up, 

he saw an older man making his way towards the bartender, who was busy restocking 

the cooler at the far end of the bar.  Only the very top of her blonde hair could be seen 

above the bartop. 

“Excuse me, Miss.” 

“Yeah,” she called without looking up. 

“Do you know what day it is?  I mean, the date?” 

“Um,” she paused what she was doing for a second to think. 

Keith looked up from his beer.  “The Eighteenth.” 

The old man and the bartender looked at him, surprised.  She went back to 

stocking the cooler while the old man moved along the bar a few steps, towards Keith. 

“You sure?” 

“Yeah.  It’s the Eighteenth.” 

“Thanks.” 
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He watched the old man move back across the bar and helped his wife up out of 

her chair.  She took his hand, putting her small fingers in the middle of his palm, 

looking up at him with a smile on her face.  The two made their way outside, the old 

man opening up a large umbrella for the two to share.  They looked up and down 

Decatur Street, and Keith watched them walk, still hand in hand. They moved past the 

view of the window and Keith saw the old Ripley’s building.  It had reopened for a 

while, but had closed for good about a year later.  Some things just never made it back 

after the storm.   

The bartender came over and set her palm on top of his hand on the bar, 

stopping the rotation of the ring.  “You’ve got to let her go.” 

He smiled and tried to say something, but nothing came to mind.  His eyes 

stayed down on his hand, his ring. 

“I get off first tonight.  ‘Bout ten.  You should come by.  Just to talk, if that’s 

what you want.  If not, no worries.  I’ll see you in here the next time ‘round.” 

Looking up from his hand, he caught her smile before she turned back to the 

bar.  He looked down at his beer and noticed his thumb rotating the ring, even faster 

than before. 

*** 

The last thing Jenny asked for Keith to bring to the hospital was her record 

collection; specifically, she asked for a few of her older jazz and blues records.  Keith 

never understood her affinity for those songs and why she never updated her collection 

to tapes, CDs, or even digital files.  She said the music sounded better on vinyl.  He 



 104

figured that she was just plain crazy, but he brought them and even went and bought a 

portable record player and headphones for her to use. 

The first night, she listened to one of her jazz records with her eyes closed and 

without the headphones.  Keith was worried about the music disturbing the other 

patients, but he let her listen anyway.  He figured if it really was disturbing, one of the 

nurses would come in and make her turn it off or put of the headphones. 

“They’ll be fine,” she said. 

The music seemed foreign to Keith, even though she had made him listen to 

them over and over.  He just did not understand the complicated, yet seemingly 

unorganized, nature of the melodies.  The music seemed to have much more going on 

than he could describe or recognize, which was probably why he disliked it.  

Understanding was important to him.  He much preferred the order of rock and roll. 

He turned and saw a nurse headed for the room.  Moving to the record player, 

he turned it down even before the nurse got to the door.  Jenny turned her head slowly 

and opened her eyes.  He smiled at her and ran his hand down her cheek as the nurse 

walked in the door. 

“Teresa next door was asking about the music—” 

“I’m sorry.  I already turned it down.  I told her that the oth—” 

“Actually,” the nurse interrupted him, “she and some of the other patients were 

wondering if you could turn it up.” 

She turned toward Jenny. “That is, if you can stand having it louder.”   
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Keith stood there a moment staring at the nurse, before turning to his wife for 

an answer.  She smiled and closed her eyes again.  Keith smiled weakly in the direction 

of the nurse and turned it up.  The nurse looked at the machines hooked up to Jenny 

before leaving.  Sitting in the chair, Keith stared out the window into the night. 

After a few more moments of listening, Jenny rolled her head slightly to look 

over at Keith.  He felt her eyes on him.  He looked over at her, smiling.  She beckoned 

him to come closer with her finger.  Nearly tripping over the chair, he moved over to 

her. 

“You okay?” 

She continued to pull him closer with her finger.  He leaned in close enough for 

her to whisper in his ear. 

“Told you.”  She smiled before closing her eyes.   

Soon he was back in his chair, staring out the window, and she was asleep. 

*** 

The rain had slowed and some of the tourists were filing back out into the 

Square.  The artist was flipping her paintings back over, starting once again with the 

larger, more expensive pieces.  Most of the paintings had escaped damage from the 

sudden rainstorm, though some of the figures on the smaller paintings were 

permanently disfigured by the rain.  Some of the returning tourists stopped to admire 

the paintings before walking on to escape the slow but steady rain.  None of them were 

interested in buying anything; they all just wanted to look and then move on. 
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A group of small children ran and played in the puddles, jumping and splashing 

each other while their parents talked underneath the cover, next to the guitar player.  

The children chased after the pigeons that bathed and drank from the puddles.  Each 

time the birds would fly up into the grey sky and swoop down to another puddle, the 

shouting children would be close behind.  The birds eventually flew away and the 

children were left to their own, playing in the puddles that had been dyed by the 

running colors from the wet canvases.  The bottoms of their jeans were stained red or 

yellow, depending on what puddle they chose.  The group of parents hardly noticed as 

they called their children to leave. 

Keith threw down a crisp fifty to pay for the drink.  Reaching behind the bar, he 

grabbed a plastic cup to pour the rest of his beer into, before getting up to leave.  He 

grabbed his dark jacket from the back of the chair before smiling at the bartender, who 

leaned against the bar to talk to another customer, on his way out the bar.  Standing in 

the doorway, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a cigarette.  He watched the 

crowds passing by while he lit it.  He inhaled a deep drag, and turned down the 

cobblestone street. 

He stopped in front of the guitar player, who was still picking some unknown 

tune on the rusty strings.  The old man beside him leaned against the glass with his 

eyes shut beside him, the lit cigarette still burning between his lips.  Keith reached into 

his pocket and pulled out a crisp hundred and held it in front of the guitar player.  The 

man, who had been staring down at his hand running up and down the strings, stopped 

playing and stared at the bill.  He looked up at Keith, his eyes filled with confusion and 
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thinly veiled excitement.  Keith leaned down and put the bill in the hat.  The busker 

looked down at the bill then up at Keith. 

Without speaking, the guitar player began to play again, his eyes concentrating 

on the song.  It started with a note, then another, and then another.  Keith watched 

the hands of the guitar player, thin and nimble, moving from chord to chord with 

precision.  The guitar player moved his head back and forth like a metronome counting 

down the time.  Keith took a drag of his cigarette and tapped his foot on the stone 

step.  The guitar player did not even notice. 

Keith stood for a few moments before walking down towards St. Louis Cathedral.  

The melody faded slowly with each step.  He walked on, past the crowds and paintings, 

past the artists and out of earshot from the guitar, with his jacket over his head on the 

way to catch a streetcar home.  Everything was almost how it had been before the rain.  

He knew the sun should be next. 

The streetcar was noisy and crowded.  Keith sat near the back, his eyes focused 

on the houses that he passed.  It seemed that every other one had a crew working to 

repair the storm damage.  Even after more than a year, some of the houses looked the 

same as they did when the water finally receded.  On some of the houses, the front 

doors and windows were still boarded up.  He wondered if the owners of those houses 

ever bothered to return.  Or ever would. 

He got off the streetcar at Carrollton and began to walk towards his rented 

house.  During his time there, he could not settle on a house to buy, so he kept renting 

the house he found when he first came to town.  A house seemed like something so 
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permanent that he wanted to be sure before he bought.  Jenny had been much better 

at breaking down the prospective houses when they had looked before.  She was much 

better at organizing things so that they could make a better decision.  Lacking 

organization, Keith thought he would find the right house in time.  And he had nothing 

but time. 

On the corner of Birch and Hillary, he turned into the long dirt road that served 

as the entrance to the small cemetery there.  The rain had turned it to mud.  He walked 

past rows and rows of markers, turning down the row with the headless angel statue on 

the corner.  Every time he came here, he wondered whether the head had fallen in the 

storm or if it had worn away years before.  One of the many questions that he knew he 

would never be able to answer. 

Near the end of the row, he stopped in front of a small, plain white tomb.  He 

squatted down and stared at the date at the end, September 18.  Somewhere in the 

cemetery, a trumpet played and filled the air with a slow, lonely song.  Keith did not 

hear anything but the sound of his deep breaths. 

Reaching out with his right hand, he ran his fingers across the date.  His left 

thumb spun his ring like before; he did not even have to look.  It was the same every 

time.  Jenny’s family had protested until he told them that it was her wish to be buried 

in the city she had never seen while alive.  It was not her dying request; the last thing 

she asked of Keith was to turn out the lights because they hurt her eyes. 

After a few more moments, Keith turned to go.  Walking back down the aisle, he 

kept his eyes focused ahead of him.  After the first time he came to the cemetery, he 
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had never looked at the names as he passed.  It was hard not to look because there 

were so many names, so many tombs, so many statues.  The only one he looked at 

was the angel.  It was made out of pure white marble, but dirt and years of wear made 

it appear off-white.  The head was gone, nowhere to be found and one of the wings 

had cracked off in the middle, leaving it with a stump.  One of the hands had fallen just 

above the wrist, but the broken piece sat on the tomb, just below the statue.  He had 

thought of having a statue made for Jenny’s tomb, but nothing he ever saw compared.  

There was something beautiful about the half-destroyed angel that marked Jenny’s row. 

When he reached the end, a man stood there, trumpet in his hand.  His eyes 

were hidden behind sunglasses and his dark suit was soaked from the rain.  The 

trumpet rested against his leg while he stared off down one of the rows on the other 

side of the muddy road.   

Keith went to move past him and go home before the man spoke up.  “I love the 

rain.” 

“What’s that?” 

“I mean, I guess I should hate it.  The rain, that is.  But there’s somethin’ so… 

peaceful about it.” 

Keith stood there, not knowing what to say.  “I guess…” 

“You weren’t here before the storm, were you?” 

Keith thought about the question, the man’s words.  No one ever called Katrina 

by her name, like the fact that they called it “the storm” took away some of the pain.  

The man stood there, staring off away from Keith, waiting for an answer. 
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Keith finally found his voice.  “No.” 

“I could tell.” 

“How?  How could you tell that by looking at me?” 

“I didn’t get that from looking at you,” the man responded, turning towards 

Keith.  “I got that from everything about you.  Your voice, your speech.  You just don’t 

have any… any of that Cajun blues to you.”  

The man laughed and Keith could not help but smile. 

The man turned back, away from Keith.  “You know it’ll never hurt less, right?” 

“What?” 

“What you feel now… it’ll always be there.  They say it fades over time, but it 

don’t.” 

He turned back to face Keith and removed his glasses.  His eyes were brown but 

looked grey in the light.  There was something about the way he looked at Keith, even 

from the ten or so feet away, which made Keith uncomfortable.  There was no give, no 

restraint in his eyes. 

The man looked down at his trumpet and shook off some of the beaded drops on 

the faded and rusty brass.  “I come here every day and blow my horn.  Not for anyone 

to hear me blow it and not for the exercise.  I blow my horn for them,” the man 

motioned with the trumpet to the rows of tombs behind him, “whether they hear it or 

not.  I blow my horn because I blew it before and I’ll blow it ‘til the Good Lord takes 

that away from me.” 
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The man looked at Keith again with those grey eyes.  Keith tried to think of 

something, anything to say, but nothing came to his mouth.  No words stuck to his 

tongue or brushed the chapped outsides of his lips.  He forced himself to look at the 

man, then forced himself to look away.  He noticed that the rain had stopped 

completely. 

“I blow my horn because that’s what I do.  What do you do?” 

The man put his glasses back on and headed back down the row of tombs until 

he was out of sight.  Keith stood there in the mud, staring at the broken angel.  Before 

long, he heard the horn playing the same song as before, only slower.  He had never 

heard such a slow song before.  Looking down, his thumb was still twirling his ring. 

He took one last look at the angel before turning to go.  He walked down the 

road, his feet sinking into the mud, brown puddles forming in his wake.  It seemed like 

he was walking in rhythm of the trumpet, even after it was out of earshot.  He looked 

up at the grey clouds as he caught one last note from the trumpet.  Looking left first, 

the way home, he turned back right.   

*** 

The last day of her life, Jenny had what Keith called a “good” day.  She was 

awake and sitting up, able to talk without any noticeable signs of struggle.  At one point 

when Keith had gone for his second cup of coffee of the morning, she even felt well 

enough to get out of bed and look through her records. 

Keith stopped in the doorway and watched her flip through the cardboard cases.  

“Feeling better I see.” 
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“Yeah.  The record ended and since you were gone—” 

“Need some help?” 

“No, I just about got it.” 

After selecting a record, Jenny pulled it out of the case by the edges.  Keith was 

always so amazed how careful she was with her records, like the vinyl was as breakable 

as crystal.  She carefully flipped it over to the first side, still careful that the points of 

her tiny fingers only touched the edge.  She blew across the top lightly and Keith 

shifted his weight so he leaned on the doorjamb as he watched the process.  It was like 

a batter going through his litany of unconscious twitches before he stepped to the 

plate.  Even though he never got her taste in music, he grew to love watching her 

ritual.  

Jenny turned on the turntable and waited until it got up to speed before she 

picked up the needle and looked across the glossy surface, searching for the perfect 

place to set it down.  She timed it and set the needle down in the spot she chose.  

Keith could not help but smile as he watched her watching the record, both waiting on 

the music.  As if in a trance, Jenny sat watching the record spin even after the music 

started playing.   

“Why does it always make you smile?” Jenny asked without turning around. 

“I dunno.” 

“Yes, you do.” 

“Because you get so into it.” 
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“People lose themselves sometimes.  I can’t tell me how many times I’ve called 

your name when you’re in your office staring at that blank sheet of paper.  It’s like 

you’re in a different world.  But I don’t… didn’t… stand there staring at the back of your 

head.” 

Keith could not help but smile as Jenny tried to stand up.  Her movements were 

much slower than they had been when Keith first came back into the room.  He moved 

to help her but she held out her hand to stop him.  She made her way to the bed, sat 

down and paused before gathering herself to throw her legs up onto the sheets. 

Jenny held her eyes closed for a moment before turning to Keith.  “Don’t lose it.” 

“What?” 

“That other world.  That place you go inside your own head.  When I’m gone—”  

He dropped his eyes and tried to stop her.  “Jenny—” 

“When I’m gone,” she continued, “it’ll take some time, but don’t let it carry on.  

Don’t let it keep you from working, living.” 

Keith stood there and watched her as she stared up at him from her bed.  She 

tried to smile, but it looked more like a frown.  He tried to think of something 

encouraging phrase to say, something to lift her up, but he just stood there watching 

her watch him.  Words had never come easily to him. 

“Now if you’ll excuse me,” Jenny interrupted their gaze as she shut her eyes, “I 

need to get some beauty sleep.” 

Keith stood there watching her fall asleep, listening to her music.  Through the 

cracks in the blinds, he could tell that even the pigeons were nowhere to be seen.  He 



 114

crossed the room, turned the music up and walked back to the doorway.  Turning back, 

he took one last look at Jenny before walking down the corridor, heading for that bench 

outside.  The music followed him all the way until the elevator doors closed. 

*** 

The light from the lone candle made everything in the small apartment glow a 

dark, deep red.  A jazz record played in the other room.  He could even hear the 

occasional hiss and pop.  He looked over at the bartender, her eyes closed, her face 

resting on his chest.  She breathed deep and slow.  He looked up at the cracks in the 

ceiling. 

“This your first time since her?”  She did not even open her eyes. 

“No,” Keith paused, unsure of how to answer. 

She looked up at him.  “Another bartender?”  

He smiled.  “No.  A few months back, right after I stopped working.  I was pretty 

drunk and she jumped in the cab with me.  I didn’t even know her name.  Still don’t.” 

“You stud, you.” 

“I guess.  I couldn’t do it.  I stopped her, even as drunk as I was.  She looked at 

me like I was crazy.  I called her a cab and sat out on the stoop with her and waited for 

it to come.  Nice girl.” 

The music played as he listened to her breathing, her heartbeat.  Both were 

much slower than Jenny’s.  They talked the whole way from the bar to her place.  He 

had decided, with some encouragement from her, to call his contractor friend and start 
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working again.  Despite his best efforts, he kept comparing her to Jenny.  He knew he 

should not, but he just kept on. 

“I’m not her.” 

“What?”  Keith wondered if he thought out loud. 

“You’ve been doing it all night.  I’m not her and I’m not trying to be.  I don’t 

know what happened between you two, but judging by your face, she’s not coming 

back.” 

“I know.” 

“Do you?” 

She leaned up and kissed his cheek before rolling over.  He looked at her back 

for a moment before returning to the ceiling.  The cracks seemed to form a pattern.  In 

the other room, a new song came on the record player and it sounded a lot like the one 

the busker played earlier.  He kept staring, running his eyes over the cracks, looking for 

the answer.  For the first time all day, his thumb was still.   

 


