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FOREWORD 

Shawn has tried. This is obvious. He has squeezed into expensive 

slacks that used to fit well, has polished his shoes, has plastered a smile on 

his face and spoken to several people he doesn't even know. But, still, by the 

play of his knuckles, visible through the fabric of his pants pocket as he 

works a quarter between his fingers, in the way he ducks his head (not a 

good look for him-he's taller than most and now others see only the length 

of his nose, the doubling of his chin), and because he's walked the same 

path four times now, from his chair to the food, it's obvious that he's a bit 

lost. The problem is that he's in a large group of people, at a birthday party 

in a swanky house on Armstrong. He's here because he promised an 

extroverted friend he would come, here because he thinks that he's grown 

more comfortable at social gatherings than he used to be. He hasn't. 

Eventually, his friend moves on to mingle and Shawn attaches 

himself to someone he's met before, at his old job, maybe, or through the 

friend of a fiiend-he can't really remember. He just knows that this face is 

vaguely familiar and that such a small linkage makes this person, Greg, 

more important than everyone else at this moment. And, eventually, Greg 

does the expected and endeavors to include Shawn in the conversation that 

he holds with a group of four other people. 

"Shawn's a writer, you know." Greg accompanies this with a 



widening of his eyes, an attempt to make the statement exciting, to make 

the label a complete introduction. 

Shelly smiles. She's pretty, dressed in Mizrahi. The cut of her 

blouse reveals a stomach more concave than flat. "Really," she says. "A 

writer. What do you write?" 

"Short stories. I'm working on a novel." 

"What it's about?" 

Shawn looks down, rubs one polished shoe against the other. 

"The novel," Shelly continues. "Or the stories. What are they about?" 

A pinched look settles on her face; her features fold in upon themselves. 

She is trying to make polite chitchat and shape the appropriate gestures for 

a function like this, but Shawn is rocking on his heels, crossing his arms, 

looking away. 

Shawn shrugs. His voice is soft. "I hate that question. Never know 

how to answer it." 

"But. You write them. Right?" 

Shawn stares at Greg, but all Greg can muster is a too-wide smile. 

"Writers!" he says. "Artistic temperament." 

Shelly smiles and acts amused, but she isn't. She's annoyed. 

"People?" she offers. "Martians? Giant cows?" She puts her hands on her 

hips. "Orgies?" 

"I really don't know," Shawn says. He turns and leaves, knowing 

that Shelly will shake her head, that the group will move forward to close 

the hole where Shawn once stood and smooth the ripple of unease. He 



knows they will talk now, as if words are safe, ideas are easy, and anything 

they say will be forgotten, forgiven and free. 

That's me, of course. I'm the one who walks away, uncomfortable 

with people who don't come prepared with a knowledge of my quirks, 

distrustful of words that come unedited from my mouth, confused at that 

question which always seems to come up in one form or another: "So what 

do you write about?" It's a simple question, at least to ask. And it's a 

logical one, too. I recognize that. But to answer it requires an analysis of 

myself that seems to ask for a bit too much. It has become, though, a 

question I must now attempt to answer. And I think parts of the answer 

can be found in the previous scene. Writing is a form of solace for me, a 

form of therapy, a form of communication. People standing alive and well 

in front of me Eire scary; people on the page are not. So, in simplest terms, I 

guess I write because it is, in a social sense, safer. That's not a noble 

reason, but an honest one. Writing is an acceptable way to be alone, to 

control what people, in the form of characters, do and say, and to convince 

others to see the world as I do only once I've prepared on the page. Because 

of a similar belief, Joan Didion has called writing "a hostile act": 

It's hostile in that you're trying to make somebody see 

something the way you see it, trying to impose your idea, your 

picture. It's hostile to try to wrench around someone else's 

mind that way. Quite often you want to tell somebody your 



dream, your nightmare. Well, nobody wants to hear about 

someone else's dream, good or bad: nobody wants to walk 

around with it. The writer is always tricking the reader into 

listening to the dream. (Kuehl 342) 

In real life, without the ability to prepare in the form of writing, such 

a trick usually doesn't work. When I was a child, it was always a given 

that before events had played themselves out I would be torquing the scene 

into what I wanted it to be. I wanted the best lines delivered for the 

maximum effect, the sunlight dappled or dramatic instead of blocked, and 

the audience hearing the cause instead of just the effect. Even now, I often 

find myself reminding friends of certain moments in our lives, how they 

did this and I did that, only to have them frown at me, perplexed, and 

slowly explain that, no, that's not how it happened at all. And witnesses, of 

course, invariably agree with them, not me. Everyone assures me that my 

version is better, more alive, more interesting. They all say they wish my 

version were true, but then they shrug and explain that it's not. It's false, 

they say. 

My usual response is to stare back, confused. They seem so 

belligerent, refusing to see that truth is never one thing only, that every 

person feels, hears, tastes, smells, and sees the world differently, that a 

thing is false only if you believe it to be. I want to say these things, but I 

don't. I've spent enough on therapy, and my friends all have my shrinks' 

phone numbers. So, I remind myself that life is imperfect. Such a fact no 

longer surprises me-it simply sends me back to the page. For on the page 



is an opportunity, one that's always ahead of me, each time I begin 

something new. Perfection can be obtained on that white rectangle, a world 

can make sense, meaning can be ladled evenly across the day. I'm not, of 

course, able to achieve that yet, but at least there is a "yet" there, a 

possibility of some moment down the road when I will capture an elusive 

moment of grace and cause it-through effort, luck, whatever-to whisper 

its secret to me, softly in my ear. In life, well, the variables simply demand 

otherwise. 

If, then, I write to communicate, to convince, I suppose I should 

know concretely what it is I'm trying to say, or, in other words, what it is I 

"write about." In simplest terms, I want to explain what I'm feeling, 

hearing, tasting, smelling, and seeing, whether those sensations of mine 

meet with the general consensus or not. And I do this, supposedly, 

through events, scenes, people, all made up and in some way better than 

anything real. But where do these stories of mine come from? As Raymond 

Carver once said, "stories don't just come out of thin air. " (Bonetti 60). 

Carver later explained that: 

Most of what I write about is myself, even though I never write 

anything autobiographical. But I'm not a narcissistic writer, 

or no more so than any other writer. A writer writes about 

what he knows, and in most cases that's himself. That's why 

the stories I write have connections to the world I know, the 



world in which I live or have lived. They create a link between 

me and a world that is part real, part imagination. My 

imagination. (Tromp 79) 

Carver's statements might seem contradictory at first: he writes about 

himself, but his writing isn't autobiographical. But to myself and other 

writers, his words make perfect sense. Perhaps John Irving made the 

connection more clear when he said: 

I begin by telling the truth, by remembering real people, 

relatives and friends. The landscape detail is pretty good, but 

the people aren't quite interesting enough-they don't have 

quite enough to do with one another; of course, what unsettles 

me . . . is the absence of plot. . . . And so I find a little 

something that I exaggerate, a little; gradually, I have an 

autobiography on its way to becoming a lie. The lie, of course, 

is more interesting. (Plimpton Writer's Chapbook 79) 

It is a combination then-the "link" that Carver referred to-of fact and 

fiction, with fiction eventually supreme, but still based on fact. It's a 

symbiotic relationship that, to my mind, can be envisioned as a see-saw. 

Without one side in play, the other is immobile, stuck to the ground, and not 

very interesting to watch. But, also, I never want either end of the board to 

become so weighted that it leaves the other hanging in the air. I need 

constant movement, back and forth, each end of the board—fact and fiction-

balancing the other throughout a story. In that way, movement continues, 

stress is created between the two sides, and the viewer is enticed into 



watching, into sharing my dream. 

At some points while I write, though, the inclusion of moments from 

my own life has worried me, caused me to wonder if my imagination, my 

"lie," has become powerful enough, if what began as something real has 

adequately been subsumed. I wonder if the inclusion is fair to others, to a 

sense of what "reality truly is to most people, to myself for eventually 

believing in the mixture of fact and fiction more than I ever did in just the 

fact. I'm learning, however, not to worry. Katherine Anne Porter once 

said: 

The truth is, I have never written a story in my life that didn't 

have a very firm foundation in actual human experience-

somebody else's experience quite often, but an experience that 

became my own by hearing the story, by witnessing the thing, 

by hearing just a word perhaps. It doesn't matter, it just takes 

a little-a tiny seed. Then it takes root, and it grows. It's an 

organic thing. (Plimpton Writer's Chapbook 87) 

An organic thing requires trust, I believe-either it will grow or it will die. 

It can be helped along, yes, but the heart of the matter is that it has a life of 

its own, and cannot be forced. So, I have to allow the writer part of me to do 

his work and insist that the worrier part of me rest. In fact, that is probably 

the best lesson for real life that I have learned from the process of writing: 

to work to my strengths in any given moment. And, besides, as Henry 

Green stated: 
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Where [novels and memoirs] are about myself, they are not 

necessarily accurate as a portrait; they aren't just 

photographs. After all, no one knows what he is like, he just 

tries to give some sort of picture of his time. Not like a cat to 

fight its image in the mirror. (Southern 102) 

I don't know the "real" truth either. I simply know my version of it. Carver 

once pointed out that "the fiction I'm most interested in, whether it's 

Tolstoy's fiction, Chekhov, Barry Hannah, Richard Ford, Hemingway, 

Isaac Babel, Ann Beattie, or Anne Tyler, strikes me as autobiographical to 

some extent. At the very least it's referential" (Simpson and Buzbee 41). 

Carver's roll call is, to me, is a fine list of writers. And he makes plain the 

sense of combining fact and imagination, the "personalizing" of what 

others call reality, when he says: 

Well it's like a snowball coming down a hill, it gathers up 

everything that's in its way-things we've heard, things we've 

witnessed, things we've experienced. And you stick bits and 

pieces here and then make some kind of coherent whole out of 

it. (Sexton 132) 

That is a great description of how I write. And I believe that it is those 

pieces here and there that Carver referred to that make my writing mine, 

make any other writer's work his or hers. An individualistic world view is 

a must; each writer must see the world differently. If I see the world, based 

in reality, exactly as someone else does—a reader, perhaps—then why does 

that reader need me? I would offer nothing new, and he or she would, 
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therefore, gain nothing from reading my work. 

So, as I write, I'm trying to relate a twisted, self-imbued fact, to 

create a fact-informed fiction. But what subject is it that I'm attempting to 

write about? An instructor of mine has suggested that I consistently return 

to the matter of loss, and, after resisting such an assessment for a time, I 

have finally come to agree. I hesitated to do so at first because I assumed 

that to be labelled in any way was to be categorized, to be cordoned off into 

one distinct realm of possibility. But when I returned to the writing that 

moves me, that I read and re-read—Amy Bloom's "Silver Water" and Kevin 

Cantos "The Victim," for example-I understood that I not only write about 

loss, I choose to read about it as well, and that such a subject encompasses 

nearly every action available in the human experience. I understand 

Carver when he said that "For better or worse, I am an instinctual writer 

rather than a writer working out a programme or finding stories to fit 

particular themes. There are certain obsessions that I have and try to give 

voice to" (Boddy 199). My obsession, or at least one of them, is analyzing 

how people cope with loss. And I have realized that, truly, I am 

preoccupied with this subject because of my own experiences. 

One of the stories in this collection, "And," is the first story I ever 

wrote. It has survived at least fifty drafts, several point-of-view shifts, and 

my one-time belief that I would always be more of a reader than a writer. 

It's the story in which I learned the basics of what it means to write a story. 
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"And" is the story of Andrew, a six-year-old boy. His father has left the 

family for reasons unknown, and the boy is now terrified that his mother 

will leave him too. She moves them in with his maternal grandmother, 

and Andrew comes to learn that, for him, it's not the loss of his father that 

eventually costs the most. Instead, it is the fact that his mother has 

changed, taken on new responsibilities, new fears, and can no longer dote 

on her son the way she once did. 

When I was six, my father left the family as well. And my mother 

and sister and I moved in with my grandmother. So, obviously, the story is 

grounded in fact. But from there, the differences are great. My mother not 

only never worked at a movie theater-where most of the story occurs-she 

also hates going to see a movie and almost always refuses. My 

grandmother has drunk at times in her life, but not when I lived with her. 

My sister, non-existent in "And," was probably the biggest presence in the 

house and certainly in my life. And, most importantly, the time that my 

family lived with my grandmother was the best part of my childhood. I 

loved it. I was thrilled that my father was gone-my mother gave me more 

attention, my grandmother was funny and crotchety and real, and my 

sister and I became friends. 

But the story isn't about me. It's about Andrew. And along about 

draft number 32,1 realized that. I came to understand Faulkner's 

comment that "a writer needs three things, experience, observation, and 

imagination" (Stein 133), as opposed to just one. And I learned the truth of 

Carver's statement that "You are not your characters, but your characters 
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are you" (Koehne 8). I'm not Andrew, but he lives within me somewhere. 

He represents what might have been, how I might have reacted. He allows 

me another sense of myself. But, finally, he is himself, an amalgamation 

of me, other children I've met over the years, and a figment of my 

imagination. Honestly, I admire the kid. He tries desperately to protect 

what he considers his, he learns a valuable lesson at the end of the story, 

and he accepts the state of his life as it is in that moment. In some ways, 

that makes him quite unlike me, and probably wiser. 

The other four stories in this collection follow a similar path. Like 

the narrator of "What I Want," I had a stepfather who followed the rodeo 

circuit and eventually hanged himself, but Carson and Jean are, 

unfortunately, pure fantasy. When I re-read the story, I always wish they 

had been a part of my life-I would have loved to have known them. And 

Trudy is based on not one, but several women in my life, all important, all 

supportive, all able to tell me things about myself I should already know. 

In "This is Heaven," Krista wears a t-shirt that I actually own, and she 

looks like one of my best friends who has the same name. But, thankfully, 

my friend has never been hit by a car, and her husband has never had to 

deal with the aftermath of such an event. I have had to deal with the death 

of Spud, my cat, while I was on vacation in Sante Fe, just as Walter does in 

"Spud." But I'm certainly far from an accountant, Sam is the character 

least like any person I know, and Spud's death did not end my relationship. 

For me, the death of my first real pet made me recognize things about 
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myself. For Walter, the death is emblematic of all that's wrong between 

him and Sam. Walter's the one who allows the death to represent several 

endings at once; I'm the one who allowed him to do that. And, finally, like 

Patti in "The Gulf," I once holed up in a beach house on the Gulf of Mexico 

to escape an event I considered tragic. But, certainly, I'm not female, I've 

never had a son, and I don't have a husband who has left me for a black 

man. Instead, I know what it is to be left, how easy it is to ignore the people 

who matter when pain becomes blinding, and that anything is, in one way 

or another, survivable. 

That, eventually, is what I believe I'm attempting to say about loss: 

we survive it. Certainly, maybe not in the way that we want, but in the end, 

survival is the best choice that we have. And how others view the manner 

of our survival is secondary. People often tell me that my stories are sad. 

"Andrew's left sitting on the curb," they say. "And John loves Greg only 

because of the past, and Ben leaps to his death, and Walter's alone now, 

and Patti will never connect again with her son." And, as with my friends 

who demand one truth in real life, my usual response is to stare back at 

these readers, confused, but this time hopeful that my stories can suggest to 

them that every person feels, hears, tastes, smells, and sees the world 

differently, that a thing is sad only if you believe it to be. I believe that 

Andrew has learned the lesson that will get him through the rest of his life, 

that the past is a powerful enough component of love to give John and Greg 

a chance, that alive or dead Krista will catch Ben because they belong 
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together, that Walter has now recognized what he needs, and that Patti has 

finally seen her son. This is how I choose to see it. 

Faulkner has said that: 

Life is not interested in good and evil. Don Quixote was 

constantly choosing between good and evil, but then he was 

choosing in his dream state. He was mad. He entered reality 

only when he was so busy trying to cope with people that he 

had no time to distinguish between good and evil. Since people 

exist only in life, they must devote their time simply to being 

alive. Life is motion. (Stein 138) 

And I would say that motion is survival. My characters are busy trying to 

cope and they are living a life-part mine, part others, all their own. The 

way they find to survive is individual, and, for them, perfect-even if the 

answer turns out to be suicide and the hope of a life beyond-and whether 

their path is good or evil in the eyes of anyone else is, finally, insignificant. 

What works is what works. 

Now, if I could just discover how to explain all of this in one sentence 

at a party, life would be grand. Or, maybe it wouldn't. Maybe then I 

wouldn't write. And the solace I gain in writing is a gift I'd rather not lose. 
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AND 

When Mother gave up and moved us in with my grandmother, I was 

six, and Mother's face no longer moved from one expression to another 

with ease. Five days had just stretched long and snapped back upon us like 

a rubber band, Mother counting them off on the fingers of her left hand, 

little finger to thumb. 

I woke each of those mornings with that hand held above me, 

another finger curled into her palm, the petals of a flower plucked one by 

one. The count started when my father patted me on the head, failed to 

finish a sentence that began with "I," and disappeared. Mother's hand was 

finally a fist on July 3, 1969, and the decision was made. We moved in with 

Nanny Bea. Our stint lasted 46 days-time lived in an incubator, cooked by 

the south Texas sun. 

After Mother went to nursing school at the hospital and I had my 

Oreos and chocolate milk, Nanny Bea and I counted her tips from the night 

before. The coins were difficult to work with my stubby boy's fingers, and I 

usually dropped a few just as a roll was almost finished. So it was the 

surprise of successfully rolling quarters for the first time that gave me the 

bravery to complain about sitting at Mother's feet each night at the Royale. 

"It's so boring. She gets to sell tickets to the movie. I just sit there." 

15 
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Nanny Bea sank back into the couch and ignored me, her fingers 

working the coins by rote, her concentration fixed on the television as it 

rang loud in order to be heard over the whine of the floor fan. 

I recrossed my legs and inched forward on the scuffed wood floor. 

Spread across the veneer of the coffee table, the coins were magical to me 

because men had given them to my grandmother. They liked her. I chose 

another quarter wrapper and, after two attempts, was able to add another 

roll to my small stack of coins. Victory again tempted me to push my luck, 

and I leaned between my grandmother and the TV set. "Nanny Bea? What 

do I do?" 

She shifted to look around me, then gave up and leaned forward, 

peering at me through the bottoms of her bifocals as if I were a bug stuck on 

a board. "I don't know. Play. Bother your mother." 

"But if I get too loud, she gets mad." 

She shook her head and thumped the top of mine with a roll of dimes 

before she placed it atop the triangular-shaped pile she had built on the 

coffee table. "And that's just the worst thing you can imagine, isn't it?" 

I nodded my head, thinking she understood my predicament. "So?" 

She groaned, her lips rising to a smile. "I don't know." Her mouth 

opened, and I could tell she was about to give me the speech about Mother 

working at school all day and pulling down a second job at night and 

having no money for a baby sitter, but she snapped her lips together and 

raised an eyebrow. She tapped the table. "Roll." 

"But I want Mother to play with me." 
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"People in Hell want ice water, Andrew. Hush." 

I turned back to my task, unable to explain my thoughts in a way that 

Nanny Bea could understand. My mother's attention was a necessity. 

Whenever she turned away from me, it felt like a vacuum had formed in 

front of me and not only she had moved, but the air had been sucked away 

with her. My skin pulled away from my body in order to follow. 

Waiting until a commercial, I stated it as plainly as I could. "She 

ignores me." 

Nanny Bea leaned back, folding down the ends of a roll of pennies, 

then lobbed it to the table with her left hand exactly like Dad used to lob his 

keys to me when he came home from work. She stared at me for a moment, 

her face a rare calm without smirk or squint, then gave her daily 

announcement. "I need a drink." 

I scooted out of her way and watched the rolling of her hips as she 

hauled herself into the kitchen. She poured herself a drink from the brown 

bottle on the top shelf of the cabinet I wasn't allowed to touch and pitched it 

back. When her eyes opened, she placed the thumb and middle finger of 

her left hand together and touched them to the spot just above the center of 

her top lip. Then she separated them, tracing them along the outline of her 

lips until they joined again beneath the bottom one. She always did this 

after her first drink, and I thought it a beautiful gesture, refined. It made 

me think of the perfect ladies in the movies at the Royale who raised a 

pinkie from their cup handle when they drank hot tea. 
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With the glass refilled, she returned to the couch, plopping the 

tumbler down to the left of the coins and grinning at me as I moved it to a 

coaster. "You want your mother's attention, baby, you gotta pamper her." 

She gave me a wink with a made-up eye. "It's the only way to a woman's 

heart. Men have tried everything with me, but it was the ones who 

pampered that got what they wanted." 

She explained to me that she could mold me, make me her gift to 

womankind. "A man who knows how to please." She told me about 

massage, and cause and effect, about what a woman wanted from a man. 

She told me I could make a woman feel things, and I believed her. 

"Reflexology." 

"What's 'ology?'" 

"Nothing, child. That just means it's scientific." 

"Oh." 

"Listen, now. You're lucky your Nanny Bea knows all of this." 

As usual, my grandmother let loose with information as if it were 

sacrilegious to do so, but because her words were vital and I was needy, she 

would risk the threat of Hell. I scooted up closer to the table, accidentally 

hit it, and a few coins fell to the floor. She frowned. 

"And. Be good or I quit." 

The danger was real. She had called me And. A nickname she 

tagged me with the first day we moved in, it cemented my feeling that I was 

missing something. I wasn't complete. I was And-what? She knew I 

hated this, knew it was her best weapon, and used it unflinchingly. 
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"I'm sorry, Nanny Bea." 

"Good. Now, the feet have buttons." 

"No, they don't. Shirts have buttons." 

She stared at that one a moment, then raised her eyebrows as if to 

repeat her earlier threat. I ducked my head and she continued. "The feet 

do have buttons in them, underneath the skin. You use them to heal other 

parts of the body." She grabbed the glass, downed the liquid, and thrust her 

foot into my face. 

I took it quickly and rubbed the veiny skin in my chubby, childish 

fists. She told me that to work these magical buttons I had to understand 

that the left foot was the left side of the body, the right foot, the right. The 

heart was in the ball of the left foot beneath the baby toe and the one next to 

it, and the liver was in the same place on the right foot. Lungs were above 

that, intestines were in her heel, different things were in her toes, on her 

ankles, everywhere. I didn't really understand and found it vaguely 

frightening, trying to see all those body parts underneath the skin of her 

feet, scared I might poke an eye. 

But I continued, noticing her voice lower as she spoke. And as I 

rubbed on, the coins and the television now forgotten by both of us, her 

whole body seemed to slump down on the sofa. It seemed that what I was 

doing, the kneading of my fingers into her skin, had an effect on her. 

Eventually, she fell asleep, snoring heavily with her mouth open, her head 

tilted over the back of the couch, her too-black hair smooshing flat against 
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the wall. 

My favorite thing to wear that summer was a gift from Nanny Bea 

she bought with tip money I counted. A pair of bright red swim trunks, 

they had a fancy gold buckle on the waistband etched with the outline of an 

anchor. They made me feel noticeable. 

Mother didn't let me wear my trunks to the Royale with her at first. 

Her voiced reason was that little boys shouldn't run around in a swimsuit 

and nothing else if there wasn't a pool or at least a water sprinkler in sight, 

but I knew the real reason was that she didn't want people thinking poorly 

of me, or that I dressed that way because of what happened to us. 

It wasn't until the third week of July that she relented, wearing 

white sleeveless shirts and shorts herself. The heat that summer had a life 

of its own, shimmering up off the ground in a dance before us, and the 

temperature hovered in the mid-nineties, even at night. The pressure of it 

made me feel like I finally weighed more. 

The building Mother worked in sat out in front of the actual theater. 

It was round, only five feet in diameter, and had thick glass wrapped 

around its top. The bottom was navy and white tiles on the outside, and 

unpainted wood shelves, stacks of rolled movie tickets, and a blue bathroom 

rug on the inside. Mother sat on a tall stool placed in the center of the floor, 

and I sat with my head up under the ticket machine, my legs stretched out 

beneath her. Sweat dripped steadily down both our bodies as we sat in that 

small building, Mother's sometimes landing on my legs. 
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I waited until Mother was dealing with a customer before I first 

attempted to put Nanny Bea's lesson to use. I slowly unbuckled and 

removed the sandal from her left foot, sliding it carefully down her slick 

skin, and she didn't seem to notice until I started rubbing. She pulled her 

foot back and leaned over to look down at me. "Drew? What are you doing?" 

"Rubbing your foot." 

I reached for her foot, but she pulled it higher, away from me. 

"Why?" 

"Nanny Bea sa . . ." 

She looked up as someone tapped on the glass and sold three or four 

people their tickets. I reached up and gently pulled her foot back down. I 

just needed a chance; I was good at this. I pushed in my thumbs on the 

outside of her foot, just under the ankle bone, a favorite spot of my 

grandmother's, and her attention came back my way. 

"What's the point of this, son?" 

"I'm trying to pamper you." 

"Why would you want to do that?" 

"Pampering is the way to a woman's heart." 

"Your grandmother told you this?" 

I nodded yes to her question, confused. She wasn't looking at me like 

she was supposed to. She sold a man three tickets, pulling her foot away 

again, then leaned back over. "Why?" 

I knew I had just been asked an important question, possibly a trick 
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one. I shrugged, I shook my head, then realizing I had just done two 

things in a row that Mother hated, I stopped, trying to get my legs from 

under her stool so I could hug my knees to my chest. 

"Why, baby?" 

"So I could learn how to rub your feet and pamper you. That's the 

way to a woman's heart." 

She gazed down at me, ignoring the woman calling out, "Tickets, 

please," and waving her hand in though the hole in the glass, snapping her 

fingers louder than I thought possible. Mother stared and stared, wiping at 

the sweat on her neck, her dark eyes impossible to read. The corners of her 

mouth twitched independently and she whispered to me soft as a dreamt-of 

breeze, "Don't you know you're in Momma's heart? Always?" 

I thought about this, wondering if it could really be that easy, if I 

could just take it for granted. I bit my teeth into my knee and realized I 

knew better. I wasn't about to make the same mistake twice. My hands 

flew back to her foot with a renewed sense of mission. I had to make her 

understand, let her know what I could do for her. 

"Drew. Stop it." 

She pulled her foot up high, resting her heels on the front edge of her 

stool, and helped the noisy woman with her tickets. I stared up and 

watched the play of her hands. 

From the Royale to Nanny Bea's was always the same, no matter 

how much I wished it would change. The evening would wear down to the 
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last customer trailing inside to see the movie, and I would wait expectantly 

as if I hadn't a clue that the upcoming trip would take not ten minutes, but 

an hour. 

After that last customer, we set up the machine for the next day, 

threading the correct colors into the right slots and writing tiny numbers 

onto a flimsy form on the clipboard that hung on the wall. Then we exited 

our building, the flashing neon highlighted in the visible film of sweat on 

our bodies, and Davey, the manager, gave us our buttered popcorn. 

"Nice evening, isn't it?" 

He blurted out the words, glancing away, then back. Grief and a 

tight schedule had whittled Mother's figure to perfection, and she gave him 

one of her smiles, the kind he could keep and hold, the kind I yearned for. 

Then we turned from him and raced each other to the Falcon, half of his 

gift falling to the sidewalk. We jumped in the rusted white car and took off. 

We were free. 

We kept the windows rolled all the way down when Mother drove, 

grinning at the feel of the wind whipping in and hitting our hot, sticky skin. 

The force of it tried to part Mother's hair on the wrong side, so she held one 

hand on her head as she drove. She looked young like that, driving, 

smiling, with one elbow cocked up in the air. She looked silly. 

We didn't have a radio, so Mother sang "Crazy." She belted out that 

song, swaying her shoulders, screwing up her face, sometimes even 

removing the hand on the steering wheel to hurriedly wave it in the air for 



24 

emphasis. 

At the light on Farr, Nanny Bea's street, she flicked on her blinker 

and slowed down, as always, but didn't follow through on what she'd 

signalled. Mother went forward. I turned my head, looking back at the 

road we should have taken, and five minutes later, we parked. 

The house was halfway down the block from where we sat. Little had 

changed except for the "For Sale" sign in the now overgrown yard. The 

painted areas of the house still needed paint, Mother's flower beds still had 

no flowers, and the swing on my swing set still hung unevenly. After a 

quick glance to add another layer of it to my memory, I quit looking. It 

seemed wrong to stare at the house as if someone still lived there. Instead, 

I watched my mother. 

She folded her hands together atop the steering wheel and leaned 

forward, chin to wrists. The position made her look smaller, and her lips 

and eyes stretched and flattened until it seemed her face was wider than it 

was long. She stared forward as if in a trance, the same one she entered on 

Friday nights when she let us go inside the Royale and see the last three-

quarters of the movie. 

Every Friday night, some woman on the screen would make one 

statement or ask one question I would've asked if I'd known to, and Mother 

would slip away. I remember a woman named Rachel, with a ponytail, 

saying, "I'm in the exact middle of my life," and Mother stared at this 

Rachel as if her words could make Mother happy. She looked at that 

woman the same way I looked at her, as if things could be seen, and I was 
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alone until the end of the movie when the credits rolled and Mother blinked, 

surprised to see me beside her. 

In the car, her awakening was the same. She stirred, blinked, and 

squinted my way. 

"He's actually selling it." 

I nodded, thankful for the end of the spell, and allowed myself a full 

breath, feeling the stretch of my ribs as they made room for more air than 

they had held since we parked, the tightness in my chest unknown until it 

was gone. 

"You grew up there." 

Another nod. 

"I wish . . ." 

And she stopped, leaving the unsaid thought floating in the muggy 

air, growing until it became bigger than the confines of the car and floated 

through the windows into the night, a heavy blanket of what could have 

been. 

The third try was a success. Mother relented and let me massage 

her feet, using my actions as a study guide. She showed me in her textbook 

a diagram of the bones of the foot, labelled with words unlike any I had ever 

seen. I pronounced them aloud as I worked my fingers into her skin, the 

syllables rolling in my mouth like marbles. "Navicular" was the most fun 

to say, the "vie" bouncing my chin down and up like a wooden dummy's. 
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We also learned that her foot had 26 bones in it, one-eighth the 

number in her entire body, and that toe bones are called "phalanges," with 

the big toe having two of these, the other toes three. Mother shared this new 

knowledge with me as if we were equals. The lullaby of her voice as it ran 

through the list floated down to me like a lazy leaf that I caught in my hand 

and stared at in wonder. Her words became my words. But finally, the 

sound paled and died. She turned to her work, and I turned to mine. 

The lines on my mother's feet were like a path into a world 

unattached to anything real. When I was at full blast, nothing else existed, 

just skin upon skin, her feet and my hands. I loved the swarm of paths 

crisscrossing through her skin, looking like scribbled lines on my Etch-A-

Sketch. They piled up, veering in and around, swarming all over each 

other, then crisscrossed off into larger and larger squares until there was 

nothing, except my favorite, along the side; one lone line that struck out by 

itself. 

I marvelled at the knobby veins bubbling on in some sort of collected 

unity only they knew the secret of, and the way the toes mashed perfectly 

into the indentations in the sides of the toes next to them. And I coveted the 

one solitary hair in the center of the big toe on her right foot. From my 

bottom eyelash down, I was hairless. 

I only remember seeing my mother and grandmother talk to each 

other once before the day we left. I assume they did other times, but I was 

never privy to it. The schedule worked so that the three of us were rarely in 
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the house together, except late at night, long after Mother and I were 

asleep, when Nanny Bea came home from Lyt's. 

Mother and I slept in the front bedroom. Our twin beds were 

identical, side by side, one foot apart. Every night, because of the heat, we 

kicked off the nubby chenille bedspreads and white sheets that Mother 

insisted on ironing, leaving them to huddle in odd shapes on the floor 

around us, where they startled me each morning. The room also contained 

a rug and a night stand between the beds, a dresser with peace symbol 

decals stuck on the side, and a picture of Jesus in a big gold frame on the 

wall with the closet. 

Some nights Mother would reach out and take my hand, her arm 

stretched across the small space between us, and I would fall asleep 

knowing that she thought of me. 

I usually didn't hear Nanny Bea come home, but that night she fell. 

I woke and heard her cussing and laughing and watched Mother groan 

and push herself up, pulling at her gown and rubbing her face. She stood 

and left the room, a "Stay here" tossed back over her shoulder. I heard 

Mother's voice plead with indistinct words and then I heard a slap. I don't 

know who gave and who got. But it seemed important, so I pulled at the 

weak band of my pajama bottoms and went to watch. 

They stood in the center of Nanny Bea's room, facing each other, both 

with their arms held too straight down by their sides. Then Nanny Bea 

swayed, stumbled backwards to her bed, and sat. She fell back, swinging 
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her arms out wide, laughing. 

Mother pushed at her legs. "This isn't funny, Momma." 

"It is to me. I'm having a party." 

Mother grabbed her arms and jerked her back up. "Stop it." 

"You stop it." 

Nanny Bea jerked away, pushing at Mother, and laughed again. 

"What, you're in charge now? You ain't. It's my goddamn house." 

"I know that. You won't let me forget it." 

"Damn right I won't." 

"I don't want to be here, Momma. You know I don't have a choice." 

Nanny Bea tried to stand, but quickly gave up when she saw Mother 

wasn't going to help her. She pointed a finger in the air and wagged it. 

"And why is that, I wonder?" 

"Why are you doing this? Why do . . ." 

"Not the Miss High-and-Mighty speech. I'll throw up." 

"From drinking. Not me." 

Nanny Bea gazed around the room, blinking. She saw me, but looked 

past, and stared up at her daughter. "I always forget how perfect you are." 

"This isn't about me, Momma." 

"It's always about you. All your life. Why do you think he left? And 

your daddy." 

Mother dropped her head, turned quickly to leave, and saw me 

standing at the doorway. She took a step back, then she closed her eyes and 

sagged. I saw it happen. She crumpled like a bag and didn't look like my 



29 

mother anymore. Then she straightened and walked past me back to our 

bedroom without a word. I turned my head to watch her, then looked at 

Nanny Bea. 

She motioned at me to come unzip the back of her uniform, but when 

I reached her side, she fell back on the bed. Unsure, I waited, thinking she 

might roll over. 

Instead, she reached out and cupped her hand behind my head. 

"Ain't nothing wrong with a drink, Drew." 

"Yes, ma'am." 

Ask your momma something for me, okay?" 

I nodded. 

"Ask her how she'll feel when three of the bastards have left her. 

Okay?" 

She rolled away from me, and I reached and grabbed the pull of her 

zipper. 

"Ask her if she'll drink then." 

I usually half-woke in the mornings and watched Mother dress in 

our darkened room, my sleepy eyes following the change of her silhouette 

from one being to another. She became an angel. The odd, winged nursing 

cap was a halo atop her dark hair and the whisk of the thick white hose 

between her legs as she moved was the sound of massive feathers soft in the 

air. When the transformation was complete, she stood in front of me, all in 
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white, and bent over and kissed me goodbye, whispering that I should go 

back to sleep. 

But the morning after I saw Nanny Bea and her speak, this didn't 

happen. I opened my eyes at the usual time, but she was already gone. I 

waited, thinking she might fly down, deliver my kiss, but the sky was empty 

of angels. 

The absence of my morning vision stuck with me through the day, 

making me rewind and screen yet again my memories of the night before. 

But my talent for ignoring things was growing, and by the time we went to 

the Royale that night, my loss was pushed to the area of my mind reserved 

for things best forgotten. Besides, I had a surprise to deliver. 

Mother pointed down at the brown paper bag clutched in my hand as 

we walked from the car to the theater. "You brought your soldiers. Finally 

tired of massages and bone-naming?" 

I smiled back, not answering, not wanting to spoil what was in store 

for her. She grinned at my bouncing up and down on the balls of my feet, 

and we entered our building. 

"You have fun with your toys, baby. Momma has a lot of thinking to 

do." 

In the bag were the massage oils Nanny Bea had given me that 

morning. She brought out the bottles even before we counted her tips and 

stood them on the coffee table with a wave of her hands. There were three of 

them, all very small and brown, with a white label on the front of each. 

She told me it was time for my next lesson and poured a large puddle 
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of oil into the palm of my hand. It was cold. She pushed out a foot, leaning 

back in the couch, and told me to get to work. I didn't know why the foot 

massage had been moved to the front of the morning or why Nanny Bea was 

holding her leg stiffer than usual, but I did as I was told. 

The oil was magical stuff. As I worked on her skin, it warmed, and 

my hands slid even better than they did when Mother's feet were sweaty. I 

rubbed my hands back and forth, and the feeling was electric. I couldn't 

wait to get hold of my mother, already imagining the feeling of the oil on 

her skin. 

But when I laid out the contents of my bag atop the blue rug beneath 

Mother's stool and reached up to tap her on the leg, waving my hands in an 

imitation of Nanny Bea, she grew tighter and thinner, as if she'd been 

wrung dry. 

"Put that away." 

"But . . . " 

"PUT IT AWAY!" 

I scrambled to do as she said, slamming the bottles back into the 

paper bag, tearing it in the process, the bottles falling back out, and one 

hitting the very foot its contents should have lovingly soothed. 

Mother jumped and screamed at me again. "PUT IT AWAY!" 

Tears sprang to my eyes, blurring my sight as I scavenged the 

suddenly acre-wide floor and stuffed the bottles into my trunks because I 

didn't have any place else to put them. I whispered, "I'm sorry, I'm sorry," 
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and searched wildly for the rest of the sack when suddenly the small door 

flew open, and I was lit up in flashing blue, pink, and white neon, off and 

on, off and on, allowing me to see the last bits of brown paper off by my left 

foot. I reached, grabbed, and stuffed them into my mouth, determined to 

swallow them and make them disappear. I realized my mother was gone. 

I was in our world, alone. I sat back, watching the lights flash oddly 

within the tears in my eyes, chewing steadily on the tasteless mush in my 

mouth and waiting. I didn't think she'd return. 

But much later, she did. 

"Andrew, look at me." She bent over and reached out to take my chin 

in her hand, to place my face in line with hers. 

"You are my son, my child. You can't do things like this." 

To my surprise, I noticed she'd been crying, too. 

"I've called your grandmother at work." She pulled her hand back 

and stood up straight. "I want you to step to the corner and wait for her. 

Don't listen to a word she says. We'll talk about this when I get home." 

Expelled, I stood, bent over because I could feel the bottle pressing 

against me in the front of my trunks, walked out, and did as I was told. But 

Nanny Bea never came. Instead, I sat there, a little kid on a curb, not 

knowing I would be in another town two days later and that I would see my 

grandmother only twice more before she died. 

A mother and a father with two children older than me walked past, 

all talking at once. The youngest, the boy, turned back to look at me and 

pointed. I raised my hand in answer, thinking his effort might mean he 
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knew what was happening and could explain it to me. But after three 

steps, his mother pulled him back around, and I lowered my hand, 

watching his father's hip brush his shoulder as they walked. As he moved 

away, he became more my size, then disappeared around the corner. 

I took the bottles from my trunks and lined them up evenly on the 

curb beside me. They were perfect, a trio. I scooted back and pulled my 

right leg up to my chest, touching my teeth to my knee, then shoved it 

forward as hard as I could. The heel of my foot slammed into the first bottle 

and knocked it from the curb. It dropped to the pavement below. 

I leaned forward and watched the liquid make its small dark stain. 

Sitting back, I repeated the process twice more. But the third bottle didn't 

break. It rolled halfway across the street and stopped, dead center, 

sunlight winking off its neck. Cars and pickups rolled to a stop above it, 

then moved on, leaving it unharmed. I wondered at its luck, somehow 

understanding that's where it belonged, hoping it would survive forever. 

I wiped at the sweat on my face and turned to see if my mother had 

noticed the third bottle's fate. I was struck by the vision I had missed that 

morning. She stared forward, her white shirt lit bright by the visible lights 

close above her head, causing her to shine as she did what angels do. 

She gave each of the strangers before her what they needed, a pass 

that allowed them to set aside their lives and be caught up in a world better 

than their own because it was different. She gave this to them. Her hand 

carried the tickets through the air and placed them in outstretched palms. 
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I held out my hand then, as if ten feet were one. I imagined her reaching 

the distance and grabbing it, holding me tight. But my hand remained 

empty, and my fingers curled shut. 



WHAT I WANT 

If I had seen him before I got in line at the 7-Eleven, I would have left 

without buying anything. The resemblance was too close. But I was too 

busy considering that since each Reese's peanut butter cup provided one 

percent of the U.S. recommended daily allowance of calcium and iron, I 

might be healthier if I ate a hundred. So I heard him before I saw him. 

"It's really not?" his voice asked someone, and I leaned sideways to 

see to the front of the line. I noticed the longish hair, dark and shiny, and 

his broad neck and shoulders stretching the chambray fabric of his shirt. 

He was talking to three elderly women, all plump and polyestered, and the 

four of them stared at the metal magazine rack in front of the counter. 

The woman in the tightest pants reached out a claw and tapped the 

front of the National Enquirer. Emblazoned with "Woman Gives Birth to 

Alien Baby," it showed a grinning teenager holding a green creature that 

looked like a lizard, all scaly and hard. The old woman tapped the picture 

again and turned to the voice to assure him. "No," she said, arching her 

brows, "it isn't. That is not Alien Baby." 

"Oh my God, Evelyn," the second woman joined in, "you're right." 

"Of course, I'm right, Sylvie," Evelyn replied. "I'm not blind." 

"Now, how do you ladies know it's not Alien Baby?" he asked, the 

irony becoming audible in his voice, deepening it more. 

35 
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Evelyn looked from the magazine to him, drawing herself up as tall 

as the curve in her spine would allow. Sylvie looked at him, too, and 

pointed at the offending picture. "It's, it's . . she said, clutching her 

chest, the moment apparently too much for her. 

"Yes," Evelyn said, bouncing her head once for emphasis. "It's Bat 

Baby. They turned Bat Baby into Alien Baby. They colored him green." 

"Bat Baby?" he asked. "Are you sure?" 

Evelyn gave him a knowing frown. "Oh, it's Bat Baby, all right." She 

paused. "They must think we're stupid." 

That's when he turned and looked straight into my eyes as if he'd 

known I was there all along. He shook his head, mouthing Bat Baby, and 

moved to the second register to pay for the Dos Equis he carried in the crook 

of his arm. I took in the Wrangler's and boots, the buckle, and turned to 

watch the three women leave, the third unearthing a pair of glasses from 

her voluminous bag as she walked into the door. 

I turned back to move up in line, and he was beside me, reaching out 

and lightly touching my sleeve. "Now why would they think we're stupid?" 

he asked, the light in his green eyes mischievous and alive. 

"Do I know you?" I answered, and his grin grew wider. 

"Not yet," he said. He cradled his six-pack and left. 

Step died when I was eighteen. He called me John. 

My first name is William, my middle name is Barrett, my last name 

is Bounds. But the first time we met, when I was eight, Mother introduced 
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me with, "And this is Billy, my son," and he said, "Looks like a John to me." 

He gave her a wink and reached and picked me up, placing me on his 

shoulders as if I weighed nothing. "Feels like a John, too." 

I laughed, giddy with the idea of the width of his hands. So did 

Mother, shocked, I think, at hearing that sound come from my mouth. 

They married two weeks later. 

Jean Green and I became best friends in the sixth grade. We were 

playing at Carson Eveson's house and he was bossing us around as usual, 

making us play football when we didn't want to. She grabbed my hand and 

told him to leave us alone, that we were tired. She pulled me toward the oak 

tree that towered over his back yard, and we collapsed at its base. 

"Oh, come on, ya'll," he said. "Don't quit now." 

"Go away," Jean told him. "You forget that I'm a girl and Billy's a 

wimp. We're not your stupid football buddies." 

"Yeah," I said, too amazed at her grouping the two of us together to 

take offense. 

"Losers," Carson told us, glaring to make his ultimate put-down hurt 

more. He pushed between us and scrambled up the boards nailed to the 

trunk of the tree. His tree house, where he always went to pout, hung in 

the branches above us. 

Jean rolled her eyes and stuck her tongue out at his feet as they 

disappeared in the leaves above us. Then she looked at me. "Sorry I called 
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you a wimp." 

I shrugged. 

"I don't really think you are," she said. "I just thought it would make 

him mad 'cause he beat up Jesse Dellesario for calling you that." 

"He did?" 

She nodded. "That's where he got that black eye, but I promised not 

to tell." 

This was news. 

"Do you always do what he tells you?" she asked me. 

I shrugged again, and she shrugged back. Silent, we watched 

Carson's mom step outside with the trash, put it outside of the wooden 

fence that Carson's dad was always mending, and go back inside, oblivious 

to us. 

When the door closed behind her, Carson said, "Hey," and we both 

looked up even though we knew we couldn't see him. To see the tree house 

from tinder the tree you had to move out at least six feet from the trunk and 

look up the cleared-out hole Carson's dad had hacked open so we could 

raise and lower things with a rope and pulley. 

"Hey what?" I said, already wishing he would come back down. 

"Hey punishment," he answered. His giggle, too high-pitched to 

match the rest of him, floated down through the leaves. 

When the liquid came shooting down the clearing in the tree, 

splattering on the ground in front of us, Jean figured it out first. "What an 

idiot," she said. 
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"That's right," Carson called out. "You're trapped. I'll piss forever, 

and you'll never escape." Carson was famous for this, pissing forever. 

I watched the stream for a moment, the palest of yellows against the 

too-blue sky, and without thinking anything at all, stood up, walked 

forward, and stuck my tongue into its path. Jean gasped and I 

remembered suddenly where I was and realized what I was doing. I 

turned to see her with her hand over her mouth, her eyes staring at me 

with disbelief. I wiped at my mouth, my skin going prickly with goose 

bumps, but before I could say anything, she stood and hurried toward me so 

fast she almost fell. She kissed me hard, sucking the taste of her boyfriend 

off my tongue while more of him fell to the ground beside us, spattering our 

hightops. 

"Ya'll are my prisoners," Carson yelled, and we separated, staring at 

each other, breathing hard. Then we kissed again, gently, and she looked 

up and yelled, "Okay, okay. Come back down and we'll do what you want." 

Trudy, my girlfriend in college, was the one who told me. We had 

just had sex, and she rolled off of me and said, "Bill? I think you're gay." I 

had been waiting too long for someone to hand me such information to be 

shocked, but I thought the timing was odd. "Did I do something wrong?" I 

asked, waving a hand to include the bed and what we had been doing. 

"No. Nail-driver as usual." 

"Then what?" 



40 

"Yesterday. You wouldn't look at my brother." 

"What?" 

Trudy sat up, wiping my spit off her breasts and positioning the 

pillow behind her back. "You wouldn't look at my brother," she repeated, as 

if this explained everything. Her brother had visited from Annapolis the 

past weekend, and since I had needed to study for a big computer 

programming test, I had seen him for only an hour. He was modelling his 

uniform for Trudy and her roommates when I arrived. 

"Why does that mean I'm gay?" I asked, confused as usual by the 

circuitous routes of Trudy's logic, even though I knew by then it was always 

sound. 

"He's beautiful," she said. "Especially in that uniform. You glanced. 

You never looked again. Just like gifts." She shook her head, exasperated 

with me for not understanding. "That's how I buy you great gifts," she 

said. "I take you in a store. I watch you. You see something you really 

want. You never look at it again. Or if you do, it's from four aisles over. 

Then you only peek." 

I saw the guy from 7-Eleven at the cleaners. But this time I spotted 

him through the plate glass wall before I got out of my car. I waited until 

he left before I went inside. I told the girl behind the counter that I had 

gone to school with him but couldn't remember his name, and asked if she 

could give it to me. 

She punched open the cash register and twisted her head to look at 
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his check. "Mr. Gregory Jennings," she said and blew a bubble. When it 

popped, she scratched the gum from her lips with a glittered fingernail and 

told me, "If you really know him, tell him I think he's cute and he should 

take me out." 

I promised her I would. 

Before Step arrived, I had lived with my grandmother, mother and 

aunt for six years, so it wasn't hard for his presence to change things. He 

was six-foot-four, muscular, hairy, and never seemed to wear a shirt. 

He roped professionally, and the first time he bought me new western 

clothes and boots and took me to a rodeo, I fell in love. The arc lights lit up 

the sky and the arena like a stage. When he appeared riding Mister, the 

crowd clapped and cheered. When he roped the calf so fast I missed it even 

though I only blinked once, everyone jumped to their feet, and the 

announcer's voice boomed his name over and over into my ears. 

One of his prizes was a buckle bigger than my hand, with a real ruby 

in it. He gave it to me on the way home. 

I dubbed us the Three Mouseketeers, and Jean bought us ear hats 

when her family went to Disneyland, but Carson refused to wear his. 

Everyone at school thought we were weird. Somehow that made Carson 

and Jean more popular, and me less so. 

They usually went to the rodeos with me and we always sat with Jean 



42 

in the middle. Step teased her about being enough woman for two men, and 

she would tease back that she could easily handle a dozen. I would try to 

correct him and explain that she was my best friend and Carson's 

girlfriend, but then Carson would complain that I was supposed to be his 

best friend, and everyone would laugh. 

"See," Step would tell her, pinching her back or her hips, "you're 

already causing trouble and breaking hearts." 

Trudy and I still dated all through college. I just had to promise not 

to think of her brother during sex. That wasn't a problem because even 

though he was beautiful, he didn't match the image in my dreams; I 

couldn't begin to picture him shirtless and sweaty. And Trudy was more 

fun. 

She nagged me though. "When Eire you gonna fess up? Go find Mr. 

Right." 

"When you leave me and break my heart." 

She laughed and marched to her favorite table in the cafeteria. "I've 

told you. Consider yourself a play-toy. Prepare for heartache." 

"I don't want to be gay," I told her, pulling out my chair. "Men want 

women. Men leave." 

"Goob," she answered. "Find a gay one. Hold on tight." 

Gregory Jennings was in Tom Thumb when I saw him next. He was 

already in the check-out line, and I was only half-way through shopping, so 
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I figured he wouldn't see me and continued. But when I was trying to 

decide between Fritos and Cheetos, he appeared. 

"Hi," he said. "Remember me?" 

I nodded. "I thought you were checking out." 

He frowned, confused. "Yeah," he said, "I did. But when I got to the 

car I realized I forgot to get chips for Nachos." 

I grabbed a bag of Tostitos and placed them in his hands. 

"Thanks," he said. "Are you reading package labels again?" 

"No, just trying to decide." 

"Cheetos," he said, pointing at the bag. "You're the only person I've 

ever seen read the back of a Reese's." 

"They're healthy if you eat enough of them," I said. I walked down 

the aisle to the candy section, found a big economy box of Peanut Butter 

Cups, and placed them in his hands on top of the Tostitos. 

"So I should eat them all at one time?" 

"Yes." I pointed at the label. "See? It says right here. Each Reese's 

Peanut Butter Cup provides one percent of the USRDA of calcium and iron. 

You want healthy bones, don't you?" 

"Then I have to eat a hundred," he said. "Every day." 

"Right." 

"You're kind of weird, aren't you?" 

I nodded. 

"I like that." He held out his hand. "I'm Greg." 
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I shook his hand and realized I didn't want to let go. "Call me John." 

Step caught me masturbating once in Mister's stall. I didn't even see 

him until it was over. I shot and shot, gasping, the heat racing along my 

skin. When he started applauding, I screamed. I ducked down and bent 

over, heaving to catch my breath, scared I would cry. 

"No, John, don't be shy. Be proud." He came in the stall and touched 

my arm. I flinched and he pulled back. "Nothing wrong with it, son. Just 

a healthy urge. Besides, that was a great show." He laughed, and I looked 

up at him, surprised. 

He took my arm again and pulled me up. My penis stuck straight out 

through the zipper of my jeans. I covered it with my hands, but Step only 

smiled and raised an eyebrow. "It's still a little too happy to hide," he said, 

and pulled my hand back. He looked straight down at me. "You tall, 

skinny guys," he said, and walked out of the stall, shaking his head. 

When he was almost out of sight, he turned back. "One question," he 

said. "How did you know I was here? I tried to be so quiet." 

"I didn't." 

"But you called my name when you came." 

Jean was elected homecoming queen our senior year, and to 

everyone's surprise, she asked me to be her escort. 

"What about Carson?" I asked. 

"We're still fighting." 
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I didn't know what they were fighting about; neither one would tell 

me. The crowd at homecoming was the largest ever for one of our high 

school's football games, and I knew everyone was there to see Jean. At 

halftime, the announcer read off the list of class princesses, then senior 

duchesses, then, without a giggle, "Queen Jean from the house of Green," 

and the crowd went crazy. She and I walked from the goalpost to the center 

of the field, six seventh-grade boys behind her, holding the train on her 

dress. When we walked past the football team, I caught Carson's eye and 

he tried to smile, but I could tell he wasn't going to make it. 

When we stepped up on the podium at the fifty-yard line, the 

announcer read a list of Jean's accomplishments: National Honor Society 

secretary/treasurer, Senior class vice-president, drill team captain, four-

year winner of the Optimist Club's Oratorical Contest, State U.I.L. typing 

medalist. . . the list went on forever. When he finally stopped, Principal 

Starnes crowned her, Superintendent Baker gave her a dozen red roses, 

and then we had to kiss. We turned to face each other and she smiled, so 

beautiful, and said, "Remember the first time we kissed?" I grabbed her 

like I was Errol Flynn. 

While the crowd cheered and whooped and hollered, we kissed for 

two-and-a-half minutes. Jean held a stopwatch, wanting to set a record 

that wouldn't be broken for a while. Then we stepped off the podium and 

followed everyone off the field while the band played the school song. 

At the sidelines, I was supposed to turn her over to her father, who 
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waited uncomfortably in his new suit. But before we reached him, she 

pulled at my sleeve and stopped. 

"You okay?" I asked, looking around at the hundreds of people 

staring at us. They were still cheering and clapping, proud of Jean's 

beauty and all she'd done. 

She shook her head. "No." She rubbed at her face. The roses bobbed 

in the air. I saw her dad coming toward us, and she pulled me close. "I'm 

pregnant, Billy. You have to go with me tomorrow for the abortion and 

pretend you're the father. You have to." 

She broke away and ran toward her dad as well as she could in that 

dress, turning back before she got there. "Billy," she screamed. I could 

barely turn. I was still frozen, my arms straight out in front of me holding 

the air where she had been. "Billy," she screamed again. "I love you." 

The first time I stayed with Trudy and Bob in their new home, I 

didn't go over until almost 11 p.m. because I was working on a big project 

for Northern Telecom. When I arrived, laughing at the big "The 

Williford's" sign on the door, Trudy fussed at me, asking how long it could 

take to drive eleven blocks. 

"I can go back home," I said. 

The guest room was bigger than my living room, but when I pulled 

down the bedspread on one of the three twin beds in the room, I was 

surprised to see there weren't any sheets. I started to go find Trudy, but 

figured it was too late, and crawled in anyway. It felt odd at first, but by the 



47 

time I fell asleep, I had decided that the scratchy underside of the 

bedspread was an interesting change. 

When I woke the next morning, Trudy was sitting on the edge of the 

bed drinking coffee. I could tell she had been there a while. 

"Good morning," she said. "Goob." 

I blinked awake. "That one," she said, pointing. "Sheets." 

"Oh," I said, yawning. "No big deal." 

"Wasn't this uncomfortable?" 

"It was okay." 

She shook her head, obviously not believing me. "It didn't occur to 

you," she said. "Did it?" 

"What?" 

"To look. At the other beds." 

I shrugged, turning it into a stretch. "Not really." 

"Don't you see? That's amazing." 

"Not really." 

"But, Bill," she said, standing, "how could you? I wouldn't give you 

sheets? You didn't look?" 

I watched her pace, already knowing this conversation would last the 

weekend. "It's no big deal," I told her, pulling back the bedspread so I could 

rise and go shower. 

"Yes, it is," she said. "It says something. About you. You're like 

sediment. "Sediment?" I asked. 
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She nodded. "You always settle." 

For our first date, Greg and I went to see "Barton Fink" at that rep 

place down on East Grand, and afterwards, I told him I wanted to be a big, 

fat John Goodman and run through a burning hallway, screaming, "Life of 

the mind, life of the mind." 

"Well," he said, "we all have to dream." 

Then we went to get ice cream and play twenty questions. He was 

thirty-one, I was twenty-eight, his last lover moved to New York, my last 

lover never existed, he was an obstetrician, and I was a free-lance 

computer programmer. 

"You work at home?" he asked. 

"I only take the job if I can work at home." 

"You're a hermit." 

"Kinda," I said. I tried to smile. "So, do you like weird hermits or 

just weird?" 

"I don't know," he replied. "I've never known a hermit." 

"They're hard to meet," I told him. "Usually you have to go to their 

house." 

Step went roping instead of coming to see me and Jean at 

Homecoming. I was mad, but Mother told me to forget it, that he didn't like 

crowds. 

"Oh, come on," I told her, my voice becoming louder than it should 
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have been to my mother. "He loves them when he's the center of attention. 

He goddamn loves them." 

They wouldn't let me go in the room with Jean. I had to wait outside, 

the nurses staring at me with questioning looks. I tried to read an article 

about amber in National Geographic, but I couldn't quit wondering if three 

towns over had been enough, if anyone knew who we were. 

When she came out, she was pale and limp, her skin was cold. I 

tried to replace this image with the one from the night before, but I couldn't 

do it. Anything queen-like had disappeared. 

We sat in the car for a couple of hours before we went back home, 

talking a bit, but mostly just sitting. She flipped the visor up and down 

hundreds of times and every once in a while she would say, "Not a baby," 

and my heart would lurch. I figured she was trying to convince herself it 

hadn't been murder. About the twentieth time, though, I realized she was 

saying, "Not Baby," like a name. 

"Not Baby?" I asked. 

"Yeah," she said, pushing her hair out of her face. "They turned 

Baby into Not Baby. You're the proud father of Not Baby." 

I didn't know what to say, so I shrugged, and she tried to grin. "I 

love when you shrug," she said. "It's how I always think of you." 

I shrugged over and over until she laughed. 

* * * 
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Trudy wanted to know what Greg looked like, and when I told her, 

she said, "He sounds like a cowboy. You hate cowboys. You told me." 

I groaned and hung up the phone. 

On our second date, I remembered to tell Greg the girl at the 

cleaner's wanted his body. Then I told him he reminded me of someone. 

"Who?" he asked, frowning. 

"Just someone." 

He stared at me a while, tilting his head like a puppy. "A good 

someone or a bad someone?" 

"I still don't know," I said. "Both?" 

After I dropped Jean at her house and vowed secrecy once again, I 

drove home, wondering why Carson hadn't gone with her instead of me, 

and if he knew about the abortion, why I wasn't allowed to talk about it with 

him. None of it made sense, and the nagging suspicion that I had missed 

something tugged at me so hard I didn't see the police car parked in the 

drive until I pulled up behind it. Before I could get out of the car, Mother 

came running out of the house, screaming, "Where have you been? Where 

have you been?" I grabbed her, and she collapsed. 

Two policemen came out of the house. One took Mother, and the 

other pulled me aside. "Your father's dead," he said and waited for a 

reaction. 

I stared back, unable to move. "How?" I asked. 
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I heard Mother whispering, "He was swinging, just swinging, back 

and forth and back and forth on his favorite rope, back and forth." 

Then the policeman put his hand on my shoulder and said, "He hung 

himself, son." 

I turned to the horse barn and saw another police car parked there. 

Carson stood in front of it, talking with his dad. He saw me, too, and took 

off running across the pasture. He hurdled the fence around the house, 

reached me, grabbed me, and told me it would be okay. 

I hit him, and he let me, over and over, and the whole time he never 

said a word. When I finally stopped, he walked me into the house, took me 

to my room, and put me to bed. 

"I've tried to reach Jean," he whispered, pulling up the sheets, "but 

she's not at home." 

"She's home." I reached for the phone, and as I dialed, watching 

him, I realized everything was a lie. 

"Hello?" she answered after one ring. 

"Step turned himself into Not Step," I told her, and she screamed. 

Trudy came over even though it was 3 a.m., because she's Trudy. 

"Is it about Greg?" she asked when I opened the door. 

I hugged her. "I don't know. Maybe." 

"He did something wrong." 

"No." I tried to laugh. "He's perfect." 
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I led her into the living room where I had a pot of coffee waiting, and 

Trudy took my hand. "Nobody's perfect." 

"I know," I said. "That's what scares me." 

We sat on the couch and didn't speak for a while, just drank coffee 

and watched as Trudy played with the bunny slippers she was wearing. 

She could make their faces move with her toes so that it looked like they 

were talking. When I stood to go get another pot of coffee, Trudy stopped 

me. 

"Don't worry," I told her. "I'll be okay. He just pushes old buttons." 

"Bill?" She tugged at my sleeve. "You're crying. You have been the 

whole time." 

I put my hand to my face, surprised. I wondered if Trudy would 

always be able to tell me things I should already know. 

I found the letter two weeks later when I cleaned out Step's pickup so 

Carson could borrow it. He was going to go hunt for Jean; she had 

disappeared after I phoned her. I knew I'd never see him again either. 

It was in the glove box, under the maps, with my name on the 

outside. I knew immediately what it was; the police had searched for it 

everywhere. I fingered it a moment, wondering if I would have to give it to 

them, then took a deep breath and opened it. 

I got as far as, "My Dearest Jean, when I saw you in that crown," 

and stopped, shoving it into my mouth, gagging when I swallowed. 

* * * 
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Greg cooked dinner for our third date, Chicken Kiev, and after we 

ate, I asked him what we were doing. 

"Getting to know each other," he answered. "I hope." 

"Why do you want to know me?" 

"Well," he said, smiling, "I ask myself that, but I guess you are kind 

of fascinating in a perverse sort of way." 

"How?" 

"I don't know." He shook his head and stood, stacking dishes in his 

left hand. 

I watched him disappear into the kitchen. "You're too perfect," I 

hollered. 

He stuck his head into the doorway. "What?" 

"You're perfect and nobody's perfect." 

"I like you," he said, grinning. "That's a pretty big flaw." 

He disappeared back into the kitchen, and I smiled. He had me 

there. I stood and joined him. He filled the sink with water and three 

squirts of soap. "I want to know what you want," I said. "What do you 

want?" 

He rubbed his wet hand through his hair and down his neck. "I 

want," he started, then stopped and looked around his kitchen as if he'd 

never seen it before. "I want to fuck you, and while I'm doing it, I want to 

stare in your eyes and see what's there." 

I shut off the water, took his hand and led him to his bedroom. 
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While he rolled on a condom, he kept glancing at me over his 

shoulder, as if he thought he needed to hurry or I might disappear, but 

before I arrived I had made up my mind that he would have whatever he 

wanted. When the rubber was on and he turned to face me, I cleared my 

throat. 

"What?" he asked. "What now?" 

"My name's not John." 

He leaned back, giving me his puppy look. "Then what is it?" 

"Make one up." 

I stretched my arms toward him. He leaned over and positioned his 

body over mine, his weight on me like something from a dream, and then 

we kissed. His mouth tasted of the chicken. My arms around him could 

not believe how huge he was, and before he entered me, pushing my legs up 

and out, he leaned back and grinned. "Weird doesn't really cover you, does 

it?" 

I laughed, and he eased in, the pain almost killing me before it 

turned into a pleasure that seemed to me instantly more lethal than the 

pain. 

He moved in and out, slower than I thought possible, and I realized I 

finally had an answer. "This," I whispered. "This is why." 

"Why what?" he asked, the words drawn out, matching his rhythms. 

"Why they think we're stupid," I told him, answering the first 

question he'd asked me way back at the 7-Eleven. 

I moaned as he started moving quicker and harder. When he came, 
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our eyes were locked on each other's, and I prayed he saw what he wanted. 

Then he lowered his body onto mine, giggling like a child. "That was 

quick," he said. "So much for control." 

"You'll get another chance," I said, and wrapped my arms back 

around him, squeezing until I started to shake. 

"Reese," he whispered in my ear, trying out my new name. "Why are 

you squeezing me to death?" 

"I'm holding on," I said. "I'm sediment. And if I'm gonna settle, so 

are you." 



THE GULF 

Three days, three nights, and still Patti Anders curled on the nubby 

couch. She'd made it to the commode a few times, once or twice to the 

fridge, but had always scurried back, under the musty blanket, the 

television on in front of her and the windows behind it a panorama of the 

Gulf. Out there, just beyond her sight, a storm brewed. Patti wished the 

winds luck-her marriage had collapsed, and now she considered a 

hurricane apt. 

Bradley, Patti's 10-year-old son, jerked the screen door and stepped 

inside. He was tow-headed, red-skinned, coated with sand. Patti nodded 

and refocused on The Weather Channel. She wished this shift was 

Valerie's, the weatherwoman with the shellacked, mountainous hair. But 

Valerie predicted late at night, noting fronts and depressions on the map 

with a seriousness Patti liked. No flick of the wrist like this guy now, no 

dismissive intonations. Patti sighed and moved on, punching through the 

17 channels twice. 

Behind the couch, Bradley touched one finger to the top of her head, 

pushed gently, then pulled it away. "Your hair's dirty," he said. "Doesn't 

even look blonde anymore." 

Patti twisted to look at her son. He wanted a response, obviously, but 

she had nothing to give. The ends of her hair brushed the floor, becoming 
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dirtier. 

Bradley shrugged and moved into the open kitchen, made a peanut 

butter sandwich, poured a glass of milk. Patti couldn't remember the last 

time she'd cooked. She was not a good mother, she knew, but she was 

unsure of how to make such a thing matter now. Back beside her, 

breakfast in hand, Bradley watched the blip of each channel-talk show, 

soap, a big white bear drinking Coke. "Mom," he said. "I wanna be black." 

"Meaning?" 

He took a bite, spoke around his food. "Black," he said. "It'd be cool." 

"Like the race?" 

"Like Shaq." 

Patti imagined him dark, not pale, and not just tan. His father had 

left them three days ago for a black man, her complete and total opposite; 

and now her son. "You'll need some melanin," she said. 

"What's that?" 

She pointed at the dictionary that Greg, her soon-to-be ex-husband, 

always kept on the shelf. The boy flipped through the pages, and Patti 

wished she'd spoken something wiser. She hated the dictionary, hated the 

way Greg had always sat hunched over the tiny black and white squares of 

a crossword. He filled them in. He thought himself smart. He ignored 

her. Bradley thumbed forward, back, the small whisper of the pages like a 

chorus in her head. 

She stood, throwing aside the blanket, and marched into the kitchen. 

In the second drawer, she found the Marks-A-Lot behind the flatware tray. 
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Bradley was tracing a forefinger down a page, his face furrowed in 

concentration. She pushed the dictionary aside and grabbed his arm, 

pulling it close to her face, awkwardly away from his side and bent. She 

slapped the sand from his skin and bit the cap from the marker. The first 

line she made ran from his elbow to his wrist. The color was dark and 

smooth on his skin, shiny before it dried. She drew a rectangle at his elbow 

and filled it in. Then she began scribbling, furiously. Her son's skin 

stretched with her efforts, held, and accepted the ink. 

Patti squinted up at the sun and wondered if she'd dozed off. The 

heat reminded her of a nurse's hand on her forehead, meaty and business-

like. She shifted, brushing sand from the tops of her feet. Bradley 

struggled to her left. His arm was scrubbed clean, but he'd left the face 

she'd drawn on his chest and stomach. He'd laughed at the whole episode, 

ignoring the way she'd become feverish, the way she'd jerked his arm 

behind his back. He acted like nothing had changed, like she was the same 

person she was four days ago. She watched him drag another load of sun-

bleached seaweed to the pile of trash and misshapen driftwood he'd built. 

The pile threatened to topple, but Bradley ignored its delicate balance. The 

state of the beach bothered him, he said. He remembered it differently, 

cleaner. 

Things change, Patti thought. She concentrated on the water, trying 

in vain to see the storm. The sound of the waves was repetitive, regular. 
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Gulls floated through the air above her, hoping for a handout. She 

congratulated herself again on making it outside. She liked the Gulf, liked 

the idea that land was somewhere that way and that. Turning over, away 

from the elderly couple on her left, she noticed a woman half-lying in the 

water, splashing a young boy. The woman's red one-piece was gorgeous 

against her black skin. The boy looked a bit older than Bradley and wore a 

purple Speedo. Patti wondered if she and Bradley ever looked that good 

together, mother and son. She watched the boy pull the woman into deeper 

water. His excited, "I've got you, I've got you," skimmed across the waves 

with the wind. Drops of water on the woman's short hair glinted in the sun 

like a hairnet of diamonds. 

Patti turned away from the spectacle, reached for her Vogue and 

flipped to the first article: "Rid Yourself of Cellulite." She prayed the 

woman in the water had ugly legs. She glanced at her own thighs, trying to 

remember when they had become her enemy. When the sun above her 

disappeared, she jumped, looked up, but could only make out a huge, blank 

shape. 

"Sorry," a man's voice said. "Scared you." He squatted, his skin a 

rich black, the color of antique mahogany, his face broad, and his hair 

buzzed almost out of existence. He stuck out his hand. "I'm Robert." 

Patti shook his hand and glanced down the beach. Other than the 

elderly couple, Bradley, and two teenaged girls far down on her right, Patti 

was alone~the impending storm had run off the faint of heart. There was 

plenty of empty sand for this man. He spread out a thick white towel and 
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laid down beside her. Their shoulders rested at even points, but Patti's feet 

reached only to his knees. Robert told her that this was his first time in 

Galveston, that he'd won a week in a condo through a raffle at work. He 

pointed over his shoulder. "Guess I can't really complain about this 

storm," he said. 

Patti nodded; he must be in the house across from hers. It was 

painted a horrible green and was the only other one occupied. There were 

six of the buildings in a circle, all shaped alike, resting on twelve-foot stilts. 

Each had a porch, railed with lattice, that stretched all the way around. 

She turned back to the woman and the boy in the water. Closer to the beach 

now, the boy ran and dove over his mother. Water rained down upon her as 

he sailed overhead. 

"Angela and John," the man said. "They're mine." 

Patti rubbed the sweat from her neck and wondered if the clouds 

were thickening; maybe it was just wishful thinking. She laughed and 

shook her head, gathering her magazines and shoving them into the 

canvas bag with her lotion. 

"You don't have to leave," Robert said. "I'm sorry I made you jump." 

Patti sat up and let her eyes travel from one end of him to the other. 

"You apologize a lot." She stood and walked toward Bradley, watching him 

ignore her and lug a piece of wood twice the length of his body to the pile. 

He fought it to the top, and she wondered how he managed. When she 

reached him, Bradley surprised her with a hug, his red arms squeezing 
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her tight. He ran to a big clump of seaweed half buried under a shelf of 

sand. "Come help," he yelled. 

She wanted to tell him to come back and hug her again, but glanced 

instead at the family behind her. All three of them were now in the water. 

The husband stood behind his wife, and their son danced around them in a 

tight circle. The song he screamed was the same one she'd heard Bradley 

humming for the last three days. Patti turned away and watched her son 

bend over the seaweed. The thin muscles in his back reminded her of Greg. 

The plant felt slimy and brittle at the same time in her hands. She couldn't 

believe she was touching something so disgusting. The part they held 

finally broke free, and they fell to the sand. 

Patti wiped her gooey hands on the side of Bradley's trunks. 

"Thanks, son. That was great." 

Bradley laughed and motioned up the beach. "You met Robert." 

"Nice man?" 

"Yep." 

Patti turned to follow his gaze. Robert carried his wife out of the 

water and across the beach, their son sprinting ahead of them. A pang of 

jealousy hit her again, and Patti closed her eyes, counting. When she 

opened them, the family had reached the end of the planked walkway that 

stretched back up to the condos, and Robert placed his wife in a wheelchair. 

"She can't walk?" Patti asked. 

Bradley shook his head. "Robert said it was a car crash. 

Paraplegic." He touched Patti on the arm. "I looked it up." 
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* * * 

That night, Valerie griped about the storm. She walked across a 

map of Texas and Louisiana, patted the immovable flip of her hair, and 

shrugged. She couldn't be certain. It might hit the Gulf. It might not. 

Patti pulled her robe tight across the pale stripe of her breasts, tried to curb 

her disappointment. She needed to count on Valerie, on the storm. 

Bradley's voice carried from her bedroom. He was talking to Greg on 

the phone. Patti lowered the volume on a commercial with beautiful people 

and no visible product. She still couldn't hear what he said, wanted to hear 

her name. After two more commercials, she gave up, raised the volume, 

and switched back to Valerie. The forecaster stood now with one foot on 

each of the Dakotas. She wasn't wearing a wedding ring tonight, and Patti 

leaned forward, staring at the tiny dots of color that composed Valerie's 

hand. She used to wear one-Patti was sure. But there was no tell-tale band 

of white like there was on Patti's finger. 

Patti sat back and remembered throwing her ring at the back of 

Greg's head. It had stuck, nestled in the loose curls of his hair, as if the 

force of her throw meant nothing. He simply walked out and took it with 

him. When he closed the door, the click of the latch had ricochetted 

through Patti's head like a shot from a rifle. 

Patti kicked back the sheets on her bed, wondering why she'd moved 

from the couch. She hated the gritty feel of sand in the sheets. Stretching, 
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she decided to drive to the market to stock up on supplies. She wanted wine. 

She and Greg had gone through all the wine on their last trip. They'd left 

Bradley with friends and driven down to talk. Greg had talked, but Patti 

hadn't listened. 

In the living room, Bradley was stretched flat against the biggest 

window, his arms spread. Patti stared, confused until she realized he was 

applying duct tape to the glass. A gray roll of it rested on the floor, a pair of 

heavy scissors propped against it. He bent, and the roll in his hand 

screeched across the window, completing the X. Bradley glanced at Patti 

and continued. 

"But the storm might die out," Patti said. 

"We should be prepared. Then we can leave quickly." He said the 

words evenly, and Patti knew he was repeating what he'd heard on 

television. He moved to the next window, nudging his supplies with his 

foot. Patti considered helping him. "I'm going to the store," she said. 

"Anything you need?" 

Bradley turned, opened his mouth, then shook his head. 

At The Great Grocer, Mrs. Gessner still leaned against the counter, 

and Patti was surprised at how happy she was to see this woman-someone 

from previous trips when things were right. "Hey, beautiful," she said. 

Mrs. Gessner stared a moment, then broke into a huge smile. 

"Patti." She came around the counter, and the two women hugged. 

"Where's that Greg? Did he make you come all alone?" 

Patti was stumped. "Yes, ma'am," she finally said. "He did." 
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"Well, the nerve of him." 

Patti tried to smile, thinking that Greg had never made her do 

anything. Usually, it had been the other way around. She pictured his 

uneven grin, his skinny frame that always seemed to slip through her 

hands when she tried to hold on. 

On the third aisle, she let herself remember Greg's laugh and threw 

five packs of Snickers in her buggy. She added some Hershey Bars and a 

Toblerone. She was reaching for the Butterfingers when she noticed a little 

girl staring wide-eyed at her cart. The girl was so dressed up Patti 

wondered if it was Sunday. "Guess it is a bit much," Patti said. She started 

to put some of the candy back, then left it, a pile of cellophaned comfort. She 

wondered if she should buy more peanut butter for Bradley, but couldn't 

remember if he liked crunchy or smooth. 

Back at the counter, Mrs. Gessner immediately began talking about 

Greg. "I just love him," she said. "Did he ever tell you about fixing my flat? 

He saved the day." Mrs. Gessner glanced up and repeated it. "Saved the 

day." 

"Yes," Patti said. She watched the woman's spotted hands pick up 

the candy one package at a time and punch up the price. "He's a 

sweetheart." 

"You know, you leave a man like that at home and somebody'll steal 

him." 

"Too late to worry about that." 
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"Uh oh. You're taking him for granted." 

"No." Patti's smile stretched wider. "He left me." 

"Oh, you." Mrs. Gessner grinned. 

"I'm serious. He really left me. For a man." 

Mrs. Gessner gave an exasperated smirk. "For a man." She 

continued to ring up the candy. "You must think I'm daffy." 

The woman in line behind her was staring. Patti grabbed a Star 

from the rack and slung it at the woman's face. It flapped into her cart, a 

picture of the world's hairiest man staring up at them. "And he's black," 

Patti said, trying to feel defiant. "The other woman's a black man." 

Bradley woke Patti from her nap, whispering, "hellooo," in her ear. 

She waved him away and rolled over. 

"Unh uh," he said. "Get up. We're invited to a barbeque at Robert's." 

She opened her left eye. 

"Get up," he said. "Robert said to come over now. They're leaving in 

the morning because of the storm" He grabbed her sundress from the chair 

and tossed it on the bed. "I'm going to find shoes." 

Patti ignored the dress, reached for a pair of shorts on the floor. She 

walked to the mirror and frowned. Her t-shirt was wrinkled, the pattern of 

the bedspread was visible on her face. Her hair stood out from her head. 

She moved to the bathroom, turned on the hot water in the tub. She stuck 

her head under the flow and held it there until the temperature became 

unbearable, then grabbed a towel and rubbed her face, trying to force 
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circulation. 

"What are you doing?" Bradley said from behind her. "Come on." 

Patti grabbed a rubberband from the back of the sink for her hair. 

"I'm going jogging. I can't eat." She pushed past her son and hurried 

from the condo, down the steps. She was ashamed now of her reaction at 

the grocery, the opinion of strangers, people like Mrs. Gessner, suddenly 

all-important. From across the large slab of cement that connected the 

buildings, Robert waved, spatula in hand. She picked up her pace, 

Bradley's "Mom!" calling after her. Down the walkway, she listened to the 

slap of her feet on the wood, the image of Robert at the grill in her mind. 

The other man had worn a red t-shirt too, that day, when Greg left. He'd 

refused to come inside when Patti had demanded to talk to him. And when 

Greg had returned from the man's vintage Mustang, relaying that 

message, Patti had found that she couldn't scream anymore. She sounded 

almost calm. "You can't do this to me," she said. "I won't allow it." 

"It's not up to you." Greg's face finally showed some emotion. "This 

is about me. What I need." 

She mimicked his scowl, then pointed at the door. "He's what you 

need?" 

"Yes." 

She wiped at her eyes. "What about Bradley?" 

"He knows I've tried," Greg said. "So do you. We've talked about 

this." 
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"Fuck you." 

He held his hands out at that, palms up, and turned away. That's 

when she jerked the ring from her finger and threw it. Greg walked out, 

silent, gently closing the door, and Patti ran to the bay window in the living 

room. She yanked at the curtain, not ready to lose sight of him yet. She 

watched him toss his suitcase in the trunk, slide in the front seat. The two 

men kissed, and the driver turned and looked at her. His skinny face was 

expressionless, and Patti wondered if he pitied her. She stretched her 

fingers wide, placing her hands flat against the window. She wanted to 

touch him, have contact that might explain why Greg needed someone so 

opposite from her. She didn't see where his decision left her, if anywhere at 

all. 

The Mustang drove away, and Patti pulled her hands to her chest, 

remembering how much she used to hate it when her father went to work. 

She turned to find Bradley on the floor in the hallway, his arms hugging 

his knees to his chest. He stared at her and waited, his eyes wide and clear, 

his lips a thin line across his face. She moved toward him, but he stood and 

walked away, his legs wobbling as if they were new. 

Patti blinked her way back to reality, increasing her speed. The 

clouds above her had definitely thickened. The wind had picked up; it 

whipped past her as she ran. She no longer knew how long she'd been 

running, but it wasn't enough. She made it to the first pier, the second, 

and continued on to the third. Beyond it, she saw the ugly cinderblock 

structure of one of the restrooms that dotted the beach and made her way to 
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it. The building was a fifteen-foot square with a flat roof and gutters. Rust-

colored stains marked the walls. 

Patti peered into the Mens side, saw that no one was there, and 

entered. The sudden lack of the heat surprised her. It was cooler inside, 

shadowed. A bulb hung from a cord in the center of the room, but Patti saw 

no switch to turn it on. Her nose twitched at the bitter smell of ammonia. 

One stall stood at the end of the room, and a urinal stretched at knee level 

along the scratched and grafittied wall. Patti touched the edge of it with one 

finger. The surface was pitted and stained, rough. She kneeled and laid 

her cheek on the front lip, staring at the drip of water from the pipe along 

the wall, at the cake of disinfectant, picturing the men who had stood here, 

their penises exposed. She wondered if Greg had ever come to a place like 

this to meet men; if he had, if he'd thought of her. She glanced at the door 

and saw Bradley, just inside the doorway, his arms crossed. Patti jumped 

to her feet and rushed past him, back down the beach. After a while, all 

she could hear were the screams of the gulls. 

Patti woke after midnight. She could hear the beat of the rain as if 

she were trapped in a drum. Earlier, at the start of her shift, Valerie had 

promised that the edge of the storm would hit by morning. Patti tugged at 

the flimsy gown she wore, unwrapping it from her thighs, rose from the 

bed and hurried into the living room, to the couch. All of the windows were 

Xed, the duct tape forming dark stripes. Beyond the tape, the glass, Patti 
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could see only the rain, not yet crazed, but clearly capable. Officials had 

announced that everyone should leave in the morning, by nine. 

A light flicked on, then off across the way. Patti assumed it was 

Robert, and his beautiful, paraplegic wife, and his perfect son. Halfway to 

their condo before she realized it, the rain fell upon her like a massage. 

Her hair and gown flattened against her skin. The night was almost 

uniform, shapes becoming indistinct. She stopped by the grill and stared 

up, her mouth open, her eyes fluttering in an attempt not to shut. She 

laughed at herself and was shocked by the sound of her voice. She ran the 

rest of the way across, up the steps, slipping twice. The cold began to settle 

through her flesh. She ducked under the eave of the porch, searching for 

where the light had been. Finally, pressed against the glass, her hands 

tight beside her face, she could see shapes, people. A small lamp across the 

room backlighted Robert and his wife on the bed, the covers twisted to the 

floor. Both were naked, Robert on his knees over his wife, his back to Patti. 

She dropped her hands, her face tilted against the glass, pushed almost 

sideways and flat. Her fists held tight between her legs, she watched 

Robert's arm move back and forth, his hand out of sight. * She tried to see 

the wife better, working her face down, then over, her skin on the glass 

emitting a tiny squeak. She wanted Robert to turn around, to show her 

what she lacked. But when he did, she closed her eyes, an image of Greg 

coming to mind, his mouth opening wide like the wife's. 

She turned and slid from the window, ending in a squat, her arms 

wrapped around her legs, her hands clasped tight. In front of her, all was 
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rain. She could see the life of the storm beginning, imagine the 

destruction, and the cost. A light kicked on suddenly, bringing her own 

condo to life. Across the distance, the X's on her windows were black and 

perfectly aligned. Behind the biggest, she could see Bradley, his hands flat 

against the glass. Patti leaned forward, squinting hard at her son. She 

couldn't make out his face. The X crossed just below his neck. 



SPUD 

Sam says I try to break everything down into mathematical equations 

and fit them into thin columns that add up neat. He pronounces 

"accountant" like it's a dirty word and thinks this is how I live my life. 

Some days, this day, I tend to think he's right. 

I glance at Talli in the bucket seat beside me and then into the 

rearview mirror. Sam's spread wide in the back, his face against the 

window like some high-strung Great Dane. I almost expect his tongue to 

loll out pink and raspy and find my lips within my beard. Much of the time, 

I think of Sam as a storm, something steely-gray that rushes in from the 

ocean to lash against a boulder that sits waiting on the shore. That makes 

me the boulder, of course, but I tell myself that rocks are steady and solid, 

that even lichens need a home. I glance again in the mirror, twist my 

hands on the steering wheel. I know a rock is only a rock. 

I turn my attention to the highway and wait for the moment when it 

carries us close enough to Sante Fe that I can believe the mountains are 

real. Talli's been punching buttons since we left the airport in Albuquerque 

and hasn't even made it to the FM stations yet. 

Sam taps her on the shoulder. "You almost had this getaway without 

me. 

She swivels sideways in her seat, pulls her skinny legs in tight, and 
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looks up into his face. At six foot seven, Sam is a foot and a half taller than 

Talli and outweighs her by more than a hundred pounds. He's eleven 

inches taller than me, muscular where I'm not. Even sitting, he towers 

above us. "Seriously," he says. "I mean it." 

"God. Don't even joke." Talli pushes a mass of red hair back from 

her face. "We all needed this one." 

She's right. Two nights ago, she catered her biggest party yet. I'm 

still recovering from April 15th. And even though Sam's a personal trainer 

and much of his job consists of convincing other people that one day they 

can look like him, he's become quieter lately, too. I think he suspects me of 

trying to fit us into a formula that works, guesses that such a task has 

become hard. 

"Spud's really sick," he says. "Really, really." 

I frown at the road. We promised on the plane not to tell Talli 

because Spud had been her house-warming present to us; I thought it 

would make her sad. She'd found the kitten mewling beneath her kitchen 

window, eyes still shut, and an hour later, there Sam and I were, in a 

brand-new townhome, cuddling a lead-colored fluff with a tail like a pipe 

cleaner. 

For weeks, I suckled that kitten with a miniature bottle. She hated it. 

If I failed to hold it at the angle she favored, she'd butt it away. I used to 

lean into her round little face and enunciate "starvation," reading the 

definition from the dictionary. She didn't care. She wanted things her 

way. I still watch her sometimes, while Sam stares at the television and 
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she sleeps in his lap, and wonder where that kind of ability to demand how 

the world will be originates, how it's sustained. 

I listen to what Sam's saying and realize that he's caught Talli up to 

when we arrived at the vet's. "So stupid," he says. "They act like Spud 

should love it. " 

He carried Spud into the office, his thick arms wrapped tight, 

covering her like a secret on his chest. She didn't growl until he did. I had 

to use both hands to peel her free. Gray hairs filled the air and stuck to my 

skin, mired in a film of nervous sweat. I shushed her and turned to the 

three people and two dogs in the waiting room. 

"There's a knot," I said. I'd found it the night before, in the softest 

part of her belly, down low. It had taken me half the night to convince Sam 

that we could bring her to the vet and still meet Talli at D/FW at ten. 

"He said 'knot' like it was no big deal," Sam says in the car. "Like it 

was just nothing." 

We all remain silent for a while, listening to the static on the radio, to 

the tires of the rented Taurus thump each section of the road. I assume 

we're all thinking about nothingness, and I wonder if their version, like 

mine, ever consists of a pane of glass; the reflection is unclear, but there. 

"Anyway." Sam says. "Then it got even worse." 

I carried Spud into the examining room and placed her on the matte 

metal table. Dr. Vandemeer felt the knot, said something about it wrapping 

around her organs and stared at us. Sam walked out of the room. I could 
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hear the bells ring on the front door as he slammed it shut. 

I stayed inside to make all the arrangements, told them we'd be at 

Margaret's in Sante Fe and gave them the number there. When I reached 

the parking lot, I walked straight toward the car, but Sam pushed me, both 

hands flat against my back. "You still want the trip?!" he yelled. "It's 

Spud!" 

I got in the car and wrapped my fingers around the steering wheel, 

turning it slightly as if I was bending the vehicle into a slow, steady curve. 

Through the window I could see Sam pace back and forth, his legs 

swallowing the pavement. I watched him and thought about rocks and 

waves. 

"He almost left me there," Sam tells Talli. "Just like he left Spud." 

She reaches over, places her hand on my knee, and squeezes hard. 

Her fingers are so small compared to Sam's, even shorter than mine. She 

turns to him and smiles. "Walter couldn't leave anyone," she says. "He's 

too nice." She climbs up on her knees, then over the seat to land in Sam's 

lap. 

I watch them in the rearview mirror, hoping she can tickle him into 

a good mood. I think to myself that these two people know me better than 

anyone else in my life, and for some reason, I raise my hand and wave. 

Margaret's house sits southeast of the city, Old Sante Fe Trail to 

Overlook Road. It's nine-tenths of the way to the top of a mountain. The 

house is four stories high and the outside walls are 80 percent glass. At 
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night, you can see the lights of Sante Fe, Albuquerque, Taos and Los 

Alamos. 

Sam met Margaret at Cornell before he dropped out his sophomore 

year. She lets us use the house any time she, or her husband, Joe, or their 

children, or her children from a previous marriage, or his children from 

two previous marriages, aren't using it. That's as rare as it sounds. 

We arrive, the Taurus struggling up the side of the mountain with a 

groan, and discover that an addition has been made. A heated pool has 

been hewn into the rock to the right of the house. Columns of steam rise 

into the thin air and float as much sideways and down as up. We tumble 

from the car onto the gravel drive and I see that Margaret's in the water. 

She stands and waves, points at the two young girls beside her. "Surprise!" 

Margaret's not supposed to be here. I try not to become angry, but the 

bite of emotion tastes good. I haven't felt anything since the night before 

when Spud's knot appeared beneath my touch. 

The girls are mirror images of each other, blonde and blue-eyed like 

their mother, but bony and tall for six year olds. They're fighting. We join 

Margaret at the edge of the pool and watch. The only decipherable word I 

can pluck from their shouting is "dice." 

"They've been at it for 20 minutes," Margaret says, grabbing a heavy 

robe from a chaise and belting it on. "I've learned to tune it out. Twindom." 

Sam laughs. "You could always call the World Wrestling 

Federation." He puts his hands up beside his mouth and yells. "Hey, you 
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little heathens! It's Uncle Sammy!" He pulls his sweatshirt over his head, 

kicks off his loafers and shucks his jeans. The removal of Sam's clothes, 

the uncovering of such beauty, always strikes me like a blessing. In paisley 

boxers, he jumps into the pool and makes his way toward the girls. 

Margaret picks up his clothes and rolls them into a ball that she hefts 

like a baby doll. "Well, I'm cold," she says. "Let's go inside and let the kids 

play." She turns and strides across the slate walkway, her flipflops 

slapping loud. Talli and I watch her, then turn back to Sam. He wedges 

himself between the girls, his palms against each of their foreheads, and 

pushes them apart, a la Hercules. Their skinny arms windmill through 

the water and the air. 

"Let them go, Sam." Talli speaks up before I do. She tugs at the 

sleeve of my jacket. "Walter. Do something." 

I shrug. "Like what?" Having battled with these two before, I know 

they're beyond anything I can do, and I'm finding it hard to care. 

"I don't know. Hold them or something." Both of us turn to the 

house, but Margaret's nowhere in sight. 

"Shit!" 

We pivot back to the pool and see Sam whipping his hand in the air. 

The girls are back at it, their slaps now audible on each other's skin. 

"Shit! Shit!" Sam cries. "Poodle bit me." 

Talli stares at me. "Poodle?" 

"Nicknames. Poodle and Piddle." I raise my hands. "Don't ask." 

She covers her ears with her hands and stares at me. 
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I sigh, move to the steps and climb into the pool, starched khakis, 

new Rosettis and all. The water is too hot, and by the time I reach the twins 

and Sam, I just want out and someplace quiet. I grab Piddle by the waist, 

pull, and she lifts from the water, arms stretched back to claw at my face. 

When I let go, she lands three feet behind me, butt-first, the little "o" of her 

mouth visible before she disappears beneath a crash of water. 

"Jesus, Walt. Don't hurt her." Sam frowns and spreads his arms. 

I shrug, amazed at how wonderful it felt to hoist her in the air. She 

comes up behind me, yelling my name, and slaps with both hands in the 

center of my back. The taste of anger blooms in my mouth again, and I 

turn, slam my palm flat upon the crown of her head. I can feel the 

connection tingle up my arm. I shove straight down, shaking in my 

shoulders, my thighs. Her thin legs slither eel-like around my shoes, 

brown and sturdy beneath the surface of the pool. 

When Sam's arms circle me from behind, I go limp and breathe. I 

can see Talli's mouth forming my name, but I hear a roar instead, watery 

and weighted. Sam carries me to the side and lays me flat. He positions 

my arms and legs and leans into my face. "What the fuck was that?" 

"Is she okay?" I ask. 

Talli touches my elbow. "They're already back at it." 

I roll my head, my cheek flat against the grouted rock, and watch. 

The shine of snot and saliva glistens on their chins. Their hair is plastered 

to their heads; their eyes are beady and red. They slap each other, over and 
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over, taking turns. I can understand them now. "Be nice to me," they yell. 

"Be nice." 

The next morning, in downtown Sante Fe, I return to Galisteo's from 

the pay phone in the mall across the street. Talli and the twins sip from 

their cups and look up at me. Margaret reads the paper, annoyed with us 

and what she calls our "unhealthy obsession with that animal." Sam 

stares at the table, shredding a napkin. <fWent okay," I say. "Dr. 

Vandemeer said it was really big. The next 24 hours . . ." 

Sam balls the napkin in his fist. "We should be there with her." 

Part of me thinks he's right. But being there would spotlight my 

helplessness more than I could stand. Here, maybe there's still a chance. 

Outside, Sam picks up Talli and carries her under his arm like a bag 

of potatoes. He's trying hard. We pass a group of skinny, shirtless boys in 

front of Pasqual's. Each one clutches a skate board and a cigarette. Their 

dirty jeans hang loose from their hips. I stare at their ribs, their flat 

nipples dotting hairless chests. They look plucked. I watch to see if Sam 

sees them, but he's playing with Talli's hair. 

At the Plaza, the Indians sit with their blanketed backs against the 

Palace of the Governors. When I see them, even though I'm pale and 

freckled, I think I've found long-lost relatives. They're short and squatty 

and round. They watch the people parade in front of them and wait for a 

reaction to their efforts, for acknowledgement of what they've done. 

We start at the corner of Palace and Lincoln, travelling east. It's not 
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long before Talli and I have fallen behind the others. She finds two pairs of 

earrings and a matching bracelet. The silver is etched; the turquoise is 

veiny and smooth. Talli buys all three for $65 from an elderly woman 

almost hidden beneath a rust-colored blanket, edged in fringe. The woman 

looks at me and holds up a matching necklace. "You should buy her this," 

she says. "A gift." 

Talli smiles. "Yeah," she says. "You should." She tells the woman 

that I'm a typical husband, that for Christmas I buy her Black & Decker 

tools that I really want for myself. I pinch her hip, and she squeals. "But 

he still likes my butt," she says. We rush to catch up with the others, and I 

wonder, not for the first time, why Talli plays with us, why she doesn't have 

a husband at home. 

The twins stand in front of the Inn of the Anasazi, across the street. 

Sam and Margaret stand behind them, huddled in a conference that can 

only be about me. Margaret sees us, frees one arm from beneath the woven 

poncho she's wearing, and points north. "The UNICEF store is next," she 

says. I want to tell her that it's our vacation, that we have one day and she 

has six months, but she turns. Talli and I cross the street and fall in place. 

In front of the library, Margaret looks back. "These flowers," she 

says and waves a hand at the rectangular beds that line the front of the 

white building. "My boy did these. He does all my planting at the house." 

Margaret swings her arm again, showing off the worn winter pansies and 

the soon-to-bloom daffodils. "Aren't they beautiful?" She makes one more 
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swipe with her arm and backhands a woman trying to walk around her. 

The woman teeters and falls. 

Margaret stares down at her as the rest of us rush forward. The 

woman wears jeans and a leather jacket. Her hair is plaited and her boots 

are blue suede, covered with stitched red eagles. Sam gets to her first. He 

picks the woman up, sets her on her feet, and gives her his best smile, 

trying to be beautiful enough to make her forget she's been hit. Everyone 

brushes at her jacket, comments on her boots, makes everything jokey, 

except me. 

I watch Margaret, who hasn't moved to help the woman at all. 

"How?" I ask. "How do you do that?" 

Everyone turns and looks at me, but I don't care. This is my chance 

for an answer to the question I always wanted to ask Spud. "Tell me," I 

demand. 

Margaret tries to hide behind Sam, but I grab her poncho and jerk 

with both hands as hard as I can. The fabric pulls tight at her neck and I 

can hear it rip. Everyone, even Sam, steps back, away from us. Talli takes 

Poodle and Piddle by the hands. 

Margaret slaps at me. "Stop it!" 

"Walter!" Sam grabs my arm, but I twist free. I refuse to release the 

poncho and Margaret bends forward, letting it slide over her head. 

"How?" I ask her again. I sound shrill, even to myself. I can feel my 

chest beginning to cramp. 

"How what?" She reaches for the poncho, but I pull it away. 
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"That!" I turn to point at the woman, but she's moved down the 

sidewalk, unhurt. She walks fast and I know she's trying to leave us 

behind. I can't blame her. I look back at Margaret. "You didn't even 

apologize." 

Margaret frowns. "I was surprised. I didn't see her." She reaches 

out again and snatches the poncho from my grasp. "It's not like she's 

gonna die." 

Sam's head is down. He looks like he's praying. 

I turn back to Margaret, ready to speak, but she leans forward until 

her eyes are directly in front of mine. "Look at me," she says, and I do. Her 

eyes are almost as clear as Sam's, almost as beautiful. "I'm not the world's 

savior, Walter. Neither are you." She places a hand on my cheek, holds it 

there, and gives a tight smile. Clearing her throat, she hooks my arm in 

hers and pulls me along. We're going where she wants to go. 

In bed that night, Sam tells me that Margaret's poncho cost $2,000. 

"I'm surprised she didn't kill you," he says. 

We're in the bedroom on the highest floor of the house. Every wall 

but one is made of glass. The world rests before and below us, dark and 

secretive. The wind has picked up, and I can hear it whistling past the 

corner of the room. Young aspens bend beyond the left wall. They glow 

pale in the refraction of the moon and the one light, dimmed by the bed. 

The rest of the house is silent, asleep. 
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I push the new shirt Sam bought me off the bed and crawl on top of 

him. I take his lower lip between my teeth, licking it with the tip of my 

tongue. In response, he works his hands along my back to pop the 

waistband of my briefs against the roll of fat that settles there. I release his 

lip and sit back, annoyed. 

"Did you see those cute grunge boys with the skateboards this 

morning?" he asks. He cups my shoulders in the wide spread of his hands. 

"Yeah, but I didn't think you did." 

"Just because I wasn't staring . . . " He grins and pulls me close for a 

kiss. "It's okay to look, you know." He leans over the side of the bed to 

rummage through his duffle and lifts back up with a rubber and some lube 

in his hand. He smiles and I know he wants me to fuck him now. 

Four years, and it still amazes me that I'm the top. I used to pretend 

that it put me in charge, that it showed what he thought of me. Now it 

makes me sad. 

He works at himself with the lube, then slips his hands behind his 

knees and pulls his massive legs up and out. The soles of his feet gleam in 

the weak light like the aspens beyond the glass. I position myself over him 

and settle down. We both give a soft moan, and I enter a small portion of 

him. We keep our mouths together as we rock. 

I pay attention until our usual rhythm grows in speed and my body 

takes over, leaving my mind to move out and up. I picture columns. I try to 

force our mismatched bodies into good and bad, our differences into bar 

graphs that equal into one. This is what he expects of me. 
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"Tell me you love me," he whispers, and I fall back into myself, 

missing a beat. He repeats his request, his voice honeyed and low. I 

answer, but wonder why his words are always the same, why they can 

never be reversed. 

After we load the car the next morning, I wait on the phone in the 

high-tech kitchen while someone on the other end of the line finds Dr. 

Vandemeer. Margaret and the twins are in the den, watching a 

Schwarzenegger movie they picked up in town. Talli and Sam sit before me 

in two of the high-backed dining room chairs. We all have flutes in our 

hands, ready to toast. 

When I hear the vet say, "hello," I turn to face the wall. "It's Walter," 

I say. "We're checking in on Spud before we leave for the airport." I stare 

at the Calphalon pots hanging before me and picture Dr. Vandemeer's 

hair, standing straight up like always. 

He waits before he speaks, too long. Then I ignore what he says for a 

moment because I'm wondering why his voice is so low. I bow my head 

and clear my throat into the receiver. "Excuse me?" 

I look around at Talli. She puts a hand to her mouth and closes her 

eyes. Sam watches her, then looks at me. "What?" He raises the 

champagne, his hand now a fist round the stem. I hand the phone to Talli 

and peel his fingers free. 

"What?" Sam asks again, his voice too loud. "Tell me what he said." 
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I nod at the door and walk around his chair, brushing my hand 

against Talli's shoulder. I need to be outside where maybe I can breathe, 

where Sam and I can be alone. I think we have a chance to learn 

something here. 

As we walk, I know that his hands are shoved in his pockets, that his 

strides are shortened to match up with mine. I make it to the pool and stop. 

"Bad news," I say. When I turn, he's already crying. I'm jealous of the 

ease of his grief; I have only anger and my eyes stay dry. "I'm sorry," I say. 

He shakes his head, quick, and stops me from hugging him. He 

pushes his palm against my forehead and holds me away. "What did he 

say?" he asks. His words are slow and enunciated, and his broad hand 

cups my head. His palm is warm, and I lean into it; I don't want to be loud. 

"She didn't make it," I say. "She's dead." 

He whips his hand away from me. I stumble and grab his shirt, 

press my hands to feel his chest beneath the cloth. 

"You really said it." His voice is so soft. 

I look up into his eyes and hear an explosion from the television in 

the house. When he balls his fist and cocks his arm, I know what he's 

doing, and I'm glad he's moving slow enough that I can watch. This is my 

chance, finally, and I hope that knowledge of what it's like to be the one who 

receives—even like this—will make us even. The breadth of his knuckles 

catches me square in the jaw, slamming it over and back. My head and 

body follow and I land in the pool. 

I stay under, paddling with my hands. Bubbles escape from my lips. 
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It's warm and soothing, and the pump gives my heart a rhythm it can 

follow. Time is thinner, but finally, to breathe, I push to the surface and 

stand. 

Talli kneels at the edge the pool, a hand stretched toward me, her 

fingers spread. Her mouth moves in a way that means she's talking, but 

everything's still quiet. All I can hear is the murmur of the pump, the pull 

of the water, the beat of my heart. Sam stands behind her. He's turned 

away and hunched over, his head on Margaret's shoulder. 

I can see Poodle and Piddle through the window. They're arm in 

arm now, being nice. I wave to them as I wade, my new shirt weighing me 

down. When I pass beside Talli, she stays put, and I love her for that. I 

continue toward Sam and watch Margaret pull him closer, holding him as 

he always held Spud. 

Sam's back is so broad, seems so capable. I reach out my hand to 

touch him, but then I picture Spud, tiny and two days old. Her round face 

butts blindly at the rubber nipple, demanding that I hold it right. She 

would've died without my care. I know that. 

Now, she's dead anyway. 

My hand continues to hang in the air while I think about these 

things. I watch it, half-way to Sam and half-way to me. Water drips from 

my stubby fingers to the expensive rocks below, shining where it lands. I 

know it's waiting to soothe, that hand, and for the first time in my life, I 

think it might even choose me. 



THIS IS HEAVEN 

Ben Murphy was up in the attic to make room for his old World War 

II history books because his wife said a bedroom was no place for books 

about war. She wanted them moved. The attic was huge, with rough-hewn 

rafters, and particles of dust highlighted in every beam of hot sun that 

streamed in through the windows. Ben removed his shirt and told himself 

to work fast before it became any hotter, but he couldn't help glancing out 

the biggest window, a rectangle that stretched from beneath the main gable 

to two feet above the wooden floor. It looked out directly over the cement 

porch they planned to roof later this summer. He loved the greenish tint in 

the ancient glass, the way its weight could be felt with a touch. Three 

stories up, it gave a good view of the neighborhood, row after row of old two-

story wood homes, ranging from restored to condemned. The house across 

the street was painted entirely blue and was home to two men and a 

woman, all pretty old. Ben didn't know yet how they matched up; he'd only 

met them once. 

He saw Krista, whistled, and waved. His wife stood on the driveway, 

a running water hose in one hand, a red bucket spilling suds in the other. 

She wagged her head when she saw him and turned to spray the water 

from the hose over her pickup truck. It was so quiet in the attic he could 

hear the water hit. The two of them had celebrated their half-year wedding 
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anniversary the night before, and Ben still couldn't believe he'd married a 

woman who drove a truck. 

Ignoring his task, he hunched down and watched her work. She 

was short, curvy, and wore white shorts and her favorite t-shirt with the 

end tied in a knot beneath her breasts. The t-shirt had a Wegman print on 

it of a Wiemaraner wearing a t-shirt that had another dog wearing a t-shirt 

printed on its front. Krista said it suggested that the person wearing the t-

shirt was a dog, too. When she put it on, she usually barked like crazy and 

tried to lick his face. 

Ben watched her attack the pickup with a rag and congratulated 

himself again on doing whatever he had done to convince her to marry 

him. Then he tore himself away from the window and rearranged all the 

old furniture they'd inherited with the house from Krista's great aunt 

Jane. They'd moved from Fort Worth to Dallas right after the honeymoon, 

and were the youngest couple on the block by at least twenty years. 

He cleared a space away from any of the windows, covered the floor 

with cardboard, and hauled three loads of books up the stairs before he gave 

in and walked over to the window for another look. He was sweating, and a 

thin layer of dust coated the dark hairs sprinkled across his chest and his 

arms. Krista had finished scrubbing and now stood in the bed of the truck, 

wiping off the top of the cab with a huge towel. Her t-shirt was drenched, 

and when Ben squinted, he could make out the movement of her breasts 

stretching the wet fabric on either side of the lucky Weimaraner's head. 

He knelt, spreading his legs, and even as he reached into his jeans, 



88 

he couldn't really believe what he was doing. Then he thought about what a 

kick Krista would get out of it when he told her--"You pervert!" she'd 

scream and make him do it again. 

She crawled out of the truck bed, and he continued working his hand 

back and forth, feeling a stupid grin spread across his face. Things began 

to tense inside of him and he closed his eyes and gave a slight moan, a 

sound Krista could mimic with perfection. He concentrated on the feel of 

his hand and imagined the softness of his wife's skin at the base of her 

neck. His moan grew louder, and he opened his eyes and looked for Krista; 

he wanted to be staring at her when he came. She moved back into view, 

pulling his white sweatshirt over her head, sunlight reflecting from the 

enormous key ring in her hand. She walked behind the pickup and looked 

up, shielding her eyes from the sun. "Everything going okay?" she yelled. 

He tried to nod, but bashed his head into the window. He giggled and 

his rhythm broke for a second before he got it back. 

Krista backed further down the drive, staring. He could see her 

stretch her neck. "What are you doing?" she yelled. Her new Keds were 

bright white in the mid-day sun. 

He grinned at how juvenile he was being and stood, his left hand 

splayed on the window for balance as he maneuvered without losing a 

stroke. When he was in full view, Krista's mouth fell open. She ran six 

steps into the street, turned back and clapped. Ben could hear her 

laughing, and her reaction made him shoot. He closed his eyes despite 
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himself, gasping, and pushed forward to show his wife the effect she had 

on him. 

He felt the next sound more than he heard it, like a dull thud inside 

his head. And when he opened his eyes, Krista was flying through the air, 

her arms outstretched, her mouth and eyes open wide. She stayed in the 

air for what seemed like forever, and he thought for a moment that she was 

actually going to reach him, crash through the window and hold him tight. 

Then she fell. The black car spun its tires, roared off, and Ben Murphy 

realized his wife was dead. 

He burst through the front door. Willy Saunders, one of the old men 

who lived in the blue house across the street, knelt at Krista's side. "Stay 

back!" the old man screamed. 

But Ben kept on running, the grass beneath his feet suddenly greener 

than he'd ever realized. Willy stood and put out his arms, but Ben knocked 

him flat, the look of shock on Willy's face barely registering in Ben's mind 

as he reached his wife. The white of her clothes was so bright it was 

painful, the color of her open eyes as green as the grass. She'd landed on 

the sidewalk and looked like she was sleeping. The only sign of her death 

was the rectangular pool of crimson that spread from beneath her copper 

hair and moved steadily up the sidewalk as if it meant to reach the steps 

and climb them, enter the house and live. Her right hand still clutched the 

key ring, and when Ben pulled it from her grasp, a claim stub for her 

repaired violin fell free. It was only her practice violin, but her favorite. 
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Great Aunt Jane had bought it for her when Krista was ten. 

Willy touched Ben's shoulder. "Annie's calling 911," he said. 

Ben nodded and pulled his eyes from the stub to stare at Willy's 

grizzled face. He wanted to hear anything that made sense, but all Willy 

could do was point at Ben's fly and whisper, "You need to zip up." 

Willy and Ann adopted Ben sifter that. They complained with him 

about the police never finding the driver or the car. They understood that 

his and Krista's old friends no longer knew what to say. They invited him 

to play poker every Friday night. 

It was Willy's house, but Evan, his brother, was always the dealer. 

Evan looked like a storybook grandfather, wore a faded visor over his eyes 

and smoked cigars that Ann often ripped from his mouth and threw in the 

nearest sink. Ben suspected that Willy and Evan had fought continuously 

when they were boys. Now, they seemed to feed off each other's ways. 

Ben threw in two nickels, the largest bid allowed, and leaned back, 

watching Ann rearrange her cards. She wore a faded chambray shirt and 

jeans. Ben loved how she always fixed her hair for Friday night, then made 

everyone take off their shoes so they'd be comfortable. 

Evan grinned and took a swig of his beer. "So, Benny," he said, "any 

nudie shots at work today?" This was always his first question when Ben 

came home from managing the PhotoMart. 

"Sorry, Evan. The good people of Dallas have disappointed you 
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again." 

"Damn it." Evan shook his head. "Don't people get kinky anymore?" 

He bit his lower lip, staring at his cards, then followed with his second 

question, as expected as the first. "You killed that vera plant yet?" 

"No, Evan. It's hanging on." 

Willy tossed a nickle onto the table. "I still think that's the craziest 

thing," he said. "Just doesn't make sense." 

Someone had sent the aloe to Krista's funeral without a card. It had 

looked odd mixed in with all the sprays and flowers, but now, two months 

later, it was the only plant still alive. When Willy and Evan came over to 

Ben's house, they wanted to see it, unable to believe that Ben kept it on the 

night stand beside his bed. He had stretched Krista's t-shirt with the 

Wegman print over the pot so that the plant stuck through the neck like a 

head. The two men always nodded, then filed out of the room like boys in 

trouble at church. 

Ben won the first hand, 55 cents, and through the next several, he 

watched Willy and Ann. Her hand trembled when she placed a card or 

retrieved a coin, and Ben wondered if Willy worried about the shakiness of 

his wife's grip. He'd caught them kissing earlier in the hall and had stood 

there and watched, blushing as he realized that it wasn't a little peck, but a 

real kiss, with tongues. He leaned closer to the table, his mind on Krista's 

lips, not listening until Evan began talking about his wife, as usual in the 

present tense. Ben felt like he knew Greta better than he could've had she 

been alive. Evan told a story about their trip to Yosemite, about Greta 
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locking him out of the camper until he promised to shave, and the term 

"widower" settled on Ben's shoulders like a stiff new shirt. He stood, trying 

to remember where he'd left his shoes. 

"Over there." Ann pointed beside the couch at the loafers. "I've been 

meaning to tell you," she said. "Krista saved me once." Ben stooped for his 

shoes, then sat on the couch as Ann continued. "I was cleaning the 

windows in the back and the ladder twisted and she caught me. I didn't 

even know she was there." She stood and moved to the kitchen, her hands 

bracing her back. 

Willy stood too and walked Ben to the front porch, thanked him for 

putting up with Evan, and watched until he made it across the street. 

Neither one looked where Krista had stood. 

"Sweet dreams," Willy called. He raised his hand and waved. 

Willy didn't know that Krista flew nightly through Ben's dreams. 

She stretched her pale arms wide, tilting and adjusting them as she 

maneuvered, her fiery hair flowing behind her as she somersaulted and 

loop-the-looped through the perfectly blue sky that stretched wide in his 

mind. She wore the same clothes she had been wearing when she died. 

Ben watched her, hating the thick attic glass that kept them apart. He 

threw books at it, heavy volumes about kamakazi pilots and atomic bombs, 

but they bounced off the glass and disappeared. Every time, he woke with 

an erection, and when he reached down, it deflated like a tired balloon. 
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* * * 

After another month of dreams, Ben pulled the claim ticket for 

Krista's violin from beneath the aloe vera. He thought maybe she continued 

to fly because of the violin; she needed it where she was. He hadn't listened 

to any of his tapes of her playing yet, had locked the other violins in the 

closet downstairs. 

When he found the repair shop, he smiled at how perfect Krista's 

description had been. "It looks like a prison," she'd said. "Metal bars for 

days." A tiny bell dinged as he opened the door and pushed it shut. He gave 

Krista's ticket to the man behind the counter and stuffed his hands back 

into the pockets of his pants. It was cold in the panelled room; the whine of 

the air conditioners was loud. 

The man looked at the ticket, then up at Ben and smirked. "You gotta 

be kidding. Thirty days. That's it." 

"What happens then?" Ben stared at the hair growing on the man's 

neck. 

"Sell it." The man smiled. Three of his front teeth were covered with 

gold. "And the money goes in Otto's pockets, not yours." 

"And you're Otto." 

"No." 

Ben told himself to remain calm. "Is Otto here?" he asked. He waited 

until the man disappeared through the swinging half-doors behind the 

counter, then turned and hurried through the shop, searching every 

instrument in the place, but none of them was Krista's violin. He heard the 
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doors flap again and turned. A tiny, elfin man stood at the counter, a cane 

in his hand. He was bald and the curve in his back pitched his face parallel 

to the floor. "Yes?" he asked. 

Ben showed him the claim ticket. "Murphy. Krista. I didn't know 

the limit on the time." 

The old man nodded and wobbled slowly back through the swinging 

doors, as Ben drummed his fingers on the counter, mumbling Krista's 

name under his breath. She had never trusted him to run errands, teasing 

him that he was forgetful, easily caught up in the excitement of something 

unconnected to his task. She had repeated this so many times that he 

believed it. So when the old man returned with Krista's violin tight to his 

chest, Ben was so relieved he couldn't breathe for a moment; little dots 

danced before his eyes. 

He reached out his hand. "Thank God," he gasped. "It's here." 

The old man stared at the floor. "I remember her," he said. "Red 

hair. Liked jazz." He stroked the violin. "We talked about Stan Getz." 

"That's Krista." Ben nodded once. 

"It's a valuable instrument," Otto said. 

"I know. It's my wife's." 

"She said she'd be back for it herself." 

"I know, but I'm supposed to take it to her, see? She's my wife. I'm 

her husband. We do things like this. Errands? Married stuff?" 

"Tell her to call me," Otto said. "You don't seem like she'd be 
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married to you." He moved to return to the back, his tiny feet shuffling, and 

without thinking, Ben grabbed his collar and jerked him back to the 

counter. He could hear the old man's bony arm thunk against the wood, 

but ignored it. He pulled the violin free. 

Three blocks from the shop, Ben ducked into a theater, scared of what 

he'd done. He sat on the left in the back and cradled the violin across his 

lap. Stallone was on the screen with some actress Ben recognized from TV. 

They were yelling at each other, and Ben couldn't understand why 

Stallone's arms weren't cold, uncovered like that. He tried to figure out 

what was happening, how much of the story he'd missed, but there was so 

much bright snow on the screen that he couldn't concentrate. The movie 

was just too loud. 

He rubbed his fingers along the strings of the violin, remembering 

the callouses on Krista's left hand. On nights she'd played, she'd let him 

rub lotion on the tips of her fingers when they got back home, laughing at 

how seriously he took the state of her skin. "My hero," she'd say and stick 

her tongue in his ear. 

Blinking, Ben glanced up at the screen, surprised by a moment of 

silence, then back at the instrument in his lap. He didn't realize he was 

crying until the woman in front of him turned around. "Shhh," she said. 

"It's an adventure. It's not even sad." 

That night he told Willi, Ann and Evan about Otto and the violin. 
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They were rocking on their porch in side-by-side wicker chairs. Ben sat on 

the steps, his hand resting on the rump of one of the cement lions that sat 

guard on either side. They'd been watching the traffic, still convinced a 

black Pontiac would eventually drive by, because as Evan pointed out, "Shit-

for-brains criminals always return to the scene." When Ben finished his 

story, the rockers stopped. 

"Jesus, Benny." Willy shook his head. "Why didn't you just tell the 

old geezer the truth?" 

Ben shrugged, unable to come up with a good answer. 

"Well, you still could." Willy leaned forward to hand Ben another 

beer. "Anyone would understand if you explain." 

Ben glanced at Ann. She was quiet tonight, reserved. 

Evan shifted and started rocking again, the squeak of his chair 

something they'd all told him to fix. "So," he said. "And you had to have 

this fiddle so bad because-" 

"Shut up, Evan." It was Ann. She reached and grabbed his beer. 

"No, no," Ben said. "It's okay." He stared up at the stars and told 

them how Krista was on her way to get the violin that morning, how he'd 

been masturbating in the window like an idiot, how because of that she'd 

walked out into the street without paying attention, how that made Krista's 

death his fault, and, finally, even more slowly, he told them how she 

haunted his dreams and he thought she needed the violin. 

Evan coughed theatrically. "So, like, when you were up there in the 
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window, did you come?" 

"Jesus, Evan." Willy reached over Ann and punched him on the 

arm. Evan slapped back and the two of them went at it until Ann yelled, 

"Enough!" and grabbed both their arms. She turned to Evan. "You should 

be so ashamed." 

He straightened his shirt and grabbed another beer. "But that could 

mark a man. Imagine." He nodded at Ben. "It's why he ain't moving on." 

Ann shook her head. "He's grieving, Evan. Remember that?" 

"Yes, thank you." Evan made a face. "I've lost someone, Benny. I 

know." He waved his hand at Wally and Ann. "They don't know shit like I 

do. It's a scab, boy. And you got to let it heal." 

"What if I can't?" 

Evan mimicked him, his voice flat. He up-ended his beer, then 

grabbed another. "Didn't know you had a choice," he said. 

Ben climbed into bed, trying to ignore what Evan had said, 

remembering the first night of his honeymoon. He'd sat on the hotel bed in 

his pajama bottoms, nervously twisting the edge of the sheet, waiting for 

Krista to appear. When the bathroom door opened and Krista walked out, 

he grinned and shook his head. 

She curtsied. "I know. I know. A girl's supposed to have a 

Victoria's Secret number for this." She stretched the front edge of the 

Wegman t-shirt further down her thighs, acting demure. "But this is what 

you get." 
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She sat in his lap, stretching the t-shirt up over his head so that his 

face was trapped tight between her breasts. When he stuck out his tongue 

for a taste, she pushed forward until he was flat on his back. She laughed 

and stripped the t-shirt off. "This is heaven," she said. "You are mine." 

Ben rubbed his face, set his alarm and told himself to go to sleep. But 

as soon as he closed his eyes, the honeymoon Krista disappeared and the 

dream Krista spiralled and swooped. Her patterns were growing more and 

more intricate. Ben could tell she was inventing new moves, claiming the 

sky above his head. Every night, she flew closer to the window before 

plummeting out of sight. 

When the knock sounded, Ben pulled himself reluctantly from his 

dream, disappointed that Krista hadn't noticed the violin. He rose and 

moved slowly down the stairs, pulling at his striped boxers. At the front 

door, he found Evan on his porch, his skin gray beneath the dim bulb that 

hung above the door. The old man's pajamas were blue with white stars, 

his robe was red. Ben thought he looked like a wizened flag. 

"Got a surprise for you, Benny." He stepped away from the door and 

motioned at the darkness behind him. "Come on. Come on." 

A woman stepped forward. She was tall and thin, her ribs visible 

beneath a stretchy pink dress that was strapless and ended far above her 

knees. She wore heels and a medallion. Her hair was jet black, piled high 

atop her head. 

Evan wriggled his brows. "This is Sheila," he said. "She's all yours." 
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Ben stared at the woman, unable to speak. 

She smiled and raised a hand to wave with just the tips of her 

fingers, each ending in a pink nail half an inch long. She leaned forward 

and looked at Ben as if she were appraising produce at the market. "Nice 

legs," she said. "I like 'em hairy." Her low voice made Ben shiver and 

cross his arms. 

Evan turned back to Ben. "Don't tell Willy and Annie, okay? They 

don't know what the hell you need." He took off across the street and waved 

when he got to the other side, shooing at Ben and Sheila with his hands. 

"I didn't have anything to do with this," Ben said. 

"Yeah," Sheila said. "He told me I was a present." She scratched at 

the corner of her mouth with a fingernail. "You gonna let me in?" 

"I'll get the lights." Ben stepped back inside. 

"No need." Sheila stepped through the door and grabbed his arm. 

Her palm felt cool, and Ben realized how long it had been since he'd felt a 

woman's touch. She shifted her hand, ran her index finger over the curve 

of his bicep, giggling when he tensed. "I wanna see the shrine," she said. 

Upstairs, Sheila stared at the aloe, the t-shirt, and the violin. She 

glanced at Ben sitting on the bed, the comforter positioned over his legs, 

then back at the plant. She reached out to touch a tip of it, but stopped. 

"This is weird, you know?" 

Ben touched her arm. "We should go back downstairs. This . . ." 

Sheila stared at his hand, then turned and fingered the edge of the 

comforter, pulling it back. "You really do have nice legs," she said. She 
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kneeled and kissed his knees, making smacking noises both times. She 

slid the top of her dress below her breasts. They were full, with nipples the 

same color as the paint on her nails. Before Ben could speak, she grabbed 

the edge of his boxers and pulled. He pushed at the mattress with his 

hands, pulling the sheets as he went. "Hey," he said. "I'm sure that's 

what Evan said, but--" He struggled more, trying to get away. 

But Sheila followed, slapping him hard on the chest. Ben fell back. 

His shoulders and head hung over the edge of the bed, and all he could 

think was that everything was upside down. When Sheila bent and took 

him in her mouth, Ben closed his eyes, and Krista flew. 

Ben sat naked on the floor in the dark attic, the t-shirted aloe and the 

violin at his side. He faced the main window and remembered Sheila's 

words: "That old man only had so much money, baby, and Sheila's running 

out of time." He wiped quickly at the tears on his face, and told himself not 

to blink, to be quiet and wait. 

The night sky looked inky beyond the glass, the stars in it distant and 

small. He scooted forward and tried to smell the sweetness of the air on the 

other side. He thought of Ann's story, of Krista saving her when she fell, 

and leaned forward, resting his forehead on the heavy glass. He spread his 

arms and placed the palms of his hands flat. The glass was clear before his 

eyes; his reflection wavered and held. 

When he looked up again, into the night, he saw Krista fly. She 
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angled her arms and swooped past, then back. She was so bright with the 

whiteness of her shorts and her Keds, of his sweatshirt that flapped too big 

in the air as she moved. He inhaled, then stood, his eyes never leaving 

hers. He waited a moment, to be certain, then grabbed the aloe, hefting the 

heavy pot in his arms like a child before he threw it through the glass. 

The crash was loud, the hole in the window was huge and the glass 

still in place around the edges looked jagged and sharp, like a mouth into 

another world. He waited until the silence returned, then moved quickly. 

He picked up the violin, smiled at Krista, and stepped forward into the 

dark. He knew his wife would catch him, knew she would carry him away. 


