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PART I 

NINE THINGS BEFORE WE BEGIN

1 



One 

The long-impending death of the American novel appears to be greatly exaggerated.  

While it’s true that publishing in general has become a much different type of animal in the last 

decade, making it far harder for an author to succeed solely on the back of his or her creative 

output, any attempts to lament the end of an era in storytelling seem to this scholar to be more of 

a lamentation of the death of a certain kind of very white, very male, very authoritarian type of 

storytelling, the kind best exemplified in contemporary fiction by Jonathan Franzen, Cormac 

McCarthy, Don Delillo, et al.  This is not to say that these authors have lost their ability to 

influence, or that when they publish something it isn’t a major literary event—none of the skies 

are actually falling, and likely won’t for some time.  What is happening, though, is that the field 

is broadening; a confluence of new forms, new outlets, and new ideologies are pushing on the 

American literary scene, crowding out the old idea of the American writer as a Serious Man 

doing Serious Work1.   

 The backlash by white male writers has been, in many ways, predictable.  Jonathan 

Franzen ironically became a viral hit last year for blasting Twitter as “unspeakably irritating” and 

“the ultimate irresponsible medium” (Flood).  If the author isn’t dead, he sure does seem old.  

Meanwhile, writers as expected as Lydia Davis and as surprising as David Mitchell have taken to 

the platform for publishing stories, not to mention the ways writers like Roxane Gay, xTx, and 

Mallory Ortberg have used Twitter and Tumblr to great effect in reaching an audience on their 

1 In spite of this, things are not necessarily improving in regard to the broader marginalization of nonwhite, non-
male writers in the publishing industry.  For every Jhumpa Lahriri, there are dozens of Indian-American authors who 
are struggling to find a place for themselves because of publishers’ tendency to look upon such writers as a 
marketable Other.  If a writer’s cultural experience/cultural identity is viewed as a special interest topic from a 
marketing standpoint, as I would contend it is in modern publishing, the mentality of “oh, we already have one of 
those” among publishers is a real concern.  The hope is that up and coming writers like Roxane Gay, Kiese Laymon, 
and NoViolet Bulawayo are bellwethers of a shift in this mentality, and that, as the market for literary fiction 
continues to splinter, agency and mobility are being created.  Still, there’s work to be done. 

2 

                                                 



own terms.  Chuck Palahniuk admitted to and proved his contemporary irrelevance this August 

when he said, “The fact that Fight Club is being taught seems—to me—to underscore the dearth 

of novels that explore male issues.  The past years have given us so many books, from The Color 

Purple to The Joy Luck Club to How to Make an American Quilt, which depict women in groups 

and relationship, but almost no books depicting social models for men” (Viruet).  His statement 

seems less like a cogent argument that is reacting to reality and more like a frustrated man 

accidentally admitting that he stopped reading books in 1994, and ignores the continued 

dominance of the white male writer in publishing, as can be seen in the yearly VIDA Count2.  

Both instances seem to this scholar to be evidence of an old power structure aggressively 

applying spackle to its cracks, and are emblematic of a wider argument that people either aren’t 

reading or they aren’t reading the right things in the right way.  Of course this is foolishness; any 

argument being made so loudly, in so many different contexts, must be about something that is 

still culturally relevant.  Books not mattering anymore has the same stink of paranoid truthiness 

as the war on Christmas, and like the war on Christmas, it’s a diversion from and simplification 

of the more intractable, more complex problems at work in the American literary scene. 

 What seems true from where I’m standing: the notion of the author in relation to a reader 

is changing, and the gap between the two is closing, both because we live in the age of the 

Reddit Ask Me Anything thread and because today’s serious reader is far more likely to be 

somehow involved in the writing process themselves in a non-trivial way, thanks in part to the 

rise of the MFA program and creative writing as a subject fit for the academy.  Because of this 

(and for other reasons that will hopefully be elucidated below), many authors are abandoning the 

2 The breakdown of male to female writers in major outlets like The Atlantic, The New Yorker, and The New York 
Review of Books remains depressingly lopsided.  Though smaller literary journals do better, the publishing 
marketplace has a clear and visible balance problem (VIDA: Women in Literary Arts) 
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more traditional, authoritative place in the reader-author-book trichotomy in favor of a role that 

admits that something more is needed.  And something more is needed if the writer is expected 

to have a place of cultural relevance going forward.  Specifically, I would argue that one way 

forward for contemporary American fiction is one in which the primary goal is finding ways to 

create empathy in the space between reader and author. 

 

Two 

Like many writers, I am deeply wary of authority, especially my own, and particularly 

when it is related to my racial and gender identification.  Hence I am left with the problem of 

how and why a white male voice can still matter, particularly after several hundred years of its 

being (wrongly) accepted as the standard human voice.   It is vital for any artist to understand his 

or her place in the confluence of power, authority, and influence—this is doubly true for an artist 

coming from a place of inherent privilege. That said, it is necessary to explore the cultural and 

psychological landscape of contemporary American fiction and how my own writing does work 

within that landscape. 

One consequence of the success of fiction that Mark McGurl would call high cultural 

pluralism—fiction that, by and large, is written by and explores issues related to minorities in 

America—is that the white male writer, being told (not without good reason) that his viewpoint 

is one of dominance and authority and therefore a kind of de facto invalidity, ends up seeking 

some legitimizing marginalization, either by mining parts of his own past (as in Tim O’Brien’s 

frequently returning to Vietnam) or by putting on a puppet show of Otherness (as can be seen in 

Robert Olen Butler’s A Good Scent From a Strange Mountain, Mark Haddon’s A Curious 

Incident of the Dog in the Nighttime, and many other literary experiments that lie somewhere 
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between brave and insulting).  About this, Elif Batuman said, “Although there is nothing 

intrinsically wrong with writing about persecution, for either the persecuted or the 

nonpersecuted, there is a genuine problem when young people are taught to believe that they can 

be writers only in the presence of real or invented sociopolitical grievances,” and I would 

strongly agree (Batuman 246).  This is not to say that these strategies are incapable of making 

worthwhile art, but that the search for a “more authentic” identity can often lead to the same kind 

of colonizing, Othering trap that the white male writer believes himself to be escaping.  When 

Tolstoy declared that all happy families were alike, he was not trying to trigger an arms race of 

unhappiness in narrative, but sometimes that seems to be the case.       

Two fictions are being upheld: the first is that coming from a place of privilege somehow 

erases the deep-seated lack at the center of human experience, thereby making the problems and 

issues the privileged face irrelevant (the meme of “white people problems” would be a good 

touchstone here).  The second is that good art comes from a specific and wounding suffering that 

the artist has herself experienced.  Each of these fictions has a great deal of political and 

rhetorical value—in some sense, we need the privileged to not matter, and we need our own 

suffering to have meaning—but the application of these fictions to the process of writing seems 

to this author to be a kind of pornography, and the reaction against these fictions leads to a bunch 

of John Galt types insisting with all their economic power that they matter more than the people 

who would deride them, that they suffer at the hands of the leech-like proletariat. 

In short, it’s gross, and (at least in my own case) it feeds into one of the most troubling 

problems for many young writers: how to make “real” or “honest” art.  Putting aside the 

argument that this is either possible to do or impossible to do, it’s important to see this anxiety as 

one that is rooted somewhere in the intersection of the fear of outside influence and the fear of 

5 



personal insignificance.  And what young artist wouldn’t be afraid, given the different options 

available to her? The academization of writing and the rise of the MFA and Ph.D. has created a 

self-sustaining and largely closed loop of cultural economy—a way to survive3, sure, but a way 

to survive within the academy, not the wider world.  The New York publishing houses seem both 

doomed and unreachable for the serious artist.  What I would term blog lit—mostly online, 

independent literary magazines and publishers—offer a freedom that the other two options don’t 

without much in the way of recompense4.  It’s important to remember that when Virginia Woolf 

talked about having a room of one’s own, she meant also being able to pay rent on that room, 

which in a capitalist society often means submitting to the authority of an institution that will 

have you.  Each of these cultures offers something promising in the way of agency, but each of 

these cultures also has its own dictates and pressures that shape—and possibly limit—the work 

of the young writer. 

 

Three 

It’s hard to argue against Mark McGurl’s assertion that the rise of the Iowa workshop 

model and the MFA has been the single most powerful force in shaping contemporary American 

fiction.  One need only look at the statistics.  What I would say is more important about 

McGurl’s The Program Era is how exhaustively it maps out the “how” in how we got to here, 

and what it means for contemporary American fiction writing.  The book looks at the rise of the 

MFA (and now Ph.D) in creative writing through the lens of social historian and literary critic, 

3 Of course, what I mean here is that it is a way to survive for some, or for a time, which is more pressure on the 
artist to produce art that is first and foremost palatable within the system. 
4 It’s interesting that n+1, in publishing MFA vs NYC, failed to include much of a discussion of this area of 
publishing, since their 501(c)3 status and their strong online presence put them pretty squarely outside the 
dichotomy they’re picking apart. 
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which is interesting primarily because it brings together two branches of the humanities that 

would often rather remain separate—the creative writer often takes his literature class 

requirements begrudgingly, and the literature scholar often takes a sidelong view of creative 

writing’s place in the academy.  In taking a literary view of the dictates of craft, McGurl comes 

up with a bunch of compelling readings (Toni Morrison’s Beloved, Ken Kesey’s One Flew Over 

the Cuckoo’s Nest, and several other seminal works are all re-evaluated as products of workshop 

culture) and traces what he sees as the key driving force of the “workshop” story: shame5.  

Whether this is represented as Raymond Carver’s minimalism (a mode that Frederic Jameson 

rather ingeniously calls “emotional unemployment”6) or Joyce Carol Oates’ prodigious 

maximalist output, the root is the same.  And I would argue that this shame, and the way that the 

workshop model of teaching focuses on this shame without saying so, is perhaps the most 

damaging influence to the artist that seeks to write empathetically.  The writer is ashamed that 

writing is essentially unproductive for a capitalist society, while simultaneously ashamed that the 

problem of unproductivity might lie specifically with their own work.  Meanwhile, the creative 

writing professor has to confront the shame that there is no way to teach a person how to make 

“real” art, and is left with no recourse but to focus on craft and technique over deeper meaning.  

The lesson of shame is one that is inbuilt throughout the writing process, and it feeds into and is 

reified by the authority of the workshop space.  A writer who intends to move beyond the 

workshop and into the writing life needs to deal with this in some way. 

5 McGurl’s first mention of shame describes it as an emotion that “extends from the exposure of the self to the 
negative judgment of others,” which sounds quite like the primary driving force of the workshop model (284). 
6 “Raymond Carver then learned to mobilize the minimalist technique of ‘leaving out’ in the service of a rather 
different and more specifically American sense of desolation and depression—of emotional unemployment, so to 
speak” (Jameson 270). 
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 George Saunders rather succinctly takes down the criticisms I’m about to levy against 

MFA culture as a whole when he says, “As in all things, we have to look at particulars.  If 

someone says, ‘Creative writing programs are bad,’ I think we want to ask: ‘Which one?’ And: 

‘When?’”  He argues that the ultimate goal of the MFA program is to offer the writer “shelter or 

focus or good readers or just some time out of the capitalist shitstorm” (Saunders 32-34).   A 

room of one’s own, in other words.   And he’s correct in his questioning and ultimate embrace of 

MFA programs as particular entities.  If they’re not a great thing, they are at least a harmless one.   

His questions, however, fail to contend with some possible answers.  If by “which one?” 

we mean the imagined community7 of the MFA as a normalizing force, and if by “When?” we 

mean as the writer sits down to engage in the process of work, or when the writer makes 

decisions about what she should value going forward, we’re no longer talking of a room of one’s 

own; rather, we’re talking of pressure exerted by the zeitgeist of MFA culture and the imagined 

community of the MFA program. 

 The problem with MFA culture has never lay in the classroom (though perhaps it has 

roots there).  The problem lies in the imagined community, in “workshop” as conceived and 

reified by the scholarship and culture surrounding the workshop, of which this preface is a part.  

The particular danger here is that we are too often reconceiving a vertical or diffuse power 

structure as one that is horizontal, and so the loudest voices seem to be the whole community 

speaking in unison.  The aim, then, should not be to tear down or undermine the workshop as a 

practice, but to create a new definition of “workshop” within the mind of a young writer that is 

7 Meaning Benedict Anderson’s use of the term, which stresses that most communities are socially created and not 
based on everyday contact, meaning that an individual’s larger concept of community would be based on some 
idealized inner concept.  Anderson’s work is largely about nationalism, but I think the model would be applicable to 
any large, diffuse community with some shared interest, from sports fans to dock workers to writers.  
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not somehow limiting or authoritative, and to remind the writer that the dictates and tools of 

workshop are, at best, training wheels.  

 

Four 

One of most intractable problems of the imagined community of writing is the way it is 

being built up by certain pedagogical necessities inherent in the workshop model.  A workshop is 

a captive audience, and the writer is in turn a captive writer.  By forcing a student to react at 

length to a piece of writing, you are forcing a student into an inauthentic transaction, regardless 

of what good faith underlies the student’s approach to that transaction.  A student in a workshop 

can’t shut the book, as it were, if they aren’t sufficiently invested.  Often, he might be forced to 

look not for what he wants to say but what he can say.  This is compounded by the ways in 

which the workshop model shapes the kinds of comments that are acceptable, and the ways in 

which we talk about stories.   

This kind of structuring is as necessary as it is destructive to certain kinds of writing; we 

have all been in a workshop and asked ourselves “is this even a story?” before we ask ourselves 

how we genuinely were affected by the piece or if it was good.  Things that “don’t fit” in 

workshop—experimental writing, “genre” writing, cross-genre or hybrid forms, etc—are often 

read as threats to the established power dynamic, particularly when the grammar of workshop is 

not equipped to deal with a piece of writing.   

What this means is that we have allowed an outside authority8, and one that is inherently 

hollow, to shape the way the most important figures in the culture of writing (the readers, the 

writers) engage with writing itself.  The danger here is that it becomes all about shape, about the 

8 Meaning specifically the traditions and structure of the workshop environment 
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craftsmanship, and less and less about what truth is sought, what message is achieved, etc.  The 

writer who is not careful learns how to make acceptable art, palatable art, and little else, from 

this process.  While this is arguably not the fault of the workshop, it is a problem that needs 

addressing within its confines.   

 One of Frederick Barthelme’s 39 Steps is to deliberately avoid artfulness, yet the 

workshop’s focus on craft seems ultimately to belie this rule.  What choice, though, does the 

creative writing professor have?  Faced with the inability to teach someone to be a writer (there’s 

one aspect of that shame Mark McGurl was talking about) we instead teach them to write, which 

means filling up their toolbox with whatever we can that’s useful and hoping that they make 

something with those tools instead of just trotting them out and polishing them for an audience.  

The writing student, faced with the anxiety of making something real (another aspect of that 

shame Mark McGurl was talking about) learns to use these tools to ensure that their art fits 

together properly9 instead of using the tools to transcend the dictates of the workshop.  Again, I 

would stress that this is not necessarily the fault of the classroom or its instructor—instead, it’s 

the pressure of a broader ideology interacting with the workshop model that goes too often 

unquestioned, and it is imperative that creative writing students and instructors learn to ignore 

this pressure by dragging it out into the open and then undermining it at every turn. 

 

Five 

All of this is a very roundabout way to say that the anxiety of whether or not a writer is 

making “real” or “honest” art is not useful to the artist, that it is a manifestation of shame that 

goes unaddressed, and as such can become a profoundly limiting force, particularly in a culture 

9 I would argue that what many students are trying to build with their tools in a workshop story is a proper shield 
against criticism. 
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that often confuses artfulness (or palatable art) with good art.  A better, more actionable anxiety 

for a young writer to have would be whether or not his or her writing is doing work in the world, 

and whether that work is worth doing.  In grappling with the problem in my own work, I’ve 

determined that the primary goal of the contemporary writer of fiction should be creating 

empathy in the space between reader and author.   

 Fiction is well suited to creating empathy.   A study last year at the New School that was 

covered in Scientific American offers up proof that literary fiction not only creates empathy in 

the moment, but better equips the reader to feel empathy going forward.  I would agree with Lee 

Siegel, who said that this proves, “Reading fiction is good, according to studies, because it 

makes you a more effective social agent.  Which is pretty much what being able to read a train 

schedule does for you, too” (Siegel, “Should Literature Be Useful”).  The study confirms what 

most people already know, and at the end of the day is not really helpful except possibly in 

alleviating a little bit of shame in the writer seeking to make literary fiction.  What my goal is 

more concerned with is the creation of empathy not just as a capability of the reader, but as 

something that happens between reader and author within the bounds of the act of reading10.  It’s 

a lofty goal, and possibly an unattainable one, but I believe it’s one that needs pursuing. 

Robert Boswell talks about the “alternate universe” of fiction.  He says, “there are times 

when it seems like there must be some other way of living, moments when the utterly ordinary 

takes on a measure of strangeness” (Boswell ).  He believes that it is the job of the writer to try 

10 Recently, Aleksandar Hemon took issue with my use of the term empathy in explaining my goal, and in a lecture 
on Nabokov’s “Spring in Fialta” used a different term to describe much of what I’m about to describe: theory of 
mind.  His term tries to invoke a distinction between what Nabokov does in “Spring in Fialta” (which, in Hemon’s 
argument, is to allow the reader access to the headspace of another mind, with the question of whether it is the 
author’s mind being immaterial to the fact there is a consciousness beyond the bounds of the story) and what a 
writer seeking to create empathy would do.  I would reject this distinction, as baseline empathy requires a breaking 
down and reconception of the Other on an equal plane (as opposed to sympathy), and I would argue that empathy is 
a fine term once you put aside the fear of sentimentality or melodrama that seems so often to come with it. 
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and present this to her reader whenever possible, and I think this is an opportunity for the author 

to advocate for a certain kind of world.  We are living in a time in which meanness is easy and 

anonymous and kindness has been reduced to a stimulus-response simulacrum of itself.  If fiction 

is a place where people turn so that they can feel less alone in their aloneness, it’s worthwhile to 

see that it happens. 

 There’s been a groundswell of writing in the past decade that overtly focuses on this goal.   

George Saunders’ Tenth of December is a good example; each story in the collection in some 

way grapples with the ways we are intensely alone and unable to understand each other, often, as 

in both “Victory Lap” and “Puppy,” by presenting the same scenario from more than one 

viewpoint.  The characters in these stories may be blind to their ideological limits, and also blind 

to the ways that their circumstances have shaped them, but Saunders, by juxtaposing them, offers 

his reader a way to see and empathize with their plight.  In other stories, such as “The Semplica 

Girl Diaries” or “Home,” characters’ failures of insight are very specifically linked to American 

ideology (the diarist in “Semplica Girl” can’t believe that an impoverished woman wouldn’t 

relish a chance to escape that impoverishment through inhuman degredation; the echoed refrain 

of “Thank you for your service” is a way for characters to ignore the realities of a veteran’s 

return home).  Each of the stories has, at its core, a simple thesis: if we could see each other and 

ourselves, things could be better. 

 He’s far from the only one pushing this goal.  Novels and short story collections released 

in the last few years by Kyle Minor, Douglas Watson, Lindsay Hunter, Matt Bell, Mary Miller, 

Aleskandar Hemon, Roxane Gay, Jenny Offill, NoViolet Bulawayo, Ben Marcus, and countless 

others can be read as deliberate inducements toward empathy. Leslie Jamison’s essay collection 

The Empathy Exams, out this year, lays out its central thesis when Jamison writes “I don’t 
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believe in a finite economy of empathy; I happen to think that paying attention yields as much as 

it taxes.”  She closes by saying “I think the charges of cliché and performance offer our closed 

hearts too many alibis, and I want our hearts to be open.  I just wrote that.  I want our hearts to be 

open.  I mean it” (Loc 3345-3353).  Poetry has valued this kind of blunt immediacy for some 

time now, as has creative nonfiction, and I think it’s time that fiction embrace it openly. 

 Perhaps the most fruitful model for consciously empathetic storytelling is David Foster 

Wallace, and his influence is felt in much of the writing I’ve mentioned.  Infinite Jest is an 

exhaustive categorizing of all the ways that human beings are at the whim of things far beyond 

their control, and it specifically calls into question the role that irony plays as a defense 

mechanism against this lack of control.  It’s worth noting that the two primary settings for the 

novel, Enfield Tennis Academy and the drug rehab facility Ennet House, would both slot neatly 

into McGurl’s reading of 20th century literature through the lens of the creative writing 

workshop, and that each of these locations has at least one character who questions the use of 

irony.  Mario Incandenza, a young boy at E.T.A., thinks that “the older [he] gets, the more 

confused he gets about the fact that everyone at E.T.A. over the age of about Kent Blott finds 

stuff that’s really real uncomfortable and they get embarrassed.  It’s like there’s some rule that 

real stuff can only get mentioned if everybody rolls their eyes or laughs in a way that isn’t 

happy.”  Don Gately, a recovering drug addict at the facility down the hill from ETA, spends his 

time questioning how trite things got to be trite while still realizing that the trite quasi-religious 

AA aphorisms have saved his life.  Later, a character decries art in the US as “our guide to 

inclusion.  A how-to.  We are shown how to fashion masks of ennui and jaded irony at a young 

age where the face is fictile enough to assume the shape of whatever it wears.  And then it’s 

stuck there, the weary cynicism that saves us from gooey sentiment and unsophisticated naïveté” 
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(694).  Clearly Wallace is writing against this kind of art in favor of something that allows for 

more human connection, and he offers the solution when he says “There’s the sort of sincere 

compassion about fucking up that empathy makes possible” during a scene in which characters 

share their testimony at an AA meeting (356).  If we look at Enfield Tennis Academy as a place 

where the craft of tennis is applied aggressively to the art of tennis, and how that particular 

model is creating young men who are ill-equipped for either the real world or even the game 

itself, the empathetic fuck-ups down the hill at rehab start to look like a far better model, and one 

I’d rather follow.   

 

Six 

I would argue that writer who works too hard to make his art palatable is not much 

different from the writer who uses ironic distance to keep from revealing himself; both are the 

obverse of the writer seeking to create empathy.  As such, I’d like to talk about the ways that I’m 

applying techniques in these stories toward the end of creating empathy.  The first of these 

techniques has to do with free indirect style, heteroglossia, and the fragility of the reader-author 

contract. 

In explaining free indirect style, James Wood argues that the writer of the third person 

narrative should be keenly aware of the distance between the persona of the narrator and the 

persona of the character; expanding or contracting the gap between them is an excellent tool for 

creating meaning within a story (9-14).  I would argue that Wood here is trying to turn Bakhtin’s 

heteroglossia11 into a tool of craft, and that doing so is ultimately leaving the contemporary 

fiction writer at a disadvantage when it comes to moving beyond the dictates of craftsmanship.  

11 I am largely basing my usage of this term on my understanding of it drawn from Mikhail Bakhtin’s Discourse in 
the Novel. 
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If the collision that the writer must pay attention to encompasses not just narrator and character 

but also the author herself, the book as object, the zeitgeist, the accumulated cruft of the 

American novel (historical and contemporary) as both encountered by author and reader, the 

reader’s concept of the author as both idea and as Other—on and on—the possibilities for 

meaning-making expand.  Of course thinking this way is messy and destabilizing and more than 

a little terrifying to the average fiction writer—it should be.   

This is not to say that the reader-author contract that is generally upheld in fiction is one 

that should be violated as a matter of course, or without deliberate intent.  However, I’ve found 

both in my own writing and in the writing of others that that point of friction is one of the most 

fruitful ones in making sure that fiction is doing work in the space between reader and author. 

One example would be Susan Steinberg’s “Superstar.”  The story, which concerns a 

young woman stealing an ex-lover’s car stereo, leans into the shifting ground of a self-conscious 

narrator/authorial persona, who constantly revises and undermines her own writing.  The story, 

concerned as it is with the ways women are forced to “push something down, push something 

else out” in order to have power over men, deliberately invokes a sense of hysteria (she almost 

dares the reader to call it such) before saying, “I knew I had a choice to make… And I knew the 

right choice was to be a guy” (Steinberg 7).  It’s a move that implicates some of her audience (it 

should be noted that she is not afraid to implicate her female readers, either, in this story and 

elsewhere), and a move that lays the ground for two instances later: in one, she says “It’s not 

something I want to explain.  If you’ve got the parts you understand.  As for the rest of you” (9).  

Here is the first instance of her directly addressing her readers—before, we’ve known only that 

the circumstances of the story were of a woman trying to write out her thoughts about a crime 

she committed at four in the morning.  Later, she pushes even further: 
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“I was just so fucking powerful in that moment.  

 Like how I’m just so fucking powerful in this moment. 

 Like how I kind of, admit it, own you. 

 I don’t. 

 I mean I kind of, admit it, have you. 

 No. 

 I mean I think this is the climax. 

 This is it. 

 This is it now.” (Steinberg 11) 

This is something far beyond James Wood and free indirect style: it’s a story that presents itself 

as outside the bounds of the usual reader-author contract.  It’s story as kairotic moment, meaning 

that it moves beyond the usual assumption of the book as an object that stands between reader 

and author.  In this way it arrives at Boswell’s alternate universe by calling attention to itself as 

something that is being produced between reader and author in the moment.  This is not a new 

phenomenon by any means; Barthelme, Borges, Coover, Wallace, Pynchon, and countless other 

postmodernists have either toyed with or made a career of these kinds of metafictive moves.  I 

do, though, think that it is a resurgent phenomenon, one driven by the desire for sincerity and 

empathy rather than by the desire for a kind of high-minded self-reflexivity12.  In Steinberg’s 

example, she’s dealing with all the complexities and frustrations of female power and the 

authority granted her by her readers, but she’s not the only author using the breaking point to 

good effect in the last few years.  Megan Martin tackles the lingering fraud complex many 

12 Fully aware, as I am, that this is a reductive, relatively unfair, and assumptive reading of aforementioned authors.  
That said, I do feel that many of these authors wrote work that is unconcerned with a relationship with its reader; 
their audience often seems to be their idea, not who might come across it. 
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writers feel in her award winning linked collection Nevers, as does David Foster Wallace in 

“Good Old Neon.13”  In A Moody Fellow Finds Love and Then Dies, Douglas Watson presents 

himself as an interjecting narrator struggling with the incomprehensibility and central unfairness 

of fate.  Less overtly, Jenny Offill’s Dept. of Speculation employs a point of view shift (a first 

person narrator switches to third person while still talking about herself) to create emotional 

distance between character and action.  Almost all of Aleksandar Hemon’s work in some way 

toys with the reader’s understanding of Hemon as a real person out in the world and Hemon as 

an authorial persona (and, often, a character in the story).  And the closing line of Joshua Ferris’ 

Then We Came to the End, in which the 1st person plural narrator “we” is revealed to actually be 

inclusive of the reader (“But for the moment, it was nice just to sit there together.  We were the 

only two left.  Just the two of us, you and me”) works on the reader like a magic trick (385).  

 Done well, violating the reader-author contract is not actually a violation, but an 

expansion that invites the reader to reassess the stakes.  Done well, it accomplishes what many 

readers come to a book for: a moment of connection, keenly felt.   

 Many of the stories in this dissertation, particularly the shorter, more experimental ones, 

look to in some way subvert or reify the reader-author contract14.  “In Ocala” does so in a subtle 

way in talking of the nature of stories as things that are, by definition, not whole.  “Tucumcari” 

and “Spite House” both involve movements where the narrative shifts from the past tense telling 

of the story forward to the moment when the story is being told; in the former, that means 

directly drawing the reader’s attention to his or her reading words on a page; in the latter, it’s 

13 The ending of which is probably too complex to explain fully in an already Wallace-heavy preface, but to say the 
least, the story collides with Wallace the authorial persona’s personal history in a compelling way, such that the 
basic goal of the story seems to be to end with the reader considering the author considering that they are actually 
unable to consider each other, forcing them to arrive at the same point of empathetic alienation. 
14 Hereon, I will tread with caution, as I’m a firm believer in the fact that I have no idea what I’ve actually done in 
writing this dissertation. 
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more subtle, but is still meant to call attention to the work that is being done in the moment of 

reading, and hopefully creates a moment of questioning in the reader, such that the narrator’s 

declaration of his wife’s bushes as a “shit metaphor” will immediately be undercut by his turning 

to look back on a metaphor of his own.  “Accord” takes a Saundersian approach, looking at what 

we normally think of as a fairly straightforward public figure through an unexpected lens, while 

drawing attention to the fact that even within the reality of the narrative, this might just be more 

storytelling (“Walden” has a similar project).  “Imperative” toys with the notion that it is 

nonfiction masquerading as fiction.  Gray City, with its competing meta-narratives and its 

constant re-evaluation of what’s true and what isn’t15, is meant to keep the reader in a place of 

deliberate lostness or destabilization, which hopefully resolves into a kind of engagement with 

the writer’s own sense of destabilization.  In each case, my goal was to bring the reader into the 

immediate moment, so that she encounters the story not as we so often do—that is, as an object 

that exists in the past tense—and instead becomes aware that the act of creating narrative is 

collaborative, present tense. 

 

Seven 

Epiphanies, by and large, are artificial events that occur far too frequently in fiction for 

my liking, and I would argue that their employment in fiction often frustrates the possibility for 

empathy.  Though many of us would likely claim to have had an epiphany, in truth they are the 

culmination of countless moments of thought and reflection that ends in a person realizing that 

the thing they did not want to be true about themselves was indeed true, or vice versa.  Charles 

Baxter argues that epiphanies are actually a holdover from religious ideology—the humanist 

15 More on this in a moment 
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equivalent of being struck dumb by God, with God replaced by insight or perception.  

Sometimes a mirror is involved.  Often the epiphany is meant to absolve or convict the reader in 

some way.  Much of the time, the epiphany feels, to this reader, like stagecraft standing in the 

way of empathy.   

I would propose a new way of writing toward epiphany, one that, while no less artificial, 

is more in line with a contemporary viewpoint.  What we have long thought of as epiphany can 

actually be considered a breaking point, the shattering of a defense mechanism.  And while there 

are examples in fiction of epiphanies—by which I mean moments in which thunderstruck 

knowledge occurs—that are aesthetically and structurally successful (James Joyce’s “The Dead” 

is the most famous one, for good reason, though it, too, fits my model with a little massaging), 

most of what we think of in epiphanic fiction that works is actually the gradual cracking and then 

sudden shattering of a defense mechanism.   

“The Lady with the Little Dog16” is typically read as a story of epiphany, but I believe it 

works most effectively because the defense mechanisms of its characters are apparent 

throughout.  Gurov’s first moments in Yalta show him as a character terrified of knowing 

himself, who is not only aware that he is aging and unhappy and has never been happy but also 

aware that he has the capacity for love and goodness in him.  Repeatedly, he is confronted with 

moments that require him to either reassert the convenient view of himself as self-sufficient and 

callous or to admit that something else is at work inside of him.  It’s only in showing these 

stages—Gurov eating watermelon instead of comforting Anna, Gurov contemplating the cliffs at 

Oreanda, Gurov trying to tell his friend about love while his friend complains of the sturgeon—

that Chekhov earns Gurov seeing himself in the mirror.   

16 I am using the Pevear and Volokhonsky translation here, though I’m sure the subtleties of character motivation 
would come through in other editions.  
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With that in mind, many of my more traditional stories are concerned with the way 

defense mechanisms fail, in the hope that the reader sees the broader project of my writing as an 

attempt to remove defense mechanisms of my own.  “The Woods,” “Lost or Found,” 

“Guadalupe,” “Tucumcari,” and Gray City, among others, are all about characters who 

desperately want one thing to be true about themselves, even as they know that the truth they are 

holding on to is untenable or false.  Often, a character will bring themselves close to a realization 

before pulling back.  Shelley in “Guadalupe” is probably the most clear example of this, but 

she’s not the only one; the narrator of “Accord” looks to the banal to assert herself, Trevor in 

“The Woods” looks to his own goodness in the moment as a way to forgive his indiscretions, 

Thomas in “Lost or Found” turns to an old lover instead of processing his friend’s death.  If I 

were bolder, I would probably call all these stories metafictions, as they are about the ways a 

narrative matters in the mind of the person telling it.   

Regardless, I believe the epiphany is an essentially uninviting literary device—it implies 

that self-knowledge is ahistorical, or somehow outside of the self that receives it, and that the 

eyes of a character need to be opened.  In focusing on defense mechanisms instead, I believe I’ve 

allowed for more empathetic readings of my characters, because the reader is clearly shown the 

things the character, for whatever reason, cannot handle. 

(“Status Updates” is not directly concerned with epiphany, but deserves mention here, as 

it is also an attempt to look beyond defense mechanisms.  Each piece of the whole is mined from 

something I’ve seen on various social media sites, and is my attempt to explore the deeper, more 

complicated realities underneath the performed Self of Facebook or Twitter.) 
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Eight 

One of the necessities of the kind of empathetic storytelling I’m after is a dissolution or 

challenging of the authority of the writer in the moment with the reader.  I believe empathy is 

best achieved in situations where the parties involved are equals, capable of seeing each other 

and being seen by each other on their own terms.   

One of the ways I try and accomplish that is through the use of meta-irony that it’s 

possible to see through—that is, I try and wear the mask of not wearing the mask for the reader, 

and allow them to see as much.  The title of the book, (some more) American Literature, is 

meant as both an assertion of how important I think what I’ve done is and a winking nod to the 

fraud complex implicit in trying to make something be considered “literature” in the first place.  

I’ve deliberately chosen “The Name” as the first piece in the dissertation to further push this 

idea—if every book has to teach its readers how it will be read, I want to begin with an artless 

smartass pratfall.  This willingness towards artlessness or vulnerability shows up again in 

“Imperative” and several times in Gray City. 

More than that, though, I’m concerned with the way that language contains within itself a 

false assertion of authority, and Gray City is intended primarily as an attempt to resolve the 

problem inherent in language as a means of communication that has doubt at its core.  In this 

way it is both the embodiment of my attempt to write using new tools and also the embodiment 

of my attempt to write with the goal of creating empathy.   

Milorad Pavic succinctly describes the problem in his preliminary notes to Dictionary of 

the Khazars:  

Imagine two men holding a captured puma on a rope.  If they want to approach each 
other, the puma will attack, because the rope will slacken; only if they both pull 
simultaneously on the rope is the puma equidistant from the two of them.  That is why it 
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is so hard for him who reads and him who writes to reach each other: between them lies a 
mutual thought captured on ropes that they pull in opposite directions. (Pavic 14) 
 

This is not dissimilar from the problem at the core of the signifier-signified relationship: only the 

signifier is agreed upon between reader and author, while the signified remains largely 

unknowable.  Of course, buying completely into this ideology would create a dire situation for 

the writer, in which his or her work is the equivalent of teledildonics—ultimately, it’s the 

apparatus that does the work, and understanding is not actually achieved.  Nevertheless, it’s a 

problem that needs to be understood and grappled with, which was my goal in writing Gray City.  

I would argue that Freud’s idea of unheimlich—meaning the point in fiction at which it is unclear 

whether the narrative is explainable by the natural world or if something supernatural is 

occurring—actually applies to all language.  Our only working, practical means of 

communication exists entirely in that point of slippage between explanation and unknowing.  

Gray City’s presentation of short narratives as either the stories the characters tell to each other 

or as the experiences they have while using the device, as well as its power struggle (for lack of a 

better term) between two meta-narratives, are meant to invoke and comment upon the anxiety at 

the core of language—that we are not understood, that we do not actually connect with one 

another in writing, and that empathy is technically impossible, since it requires seeing someone 

as they are, instead of as the projection of an Other as interpreted by the Self.  Hopefully, the 

reader will come to the conclusion that while it may be impossible to find real empathy, it is still 

necessary to try.  I’m not sure yet if it succeeds.  Until it’s read, only half the work is done. 

 

Nine 

A few years ago, David Shields’ Reality Hunger came out and seemed to at once make 

everyone very angry.  Ben Marcus’ The Age of Wire and String caused one colleague of mine to 
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say “It’s like he lit me on fire so that I’d be glad when he peed on me to put it out.”  Amelia 

Gray’s Threats generated some hilarious “fan mail,” and her coy response to one man’s 

frustration (money enough to buy John Grisham’s A Time to Kill and instructions to transplant 

the pages) both proved him right in a way and showed her grit (Tolentino, “Amelia Gray 

Responds to a Hater”).   A friend passed along Evan Lavender-Smith’s From Old Notebooks, 

jokingly saying, “This is garbage.  I’m sure you’ll love it.”  I did; I loved each of these books, 

and countless others written by nervy men and women—assholes, maybe, but assholes who 

weren’t afraid of the rough edge, the quicksand, the mad reader, the wrong turn, the mess, the 

rejection letter, the shut book, as long as it was in the search for something more, some human 

connection, some other place we could get to.   

I’d like to join their ranks someday.  I hope I’ve done them proud.  Let’s see. 
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(SOME MORE) AMERICAN LITERATURE
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Name 

The name of the bar I was in was Tequila Mockingbird. 

 No, the name of the bar I was in was Whiskey River.  The name of the bar was The 

Missing Sock. 

 The name of the bar.  The name of the bar I was in.  The name of the bar I was in was 

East Side Social Club. No, Oak Street Draft House.  Cool Beans.  Lucky Lou’s.  The name of the 

bar I was in doesn’t matter. 

 The name of the bar I was in was Yes It Does. 

 The name of the bar I was in was The Story. 

 The name of the bar I was in was Please Just Start the Story. 

 The name of the bar went on and on and on and I couldn’t remember why I thought it 

was the best place to start the telling. 

 The name of the bar I was in was The Lesser Cartographer. 

 The name of the bar I was in was Some Idiot Sadness. 

 The name of the bar I was in was The Menger Sponge. 

 The name of the bar was Sierpinski’s. 

 The name of the bar doesn’t matter but what mattered was it was on the Moebius Strip. 

 The name of the bar was The Joke. 

 The name of the bar was Dense Heteroglossic Meaning. 

 The name of the bar was Redacted. 

 The name of the bar was Blotted Out. 

 The name of the bar was Beer Before Liquor. 
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 The name of the bar was Rachel in Her Halloween Costume Making A Good Enough 

Point About Why I Continue With This Project. 

 The name of the bar was Janet in the Horn-Rim Glasses. 

 It was called The Male Gaze.  No, The Male Gays.  The name of the bar I was in was 

Can’t Remember What Kind of Bar It Was But Maybe it Doesn’t Matter. 

 The name of the bar was I Do Not Know How to Be Real and Mean It. 

 The name was Well Then Maybe Just Call It That. 

 The name of the bar I was in was It Is Terrifying to Be Endless But Not Permanent. 

 The name of the bar was A Place to Sit and Forget A Little Bit. 

The name of the bar was I Am Prepared For a Little Bit of Regret. 

The name of the bar was Your Favorite Answer is Both. 

The name of the bar was Apathy and Paying Rent. 

The name of the bar was Legitimate Art. 

The name of the bar was Gray City. 

The name of the bar was American Literature. 

The name of the bar ate at my drive to go anywhere else. 

The name of the bar was Just Sit Here With Some Patience Please 
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In Ocala 

Hard things were happening all over the place that summer.  You’ll recall it was the year 

Miami went underwater for good, which sent the state of Florida into a kind of prolonged chaos.  

Someone opened up a scuba diving tour through downtown.  The rich people lost a little and 

moved to inland condos while the poor people lost everything and moved to some other doomed 

coastal town, a slow race to rural Georgia.  We were with them for a time, you and I, though we 

only owned up to our low socioeconomic status when it was convenient or guilt-deflecting.  

We’d grown up in two story houses, gated communities, and we were welcome back there 

whenever.  We both knew that, I expect. 

 There was that squat little house we stayed at with all the palmetto bugs outside of Ocala.  

We’d fuck whenever the AC broke, because you said at least we should earn our being too hot.  

You were a really good bartender then, not that you were proud of it, and combined with my job 

as a line cook we did okay.  When I think about that house and that summer it’s like a record’s 

fuzzy hissing.  We were hopeful maybe, or at least we liked each other’s company.  Seems the 

same now.  And yeah, you were annoyed that I was content with what we had, that I wasn’t 

angling for better pay or to own some stuff from Crate and Barrel, but it seemed more like petty 

head-butting than anything.  

I wish there was more of a story to tell about that time, but it was just lost time, living, 

which isn’t a story until you take out some of the stuff that happened and call what’s left whole. 

 Okay, then, a story.  The neighbor kid Josué was up a tree in our backyard when I went 

out there one afternoon.  It was that sandhill pine, the one with the low branches.  I think you 

were at work, one of those times when you covered the dinner shift for your boss at his other 

restaurant in Alachua.  I remember when I first saw it on a highway sign I pronounced it like a 
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person sneezing in the middle of a hallelujah, and you laughed your native Floridian laugh.  

Anyway, as I recall your boss was in a bind over a bartender that quit, so you agreed to go the 

fifty miles and work some shifts in exchange for gas money plus thirty bucks on top of wages 

earned.  At least, that’s how you told it to me.  After all that happened I could wonder if it was 

the truth, but mostly that seems unhealthy.   

I was planning to drink High Life on the porch until you got off, but then I saw the kid.  I 

didn’t mind him being up there—the fence between our houses was a low hop, and his yard was 

bare except for a vegetable garden his abuela worked on, her hunched back all I ever saw of her.  

Let him climb a tree was my thinking, he’s ten. I waved up at him and he waved back, shouting, 

“Hey Mister Ben.”  Which wasn’t my name.  His English wasn’t the best, and maybe he was 

simple, I don’t know, but in any case I didn’t have the heart to correct him, plus what did it 

matter.  If he were a white kid his mom would have him diagnosed and filed away into a 

category already.  White moms liked to do that so they could talk about their children’s issues as 

their own, like, My son has high-functioning autism therefore I’m brave.   Not that I begrudge 

people their problems. 

 Anyway he was up the tree, straddling one of the arm-thick branches about twenty feet 

off the ground.  It was a good tree, sturdy, so I knew he wouldn’t fall out, and he didn’t.    I 

decided it was fine to drink my beer in front of him, so I cracked it open and set up in the lawn 

chair on the porch, that old rusted-out vinyl one with the adjustable leg and head rests.   

 I was out there a fair amount of time, two or three beers’ worth.  I had got to thinking 

about some Wittgenstein I’d tried to read, about language being as complete now as it ever was.  

Like, he said language would be just as total if the only two words we had were this and there.  It 
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didn’t make a hell of a lot of sense to me.  Like, the system ain’t closed, dude.  Still, I was trying 

for self-improvement.   

 Then Josué was shouting Mister Ben Mister Ben, and to be honest I’d sort of drifted off, 

so he startled me.  And I rolled out of the chair onto one knee and was up and walking over to 

him.  He’s pointing at something in the backyard that jams up behind ours that I can’t see—the 

back fence was a wooden privacy fence, whereas the ones between houses on this street were 

chain link.  I told him I was coming and then I was over there.  I poked my head over the fence 

and still couldn’t tell what he was shouting about, except the neighbor keeps bees and they seem 

more riled up than usual about something from the way I can see some of them over the fence.  

You remember her probably.  The Haitian lady, Saraphina in her shower-curtain dresses, gave us 

the honey one time. 

 Josué said, “Mister Ben, what do they do?” 

 And I said I didn’t know, because I couldn’t tell, but they were definitely doing 

something.  I hiked myself up onto the fence to see.  The hive stood off toward the middle of her 

yard, a squat little box painted white.  But the bees weren’t over there. They were all gathered in 

the fence corner, thousands of them jammed together in a hot thrumming mass.  Some would fall 

away, and some would return, but mostly they were packed in as tightly as possible.  From where 

I was the sound was like, well, it was like something you’ve not heard, anyway, and loud and 

sort of ugly. 

 I leaned forward to see better, and my weight on the fence riled the swarm some.  It grew 

larger, a little dispersed.  From here the bees looked like one clumped thing, like each one was a 

cell in a body, which probably is about right.  Saraphina usually parked her car on the side of her 
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house, and it wasn’t there.  I yelled up to Josué that he shouldn’t be in the tree with them riled 

like this.  He whined about it but started climbing down. 

 I hopped off the fence and met him at the tree.  “This isn’t safe,” I told him.   

 “Nada mas es abejas,” he said, looking up at me with spooky brown eyes.  He was more 

curious than scared. 

 “Go home, Josué,” I said, and he looked at me like I’d popped his balloon with a 

cigarette.  Still, he ran off, and soon enough I was out there alone. 

 I took a few steps back and hopped the fence all at once, like I used to do in my hooligan 

days.  In Saraphina’s yard the bees stuck to their corner, but a few of them were winging back 

and forth between the hive and the swarm.  I wasn’t afraid of bees—I’d been stung plenty 

growing up, enough that I didn’t much care.  I knocked on Saraphina’s door in case someone 

was home to take care of things.  No one came. 

 The hive was pretty much quiet.  There were a couple bees floating in and out of it, but 

that was it. 

 I went back to the fence.  The sound was hard in my ears.  I got close enough that I could 

see the individual bees.  I tried following one, but it got lost among the rest.  There was heat 

coming off of them.   

 What I did next, I mean I guess I couldn’t help myself.  I kicked the fence, below and to 

the left of where they were.  The bees took off as one and I backed off.  They didn’t come to me 

though.  They settled back into the corner. 

 I kicked again, and again.  The bees took off and ranged a little farther.  I jogged to the 

other side of the yard.  The swarm crashed against the fence like a wave, hitting low and washing 

up over the wood before flying back away.  This happened over and over again.  Each time, a 
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few hundred would stay behind against the fence.  There was a rhythm to it, the bees crashing 

against the fence and leaving some of themselves.  There was pattern, reason.  Then some of 

them started to drop.  Still, they kept crashing.  They were beating themselves to death against 

the fence.   

 I stood there and watched it all happen.  It took an upsetting amount of time.  The swarm 

shrank as more bodies piled up at the base of the fence.  Sweat slicked the hair on my arms.  It 

was July, and the bees kept killing themselves.  The sound of them started dying out.  Then there 

weren’t enough of them to be heard at all from where I stood.  And then there were no more. 

I stood over the bodies and tried to decide if it was my fault.  The world was changing.  

Bees played by their own rules.  Still, I hated you a little for not being there, like you had 

something to do with it.  I was bad at things on my own.  A born fence-kicker.  And I thought I 

would keep it to myself, what happened, how I felt about it.  I didn’t even tell Saraphina, though 

I should have, and I lied to Josué when he asked me if I saw them die.  I hopped the fence and 

drank more beer and waited to not be alone, waited for you.  I thought about it for weeks, 

thought about telling you, maybe.  Then that faded too, and that was it, at least as far as the story 

goes. 

And then all the rest happened, that night you came home crying drunk because you 

couldn’t bear to hold it in anymore, what was going on between you and your boss.  I remember 

I felt relieved more than anything, like, I was glad it wasn’t me messing everything up.  I was 

going to say so, and I was going to tell you about how I’d maybe driven the bees to do what they 

did, but your eyes were always so beautiful when you cried—the way the green in them would 

show through—and you seemed so earnest and visible then that I just let you take all the blame 

that you wanted and walk back out the door to stay at your mom’s.  Sitting there alone I got too 
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drunk, and I remember the thing that finally got me over to having a cry of my own was when I 

thought of all those little bodies by the fence.  Which I guess is a pretty sad way to end things if 

you think about it, my mouth shut, my thoughts elsewhere, keeping a secret in reserve. 

But now I’d like to tell you, at least about the bees, so you know the story.  I’d like to say 

this, and I’d like to say there, and I’d like to set you free if I can.  I’d like to give you something 

like forgiveness.  Something whole. 
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Terrence 

There’s a ghost that’s been hanging around my apartment.  His name is Terrence.  He is a 

black ghost, which, when I tell him that a black ghost seems kind of rare, he gives me some 

monster side-eye and rattles his chains some at me.  He is dressed like a cowboy—stiff, dusty-

looking jeans and a beat-up straw hat, plus the chains around his waist and wrists that he uses for 

spooking me.  He has made it clear on several occasions that the chains are a ghost thing, not a 

slavery thing.  He seems like an authentic black ghost cowboy, though what do I know? 

 The first time I met him he about scared the shit out of me.  I was on the internet in the 

corner of my living room, reading message boards and farting aggressively into my padded chair.  

I heard a rustling sound in the kitchen that I thought must’ve been a cockroach, so I got up to 

investigate and there he was, rifling through the Penny Saver.  I jumped back and yelled out a 

swear and he took umbrage, which is a thing black ghost cowboys do. 

 I try to be a sensitive person, especially when it comes to cultural identity and et cetera.  

And here was a situation in which I had both white guilt and gentrification guilt and also alive 

guilt.  So yes, I took it as a point of pride that I did not immediately try to exorcise him.  I didn’t 

even tell my landlord.  Instead, I made him some cornbread and beans, to which he said, “Don’t 

you try to accommodate me.”  Like I was an asshole for thinking he’d like beans just because he 

was a cowboy.  He ate ‘em, though.  Now we’re sorta roommates. 

 It’s going fine, but thing is, two nights ago I asked him what it was like being a dead 

cowboy and he got this wistful look and rattled his chains half-heartedly.  Then he moaned.  It 

wasn’t a typical ghost moan.  I mean he didn’t say boo, or ooo.  It was the moan of the sick and 

the wronged, the moan of somebody who knows they’ve got nothing to say is their own but that 

scooped-out place inside of them that some people try to fill up with Jesus.   
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I couldn’t bear to be around it, so I drove to the store to buy some Clint Eastwood 

movies.  I thought it might cheer him up.  We watched Fistful of Dollars and Unforgiven and 

even Paint Your Wagon, which he said was the most fool-ass thing he’d ever seen.  I told him 

we’d get some John Wayne movies next, that we’d be able to watch westerns on nights I didn’t 

work late.   

It’s a promise I’d like to keep.  We’ll sit my couch, we’ll watch our movies, we’ll pretend 

that being alive or being dead, either one, affords a kind of peace.  In this way we’ll get through 

the harsh landscapes to come.  Just a couple of cowboys.   
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Guadalupe 

 It would have been colder than this when my husband set out on the eight mile hike up to 

the top of Guadalupe Peak.  There was very little actual climbing, just some scrabbling over 

rocks and trudging up stone-stepped switchbacks to get to the highest point in Texas.  On the 

morning that he did the climb, a cold front swept in, leaving a damp chill in the air and a low 

cloud bank that obscured the peak.  Once he was up there, he may not have even been able to see 

the view, which was supposed to be gorgeous, like a promise. 

 They said my husband disappeared, though I can’t say that I believed them, at least not in 

the way they meant it.  He was officially a missing person, but he felt more like a ghost, like the 

idea of himself.   

I knew only that Mark came here on the last leg of the road trip he was on before he was 

supposed to head home.  That was four months ago.  I stood looking at the range, my hand 

shielding my eyes from the sun hung low over the mountains, unsure of which peak was actually 

highest, which I would end up on top of.  It didn’t much matter.  It’s nice, though, to know where 

you’re going.  A destination is better than a plan.  I only wanted to follow him up there and back 

down again.   

 My sister, Gwen, had said it was a bad idea.  She was two years older and thought this 

about everything.   

 “At least don’t climb it alone, Shelly,” she’d said. 

 “What about mountain lions?” she’d said. 

 “National parks are where transients sleep,” she’d said. 

 On and on. 
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 In my childhood, which ended on or near this mountain when my husband vanished 

without explanation, she was hard to ignore.  Now that he was gone and I was left to sort through 

the mess, the tragedy of me as the person who was not missing, ignoring her was simpler. 

 I imagined he stood where I was, campsite seven, and looked over what he would climb 

in the morning.  There was a message on his phone from me, but the reception was probably bad, 

and there would surely be a kind of desperation in my voice that kept him from wanting to listen 

to it.  I’d supported him going on the trip alone.  I thought it would be good for us.  But his calls 

had grown more infrequent the further West he got, and they stopped altogether when he started 

heading back, trickling to the occasional picture or text.  The last one was from here. 

 I have taken to picturing all of what he did, then doing it too.  It’s why I came.  So: he 

closed his eyes and pointed himself into the breeze.  I did the same, and tried to think what he 

was thinking.  It felt to him for a second like he didn’t exist, or: for a second, he didn’t exist.  He 

was practicing the act. There were children running behind him in the distance, the kind of kids 

you would expect at a minor national park like this—bored, overeager, but otherwise basically 

capital G Good Kids.  Nothing like those shits at Carlsbad Caverns that we each had run across 

the day before, kids who couldn’t even sit still to watch the bats.   

 When we opened our eyes, he and I, the sun was nearly gone between the two main 

peaks.  I stretched my arms out as wide as I could and felt the muscles in my back tense.  I 

thought of him fumbling around in his backpack and taking a swig from the bottle of whiskey 

he’d bought in a grocery store in New Mexico.  The plastic bottle reminded him of mouthwash.  

They don’t sell them that way in Houston, where we live, where the liquor laws are strict and 

Jesus still holds a pretty strong political sway.  I thought of the sign a homeless man had held in 
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Santa Fe that said, “Jesus wasn’t black, but Judas, that’s fine.”  My husband slugged down more 

whiskey.  It had been in the sun, so it went down hot and stuck around. 

 There was something inside of my husband in all the time I knew him.  It was the same 

thing that sent him out on a trip by himself, and it may have been what caused him never to 

return.  A nameless, twisting-from-the-light type of thing he didn’t much like to articulate.  

Sometimes I would see him sitting in a darkened room, or staring out a window.  When we were 

dating, I would ask him what was wrong, and he would say, of course, that nothing was wrong.  

But one time he said that language creates the thing it names, and so it was sometimes best to not 

say anything of what you were thinking.  That’s when I knew that he had a thing inside him, a 

thing I might have in me too.  A thing I shouldn’t name.  Maybe all of us do.   

I loved him anyhow.  I loved him through the three years of our marriage, even as he got 

quieter, and spent more time inside of himself, and slept beside me less and less at night, 

choosing instead to stay up and read what he referred to as nothing on the internet.  He would say 

as much the next day, if I asked: I was reading nothing.  Like on purpose.  I wanted to read 

something that didn’t mean anything at all.   

I wasn’t a fool.  I knew I was being shut out of his inner life, and the silence that settled 

over us burned in me like held breath.  I wanted to shake him awake, but I was afraid that I 

would find that he was awake, that this was who he was going to be from now on, and so I kept 

still and waited for him to come around.  

The trip was a pilgrimage of sorts.  He wanted to go out West, just for the sake of seeing 

it.  I let him go because of the spark of determination in his voice when he talked about it, and 

because I liked the thought of him heading back to me.  Then, of course, he never did.  
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 I stood on top of the picnic table of campsite seven to watch the sun throw its pink across 

the sky, up over the ridgeline.  In my mind, Mark did the same, pulling the hood of his old gray 

sweatshirt up over his head as he drank his whiskey and looked and looked.  The wind bit at his 

knuckles and he bunched his sleeves over them.  I was in shorts, a tank top, an old pair of 

running shoes, a bandana of his I’d found in a closet back home.  It was the same red bandana 

everyone had. 

 Gwen called. 

 “Are you staying in a hotel tonight?” she said, not bothering to say hello. I’d only stayed 

in a hotel every few nights to save money.  The rest of the trip I’d stayed at various campgrounds 

in a little two-person tent. 

 “No.  Tomorrow I’m making the climb.”   

 “Oh.  Well, be careful.” 

 “I will.” 

 There was a pause.  “Still nobody real on the sublet.” 

 “It’ll work out.”  I shuffled my feet and waited for the next thing. 

“Shel.” 

 “What?” 

 “You can come live with me.  You don’t have to do this.  I’m on the other side of 

Houston, different highways, different stores, different restaurants—it’s a whole different place.” 

 “You’re a good sister, Gwen.  I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?” 

 I hung up without hearing her say okay back, because I knew she wouldn’t.  She didn’t 

like me moving to Las Cruces by myself to do the same job I didn’t like in a town I didn’t know.  

My husband clung to himself in the cold. 
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 We each ate dinner out of the trunk of the car, separated by the months that had passed.  

He had chips and salsa, some trail mix he’d bought at the Buckee’s, the hot stuff with the wasabi 

peas, a string cheese, an apple, a something, a something else.  I had a peanut butter and honey 

sandwich I’d made.  I sat on the bumper and chewed, nodded at a father and his young daughter 

who walked past to the bathrooms.  It was a weekday, so the campgrounds were only lightly 

populated.  The tent pads around number seven were all empty, but there were a few cars in the 

parking lot.  I wondered if school had started up again yet in this part of Texas.  This far into 

August it seemed likely.  

 In the very last bit of daylight, my husband took the picture and sent it to me along with 

the words, “Cell phone sucks.  Still out here.  Tomorrow I’ll be somewhere up there.”  I didn’t 

send a response.   He probably assumed I thought he was lying about the reception, and in his 

mind that’s what my response would have been if I had sent one.  We had both been guilty on 

more occasions than can be counted of putting more stock into what we might have said than 

what we actually did say.   

 I held up my phone now and looked at his picture and my own view of the ridgeline.  It 

was gorgeous.  It was worth sharing.  I could have said so. 

Back in the tent, I turned on my little lantern.  My husband would have set his tent up 

later, in full darkness—he was always a loose planner, he had a tendency to be caught unaware 

of a lack of daylight, a sudden cold front.  It never seemed to bother him, but it made me feel too 

rigid, too easily annoyed.  There was a flashlight at his feet as he tried to stomp a tent peg into 

the hard-packed dirt.  He took a certain pleasure in swearing under his breath, but he smiled 

when the thing was done.   
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 My sleep was fitful and broken by real and imagined coyotes.  I think I had a dream of 

the bridge that crosses the Rio Grande Gorge north of Taos, or else I was just remembering two 

days before when I’d stood beside it eating a snow cone I bought out of a converted school bus.  

I had a picture from Mark with the caption long way down.  He’d taken it not on the bridge, but 

below it.  He’d crossed the fence line with the government warnings about rock slides and loose 

footing to take the picture.  It was of his feet on the edge of a rock precipice that looked out onto 

the river hundreds of feet below.   

 In the dream I stood on the right side of the fence, watching nervously as he crossed the 

rocks.  I called out to him about dropping his phone, but he just turned and smiled.  If I were out 

there, I might feel an urge to jump.  I wished for him not to feel the same.  I wished he would sit 

down, would scoot away from the rock’s edge, or even army crawl away, as low to the ground as 

possible.  He stood there and waved and braced his lower back with his hands and stretched it 

out like he had been driving too long.     

 My waking thoughts of him in that moment would have been the same, more or less, 

except for the smile. When I kicked my way out of the sleeping bag and sat up in the tent, I 

didn’t know which it was, dream or conscious imagination, which side of fitful sleep it had 

happened on.  Mark slept like a child when he wanted to, a talent he’d gained in college when he 

spent a semester living in his Isuzu Trooper.  I thought of what his dreams might have been. 

Playing fetch with a coyote, its tongue lolling while it stood and watched the stick in Mark’s 

hand, tensed for the throw.  A dream so sun-strewn and joyous that waking up might even hurt a 

little bit. 

 I went to the car at sunrise and emptied out the old backpack I’d been living out of into 

the trunk.  I refilled it with bottled water, some sunscreen, energy bars, and an emergency 
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medical kit I’d bought that also held some weed, double-bagged in case I ran across a border 

checkpoint, which were creeping further into the Texas interior all the time.  I checked the sun.  

Mark would be up by now, ready to go.  I set out after him. 

 This early on a Wednesday, the campground felt empty and still, and the trail was lonely 

enough.  Mark jumped up and down a few times in his hiking boots against the cold and exhaled 

hard to see his breath.  I took off and re-tied the bandana around my forehead. 

 The first half mile or so was level, tromping through scrub and walking over the 

occasional ant pile or mound of rabbit pellets.  A lot of the cacti looked stepped on or rotten.  

Some of them seemed burned.  Getting the majesty of a place like this required a little distance.  

Still, it was nice.  I felt a little closer to him, and he felt a little further away from that weight that 

had been pushing against his ribs, and we both got to let go of ourselves a little.   

 Of course I didn’t know how he felt, but I thought I’d earned the right to speak for him in 

the silence he’d left me on the other side of. 

 Once the switchbacks began, things got tougher.  The stones that had been set down as 

makeshift steps were poor footing, and a bit slick, and the old running shoes I’d put on weren’t 

quite up to it.  After twenty minutes or so of trudging up the steps, I had to take a break.  The 

steps were a little much for how short my legs are.  Mark called me Pocket Woman whenever I 

needed him to get the flour off the top shelf.  He liked to pick me up from behind and yell too 

loud in my ear that he’d got me, too, the way people have been doing my whole life.  You could 

say that I let him, that I ignored the cliché of it, and the memory of other lovers doing the same, 

and how it spoke to a language that was not ours but that belonged to a more universal 

experience and therefore one that maybe wasn’t real or authentic in the way he liked to think we 
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were.  But the truth is none of that occurred to me until it had to.  I didn’t think of any of it until I 

had to start making sense of what had happened.   

 I thought of the wording of that.  Making sense.  It implied a kind of creation.  I sat 

against a rock and ate some nuts out of my bag.  If I found answers to what had happened, would 

they be found, or made?  The question was upsetting.  

 These switchbacks don’t fuck around, Mark said.  Or, Can you imagine the motherfucker 

who placed all these rocks?  Or, why are we doing this shit again?  Some statement with a swear 

word in it that hinted at his own tiredness without admitting it.  I drank my water and kept silent, 

looked at where I’d been.  The sun was in the valley, and the cars were gleaming in it.  The view 

of the parking lot from up here made me a little sad.  It made me feel like a tourist.  I was on the 

wrong side to view El Capitan—the most famous peak, but not the tallest.  Seeing it might make 

me feel better, like one of the pioneers that used it as a marker. 

 We kept on.  When he was happy, or trying to be happy, Mark would say things out loud 

that he liked.  Here, he said ponderosa pine, a word he had read in the brochure.  There were 

none around, though maybe the trees I could see further up the mountain were them.  Here it was 

just pale limestone rocks, some scrub brush, an ocotillo poking out from a rock.  I said, 

“ocotillo” to no one.   

Once this had all been underwater.  Another fact found in a brochure.  Mark would say 

That raises all kind of knotty philosophical problems.  Like when did it become a mountain 

instead of an island?  Like how can you tell?  Like if it were underwater would it still be the 

highest point in Texas?  And what would Texas be if it weren’t Texas?  If Houston were 

underwater, would it still be Houston?  Or would it just be more Gulf of Mexico? 

He was this kind of man.    
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The switchbacks were unkind and steep, and occasionally there would be a moment 

where the trail became unclear among the rocks.  This was almost always when the trail bent 

around on itself to continue up.  At one point I continued past it for a few dozen feet before 

coming to a sharp dropoff that ended twenty feet below, where the ground met the rock face but 

continued steeply down.  I heard the bones in my leg snap, looking down there.  I felt the dust 

kick up as I slipped and rolled, or Mark did, or the both of us at once.  The trail cut into the face 

of the mountain hid this kind of fact from everyone.  It gave the thrill without the pain, the 

wilderness stripped of its wild.   

Here, then, was one possible explanation.  Bad footing, a long fall, rolling too far from 

the trail to be seen or helped.  Mark used to chide me for always thinking the worst, even as he 

had to admit that sometimes there was good reason.  For every unanswered text a car crash, an 

affair, a noose in the garage.  He chides me still.  I poured some water over the edge to hear it 

slap the ground before I turned and found where the trail picked up.     

After another half hour or so, the trail crossed over the ridgeline and changed all at once, 

giving way to the pines and their shade and an earthy wet forest floor.  It was easily ten degrees 

cooler or more, an alpine forest tucked away into the desert, just a little up and away.  The trail 

leveled out into a gentle rise here.  I took a picture, knowing it didn’t capture anything of the 

feeling, but wanting to just the same.  Mark didn’t stop to photograph anything but was similarly 

struck by the strangeness of the change. 

I said, almost reflexively, not knowing what I meant, “You are here.”  The stillness of me 

and of the air around me let me hear for the first time someone coming up the trail.  I turned and 

waited. 
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It was a man in his late-fifties, wearing a yellow shirt and cargo shorts, walking the trail 

at a brisk pace with the help of aluminum climbing poles.  I didn’t like the idea of meeting 

someone else out here, but the look of him put me at ease. He had the body of a dad with grown 

children trying his best to be fit.  He must have been gaining on me all morning.  I held up a 

hand, gave a little bit of a wave.  He nodded. 

 When he got closer to me, he said, “You’re halfway.” 

 “Looks like you’re gonna beat me.” 

 He stopped and tamped the ground with one of the poles, “Probably.  But then I imagine 

I’ve done it more than you.  I’m up this mountain most weekends.” 

 “It’s not the weekend.”  I thought of this man meeting Mark like this.  Halfway. 

 “True.  Thought I’d take a day off and come up when it’s not so crowded.  You meet a lot 

of good people, but sometimes you want the place to yourself.” 

 I looked around.  “Sorry.” 

 He held up his hand, which was still looped through the hiking pole’s strap.  It swung 

free.  “Don’t be.  This your first time?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “It’s a good day for it.  You’ll see.”  He plucked a water bottle from his slim backpack 

and drank from it in one motion.  His limbs were like stiff rope, but he was soft in the middle.  

The strap of his backpack ran under his belly.  I decided I liked him. 

 He looked at me with a kind of expert’s concern.  “You set for water?  I always bring a 

little extra in case.  It’ll be hot once you’re above the tree line.” 

 I jiggled my pack.  “All good.  Got water, and food, too, and sunscreen, and first aid, and 

a map, and a melon baller just in case.” 
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 He laughed and started past me up the trail.  “If I find a melon, I’ll leave it for you.” 

 “Thanks,” I called after him.  After he was far enough that I felt alone, I started out again.   

 A little further up the mountain, Mark had to pee.  He looked down the trail behind him 

and saw that there was no one, so he stepped off the path, hidden by a low-slung tree.  Of course, 

before he finished someone walked by and caught him, and he suddenly felt exposed and stupid 

and crass. 

 Who was the person?  It was a woman.  Or it was a man.  It was a person to serve as 

witness. 

 If it was a woman, she was a bit younger than him, with a goofy sun hat and hair drawn 

back in a ponytail, and he apologized sheepishly as he turned from her, and she laughed.  If it 

was a woman he thought of me, and then he did not think of me, and the story tells itself from 

there.  If it was a man it was that man, booking it on his hiking poles, and my husband laughed 

loudly and said I thought I had a pretty good lead and the man smiled and said Nope and then I’ll 

see you at the top and pressed on. 

 It was nicer to think it was the man, so it must have been.  The trees were thinning out the 

further up the trail I got, and I could see down into the valley below, which was more wooded 

and lush than the desert surrounding it.  After a time, I was above the treeline, and the sun beat 

down on me like the man said.  I came to a bridge that crossed a deep, green-gray wound in the 

mountain.  Below, some trees had collapsed, either from rain or drought or something else.   

 On the other side of the bridge a little off the trail was a rock about the size of a 

volleyball that was swarming with ladybugs.  Hundreds of them, teeming and moving over each 

other.  I sent a picture of it to Gwen with the caption Don’t worry, I found what I was looking 

for! 
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 I squatted down to watch the ladybugs for a minute.  I thought Gwen might text back.  

She probably found it annoying, my being glib again. When I didn’t know what to say, I went 

with the joke, because at least a joke means something, which is to say that it means nothing, and 

by admitting that it means nothing it stands in place of something real.  Gwen hated this about 

me, if only because Gwen didn’t think of her life as a thing to be survived.  

I know better, so I’ve been telling and laughing at jokes all summer.  I’ve been practicing 

for when someone asks me where Mark is.  I’ll be ready to take it for what it is.  I’ll laugh in 

their faces and say Oh, how clever. 

We were close to the top, and the trail turned to switchbacks again, steeper this time and 

less defined.  Mark looked out into the valley as low-slung clouds rolled into it.  It’s always so 

strange how solid clouds look, and then when you’re in them they’re the same as fog.  The sun 

was burning my neck.  I poured water over the bandana and put it back on.   

 The trail disappeared entirely a few hundred feet from the top, but it didn’t matter.  There 

was nowhere else to go.  At one point I had to bend over and put my hands on the hot rock to get 

the rest of the way.   

 The peak appeared without ceremony.  The man in yellow was sitting on some rocks a 

few yards away.  He looked up and smiled at me.  At the tallest point, a brushed metal obelisk 

jutted up out of the ground.  I walked over to it and saw that it was brought to me by American 

Airlines.  Mark hated this.  Everyone hated this. 

 “There’s a book to sign in that box by your feet,” the man said.  He was chewing on 

something.  “But I mean, you should really take a look.” 

 I did.  In one direction, Texas sprawled out for miles and miles, cut into sections by 

freeway.  A ridgeline far away had what looked like windmills.  They were too far away to see if 
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they were spinning or not.  I thought of their red lights, if they were visible from here at night, 

blinking out of sync with each other, seeming for all the world like they had something they were 

trying to say.  In the other direction were mountains piled up next to each other.  It was 

something to see. 

 I sat down with my back leaning against the hot metal.   

 “What do you think?” he said.  

 “It’s nice.” 

 “Yeah.  Sometimes God gets it pretty right.” 

 “I guess so.” 

 We sat in silence a minute before he said, “What do you do?” 

 “Right now nothing.  I start a teaching job next week in Las Cruces.” 

 “High school?” 

 “College.” 

 He smiled.  “A professor.  Do you like it?” 

 “It’s a job,” I said.  I was stuck between being kind and wanting to be alone.  Being up 

here with him felt a little like a performance.  I added, “A good job, though. Rewarding, I guess.” 

 He nodded.  Mark was standing on the edge away from where I was.  The clouds were 

hiding the valley below.  I wanted to be there with him, not seeing. 

 The man took a long drink of water.  “Are you gonna sign the book?” he said. 

 I shook my head.  “No, not yet.”  He shrugged. 

 I thought of the weed in my bag.  It felt like a cop out, so I left it alone.  I knew that the 

edge that Mark stood on led back down the mountain.  To jump would be to turn an ankle or 

scrape your hands and shins on the rock.  Still, I was afraid for him.  He had come this far.  I was 
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sure.  Then the story kind of ended.  And here I was, waiting for something else to happen.  I 

thought of his name in the book and stood up. 

It was an old metal box that latched, rusted and olive green.  It was lighter than I thought 

it would be.  I carried it over near to where the man was and sat down.  He smiled at me.   

 Inside the box was a plain perfect-bound notebook and a pen.  I ran my hand along the 

faux leather face of it.  The pages were crinkled and weather-whipped.  I flipped through them 

and saw the signatures and little messages of strangers.  If I were alone I would have cried 

holding it against me.  Instead I let it sit in my lap and flipped to the first blank page.  People put 

their names in this book, and sometimes they stayed.  Meaning the names.  Sometimes the name 

was all that’s left.  Sometimes the name was an answer, and all you had to do was flip back 

through to the day that the question was asked and see for yourself, but it could be a long walk 

down with that knowledge in your pocket, and a longer one if you came looking for it and it 

wasn’t there after all. 

 I closed the book, but kept my page with a finger.  I said, “Do you ever think about the 

word true?” 

 The man swallowed the last of his granola bar.  “How do you mean?” 

 “Like, it can be a verb.  You can true something.  It means to make something the right 

shape.  Or, like, something that rings true.  It’s not about it being right, it’s just about beauty.” 

 He smiled.  “I can’t say that I’ve ever thought of it that way.  I’m an electrician.”  He said 

it like it explained everything. 

 “My husband climbed this mountain once.”  I felt out of breath from the saying, like I’d 

betrayed myself.  I felt empty. 

 “Is that so?” 
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 “No,” I said.  The windmills were moving.  I could see that they were.  “I don’t know.  

But it’s true.” 

 He thought about this for a minute.  “What do you mean?” he said.  “Which is it?” 

 “You tell me.  Or, actually, don’t.”  I ran my fingernail up the side of the book’s pages, 

felt the buzz of passing days, signatures.   

 He stared at me like I might be crazy.  Finally he said, “Hey, you wanna see something?” 

 “Sure.”  He got up, and I followed, still holding the book in my hands.  We walked a few 

dozen feet to a large flat rock near the edge facing the mountains. 

 “Look,” he said, and pointed at our feet.  I bent down.  There was a spiral indentation in 

the rock, a little thing that started out as a tight loop before widening out.  It was maybe three 

inches wide.  I ran a finger over it. 

 “That’s a fossil,” he said.  “Been here millions of years, back when this was a Permian 

reef.  Neat, huh?” 

 It was.  Such a small thing, and here it was, immutable.  I looked away, out into Texas.  I 

didn’t care if he saw me cry, but I didn’t want to be crying, either.  After a minute, I wiped at my 

face, stood up, and looked at him square on. 

 “Thanks,” I said.  “Thanks for showing me that.” 

I waited for him to respond or ask if I was okay, but he didn’t.  He nodded and looked 

back toward his pack.  He knew better than I did that some things can’t be solved.  I wanted to 

tell him then that my husband had disappeared, that there was no explanation, that he had 

climbed up this mountain and just kept climbing, that somehow that was what he needed, and he 

found it, and it was enough. 
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I didn’t say any of that, though.  I stuck out my hand.  He took it, and I thanked him 

again, and he walked back to his gear and shouldered it.  I raised my hand in a wave.  He did the 

same, and I smiled the kind of smile that means a person did their absolute best to help.  

 When he was gone, I sat down, opened the book, and signed my name and then Mark’s, 

so that in my mind he was not on the edge of something again.  In my mind he did it, whatever it 

was he needed to do, and he’s doing it still, and he carries on ahead of me.  For a minute I could 

even believe it.   

 I put the book back in its box and carried it over to where it was.  I knew I should start 

back, but I wanted to stay here for a bit longer and think about how I’d accomplished something 

instead of how I was only halfway.  There was still the descent.  There was still pain shooting up 

from my jellied muscles, there was still growing tired, too tired.  There was still continuing 

mostly out of sheer momentum, out of not wanting to be where I was any more.  There was still 

taking too long, longer than it took to get here.  There was still the sunburn that would set in, 

there was still the picking, the rolling of the dead skin between fingertips while staring at boxes 

in my new living room.  There was those boxes still being there at Thanksgiving, there was 

Gwen coming to visit, there was her opening the boxes and finding a place for everything.  There 

was her placing one thing on the coffee table, one thing on a shelf, looking to me for approval, 

me not nodding, then me nodding, me not wanting to but nodding, me starting to feel a little 

okay. 
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The Porch Sitter 

Well first of all it’s the leaf blowers.  They’re enough to make me do loops.  The smell of 

gasoline and cut grass and sweat, plus the whirring.  That’s why I came in today to talk to you.  

Probably an allergy thing, somehow, on account of I get them real bad this time of year, or 

like—my dad made me cut the grass anyway, by the way, despite my doctor proven allergy to 

the whole enterprise, which I’m also allergic to cockroaches and cats and general dust, if you 

need to know.  I think he liked to see me out there, all sweaty and flushed and bent over the 

mower withholding complaint due to I already knew he would nod mutely and say something 

about character.  Sometimes I saw him like supervising from the window.   

And I’ve got this back porch off of my apartment now, a real nice sit-and-think type of 

place, plus smoke cigarettes, which I do and wish I didn’t.  It’s got this rock floor to it, or I guess 

you would just call it the ground, real murder on the feet, and every now and then I go out there 

sans shoes to get my lighter and it’s like holy hell.  I’ve got this friend who runs marathons 

downtown in his bare feet, and I always think of him when I’m out there grabbing my lighter, 

which I don’t want to leave it out there because this isn’t some gas station Bic we’re talking 

about and this isn’t your happiest neighborhood with regard to crime.   

Anyway one thing I like out there is these plants that come up from between the rocks, 

weeds I guess, but a very nice bright green and they catch the sun in a way that makes them, 

what is it, luminesce?  They’ve got like a shine or a see-through-ness to them in the late 

afternoon.  And but my landlord hires this guy, a nice guy even, but so he gets in there with one 

of those plastic whip weed wackers and just murders the whole lot of them and then blows them 

out the gate, as though that makes some kind of sense, which of course from my eyeballs it 

doesn’t.  And it just makes me nuts when I see it, the whole let’s make order out of nature 
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impulse of it, which is what my dad used to call the lawn-mowing every Saturday, and it gets to 

me, like, why make the outdoors so neat?  Why try and make the outdoors like the indoors?  But 

like I rent from the guy’s boss and he gets there in the morning before I’m up and fully cognizant 

to tell him quit it. 

So then I got this idea that I’d pull out all the little stumps so that at least I wouldn’t have 

to look and be reminded.  And of course it’s hard on the knees on account of the rocks, and I 

have no idea how that guy can run a marathon barefoot even on smooth concrete.  And of course 

the weeds come right back but don’t get to their full leafy nice to look at height even before he’s 

out there again.  All spring and summer it’s this same repeating cycle that I can’t break out of. 

I bought a hammock and set it up out there to sort of forget, but the sun comes in funny in 

the afternoon and is a real eye-blaster when I’m in there, in the hammock I mean, and I burn 

myself smoking.  And it’s not like this is even a rage-type deal that I’m talking about, if that’s 

what you’re writing down.  It’s like an anhedonic kind of anger, I’m like ennui-mad or, shit, 

what’s the word for being sad and bored because there isn’t a God?   

… 

Acedia.  It’s acedia.  Probably not in the DSM-V or any of the psych textbooks you’ve 

got on that shelf.  What I’m saying is this stuff with the weed whacker is like this low-burn 

desperate thing down inside, where like I know I’m being unreasonable, but I want to yell and 

yell at the landlord’s guy, who I think I said but is a nice guy, and the people outside of this 

building dumping and spreading manure under the bushes, I want to yell at them too, and then 

my upstairs neighbor, who is his own breed of chucklefuck that isn’t worth going into—but see 

the point is I don’t, I don’t yell, and in fact I can’t.  I want to make a hate-spewing monster of 

myself, and I can’t, because when I stop and consider the whole thing for a second I realize that 
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what I’m really feeling is a little silly and small for being angry in the first place, and so what 

I’m actually feeling instead of genuine anger is anger about my anger, post-anger or meta-anger 

or ironic anger, which is a real shit-sucker I’ve got to say. 

I’m sorry about the language just then.  It’s just the sun is coming in funny from the 

windows behind you and I’m a little hot.  And see what bothers me most about this is that if I did 

get mad at somebody, it wouldn’t be I was really mad, it would be me putting on a show of being 

mad so that I didn’t feel a little small about being mad, so kind of showing anger about my 

feeling about my anger and then passing it off as just the genuine article of anger.  It would be 

like a puppet show where the puppets are wearing puppets.  And then I start to think about 

terrorists or drunk step-dads and the kind of people who really seem to own their own self—like 

they really mean it when they lean into a word like cocksucker—and I think that A] either they 

feel the same as me and are desperate to not feel it, or B] they are putting on a puppet show for 

their own, possibly-related reasons as a way of making meaning out of their confusion, or C] that 

they really earnestly feel with that level of uncomplicated intensity.  Any of these options makes 

me miserably lonely and I spend the whole day smoking out on my porch, which starts the whole 

thing over, which gets me right here in this room, talking to you, hoping that instead of staring at 

me with your practiced professional look of distanced-but-real compassion you will open your 

mouth and say something that fixes all this and lets me sit on my porch thinking one thought and 

one thought only: “I’m cured. I’m cured. I’m cured.” 
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There at the End of the World 

 After the blast, we stayed in the bomb shelter a long time, like all afternoon.  Joey had a 

pocket knife that his grandfather bought him so they could whittle together, and we tried to open 

a can of peaches with it so we could squeeze them like guts between our fingers, but the knife 

had a flat tip.  Joey put the can between his knees and sawed at it for a couple minutes.  I still had 

two more strings of black cats in the front pocket of my sweatshirt and a whole bunch more stuff 

stashed in a box in my garage, firecrackers and some cigarettes I’d grabbed on a dare and a dirty 

magazine Joey had brought over that he said was just in his backyard one day, all this treasure 

buried underneath the old Charlie Brown encyclopedias from my aunt, the one who gave me bad 

Christmas presents every year because she believed in education instead of fun. 

 The bomb shelter was cold and dark and full of dead bugs and leaves, which if that stuff 

got in I’m not sure radiation would have much trouble. Radiation was a lot smaller than a 

mosquito hawk.  Joey’s was the only house around that had one, a bomb shelter I mean, and I 

remember the first time I saw it thinking that the squat little concrete entrance in the backyard 

was the coolest thing ever.  But now, inside, having read over all the labels on the canned goods 

and thumbed through the King James Bible, I saw that it was a place just like every other, and 

not even imagining could make it not. 

 “I’m bored,” I said.  I really wanted to have a roman candle duel out in the street, but 

Joey said he couldn’t get his clothes burned again.  I had told him we wouldn’t a hundred million 

times, but he just gave me one of those hard grown-up looks he had figured out, like he was 

actually middle-aged instead of eleven. 

 “Get used to it, it’s the end of the world.” 

 “It’s not the end of the world.  It’s Columbus Day.” 

56 



 “You’re a turd.”   

 I sat down on the milk crate I’d emptied out for that purpose and stared at the floor.  Joey 

frowned at the can of peaches.  The only thing he’d done was wreck the label.  When his dad 

found out at the real end of the world, he’d call it a goddamn outrage.  Joey’s dad was always 

saying things were a goddamn outrage, and that applied to a can of peaches just as much as it did 

to communists or the price of an Apple computer, which Joey wasn’t allowed one anyway.  I 

watched him saw at the can, and I saw he had a brown and purple bruise on his arm like the size 

of a baseball.  I picked up the collapsible antenna I’d broken off an old radio and poked the 

middle of it. 

 “Hey, you shithead!”  He jerked his body away and kicked at me wildly with the side of 

his foot, almost knocking over the folding chair he was in. 

 “I’m bored.  Let’s go play Nintendo.” 

 “No.” 

 He settled back into his seat and worked the canned peaches harder with his knife.  I 

stood and took the stairs, leaned against the door jamb, and looked out into the back yard.  The 

coffee can was on its side but didn’t look at all dinged up from all the stuff we put in it—match 

heads, black cats, rocks, marbles—but some of the grass was burned.  We had to make our 

nuclear bomb in secret, since Joey’s mom had the day off too.  I had stood guard while Joey 

rummaged through drawers and cabinets for stuff that would work.  In the back corner by the 

fence we had dug a hole and buried the instant coffee and the wood part of the matches.  I got the 

idea to ball the black cats up so they would go off all at once, but they still went like tiny cracks 

instead of one big firecrack.   
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Joey’s mom had come out and asked if we’d heard a noise.  She made me nervous, since 

she looked about eighty even though she was my mom’s age, and how she would stare out of 

windows and maybe didn’t even know my name.  When she came outside and talked to us, it 

was with the same flat, disinterested tone that she said everything, like she wasn’t even there.  It 

was like a ghost would say it, and I mean a real one, not like when you’re pretending and you 

talk all drawn out and spooky.  Joey had turned to me after she left and said, “That bomb was a 

pussy bomb.” 

 It was one of those gray days when the sky seemed closer to the ground.  It wasn’t going 

to rain or anything though.  Every day since my mom and I had moved here to Lafayette was 

gray like that, and I’d already figured out which ones were going to be rainy and which ones 

weren’t.  I thought if Joey got the can open, so what?  We’d have sticky hands and nothing to do.  

Peaches were gross.  I stumbled halfway down the stairs and sat on one of the narrow steps all in 

one motion.   

“Let’s go inside,” I said.  Joey’s house had better cable channels than my house did, so 

maybe there would be a movie on with lots of shooting.  We liked to watch movies like that and 

then run around in the yard pretending we were Schwarzenegger or Stallone. 

 “No, the house was destroyed in the blast.” 

 “That bomb wasn’t even a jillionth of a megaton.” 

 Joey spoke through his teeth while he tried jamming the blunt tip of his knife into the can.  

“My house is gone.  My family is dead.  Your family is dead.  All that’s left is us and 

Communists.” 

 “You said this would be cool, but I want to do something.  I want to ride bikes.”  This 

wasn’t even true a little.  There was a girl up the street who talked funny and was way older but 
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still in our school, and she was always out there, not really playing but watching whoever was.  

She had yelled out that I had a cute butt.  Now when I rode by I gave her the finger, and since 

Joey lived on a cul-de-sac I’d already given her the finger once today and would have to do it 

again on the way home, pedaling as fast as I could with wind in my ears so I couldn’t hear her.  I 

felt bad when I did it, but she had to know I wouldn’t let her touch my butt, and I knew enough 

to know she didn’t listen. 

 “Then go ride your bike, cunt-muncher.” 

 “What’s a cunt-muncher?”  Joey was always using words I’d never heard before that 

sounded hard and senseless from his squawky throat. 

 Joey stopped working the can of peaches and thought for a second.  “It’s someone who’s 

bad at driving.”  I knew he was lying.  He set the can on the ground and stomped it.  He was 

wearing a pair of old black galoshes that he had found in the corner.   

 “Come on,” I said. 

 “Alright, Jesus.”  He picked up the can and put it in his sweatshirt pocket.  Then he 

folded up his knife and put it in there too.  “But it’s still the end of the world.” 

 We walked around to the side of the house where my bike was leaned up against the air 

conditioner.  I turned it around and Joey disappeared around the front of the house and into the 

garage.  He came out a second later with a rust-spotted purple bike missing one handlebar that 

had probably been his older sister’s.  Mine was new, a BMX-style Huffy in black and red, a 

consolation prize for the move. 

 We took our bikes down the driveway and into the street.  This new neighborhood I 

didn’t much like, the way the roads were asphalt coming loose all over and there weren’t curbs 

or sidewalks, just wide ditches that filled with water to overflowing all the time.  My old 
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neighborhood had a park with a big jungle gym and all these kids outside every day.  Here it was 

just me and Joey, who I didn’t even much like and only knew because our moms worked 

together, and we played war out in the street or in the huge pipes that ran under the roads, pipes 

big enough to walk through standing up that were spray painted with swear words.  Or we played 

in the coolie, which that’s what they called it here but it was basically a way bigger ditch full of 

crawfish and snakes, with soft earth that you could sink in up to your socks.   

Joey rode his bike like he was getting chased all the time.  He stood up on the pedals and 

leaned forward and pumped like hell.  Keeping up with him made my knuckles and my face hurt 

in the cold weather.  I tried to picture it as nuclear winter, but there wasn’t any snow or ash or 

whatever there would be.  It was nuclear autumn.   

 We rode past the girl who talked funny, who looked up from whatever she was doing too 

late to yell at us really.  I felt relieved.  I wanted to slow down for a second and put the hood of 

my sweatshirt up, pull it real tight against my face like a ninja, but I knew that would be when 

Joey bolted down a side street and was gone before I got around the corner.   

 We rode a couple more blocks with him lengthening the gap between us when he 

suddenly slowed down a little bit then jumped off his bike without stopping.  It kept going down 

the street for a couple feet and toppled over.  When I caught up to him he was standing over 

something in the drainage ditch that until two days ago had been filled almost out into the street 

with muck and rain water. 

 “What is it?”  I called from my bike. 

 “Mutated rat.” 

 “No really.” 

 “Come see for your own self.  That’s what it is.” 

60 



 I got off my bike and leaned it against the curb and walked over to him.  It was 

somebody’s pet dog, drowned.  It had a collar and everything.  Some kind of lap dog with long 

hair that was now a tangled mess thick with mud and leaves.  Its lips were pulled up and its 

tongue stuck out just a little bit.  The legs came out from its body all straight like they screwed 

on.  I guess it didn’t really smell any worse than the ditch. 

 “What do we do with it?” I asked. 

 Joey didn’t say anything.  We stood there for a second admiring this dumb dog that 

thought it could swim or something.  Joey took two awkward steps forward before sliding down 

the side of the ditch.  He bent over and put his face inches from the carcass. 

 “You think it still has a soul?” he asked. 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “I mean, it hasn’t been buried or anything.  It’s just been sitting here.” 

 “You don’t have to be buried to go to heaven.” 

 “I’m not talking about heaven, I’m talking about where does a dog soul go?  Do they 

even have one?” 

 “Of course they do.” 

 “Why?  Bugs don’t have a soul.  Chickens don’t have a soul.  What’s to say a dog does?” 

 I wanted to say something about the way a dog looked at you like it understood your 

problems, like how you could say to it that you didn’t have any friends or that you’re bad at math 

and the dog would lick your face.  I didn’t think Joey would understand, though.  Instead I said, 

“Because dogs can think.” 

 He took it as fact and continued.  “I think dogs just kind of wander after they die.  That’s 

what they want to do.  Dogs don’t need heaven.  Dogs need to run.” 
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 I thought maybe Joey didn’t get dogs, because the dog I’d had in Texas stayed inside all 

the time and liked getting pet.  But then I remembered I’d seen stray dogs downtown in Houston, 

and they always looked trotting across the street like they were heading someplace important. 

 We briefly considered blowing the dog up, but neither of us really wanted to touch it.  

We sat at the edge of the ditch with our knees up and our legs spread apart, the way teenagers do 

when they’re smoking outside of the high school.  I thought about asking Joey where he got the 

bruise, but didn’t.  The dog looked like it moved or something out of the corner of my eye, but it 

was just a beetle crawling around in its fur.  I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe Joey was right 

about running.  Joey got out his knife and his can of peaches and started sawing at it again. 

 Finally I said, “What do we do about it?” 

 “What do we do about it what?” 

 “I mean it’s somebody’s pet.” 

 “They’ll find it.” 

 “Well what if they don’t?” 

 “Then they can just say it ran away and be done with it.” 

 That seemed to me sadder than a dog being dead.  I mean dogs loved everybody, even 

murderers and that guy Steve Jobrowski down the street from me who always smelled like the 

way Cheerios smelled.  If your dog just up and left you’d probably think it was because of 

something extra terrible you’d done. 

 “I’m going to see whose it is,” I said. 

 “Fine, go ahead.” 

 I stood up and got down into the ditch by taking sideways steps on the incline.  For a few 

seconds I just stood there, because I’d never touched a dead dog.  I wondered what it would be 
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like to have rabies.  All I knew was you went crazy and had a foamy mouth.  I reached down and 

felt through the cold, clumped-together fur to grab at the collar.  I had to get in real close and 

wipe at the tag to read it. 

 “What’s its name?” Joey asked. 

 “Snickers.” 

 “Dumb.” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “Whose dog is it?” 

 “The Tillers’.” 

 “You know them?” 

 “No.  They live on this street.” 

 “Well let’s go if we’re going.” 

 Joey stood up and put the peaches back in the front pocket of his sweatshirt.  I climbed 

out of the ditch, getting my hands all wet with grass stuck to them.  The sun poked briefly 

through the clouds before disappearing again, like a peek at a different day. 

 When I stood up and wiped my hands on my jeans Joey grabbed me by the arm and spun 

me around. 

 “Look!” He pointed down the street, where the girl who talked funny was on her three-

wheeled bike.  It had a basket in the back that always carried her bookbag that looked like a 

stuffed koala, and she was taking these big loopy strides at the pedals and not keeping a straight 

line.  She waved, and her bike veered briefly into the grass. 

 “Goddamn communists!” he shouted at her.  “We gotta go.  Leave the bikes.  We’ll cut 

through backyards.” 
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 We jumped the ditch and ran through someone’s front yard, Joey doing an awkward 

somersault-roll-slide that left him muddy and proud.  He tried scrambling up the backyard fence 

but slipped.  I looked back at our bikes, the girl.  He slipped again.  Finally he slugged me in the 

arm and said to stop being such a pussy all the time and help him out.  Sometimes Joey made me 

want to be alone. 

 We hopped two more fences and headed down the street before we went through 

someone’s gate and chanced peering around the corner of a house.  The girl had turned around 

back the way she had come. 

 “That was a goddamn close one,” Joey said.  He grabbed me by both shoulders and 

pushed me against the wall so I had to face him.  “You gotta watch out for the Reds, man.  

Especially that one.” 

 I nodded, not knowing what to say. 

 “I’m not kidding, man.  We’re as good as dead if we’re not careful.  Now where’s this 

dog live?” 

 Joey, he liked to imagine in fits, like suddenly an hours old game was on again.  I 

couldn’t keep up a lot of the time.  I liked to know when things started and stopped, but he would 

out of nowhere say, “Why are you standing in the lava?” or shoot me in the head with his finger 

and I was supposed to die on command or scream out in agony at being burned alive.  Then, 

without warning, I’d be stupid for playing the game still. 

 The Tillers’ house wasn’t far, and I guess it was nice except the bushes were all 

overgrown in front of the porch, which made it seem like its own little space cut off from 

everything by nature.  Like the bushes were possessive and private of the Tillers.   
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 We knocked on the door and Joey turned to me and said, “Okay so why are we doing 

this?” 

 “If it was your dog you’d want to know.” 

 “I’m not allowed a dog.  My mom is allergic.” 

 “Okay, a cat then.” 

 He looked at me like how phenomenally stupid. 

 “Well what pets have you had?” 

 “I got a fish at Field Day last year, but it died in the bag.” 

 “Really?  Why?” 

 “I don’t know, I shook it a lot I guess.” 

 No one came to the door.  I knocked again.  Joey went to the window and knocked on 

that. 

 “No one’s home,” I said. 

 “Of course not.  It’s the end of the world.  Come on,” he said.  He licked his finger and 

held it up in the air.  “The wind’s changed.  We’re in the path of the fallout, we’re gonna end up 

with extra heads and retard babies if we don’t get out of here.” 

 I looked around cautiously and hissed, “Don’t say retard.” 

 “Why not?” 

 “My mom said not to.” 

 “Retard retard retard.  Come on, dammit, it’s time to move!” 

 He ran back to his bike, and I followed.  We rode a few blocks around the neighborhood, 

and he actually let me keep up.  While we rode, we talked about what we would do if we saw the 

enemy for real.  I said I would sneak up behind him and put a knife in his back while I clamped 
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my hand over his mouth, and Joey said he would shoot him in the head with a sniper rifle from 

three miles away.  I started to buy into Joey’s nuclear war, even if there was no reason to ever 

bomb Lafayette, Louisiana, and we came up with dozens of ways to get back at the Russians for 

the billions of dead, for our families, for what they did to Snickers. 

 We ended up at the fringes of the neighborhood, where the road kept going for a little bit 

but was surrounded on all sides by looming, deep green wilderness.  Joey did that same jumping 

off his bike thing that left it clattering in the street.  I stopped and called after him. 

 “Where are you going?” 

 He stopped and turned back to me.  “We’re gonna bury Snickers.  Like you said.  I’m 

gonna go find a place.” 

 “I never said.” 

 “Yeah you did.” 

 “No, I didn’t.” 

 Joey put his hands in his sweatshirt pocket and looked off into the woods.  “Look, there’s 

no point arguing.  The goddamn thing is dead, and that’s what you do for the dead.  And besides, 

we’re the ones who found it.  We’re responsible.” 

 “Responsible means you do the right thing.  And the right thing is telling someone.” 

 “Look, I don’t care what you do, but I’m going to make sure Snickers gets what Snickers 

deserves.” 

 I knew this was another game for Joey, but it wasn’t to me.  I was really mad about it, but 

I stood there unable to say why. 

 “Fine, stay here, you goddamn pussy.”  And then he tromped off into the woods. I got 

off my bike and sat down facing where the road dead-ended.  There was a white and orange 
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construction barrier held down by sandbags, but the wood on it was rotting and one of the bags 

was split open, so I figured no one was really all that responsible for this place. 

 I laid out flat on the asphalt and watched the sky.  It hurt my eyes a little bit despite the 

sun being gone like it was.  The clouds were indistinct, all one blanket covering over the whole 

neighborhood as far as you could look, which I always liked clouds best when they were 

individual thick and pillowed masses separate from one another.  I wondered if the clouds were 

ever like that here.  I thought if they were I could be happy, even though our new house was old 

and had wood-paneled walls and matted-down carpet and creaked at night in ways that made me 

clutch tighter at the stuffed dolphin in my bed that we got at Sea World when I was nine.  But if 

the clouds were like this all year, I would sit my mom down and say that this place just wasn’t 

for me, and she would listen, it would be a big family meeting at the kitchen table like we 

sometimes had, and she would get her old job back and take us home. 

 There was a noise coming from my left, and I rolled my head over to look.  It was the girl 

again, meandering toward me on her bike.  I sat up, trying to think of a way I could leave before 

she got here without being the kind of person my mom wouldn’t like.  There wasn’t anything to 

do. 

 She stopped her bike a few feet away from me and got off, walked around to stand 

between me and the woods.  She was wearing this formless homemade dress with flowers all 

over it.  Her face was blank and flat.  She made me sad.   

 “Hi,” she said. 

 “Hey.” 
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 “My name’s Beatrice.”  She wasn’t able to get the last syllable out without it sounding a 

little mushy.  I thought what a cruel thing to do to her, giving her a name like that.  I didn’t 

respond. 

 “What are you doing?” 

 “Nothing.” 

 She was dancing from one foot to the other like she had to pee.  She took a step closer 

and said, “Why you give me the finger always?” 

 I shrugged.  I didn’t know how to say to a person that I didn’t like them.  Her eyes made 

me nervous, the way they were kind of wild in their inexpression.  I felt ashamed for noticing the 

way she wasn’t looking at me so much as at individual pieces of the scene, like what she 

couldn’t do was make it all fit together. 

 “Are you gonna be my boyfriend?” 

 I cringed and looked at the sky.  “No.” 

 “Yes you are.” 

 “No, I’m not.” 

 “Yes we’re gonna kiss and hug.” 

 “No.” 

 I was starting to get upset, but she wasn’t noticing.  Her insistence didn’t make any sense 

at all to me.  I tried to tell myself that it was her brain didn’t work.  She came and sat down next 

to me. 

 “You know what boyfriends and girlfriends do?”  She smiled and stuck the collar of her 

dress in her mouth. 
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 “Yeah, I do, and we’re not boyfriend and girlfriend.”  I said it as openly hostile, I cut my 

words short and hard like knife edges, but that didn’t work either.  I thought about the things I 

would do to her if she were a Communist and normal.  I would stab her right in her dumb heart.  

I would gouge her eyes.  But really I wouldn’t, because that was all pretend.  I wondered where 

Joey was. 

 “Boyfriends and girlfriends have sex.  They fuck.”  She leaned in closer to me as she said 

it with a wide smile that revealed a chipped tooth right up front in her mouth.  Her breath was 

Kool-Aid sweet.  I thought about this video I had seen on TV that showed a plant growing in 

reverse, so it shrank down inside of itself until it was just a seed without water.  She put her hand 

on my leg and I didn’t stop her.   I felt like I might throw up my breakfast, cereal and sliced 

banana and all. 

 “It’s okay,” she said, “because my mom says I’m almost a grown-up in a few years.  

Grown up boyfriends and girlfriends fuck.” 

 “Please go away,” I said.  “Please.”   

 I decided I wouldn’t look at her again.  I turned my head away and stared into the trees 

and wondered when Joey was coming back.  My mom said to be nice to people like this because 

we were more blessed than they were and they couldn’t help it, but now I thought that she can 

help it, she has to help it, she just doesn’t want to.   

 She leaned over and put her hand on my crotch and started rubbing on it.  A weird warm 

feeling went through me, and then a dead sound escaped from my throat that I didn’t recognize 

as coming from me.  So I pushed her.  I pushed her so hard she fell over sideways.  Her dress 

flew up, and I saw her panties, and I felt like garbage.   
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It smelled like rain just then, but it didn’t start to rain.  She stayed turned away from me 

on the ground, and I could tell from the way she shook that she was crying.  I closed my eyes and 

wished for her to never exist, and right then I felt the same about myself.  I started crying too.  

Just a little bit. 

I couldn’t help it: I thought about that dog, so fragile and dead under that tangle of hair, 

poor dumb fuck thing that died stupid and alone, maybe afraid, maybe too dumb for it, all the 

better.  Dogs probably didn’t think at all.  They were always running or chewing or looking 

around.   

I stood up and wiped my face and walked around her.  “Get up,” I said.  “C’mon, get up.” 

“You’re a asshole,” she said, sobbing still. 

“I know I am.  C’mon, I want to show you something.” 

She got up and looked at me, lip quivering.  “What.” 

I was going to say a dead dog, but then I didn’t know why she would want to see that.  

Instead I stared at her.  The dress didn’t quite hide her grown-up body.  I thought about the 

women in the magazine Joey had found, the tan swell of their breasts, legs spread wide.  I 

wanted to do something to all of them, but I didn’t know what.  I had this tight fist of need inside 

me that I was just starting to feel.  She snorted up her cry snot and waited for me to answer.  I 

could show her anything.  The question was all over the place.  Being alive was some kind of 

trick.  Probably it always was, always would be.  There was nothing to keep us in place, to keep 

us the people we were. 

I might’ve said this, but she grabbed at her eye and fell over backward.  I didn’t know 

why until I saw the can of peaches between us in the grass.  Joey came scrambling past me and 

kneeled into her chest, holding her left arm to the ground with one hand and driving a tightly 
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clenched fist into her face in wild windmill swings.  She was wailing this ungodly way like a 

dying animal.  Joey screamed at her, “You stay the fuck away from here!  You don’t ever 

fucking talk to anybody I know ever again!  You fucking cunt retard!” 

 I stood there and let it happen.  It was like I was not even alive then, the way I just saw 

everything happening and was able to think a million things about it all at once but didn’t do 

anything at all.  I knew the right thing was to push Joey off, because a horrible thing was 

happening.  But she was horrible, too, or I was, or else everyone is just walking around horrible.  

I knew that the thing that would make everyone proud was for me to stop this.  What I did, 

though, was I thought about that dead dog and about need and about a million other things and 

let Joey punch that girl until he was red in the face and winded and she had stopped wailing and 

was instead gasping with blood coming from her nose.  That moment went on for about forever.  

Then Joey stood up, grabbed the can of peaches from the grass, and threw it full force into the 

woods.   

 When he turned to me it was like time restarted itself.  I didn’t know what all he had 

seen, but I was ashamed anyway, like not only had he seen her touch me but had seen the inside 

of who I was, too.  He walked over to me and grabbed me by the arm.  Together, we walked over 

to my bike, and he held it up for me while I got on.  She began to bawl softly from the ground, 

turned away from us.  We rode off. 

 Later, as we stood over Snickers, trying to figure out how to get him into the woods for 

his burial, Joey leaned in real close with this deadly face flecked in blood, and he said, “You 

weren’t there, okay?  That’s the game.  I was there, you weren’t.  No matter what anybody says, 

you weren’t there.” 

 I didn’t want to, but I believed him.  
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A Matter of Faith 

Hector met the devil in his sleep.  The devil sat on his chest and flicked Hector’s eyelids 

until they opened.  Was it scary?  It was.  The devil had nothing to say, no baroque contract to 

arrange, and he was not wearing a fashionable suit.  Instead, the devil was naked, thick-furred 

and hunched over like an orangutan, his knees pinning down Hector’s arms, malevolent genitals 

pressing onto Hector’s bare chest.  The devil looked into his face and stroked his hair while time 

took its sweet time.  To Hector, the devil seemed very sad, though of course, Hector did not think 

this until his fear subsided, when he had time to reflect on how the devil had finally looked 

toward the door of the bedroom like a lover waiting for a chance to go, as though there had been 

some failure of understanding or connection between the two of them, before letting out a hot, 

anhedonic breath and slouching away. 

Hector was not religious.  He had never had reason to give it much of any thought.  But 

here we are.  He went to a church, where he met with a priest, who put him in touch with another 

priest, who put him in touch with a young woman who claimed to be able to perform exorcisms.  

Her English was not good, and Hector’s Spanish was not good, but she agreed to come to his 

home. 

She walked around his little house, and he realized then how lovely she was, like a canary 

that came in from outside.  She went through the house with incense and blessings.  This is a 

woman for me, he thought, but he kept silent and followed along behind her.   

Finally she spoke. “There was no devil here.”  Hector told her that there was—he 

explained again what he had seen, more carefully this time.  “You were sleeping?” she asked.  

He nodded.  She laughed then. “It’s surbirse el muerto. Sleep paralysis. A trick of the brain.”  

She told him to stop sleeping on his back, packed up her things, and left.   
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That was that.  I wish there was more.  He took her advice and became a side sleeper, and 

the devil didn’t return.  Hector felt betrayed, either by God or by his own brain or by the woman, 

he didn’t know.  This feeling went on as long as he could stand it. Then it went on even longer. 
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New Appliance 

The espresso came out oil thick, like demon's blood.  It about broke my heart.  Where 

was the crema?  Where was the weather pattern that formed when I poured a little hot water in?  

Instead I got some glittery bile-sour bullshit.  The machine cost $300. 

I looked around for someone to explain my outrage to, but my wife wasn't home.  I 

looked in all her usual places, starting with at the kitchen counter, since I was standing there 

already.  She wasn't there, or in the bed with the tangled sheets, or on the couch with the tangled 

blanket, or on either toilet, or out back overwatering the wrinkly basil she'd planted. 

I called her phone and she didn't answer.  I became joyless, sent a joyless text.  I HAVE 

TO EXPLAIN WHY I'M ANGRY CALL ME BACK.   

It’s been an hour.  My espresso is cold now.  I bet she fell asleep under the house again.  

ARE U SLEEPING UNDER THE HOUSE?  No answer.  I don’t know why she even likes it 

under there.  Stupid dead possum hugging wife of mine doesn’t even know about my espresso.  

Makes me lonely.  I mean angry.   
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Status Updates 

In the new town she couldn’t be seen by anyone, and it was better.  No one who lived a 

few blocks over was telling another no one who lived a few blocks over that they were worried 

about her.  No one was speaking their worry to absolve themselves of action.  She walked the 

streets at dusk, and other people walked the streets, mostly with their dogs, and everyone was 

going somewhere.  No one paid her any mind.  She remembered as a girl wishing she was a bird, 

and now, here, she thought she might be.  She smiled down at the dogs as they passed. 

The bruises faded.  Part of her missed them, thought it unfair that they would leave her 

behind like this.  She liked better the way her wrist bone poked out a bit too far, the way it 

kinked where it met the hand.  A bee landed on a dandelion at a coffee shop in the new town, and 

it was too heavy, the bee, and the dandelion bent to the ground.  That made sense to her. 

She got her own dog and spoke intermediate French to it on the couch.  The dog looked 

up without lifting its head.  Je t’aime. Un jour, je vais être un oiseau.  Un rouge vif cardinal.  His 

tail thumped the floor.  Sunlight slanted into the room.  It wasn’t healing, but it was something 

like it.     

She fed the dog macaroni from her fork.  Sometimes they would run together for hours 

and then fall asleep on the floor under a ceiling fan.  He dug out her garden one afternoon and 

she scolded him, and when she felt her voice pitch higher, crueler, when she felt like she might 

do anything, she ran to the bathroom and shook.  She would not be her husband’s wife.  She 

would be new in a new town.  She would be a bird. 

 

_______ 
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The electronic sign read DRIVE CAREFULLY HURRICANE SEASON IS HERE.  He 

had the time to look at it.  He was stuck in a blear of baking traffic.  Ugly as it was—and it was 

ugly, a bright orange sign with lightbulb letters rigged on a trailer, that government construction 

aesthetic—it seemed to him emblematic of something good about society.  Horns honked.  The 

sign blinked its motherly worry.  Balance was achieved. 

Later, after hoisting his toddler son up onto the kitchen counter so the boy could stack 

and unstack the measuring cups, he would turn to his wife and try telling her about the sign.  But 

there was nothing to say.  She smiled, waited, asked.  He shook his head, and she laughed at him.  

Some things are so worth loving that you don’t dare admit to it.  Some things are already in the 

process of getting away from you. 

_______ 

 

A banging on the back door jerked her awake.  It was early, or late, or just the time of 

drunken asshole yelling, which came after the banging.  Let me in.  Mark.  Let me in. 

 It was her apartment neighbor’s door, but it still sounded like hers, it still sounded like the 

beginning of a murder.  Her heart went.  She thought of the pepper spray in her purse, thought 

where her purse was.  Then she thought of the kitchen knife she’d jammed between her mattress 

and box spring.  In daylight, when she saw its place in the knife block, she felt silly.  Once a date 

she cooked dinner for asked where it was, and she made up a lie about the blade snapping when 

it caught in the dishwasher to avoid the shame of telling him.  But she lived alone, and the 

world’s ugliness would make itself known, maybe, someday.  Her mother, like all mothers who 

read bedtime stories to their children, had instilled this readiness in her from a young age.   
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 The banging kept up.  She became angry about it instead of afraid.  Now she kneels on 

her bed and lifts a slat of the blinds to see if she can see him.  She gets a little slantwise view, 

nothing clear, but there he is, a greasy-headed barfly wearing a beanie in the summertime.  A 

fool, even.  He is leaning against the door, braced by one arm and pounding with the other.  I 

hope the wolves are coming for you, she thinks, I hope they eat you at the door.   

_______ 

 

The transition, of course, was hard, and emotionally and socially complicated.  She was 

forever singled out by hesitant pronouns.  Her first time going into the women’s restroom—that 

moment seemed to be a clearing away of everything that came before, even if that stuff came 

roaring back later, often and at cruel moments.  She’d lost family and friends over this, and even 

the well-meaning support she received came with unkind questions and comparative looks that 

reminded her that you’re not a woman like I am. 

A year later, she was starting to feel like she’d never feel like herself.  Though she was 

closer, and that was something.  In the meantime she’d dated a man who said he was queer and 

said he was attracted to her, but she slowly realized he wouldn’t touch her while he was sober.  

She’d promised herself and others that she would never deny someone their own identity, and he 

made that promise hard to keep, so they had to break up. 

Today is her birthday, and there’s a card in the mail from her mother.  It’s not a jokey 

card, like she used to get—it’s heavy card-stock, with words in cursive on the front.  The card 

begins To my daughter, and there are flowers and little curlicues of pink, and she doesn’t know 

what this feeling is, this new thing welling up inside of her, except that last year there was no 
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card, and this year there will be a card but no phone call, and that maybe if she can hold on, if 

she can just make it, she’ll find a way home. 

_______ 

 

He got so drunk all the time, and then he got into heroin, and then he fell out the bottom 

and didn’t wake up.  Poof.  Bad magic.  Some people didn’t know whether to be sad or relieved.  

Other people knew just which one to be. 

_______ 

 

She spent her money on tattoos and wore long sleeves at work.  It wasn’t against the rules 

to have tattoos, but she felt a little weird about it.  She was a tutor in a special needs school.  The 

autistic boy she worked with kept pushing up the sleeve of her cardigan.  His name was Cody, 

and she used it a bunch of ways.  Sometimes it meant you can do anything.  Sometimes it meant 

you can’t have popcorn. When he pushed up the sleeve his name in her mouth meant no, but I 

love you a little more. 

One day Cody threw a tantrum.  He rocked and moaned and forgot what words he knew.  

She thought she’d like to live in another country just then.  Some place where she could be more 

herself, or at least help people in a different way.  Cody stood up and ran to the corner, and she 

went with him.  This little boy, she thought.   

She touched his shoulder and took off her sweater.  On one arm were birds, thorns, a 

bloom of zinnias.  These were her first tattoos.  On the other arm were the more recent, more 

expensive ones that were based on artworks that she particularly loved.  Kahlo, Matisse, Klimt, 

and the newest, just above the elbow, what looked like an oddly-sketched pair of sunglasses with 
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a face on one side and four line-legs sticking from the other.  Cody liked to draw horses, and 

here was one.  She showed him, and he looked, but it didn’t stop his tantrum.  Things aren’t that 

easy.  He hyperventilated, he dug into his arms for something better.  Something, just something, 

he didn’t know. 

_______ 

 

Stand there, look hard, don’t smile.  That’s how he took pictures.  The world was looking 

for a place it could put the knife in and he’d be damned if it found one on him.  His girl pulled 

her phone back to them to look at the photo she’d taken and frowned, hit him playfully in the 

gut.  Act like you love me, god. 

 Three days ago one of his friends from high school was found slumped in an alley, shot 

three times, no witnesses.  Now he was at a bar at the college town.  Sometimes he felt like a 

spectacle here, or like he was on display.  Noticed and watched.   

He knew his anger invited a kind of trouble, that it was partly a measure of the way he 

walked through the world, the way the world treated him back.  But, man, well, fuck it.  No 

changing who you are. 

His girl looked up at him all pouty, and he smiled.  Like for real.  Like there was 

goodness all over, and it was worth the while to put it inside of yourself and let it leak all over 

everything.  She reached up and tugged on his ear. 

Let’s take another one, she said.  Show me your teeth. 

_______ 

 

At night he can’t stop thinking of the boy he killed.  The boy had fired on his squad from 
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a second story window, hitting one man in the shoulder.  He couldn’t remember who because it 

wasn’t a bad wound.  What he could remember was creeping around the side, clearing room to 

room, and then the struggle as the boy knocked his rifle away.  The field knife sliding in between 

the ribs.  How he had to hold the boy in a bear hug, pinning the arms while the boy kicked and 

tried to squirm across the floor towards his Kalash.  How he thought the boy was a man, until he 

was on the ground, when suddenly he wasn’t a man anymore. 

He’s been transferred to a recruiting assignment.  His new job is to go into high schools 

and talk to young men about a need for discipline.  In a few hours, he would get up, put on his 

dress uniform, and look for the best and brightest, knowing, as his CO had told him, that he 

would be settling ultimately for the sob-storied and luckless.  He didn’t regret what he’d done, 

and he looked forward to the job he had now.  He knew that everything made sense, that 

everything clicked right into its proper place, and that the only danger left for him would be 

found in questions. 

_______ 

 

 When she’d lived in Argentina, football had been the family event.  Her father, 

especially, cheered the television.  She liked most the way he would stare at the screen, a stoic, 

before suddenly letting out a burst of joy that couldn’t be helped before resetting his face and 

continuing to watch, both hands resting in his lap.  As he got worse, he would cough sometimes 

after an outburst.  Then he got worse still. 

 She doesn’t dwell.  She sits there with her boyfriend at the bar and clutches at his knee 

when the strikers move in.  He checks his phone, puts an arm around her shoulder, smiles.  He is 

a good man, at least.  A good sport, with money, and he looks good in photographs and is very 
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kind.  The bar erupts in shouts as the US team puts a header in, and she throws up her arms and 

yells “You fucking Americans!” with no hint of an accent.  Her boyfriend looks up from his 

phone, surprised and embarrassed as people turn to look.  She sinks into herself.  It is late in the 

game, and there’s not much chance for the story to change. 

_______ 

 

The whole city seemed suddenly to be dissolving.  Many of his friends were getting new 

jobs in new places, or they were marrying, which seemed about the same.  While he used to 

spend holidays and Thanksgivings with these people, seeing each other was its own special 

occasion now.  And it’s not like he didn’t have his own thing going on—he could feel himself 

coming loose from his hometown too. 

 Buildings were coming down all over.  A run-down Chinese restaurant near his apartment 

was a welcome removal, though the roaches crossed the street and hung out in his bathroom for a 

time.  But then the bookstore was empty, and then the place where it used to be was made blank 

by bulldozers.  Then it was the carniceria he went to.  He thought: well where did they go?  The 

bricks, the pipes, the people that stood in those spaces, the spaces themselves.  The more he 

thought about it the more it seemed like an event out of myth, or like something was sweeping 

through and taking with it some of his knowledge.  Like maybe next would be language, 

memory, his own physical presence. 

 Now he has gotten involved in a protest about whether a chain sandwich place should be 

allowed to rent space on the historic downtown square.  They make signs, they sit in on city 

council meetings.  Mostly they’re good people.  His people, maybe, but he still couldn’t shake 
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his not belonging.  When they make signs, he wants to make one that says I am not a ghost.  It 

seems to him that’s the only thing that should ever be on a protest sign.   

People somewhere were dying.  Later he would die too.  He sometimes looked on it with 

a kind of somber fascination.     

_______ 

 

After the rape, after the shock, after the corner-curled fear, after the questioning from 

wide-faced men, after the nurse tried to be consoling but didn’t know a fucking thing about it, 

after the prescriptions and the drugsleep, after the looks at work that they didn’t think she saw, 

after the too-long visit from her mother, after her roommate found a new place because I really 

can’t handle who you’re being, after seeing him there across the street laughing with some rail-

thin hoodied nobody, just laughing, as in his life went on and he got to keep breathing without 

feeling how each insuck of air was a reminder of a body and a body was a reminder of a 

vulnerability and a vulnerability was a reminder of the pain of knowing that you are at once both 

a thing that was cast out of a star at a holy and glorifying speed and also just a cunthole to tear at,  

after all that came the first and most forceful symptom of her humiliation: silence.   

_______ 

 

He climbs, he hikes, he owns a canoe and the thing he uses to attach it to his Jeep, 

whatever that’s called.  He likes best the feeling of no-place, the hush that isn’t a hush but a 

different category of sound.  She is a lot like him, except with a dog in a bandana and a Subaru. 

They get married in a little church in the wood.  Her mother is an accomplished and 

beautiful weeper.  The ring bearer thumps his tail and pants.  Everyone is happy. 
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They get jobs, good ones.  A year goes by in the city.  Then two.  One of them is always 

comfortable with their life, the other is not.  It alternates.  Sometimes blame is assigned.  The dog 

gets older all the time. 

One day he wakes to her crying in front of a sliced banana.  She was making crepes with 

Nutella, a favorite, and then she was crying, and she didn’t know why, except that she is herself, 

the only one she ever gets to be. 

So: they go to brunch at the fanciest restaurant they know that serves brunch.  She is a 

little red-eyed, but smiling.  To hell with the banana.  They can afford it, and they can afford 

champagne, and they can afford being a little bit drunk on a Sunday morning, because they don’t 

go to church, because there’s nothing better in life than this or something like it. 

_______ 

 

 He was at his most inventive while driving, and his inventiveness took the form of ever 

more complicated swears at the people around him.  Cock wattle.  Glass bottle squatfuck.  Shitty 

itty bitty fuckstick.  Mouth-breathing dogcunt queef eater.  He was more concerned with sound 

than with meaning, with how the phrase came alive in his mouth and bounced off the dash.  He 

was not unlike a poet this way. 

 He was deskbound at work, surrounded on three sides by neck-high, fabric-covered 

partitions.  They were gray.  It was call center work.  He wore a headset, read a script, the same 

one every call, really, talking his way down an if x then y then z formula with angry huffing 

voices who wanted their goddamn cable to work.   
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 Was it disheartening? It was. Did it leave him with a lingering feeling that he had not 

panned out?  It did.  It wasn’t all bad, but mostly it was sorta bad.  He had some buddies but 

didn’t date.  He had a father somewhere in Cleveland.  He had a Nissan that he owned outright. 

 Hog stuffed cunt.  Jizz smile slit lickers.  Fucking crotch desiccants.  He screamed them 

loudly, angrily, then couldn’t help but smile to himself at what he’d made and how it felt.   

_______ 

 

That morning as she was pulling it from its silk bonnet, letting it poof out every which 

way, having all that hair seemed like too much trouble.  In two weeks she would be an aunt.  In 

five she would graduate college, an art historian, if that was a thing you could really be.  She felt 

fairly often that her wheelspinning would never start to look like an adult life, though she knew 

probably that wasn’t true.  Her married friends, her already-graduated friends, her careerbound 

friends—they all got drunk on Fridays, same as her.   

 She loved her hair, loved the thick tight curls, loved even when a white girl wanted to 

touch it, though fuck the white girl, too.  It didn’t stop her feeling proud.  She scrubbed her hands 

over it and pulled a chunk of it straight in front of the mirror.  Behind her in the mirror, a cheapie 

Chinese zodiac hung on the wall in reverse.  Her hair had gotten long in the Year of the Second 

Housecat, the Year of the Baker Boyfriend.  The Year of Not Near Enough Money.  Now it was 

this year, The Year of the Horse, technically, and it felt like it, too, galloping right on by. 

 Everybody feels that way, she thought.  Because they did, and because it bothered her, 

how much she often felt like she was trapped in the typicalities of her generation.  The scissors 

sat on the counter, the first housecat wandered in, and she said looking down at it, “A haircut is a 
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desire for more, for change, it’s the most sincere cliché.”  The cat meowed back up at her, and 

she took up the scissors.  “I’m probably in a movie,” she said.  The cat meowed.   

_______ 

 

 He needed a meeting, but there she was, front and center like always, and he knew how 

that would go after the most recent split-up.  Because she’d be talking about him, who he was 

and how he had enabled her.  As he walked down Weaver Street with his hands jammed hard in 

his coat pockets he thought briefly about how easy it would be to turn left up ahead and score.  

Just a little something.   

He put a finger to his mouth, got a hangnail between his teeth, and ripped it hard, leaving 

behind a vicious wet and red. 

 Growing up he’d thought addiction was a physical feeling.  Sometimes it was.  Mostly, 

though, it was thoughts.  And the thing was that they felt just like any other thought.  And the 

thing after that was which ones were true, which thoughts?  It all seemed so arbitrary.  Like the 

difference between her I can’t do this anymore and his No, it’s that you won’t do this anymore.  

Mostly they’re the same. 

 He wiped the blood on his finger inside his coat pocket.  He knew better than all that.  He 

also knew all kinds of stuff.  Knock twice.  Tell them you’re up.  The next street was the one, 

and he had cash in hand from clearing those tree limbs the day before, and if the meetings were 

her domain, where she would feel whole and supported by standing in front of other addicts and 

taking a hatchet to their life together like that was where the real problem was instead of stuck 

right there in her half-wrecked guts—well, his guts were half-wrecked too.   
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He sat the curb and thought it through.  Can’t.  Won’t.  No difference, really, except 

one’s real and one’s not.  One is him.  One is not. 

_______ 

 

His hobbies were making art and sleeping with people he didn’t have enough in common 

with.  Not even in that order.  Meanwhile he racked up friends at his job, which took him all over 

the country.  He liked the people in other cities better, and he fell into the habit of keeping in 

touch with a person from each place he went.  He always signed off his messages with each 

person in a new way: may the whiskey taste pretty good where you are; think of me when you 

reach your T stop; find some goddamn sunshine Fran!  When he pressed send he always felt so 

full, or close to something.  He wanted to feel that way more often. 

What else? He met a girl in town, and by the third date she’d staked a sleepover claim on 

his bed.  He let her.  He bought the toothbrush.  It was a happy time.  They got along like 

gangbusters.  She actually said that.  She said like gangbusters. 

And of course it’s fine that he keeps up with his friends in other places, and it’s fine even 

that he’s slept with some of them, and it’s fine that he mentions her in his messages, and it’s fine 

that he has his own inner life or outer life or whatever this is that she’s found while using his 

laptop that has all of his passwords saved on it.  Everything’s fine, she thinks, as she tries to back 

away from accidentally logging in to a part of him that isn’t private, exactly, but not her own.  

But she can’t.  She reads them all, or most of them, and she sees how happy he is touching these 

other lives, and she wishes she could be one of them out there, just to see what he might come up 

with to say goodbye. 
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Tucumcari 

We looked all over for the wind because we were children and we were in love with it.  

Sometimes it even loved us back.  We could feel it when it blew on our faces under a tree with 

branches too high to climb.  The branches waved down at us, letting us know what the wind 

loved better. 

 A short list of other things the wind might have loved better: birds newspaper drapes a 

dead locust. 

 Still, we loved the wind.  It told us about our bodies.  No one else was doing that for us.   

On days the wind didn’t come we chased after ways to find it, but all we found were the 

imposters of running fast, arm flapping, standing in front of the grocery store doors when they 

opened.  They were all something else, they weren’t what we were after.  We hung our heads out 

of cars, dog-lolling our tongues.  Nothing we tried was the same as when the wind came to us.  

Then one of us jumped from a great height and our parents forbid us from loving the wind.  We 

wondered how it felt for her, if it was real, what she’d found by doing that.  But we couldn’t ask.  

Our parents were keeping us indoors.  They clutched at us and gave us ice cream.  This went on 

too long, hugs and hugs and bursting bellies, while they fearfully watched us watch the windows. 

 What else: we ran away.  We went west because we took a vote.  West beat east twelve to 

nine on having the better wind.  Out there were these great open fields where we spread 

ourselves out.  One of us would call when she felt the wind, and we would hurryhurry over there, 

or we would take our chances with staying still if we were feeling lucky.  Fights broke out over 

which way was better.  A boy got a black eye over it, someone twisted an ankle running.  We 

don’t remember who.  We remember the wind pushing the hair into our eyes and noses to make 

us laugh and squeal.   
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 Storm wind!  When we could find it, it was the best.  The lightning licked too close, 

though, and cut up the sky.  Canyon wind was punch punch punch, valley wind was nicer.  

Other-side-of-the-mountain wind was something, but then you got used to it and had to find 

another mountain.  So much walking for children.  Some of us cried and went home.  One girl 

disappeared in the night, leaving her little owl knapsack.  She loved it as much as a person can 

love an object that doesn’t move, that’s visible.  We think something awful must have happened.   

We reminded ourselves over and over that we were orphans now, for good or for ill, for 

the want of wind.  We pictured our mothers being happy for us and missing us like crazy.  We 

were so far from our real mothers that they were less important than the ones in our minds, 

which could be a comfort under the stars where we slept.  Once the youngest of us was crying 

into his folded arms about it, and an older girl put her hand on his shoulder and said factual ain’t 

actual.  Meaning we could be anything.  And so we were. 

 When we met other people they thought we were spooky, a dozen plus children with no 

adult in sight.  They weren’t used to it.  Why aren’t you in a classroom?  There should be an 

adult, a school bus, something.  They looked all over for something that would make us real.  We 

asked if they knew where the wind was that day.  If they felt it, if they felt where it was going. 

 The warm-faced government people came for us, but we were faster.  We could scatter.  

We were uncatchable wind children.  Except some of us were caught, obviously, and shipped 

home to ice cream and actual mothers and long division problems. 

 After that we lost the wind for a time.  None of us knew why, if it was dumb luck, or 

maybe a phenomenon of the changing world, or if the wind had only loved the ones of us who 

were now gone.  Some of us just thought we wanted it too bad.  Whether the fault was within us 
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or elsewhere, imagining it, imagining that someone could be to blame, was a kind of comfort that 

we held like knives. 

 The air was still all over the place as we ranged further and further west.  The east voters 

grumbled, the west voters kept their eyes on the horizon and not on us so we wouldn’t see that 

they were afraid.  One of them took a fist-sized rock to the head and had to get stitches.   No one 

knew where it came from, or no one was willing to say. 

 The youngest of us climbed a hill, closed his eyes, and spread his arms wide for nothing.  

He refused to climb back down to us.  We tugged his limbs, pled.  He kept his eyes shut tight and 

stayed put.  In the end we walked on without him.   

A ragged nervousness kept us quiet as we walked into a town of old hotels and banged-up 

parking lots.  The paint was peeling from everything.  Loose asphalt crunched beneath us.  Fast 

food trash was pushed up against a fence, though how long ago, and if it was the wind that did it, 

we didn’t know.  Everywhere we looked, sad-faced windows stared out at us. 

 We found an old pay phone and crowded around it to make phone calls.  We called 

pilots, meteorologists, psychics and storm chasers.  Some of them knew some things, but never 

enough.  Where were the rustlings and the tornadoes?  The breezes and the gusts and the 

whistlings and the buffeting and what blows?  We wanted all of it.  All.  We banged the pay 

phone’s aluminum wall with our fists like hearts in tantrum and demanded answers, offering 

ourselves as ransom for just something that makes sense and is whole unto itself.  We were 

growing up out there.  We shouted it in threat.  Didn’t they know we were lost?  Didn’t they 

know this was all starting to feel a little meaningless? 

 That’s when I lost heart, if I’m being honest, while the others dug through a half-rotted 

phone book looking for someone else to call.  I felt myself again.  I mean I put my hands to my 
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face and felt what the wind felt.  I could see why it might have loved me.  I was warm from the 

sun, and grimy, and I was twelve years old out there at a pay phone in an abandoned motel 

parking lot in Tucumcari, New Mexico, and when we left, I stayed.  I closed my eyes and spread 

my arms like the boy did, not for the wind to find me, but so I could feel the edges of myself.  It 

felt like there weren’t any, so I tried some more to feel for them, to be sure.  I kept feeling for 

them.   

And then I was nineteen in that parking lot. 

And then I was twenty seven in that parking lot. 

And then thirty-two. 

And I was there placeless and realizing I was only something when I was on a page 

inside of a sentence, which is a kind of prison too, I’ll admit.  But look: a sentence has wind.  It 

moves and is gone again, and it’s wind, and so are you as you pass over this word and this one 

and this one.  And that’s something actual. 

The others kept on, the others found what they wanted, or they didn’t, in the tornado, 

which is where we were always headed.  They were knocked together and scattered and finally 

got to be the leaves they thought were loved best, while I stayed behind.  I try not to think about 

how it must have felt like a betrayal to some, what the wind did to them at the end, but I do.  I try 

also not to think about how I should have been there, how if I’d been stronger it might’ve been 

enough to save them.  But I’m still here in Tucumcari.  In the word itself.  As in what’s to come, 

what we carry.  That’s me. 
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Lost or Found 

My friend Greg got run over by a street sweeper.  It was unexpected.  I told my girlfriend 

Sarah that he died of natural causes, which was in some ways true.  He got hit, and his body 

reacted to it naturally: it leaked, it splintered and broke open, it stopped doing all the normal 

Greg things that Greg did. 

I don’t know why I didn’t tell her all that.  Maybe I was protecting him. 

I hadn’t seen him in six years, since I moved from the place I had off Montrose in 

Houston where we were neighbors.  Now I lived in Eugene, Oregon and rarely thought of him.  

In this way his death was abstract.  I felt better equipped to grieve him because of the distance—I 

wasn’t struck with the usual thoughts of What about me?  Why would he leave me now?  I didn’t 

have to think on how he would go on those runs because of anxiety.  I didn’t have to dwell on 

how good he felt in being able to quiet his brain and focus on breath, or step, before the big 

machine sucked him under its carriage and spat him out the back end.  I didn’t have to take death 

personally.   

What I would have to do is call Janelle, though we hadn’t spoken in all the time I’d been 

gone.  Sarah understood, but she wasn’t happy about it.  Janelle and I had been engaged once, for 

about ten minutes, right towards the end of our relationship.  We quickly thought better of it.  

Sarah seemed to think Janelle and I breaking up was much sadder than it had been, that Janelle 

was a bitch who broke my heart.  I let her.  What can I say?  I like being the hero. 

Sarah said: “Let someone else tell her.” 

And I said a bunch of things I’d rehearsed.  About how Greg had been Janelle and I’s 

friend together, and about how Greg would reckon with an awkward phone call for my sake, and 

how the least I could do for him was make sure his not being in the world anymore was known 
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as widely as possible.  Sarah gave me her You’re your own person face and wandered from the 

conversation. 

I was antsy into the ringing phone.  My fingers drummed along to the rain plonking the 

gutter. I was probably calling as much because I wanted to hear her voice as to share the news.  

Sebastian was the one who answered.  He’d be almost ten years old by now, Janelle’s son, who 

at three had been a goofy little bean of a kid who liked yanking on my beard so it hurt.  A kid 

who was just as likely to tell you he loved you during a hug as he was to jab a finger deep into 

your ear until it bled.   

“Hey, Seabass, is your mom home?” 

He put the phone down without saying a word.  I heard him yelling for Janelle.  I 

shouldn’t have called him Seabass like that.  I was probably some stranger to him by now. 

After some rustling, Janelle picked up and said hello. 

“Hey, it’s Thomas.” 

Her voice lit fire.  “Thomas! Never Tom! How are you?” 

“I’m okay.  Older, I think.” 

“Me too.  I think.”  When we had been seeing each other, we spent a lot of time on the 

phone instead of in person.  Sebastian was why—his dad was unkind to them both, and had left 

her clinging to her family of two.  Everything else, me included, was outside of that.  We would 

get closer to each other for a time, enough that I would start to really see us as a couple, then she 

would back off, and we’d go back to just the phone calls.  We got good at being on the phone, 

better really than we were in person. 

“Probably.”  I tapped my fingers on the underside of my kitchen table.  “I’m calling 

because Greg died.” 
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“Fuck a dead dog, are you kidding?  Greg?”  She was blunt still. 

“Greg.  Run over by a street sweeper.” 

“You’re lying.” 

“Hand to God.” 

“That’s like, a Looney Toons death.  That doesn’t happen.”  There was a pause between 

us.  “What?” 

“I guess there’s just no way to shrug audibly.  He’s gone.  Funeral’s Saturday.” 

“Well this is terrible.” 

“I know it is.” 

“You’re coming, right?” 

“I wasn’t planning on it.” 

“Will you?  You can stay here.  I have the spare room.” 

“I don’t know.”  I looked toward the bedroom, where Sarah was clipping her nails on the 

bed. 

“Greg’s mom loves you, Thomas.  Not seeing you, she probably won’t remember that.  

But seeing you might be a comfort.”   

“It’s a long way.” 

“Your presence is a present.” 

“Still with the wordplay.” 

“Sometimes clever and correct line up just fine.” 

“You always said things like they were just the truth.” 

“It’s because I’m a genius.” 
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Down the hall, Sarah switched to the feet, resting one foot up on the knee, peering close 

at it before clicking down on a nail with the clippers.  I felt in a whole mess of trouble. 

“I’ll call you when I find a flight,” I said. 

 

 

Houston is garbage in the spring.  Most other times, too.  I stood outside the terminal 

smoking, though I’d quit years ago.  Whenever I travelled I found myself slipping right back into 

it.  All the cars driving by were dusted yellow with pollen, the only evidence of trees that were 

otherwise not much of a presence in the city limits.  The air was thick and still.  Sweat sprang 

immediately to life on my arms, slicked everything I touched.  After ten minutes of waiting, my 

hair was damp and I felt beads of moisture running down my back.  I lit another cigarette.   

Janelle ran on her own time.  I’d forgotten this anxious feeling that came with her 

lateness.  In my worse moments as a younger man I’d thought surely she was late or flaky on 

purpose, as a way of letting me know my place, or keeping distance.  Like most young men, I’d 

been skilled at being an asshole.  Like most young men, I’d assumed people knew what they 

were doing.  These days I wasn’t much sure. 

She veered into the loading zone in front of me and leapt out of the car before I realized it 

was her.  She was roughly as I remembered—her hair was a mess piled on her head, and she 

wore an old faded shirt and yoga pants.  All energy all the time, a room filler.  That’s Janelle.   

“Thomas Thomas Thomas,” she yelled as she threw her arms around me.  I felt jostled 

more than I felt like I was being hugged.  Then she held me at arms’ length.  “Look at you.  

Where the fuck is your beard?” 

“What do you mean?” 

94 



“What do you mean?” 

“I’ve never had a beard, Janelle.  You’re thinking of someone else.”  Telling obvious lies 

was one of the things I did when we were together.  Once, I insisted that she pronounced pecan 

wrong, though we were pronouncing it the same way.  Pe-khan, she would say.  No, that’s not 

quite right, it’s pe-khan, I said back.  This went on long enough that I started to feel mean.   

She socked me in the arm, then and now.  “You piece of shit.”  Then she took a deep 

breath and looked me over more closely.  “I like it.  Adult Thomas worked out pretty okay.” 

“Well adult Janelle seems to at least have good opinions.” 

We got in the car.  My carry-on was a fold-up bag for my suit that I’d jammed some extra 

clothes and a toothbrush into.  I kept it in my lap because she hadn’t offered the trunk.  When she 

got in and sat down she turned to me and said, “Say something nice about me.” 

“What?” 

“You haven’t said anything nice to me yet.  You’re ducking around.” 

She was right.  I wanted to squirm away from this.  Sarah, who I really loved—like, it 

wasn’t a love of convenience or comfort or fear of change—was clanging around in my head, 

and I felt guilty, being here.  Though what were we doing wrong even?  We were sitting in a car 

together because our friend had died.  Janelle looked expectantly at me, her broad smile like a 

weapon in that moment. 

“You’re still you,” I said. 

“I’ll take it,” she said, and though there was warmth in her voice, she looked a little hurt, 

either because I wasn’t playing the game her way or because she didn’t want to still be her. 
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The drive to her place was filled with her voice, bringing me up to speed on things and 

people that I either couldn’t remember or never knew in the first place.  I didn’t do much besides 

stare out at the idiot traffic, fiddling with the zipper of my bag.  The one person she brought up 

that I remembered was our old pot dealer, who had been a sweet girl who kept a tazer in her 

purse.  She was the manager of a natural grocer’s now.  I wanted to ask about Sebastian, but she 

didn’t bring him up. 

She drove as though where we were going kept occurring to her.  Sudden lane changes, 

blinker flicked to life at the last possible moment.  When we pulled into the driveway of her little 

house, she seemed as surprised as I was.  It was a nice place in an old neighborhood, overhung 

with shade trees that you rarely saw in this part of Texas.  The suburbs of Houston trended 

toward slash and burn development, so most people’s trees were about as tall as they were.  It 

was one of the reasons I’d left—Houston, for all its great art and truly phenomenal restaurants, 

was surrounded by a deliberate and hard-won placelessness.  I’d eat all manner of shitty 

enchiladas, which Eugene had in spades, if it meant knowing exactly where I was. 

“Here it is,” she said, and led me inside.  The kitchen was hung with old portraits she’d 

bought at flea markets and painted over with glaring makeup and bright colors. There were 

sketches of her nude also—for years she’d made a little money here and there sitting for figure 

drawing classes, and the students often made presents of their work.  They seemed to be arranged 

chronologically, starting with ones I’d known from before—her pregnant, looking tired with her 

legs akimbo.  Her with her knees drawn up and looking away, exposing the arch of her spine, 

which the artist had left behind in guide lines.  Her leaning forward in a chair, elbows on her 

knees, posed for all the world like a basketball player riding the bench.  Then there were newer 

ones.  Her in a yoga pose, one leg bent in front of her, the other bent backward, pointed up and 
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toward the back of her head, her small breasts pulled taut in the arching of her back.  She used to 

cup them and complain about how something so small could be so saggy and ravaged by 

motherhood.  I didn’t know how to tell her she was dead wrong about a part of her own body, so 

I kept quiet. 

She saw me looking them all over.  “I should take these down,” she said.  “Sebastian’s 

friends.” 

“What about them?” 

“I don’t know.  They’re starting to look at me differently.” 

I shrugged, though I knew exactly what she meant.  When we’d been together I’d hated 

these portraits as much as I’d loved them. 

She stood by the drawings and smiled.  “But they’re me, you know?  He doesn’t own me, 

not everything.  And these being up here remind me, and they remind me of him, too.” 

I shrugged again.  “Seems like you’re wanting me to either judge you or agree with you, 

but I don’t know anything about it.” 

She made a show of giving me a thumbs down with one hand and blowing into her other 

to make fart sounds.  “You coward.  Come on, let’s get you settled before I have to pick 

Sebastian up from school.” 

 

* * * 

 Janelle decided we would go get Sebastian together and take him for a snack before 

dropping him off at his grandma’s for the weekend. She made a point of asking me if that would 

be okay.  I went along with it.  What wouldn’t be okay about it?  When we pulled into the line of 

parents at the middle school, I saw him—bigger than the other kids, a little husky but not 
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unhealthily so.  He would probably grow out of it soon, but not before some merciless teasing.  I 

felt for the kid. 

 Janelle honked and Sebastian looked up and squinted towards us.  I got out of the car and 

moved to the back seat.  Janelle laughed at me.  “What are you doing?” 

 “Letting him sit up front.” 

 “He’s ten.  Plus, he’s pretty much over me, anyway.” 

 Sebastian got in the car with a half-spoken, “hey.” 

 “Sebastian, do you remember Thomas?  He’s mom’s friend from when you were real 

little.” 

 Sebastian looked back at me.  “Nope.” 

 “Don’t be rude,” Janelle said. 

 “I’m not.  I just don’t remember him.” 

 There wasn’t reason to feel hurt.  He didn’t owe me any remembering.  It stung anyhow.  

I tried not to let it show.   

“That’s fine,” I said.  “You were barely even a person when I knew you.  I mean, you 

couldn’t even read, you were unemployed, you didn’t even have a favorite band.  Things weren’t 

going so hot for you back then.” 

He stared at me like I was an idiot.  Probably I was.  I stuck out my hand, and he shook it 

meekly. 

“Don’t mind him,” she said to Sebastian.  “Sometimes he’s a real asshole, but he means 

well.”  She smiled back at me. 

98 



We pulled out of line and back onto the street, to the consternation of the volunteer mom 

directing traffic.  Janelle slipped into parent mode, asking questions, getting curt answers.  I sat 

in the back and looked out the window, watched the suburbs roll by. 

I paid for the frozen yogurt, though Janelle half-heartedly tried to stop me.  We sat at a 

picnic table outside, which faced out onto a parking lot and then a busy road.  The whipping 

sound of cars kept our conversation to a minimum.   

Sometimes I felt this thing inside myself, a feeling like I needed to say something but 

didn’t know exactly what.  It was a relatively new thing, something that came on with age, like 

my thinning hair.  It had to do with wanting to articulate the central unfairnesses of being alive.  

Like I had the right, or some expertise that other people didn’t have.  Just then I felt it stronger 

than I’d felt it in a long while, and of course there was nothing real to say to relieve that feeling, 

so I just said something about Greg. 

“What?” Janelle asked over the traffic. 

“He was a good dude.” 

“Who?” 

“Greg.”  We were shouting over the sound of a semi truck gunning it. 

“Oh.  Yeah, he was.”  She smoothed Sebastian’s hair. 

Sebastian attacked his yogurt with his fist-held spoon.  A car pulled up in front of us and 

the driver got out, yelling into his cell phone.  He called the person on the other end a stupid cunt 

before he looked up and saw us there on the bench.  He went red in the face and held up a hand 

in apology before turning away from us to seethe some more into his phone. 

“I’m tired of here,” Janelle said, suddenly looking her age.  She put her hand on 

Sebastian’s shoulder and said, “Come on, baby, you can finish in the car on the way to 
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grandma’s.”  She stood and looked into my container, which was still half full.  “You too, baby,” 

she said, winking at me. 

 

 

After we dropped Sebastian off with his grandmother, who gave me a perfunctory, dry 

hug after remembering who I was, Janelle and I went to a bar that Greg used to like.  Inside, it 

was dark and cold, and the décor was particle-board hipster stuff.  They’d changed it all around 

since I’d last been inside.  There was a lone tv showing a David Lynch movie on mute, and two 

or three other afternoon drinkers.   

When Janelle and I had been together, we’d been dangerous drunks, the kind of people 

who would get obliterated and then wake up late the next morning to discover we’d been fired, 

or we’d lost a friend, or or or.  Her mother agreed to take Sebastian once a week, and that was 

our chance to ruin ourselves as quickly as we could, but we also would often get drunk at the 

house while Sebastian slept.  I knew doing it that I was helping her be a lousy parent, but I did it 

anyway.  I wanted to be on the inside of something—after a few drinks she and I became us, a 

loose, warm thing where I felt like I finally had her attention.  Being in a bar with her again made 

me nervous. 

She leaned up over the bar on tiptoes and hugged the bartender, a woman in her thirties 

wearing a Subhumans shirt that had been crisscrossed with scissor holes.  The bartender poured a 

shot of Evan Williams and pulled a Lone Star tallboy from under the bar.  Janelle looked at me 

and I asked for the same. 
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She held up her shot.  “To Greg,” she said, and we clinked our shot glasses together, then 

tapped them on the bar, then slammed them back.  Janelle let out a long breath and popped the 

top off the Lone Star. 

“’He was a good dude,’” she said.  “The most eloquent thing I’ve ever heard said about 

him.” 

“Shut up.” 

“No, really!  Tomorrow a bunch of people are going to try and use words to get at Greg, 

and that’ll be dumb as hell.  Like, he was a good dude, end of funeral.  That’s enough for me.” 

My phone rang, and I answered.  Janelle walked off to the bar to give me space. 

“Hey,” I said. 

“Hey. You get in okay?”  It was Sarah. 

“Yeah.” 

“Oh, okay.  What’s up?” 

“We’re at a bar.  One Greg liked.” 

“What time is it there?” 

“Two hours ahead.” 

There was a delay, a crappy connection.  Plus she took a moment to respond. 

“It’s pretty early.” 

“I know.  It’s just a drink.  Don’t worry.”  Janelle looked over at me and I nodded.  She 

signaled the bartender. “Listen, I’ve got a shit connection.  Can I call back later?” 

“Okay.  Be careful?” 

“I will.” 

“Love you.” 
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Janelle walked up with a drink for each of us.  “You too,” I said, and hung up. 

For a minute we sat in thick silence. 

“You remember his dog?”  I asked, though I immediately realized I didn’t want to talk 

about it. 

She grabbed me by the arm.  “Oh my god, Beater.  What a dumb fucking dog.” 

“He really was.” 

She drank half the beer at once.  “He died last year.  Choked on something in the yard.” 

“I know,” I said.  “Facebook.” 

“Right. Gross.” 

“What’s gross?” 

“Just, we can’t catch up because you’re already caught up.” 

I frowned.  “That’s not true.  There’s plenty I don’t know.” 

I kept getting distracted by the tv.  It was Wild at Heart.  Laura Dern’s blurry face.  I 

didn’t like that I was distracted so easily, but then I thought about how it would have been useful 

once, when human beings were always about to be eaten by a lion.  I would’ve been a hero, 

seeing them sneaking up. 

 “I like to think,” she said, snapping me back to her, “I like to think that it was just quick, 

and he was happy.  He’d set a new personal best, or he was running to a band he liked, their new 

album—you know how when you first hear a new album and you know already how much it 

clicks with you—and he was so excited and free and it was one of those exhilarated moments, so 

good that even if he knew it was his last he would’ve said okay, and smiled.” 

She fell silent, then, and looked at me real serious before smiling weakly.  I opened my 

mouth to say something, then closed it again.  I missed my friend was all. 
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We had sex in her car, desperate, grabbing sex.  After, she got off me like a wounded 

animal.  I’m sure I looked to her like a dog that shit the hallway.  There was mashed french fry 

pressed into my palm, and I picked it off and let it fall to the back seat floor.   

“I’m sorry,” we said, though we weren’t. 

“Okay,” we said.  We weren’t. 

That’s how what was always going to happen happened. 

 

 

 My suit didn’t fit me anymore.  I hadn’t worn it in two years, and I’d gained some 

weight.  Not much, but enough.  The belt cut into my gut, the jacket looked terrible buttoned.  

 When we got to the funeral home I led Janelle around by the small of her back.  She let 

me.  We’d slept in her bed, crowded toward each other by a pile of laundry.  I had a missed call, 

an unanswered text on my phone.   

Everyone looked old.  Greg’s mother walked speechless around the room.  She was a 

large woman.  When she saw me she wrapped me up, this great solid moment that had a twin 

from when I was a freshman in college.  Then the funeral had been her mother’s, and, as then, 

her grief was infectious.  Or: it was a mirror of my own, one that I was avoiding. 

Greg wasn’t there.  I mean that both ways.  There was only a podium up at the front of 

the room, an empty space, a wreath.  Everyone sat down.  Janelle put her head on my shoulder.  

People got up one by one and stood at the podium and I didn’t listen because Janelle had been 

right at the bar the day before.  Words can be the dumbest shit sometimes.  We walk around all 

day thinking they can do anything, when really, the fact that anyone ever connects with anyone 

through language is more than a miracle.  At some point I got up and went out front to smoke 
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cigarettes until it was over.  I tried to think of what story I would tell about him, but there were 

no stories.  There was just him, knowing him.  My phone buzzed once, then again. 

The funeral home, like everything here, looked out on six lanes of traffic.  I smoked 

another cigarette until red-eyed people started walking out.  I felt among them like a bored 

interloper.  That was probably as true as it wasn’t. 

 Janelle walked out with the phone to her ear.  She had been crying, of course.  She talked 

to her mother, then Sebastian, looking over at me occasionally to smile, like I was part of the 

conversation.  I gnawed my inner lip and tried not to get close enough to anyone else that they 

might talk to me.   

 The parking lot had started to clear by the time she was done.  There was talk of a 

caravan over to Greg’s mother’s, where there would be food and booze, and the cars were lining 

up.  No one really knew why, since we weren’t headed to a cemetery and we mostly knew where 

the place was.   

 When we were leaving the parking lot, she turned left instead of right. 

 “Where are we going?” 

 “I just can’t.  I can’t go be with grieving people right now. They want you to do it a 

certain way, and I don’t feel like being that way.  Is that okay?” 

 I reached over and squeezed her knee.  “Yeah, that’s okay.” 

 We stopped at a gas station and bought a case of Lone Star, then went to a liquor store for 

some Jim Beam.  She drove us to a park and we found a concrete picnic bench to drink at.  The 

park was mostly a soccer field, which was pretty well cared for, and some shade trees with 

patchy grass underneath.  
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 We drank like there was a goal, a point of obliteration we were trying to reach by a 

certain time.  We set the bottle between us and took turns.  We shared cigarettes, swatted at flies 

and mosquitoes.  There was no talking to do.  She went to her car and got a junky towel, spread it 

under a tree.  No one was around.  She was wearing a short dress that kept catching the breeze 

and flying up.  A pattern of sweat on both our backs.  When I tried to stop her, she said, “Can 

there just be nothing else for a minute?  No words, no context, nothing that’s not this? Just this 

right here.”   

She rolled on top of me.  In two days I’d gone back to years old habits.  My phone 

buzzed against the picnic table. I’d have to make up a story, some lie to tell about failing 

technology, a misplaced charger, a brokedown battery.  Something to keep this and that separate.  

I knew already that I would.  I didn’t like being this person, but I was. 

 After, I thought about the time we dog sat for Greg.  It was right toward the end, before I 

moved, the last favor I ever did for him.  Janelle and I were in couple mode, on that end of the 

pendulum swing when I was welcome in her home and we did most everything together.  Greg 

needed someone to watch Beater so he could run an ultra in Austin, and I said okay. 

 I brought the dog with me to her place, though really I didn’t want to. He was a shitty 

dog, always in trouble for something.  I brought him because I thought Seabass would like to see 

him.  And he did.  The kid got all wired up and wouldn’t go to sleep.  He chased Beater all over 

the house.  Janelle started drinking, and I started drinking.  Then, while I was fixing myself 

another drink, I felt something on my leg, a body moving rhythmically.  I was drunk.  I thought 

Beater was humping me.  So: I kicked out, and Sebastian, who was grabbing at my pants to get 

my attention, cracked the back of his head against the kitchen tile.  I turned to see too late, and he 

was bawling on the floor.  He’d bitten down hard enough on his tongue that his teeth and lips 
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were smeared with blood.  Janelle came in and panicked, and I said I didn’t know what 

happened, though I did.  It was an accident, plain enough.  But I was drunk and careless, and that 

part wasn’t an accident.  That part was just who I was.  

I never ended up telling her what I’d done.  It’s not that I was trying to keep it a secret.  

In fact, I’d meant to tell her the next day.  We were at lunch, sitting outside at a coffee shop.  I’d 

been building up to it, but she beat me to the punch when she said she needed to tell me 

something. She said she was late, very late—like, this wasn’t the monthly paranoia of two drunks 

who were careless. 

 I told her it would be okay.  I told her that whatever happened it would be fine, and I was 

here.  She looked away then.   

 “I have Sebastian already,” she said, to me, to no one.   

 “That’s okay,” I said.  “I’ll pay for half, or for all of it, or whatever’s fair.”  Though I was 

hurt.  I was getting to the age where I wanted something of my own, something tethering me to 

who I was.  I grabbed her hand.  “I love you.  You fucking know I love you.” 

 “You shouldn’t pay.  This is my fault.” 

 “It’s both of our fault.” 

She shook her head, pulled her hand away.  I knew then what she was saying.  We’d 

always agreed that we could both do what we wanted, as long as we were safe.  That it wasn’t a 

relationship that had to put boundaries around who we were, what we had between us.  I’d 

agreed to all this while not really wanting to, because I knew it was mostly about her past, her 

child, the things about her she valued keeping her own.  I’d assumed the agreement was there so 

she wouldn’t feel like she owed me anything, that it was symbolic.  This was her way of saying 

that maybe it wasn’t just about that.  And even though that wasn’t a betrayal, it was. 
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 She wouldn’t look at me.  I didn’t know what to do.  That’s when I asked her to marry 

me.  I meant it.  At the time I meant it.  And she agreed to it.  And I believed her.  And then that 

was the last time we spoke face to face for months.  She didn’t answer her phone for a while, and 

she sent only terse text messages, and I let her. 

 And now here we were.  I looked at her under that tree.  Tomorrow I was flying home.  

The past was becoming the past again.  The clouds overhead were going pink.  A leaf blower 

moaned in the distance.  Unfairness was settling in.  My own, mostly, but also the world’s.  We 

lose ourselves for a second, or no, we actually become who we are for a second, and we end up 

hurting the people around us.  Because we never listen to each other and ourselves, we never 

really see.  I thought that if people could just figure out a way to stop hurting each other—and 

there had to be a way, didn’t there? – then, well.  I looked at Janelle then and saw her.  A woman 

on a towel, her head up against a tree, her eyes closed to the world.  I saw her.  Probably I saw 

her wrong, but I saw her. 

“We could’ve had so much,” I said. 

 “Who?”  She said it like she might be falling asleep. 

 I didn’t know.  “Everyone.” 
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Accord 

Rick Perry is on an elevator in the Statehouse building in Austin and he has to fart but he 

is not alone and he knows it will be audible and wet-sounding and of course he is also governor.  

This is about a week or so after I drowned to death over at the Barton Springs Pool.  Maybe you 

saw it in the local paper, though it wasn’t that big of a story.  It went like this: some college kids 

on mushrooms break into the closed park at night to go for a swim, one of them isn’t as strong of 

a swimmer as she thinks, drowning in real life isn’t nearly the production people think it is—in 

fact, it’s almost easy to drown, the easiest thing a body will ever do.  It was a mental cut-and-

paste job for the guy typing it up for the city section.  Hey, presto.   

Rick Perry is thinking about whether or not he can get away with letting out a little 

controlled fart and I am dead by drowning.  He does not know the people in the elevator, but 

they all know him.  It’s the first day of a new Senate session.  My boyfriend of a month is sitting 

on his couch and trying deliberately to feel a little worse than he actually does about my death 

and the fact that he intends to use it as mental slash emotional leverage to drop out of school, 

probably for good.  My twin sister is at work repeatedly writing and then deleting an email to the 

guy who delivers coffee and other refreshments to her company break room every week.  

They’re dropping him as the supplier in favor of employees bringing in their own coffee, and she 

barely has the heart to tell him.  My mother is smoking a cigarette in the backyard of my 

childhood home, looking back in through the kitchen window absently.  I am sort of everywhere 

at once, although it has occurred to me that maybe that isn’t true, that maybe I am still in that 

moment of slipping under the water and my subconscious brain is trying to save me from the 

knowledge that death is an endless nothing.  I try not to dwell on it, but it’s hard.  I’ve found it 

helps to focus on some kind of banal and emotion-free detail going on in the world, like Rick 
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Perry’s tightly pursed anus, that physical discomfort deeply rooted in the having of a body.  A 

thing I would not possibly feel good about imagining to distract myself from my own death and 

therefore mustn’t’ve, it must be really happening out there in the world, it must be that I am 

connected to everyone in my death.   

Rick Perry doesn’t remember me—at least, I’m not in his thoughts in any real or 

conscious way—but I remember him.  He was speaking at a fundraising event, and I was there 

for extra credit in my high school government class.  Our teacher wanted us to go out and get 

invested in politics.  Like a lot of Austin kids, I was already invested.  I knew Rick Perry as a 

man who wanted to control my body, who thought his slick-shit paternal authority was all that 

was necessary or valid in governance.  I listened to him talk.  I got in line to shake his hand.  And 

then, when my turn came, I looked up at him with what I thought were my best big baby deer 

eyes and spat in his face.  I was composing the moment, trying to be memorable and evocative.  

What I didn’t, what I couldn’t expect was the look of hurt on his face, the loss of composure.  I 

thought about it a lot while I did my community service, and then for a little while after, and then 

I tried not to think about it anymore. 

When I think of that moment now, mostly I’m sad about trying to be remembered.  It was 

a thing I did a lot, when I was alive.  I was obsessed with being memorable—like, I would act 

almost as though I were composing the present in order for it to be a beautiful past.  My smile 

would be brilliant, but not warm.  I would be there but also in the place beyond there.  My 

boyfriend, the one on the couch, he said to me right before I went swimming, “You look at the 

world as though it’s already ended.”  We were sitting on the hill leading down to the Barton 

Springs pool, and it had just started raining a little bit.  It smelled of petrichor, which is the word 

for when it smells like it just started raining a little bit.  I was in that moment of being high on 
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mushrooms when you are feeling at once that you wish it would never end and are also terrified 

that it might not, and I knew that word right then, petrichor, though I knew also that I had never 

heard it before.  I said, “Hasn’t it?” 

What Rick Perry doesn’t realize as he tries with an increasing amount of concentration to 

make it through this elevator ride without letting rip is that though yes, his life and this moment 

is about him, it is also about me, and about the other people on the elevator, and my sister, and 

my ex-boyfriend, and that his struggle to not fart on the elevator is a basic admission that he 

wants to understand and love the people around him, and that, though he would say if pressed 

that mostly that kind of thing is just not done in an elevator—meaning it is a breach of decorum, 

which is one of the things he holds most dear when it suits him—what he is asking for from the 

people around him by holding back is the kind of unrequited and universal love that he can only 

provide for himself.  

What I did was I stood up and stripped off my clothes, conscious of what I must look like 

but not really self-conscious that none of my friends had seen me naked before that moment.  I 

walked haltingly down the hill, avoiding roots and slick mud, and leapt in.  The water was cool, 

not cold, and I stayed under.  There was just enough light to see the rough surface pelted by rain.  

I thought to myself that I could go deeper, that I could get to another, burdenless place, and all I 

would have to do was exhale.  So I did.  It seemed at the time like the only thing in the world to 

do.   

Rick Perry steps off of the elevator and into an empty hallway and finally lets himself 

release a long, plaintive fart.  It’s the best he’s felt all day.  He smiles, a little, at the stupidity of 

his life.  For a brief second, he’s nearly a contemplative man.  He’s nearly a person I could like. 
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I wish I hadn’t spit in his face, now, is what I’m saying.  I wish I’d had the power to show 

him something more.  I wish I’d had the power to tell him that he is compassionate in small 

ways, that he wouldn’t fart in an elevator, which is a place to start.  That he’s trapped inside of 

himself and so is everyone else, and that his being right is no more or less being right than 

anyone else’s being right.  That there’s very little between me and him and everyone else except 

the meat and bone that contains us.  Even if it isn’t true.  Even if what I’m seeing in him now is 

just me seeing it in myself as my lungs burn and my body screams out for oxygen and my brain 

flips that little switch, the one that’s been there all along, the one that’s marked “let her think she 

knows everything.  Abolish the concept of time.  This is the last, last moment.  One last burst of 

purpose.  Give it to her.  Just give it to her.  Make everything, finally, all right.” 
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Luck 

I was on fire.  It was an accident (I don’t want you to get the wrong impression).  This 

was on the fourth of July.  I was drunk and a little stoned and in a beach chair on Jenny’s back 

lawn at her barbeque with my eyes closed, and I was imagining that I was on a beach watching 

over baby sea turtles, shooing away gulls and these mean crabs and anything else that looked 

threatening.  No sea turtles would die on my watch.  Maybe I was half asleep, I don’t know.   

What happened was: this dog was at the barbeque, a real muppet of a dog, with thick, 

wiry fur that pretty much always looked dirty, and she’d found this old half-rotten tennis ball, 

and she was going up to each person at the barbeque and seeing if they would throw it.  The ball 

itself was pretty nasty and had been found God knows where.  Jenny wasn’t the dog having kind.  

There weren’t many takers, and the ones that did take the dog up on her offer soon found that she 

was a particularly single-minded dog.  She didn’t want to be pet, or her belly rubbed, or to play 

fetch with a stick instead, or to sit—she wanted you to throw the goddamn ball, and then throw it 

again when she brought it back.  She was just that kind of dog.   

She tried a lot of people before she got to Joan.  I like Joan, genuinely I do.  She’s got a 

friendly face and lousy posture, which is a combination I can trust.  And it’s not like it’s her fault 

that she really loves dogs, but her roommate’s allergic, and so she tries a little too hard to get dog 

owners to notice that she really loves dogs so that they will remember her when they have to go 

out of town suddenly to attend a grandparent’s funeral and she will get a chance to feed Banjo or 

Waffles or whatever this particular dog’s name was.  I don’t blame her one bit for it.  A freak 

occurrence.  Couldn’t be helped.  

What happened was the ball was a little slimy and all from dog spit, so when Joan reared 

back to throw it, showing as much enthusiasm as the dog, it slipped loose, took an errant bounce 
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off the base of a shade tree, and rolled to a stop underneath the still-live barbeque pit.  It was one 

of those cheapie circular grills on three legs that Jenny set up for the veggie burgers.   

You can guess how it went from here, I imagine.  The dog careened into the grill, 

knocking it out from under itself, spilling live coals over the dog’s back.  Joan screamed.  The 

dog’s wiry hair caught fire, and she didn’t even yelp, because she had the ball, and she was 

headed back toward Joan, whose scream sent her running away in a panic.  All my drunk friends 

jumped and turned toward the sound.  They all looked at Joan first.  Me, I’d seen it all happen.  I 

was watching the dog. 

I don’t know when precisely the dog knew what kind of trouble she was in—I still think 

about it, sometimes—but she kept running towards and then away from people, and the look in 

her eyes, and the flames rising off of her too awful for mythologizing, and the smell, and the big 

bald cliché of a horror so inexplicably cruel.   

No one knew what to do.  Steven threw his drink.  Mark ran away from the dog when it 

headed toward him.  Joan kept screaming.  I sat dumb in my chair wishing I were sober.  

Wishing there was something sensible to do when a dog is burning to death.  But there isn’t 

anything.   

When the dog turned toward me, it felt like I knew what would happen.  She came close 

enough that I was able to reach out and hook a finger through her collar.  Her momentum 

knocked my chair over, and even though my legs got all tangled up in it I was able to land sort of 

on top of her.  I held her down as best I could while she squealed and bit at me.  I knew I was 

being burned too, but mostly I held tight and tried to keep a clear head.  I locked my arm around 

the dog’s neck and squeezed as hard as I could.  The dog stopped struggling, and I felt something 

give in her throat.  Someone ran up with the hose.   
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Some people said I was a hero, but I don’t know.  I think they think I was just trying to 

hold her down or smother out the flames.  I wasn’t.  It seems cruel and more than a little useless 

to try and correct them. 

I ended up with some minor burns and a ruined shirt and some very awkward sex with 

Joan, which maybe isn’t worth mentioning, but it’s part of the story.  The dog’s owner, who I 

didn’t personally know, slipped quietly out of all of our lives, probably as relieved and eager not 

to see us again as we were.  Last I hear he’d taken a job out in Las Cruces. 

Every year when the new grad students come to town, somebody sees fit to tell it again.  

It’s always told a little wrong, just like every story.  More often than not, the fresh-faced 

response is to turn to me and say that I was so lucky to not be hurt worse.  I guess that’s true: I 

was lucky.  A thing I may as well believe. 
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The Woods 

Thick orange light beat at the window.  The clock was blinking twelve, but I knew it 

should still be dark for a few hours yet.  When I went to look, I saw the woods behind my house 

were burning to the ground.  The flames had spread to the edge of my property, where a wide 

concrete drainage ditch separated the neighborhood from the wilderness.  The treeline was 

backlit and crackling.  There was nothing to be done.   

I knew that if the trees fell, they likely wouldn’t cross into my yard, but the sight of it still 

invoked a terror in me, a necessary or elemental dread, I guess.  I reached for my phone on the 

windowsill.  It was two hours or so until sunrise according to AT&T.  I felt standing there at the 

window as though this were happening the world over, that it wasn’t just one neighborhood in 

the suburbs of Dallas.  It was a silly thought that I entertained anyhow. 

 The cat came out of my office and followed me down the hall.  He liked it better in there 

most nights.  In the kitchen, the tiles were cold on my feet.  The coffee pot was still on from the 

afternoon.  I poured some and went outside, nudging the cat with my foot to keep him in.  I stood 

out on my back lawn in just gym shorts and my winter coat.  A helicopter ripped through the air 

overhead.  What was there to do but watch it all go?  Where is the truth in the word help at a time 

like this?  Where is the word even? 

 The air was full of panic, by which I mean insects, locusts and wood roaches with 

nowhere to go in a hurry.  I felt them more than saw them, though a few were backlit in the 

flames.  The birds and larger animals had probably fled ahead of the heat.  They were long gone. 

 The coffee was stale and too acidic.  It left a bile taste in my mouth.  I didn’t need the 

coat this close to the flame, but I was shirtless under it and already felt foolish being out here.  

Before she left, Tess had looked me over and said: You’re a mess, Trevor.  Well. 
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 There was someone moving behind my neighbor’s fence.  When I stepped over to see 

who it was, he froze.  It was the neighbor kid, a high schooler who kept driving through the strip 

of grass between our driveways.  He liked to spend hours banging a basketball against the hoop 

on the eave of their garage, and the noise of it grated on me.  I’d moved into the house because I 

was tired of sharing walls with people, but as it turned out there was no escaping the sound of 

everyone else. 

 It’s not so much that I minded the kid, though—it was he was a kid, and I held that 

against him.  I tried to let it go, but it was hard.  He seemed like an asshole.  Grace, kindness, it’s 

hard. 

 “You see this?” I said.   

 “Yeah. Shit.” 

 “Shit is right.” 

 We stood there, separated by the fence.  A fire is a fire.  Happens all the time.  Still it was 

strange to think what the woods would be in the morning.  Like, what would we call them?  

Former woods?  Land?  Or would they still be the woods?  Is the place staked out by nature, or 

my own mind? 

 It smelled like camping out. 

 “Where are your parents?”  It just popped out.  I didn’t care, but it made my allegiance 

clear.  I couldn’t really make him out between the fence slats, but he cleared his throat a little.   

 “My mom’s in Melbourne.  Business.”  He leaned on the distinction of it being only his 

mother, like I should’ve known. 

 “You okay alone?” 

 “Yeah.” 
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 The woods crackled and something broke in them. 

 “Well I mean, I’m over here if you need anything.” 

 “Listen, man,” he said, “who are you even?” 

 “Nobody.  A neighbor.” 

 “Nobody.  That’s right.” 

 He walked off.  I watched him go, or really, I watched the way his body blocked the light 

through the fence slats.  The screen door bounced shut against their back door.  I turned back to 

the fire.  Looking at it I felt alone in the world.  A large bug hit me in the face, and I swatted it 

away.  I looked down and couldn’t make out my coffee, what was left in the mug, if any insects 

had fled the fire just to drown in it.  It was a shadow in my hand.  I flung the liquid out over the 

lawn. 

 

  

 The fire swept through quickly and had burned itself out by early morning, leaving blank 

trees behind my property that seemed to change my whole home.  I spent ten minutes on my 

porch with a fireman, who told me they were looking into the source of the blaze.  Some friends 

called to see that I was okay.  The cat slunk through the halls.  I avoided him.  The fire had 

jumped the gap a few blocks over, and someone’s house got singed.  Otherwise it was just the 

woods that had gone.   

 The smell had gotten into the kitchen some, but I didn’t mind.  From the window over the 

sink I would look out each morning while I drank coffee.  This morning it was different.  The 

trees were dumb and bare.  Nothing moved in the yard or beyond. The squirrels used to take 
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daredevil leaps from one tree to the next.  It would be more impressive to see now, without the 

cover of leaves. 

 I thought about Tess, thought about calling her, thought that this was a fair enough 

reason.  But we would just fight if I called, most likely about how I wasn’t supposed to call, 

though we could fight about anything.  One time she said that the problem was that both of us 

were axes, neither of us wanted to be the tree.  Actually, she hadn’t said it was a problem.  She 

had just said it.  Both of us are axes.  Honing each other’s meanness with each blow.  I wanted to 

talk to the kind of person who would say something like that, something poetic but unthinking 

and a little cruel.  More than that, I wanted to talk to her.   

 Still, I wasn’t welcome, so I stood at my kitchen window breathing in coffee, waiting for 

something to happen.  The cat rubbed at my legs.  Something moved between the burned trees, 

too far away for me to make out.  The zoetrope geometry of the motion bothered me, like it 

might be a trick.  I thought of the neighbor boy moving behind my fence, whether he was just 

lost like all of us were lost, or if there was a specificity to it, something he needed.  That he 

might have something to do with what had happened, or at least might know something, had not 

escaped me.  Mostly, though, I was lonely.  The cat was no help. 

 

*** 

 

 I lived in a cul-de-sac, and only the back of my property and the one neighbor’s actually 

faced out into the woods, though our houses were at such an angle from each other that I could 

see their front door from mine.  I hesitated for a moment and went over. 
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 A girl I’d not seen before answered the door when I knocked. She looked at me with a 

practiced and snotty distrust. 

 I didn’t know quite what to say.  “Is the neighbor kid home?  I don’t know his name.” 

 “Why?” 

 “I just need to ask him something.” 

 She closed the door.  I waited for what seemed like too long.  It was foolish.  I was a fool. 

 He opened the door.  “What’s up?” 

 I realized I didn’t know how to articulate why I was there.  “I’m heading out for 

groceries.  Wanted to see if you were good.” 

 He looked back into the house.  “Yeah, I guess I’m good.” 

 “Are you sure?  It’s no big.” 

 He looked at me like I was selling something.  Then he said, “What’s my mom’s name?” 

 I pictured his mother, tried to remember if we’d ever been actually introduced.  “I guess I 

don’t know.” 

 He stepped out on the porch, closed the door, and lit a cigarette without offering one. The 

way he leaned against the doorframe, I could tell he was the kind of trouble I’d known in high 

school, scrawny and vaguely sexual in a faded black t-shirt and jeans he’d cut off at the knee 

with dull scissors.  I grew up in a herd of dangly-armed white boys, each one of us this kid. 

 We didn’t say anything.  I put my hands in my pockets, hunched forward against the 

morning’s chill.    

 “I’m Trevor,” I finally said. 

 “Darren.” 
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 He looked down the street so he didn’t have to look at me.  “Well,” I said, “if you’re 

good, then I’ll be heading out.”  I turned to leave. 

 “Hey.” 

 “What?” 

 “Are you gonna say about the girl being here?” 

 I shrugged.  “What do I care?  I’m nobody.” 

 He bent down to pick at a purply scab on his knee and said, “Thanks.” 

 “Next time offer me a cigarette.  It’s polite.” 

 He looked down at the one burning in his hand.  I left before he had a chance to say 

anything else. 

 

 

 While I was unloading the groceries, a grape broke free and went under the dishwasher 

like a mouse set loose by the light.  I bent down to get it, and when I stood up I saw something in 

the woods again.  I figured it was just a deer that had wandered home, but it startled me all the 

same.   

I didn’t like living alone—the house was a little too much for just me.  I felt like I 

couldn’t keep track of the whole space at once, which made me nervous.  It’s why I kept the cat, 

though Tess had loved it more than me.  She was the one who had left the door open for it during 

a snap freeze that left it yowling on the porch.  She was the one who had purposely not named it. 

In the end, when she moved out and I half-heartedly offered that she could take him, she had said 

this was his home, and I didn’t disagree.  I think she saw the desperation in me, like I needed to 

hold on to whatever I could. 
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 Now the cat kept me from indulging in my irrational fears and bad impulses. He’d pawed 

at the door to Tess’s empty studio when I tried keeping it shut.  Now it stood open for him, 

though it bothered me.  I thought someone might walk out at any time.  My anxiety was kind of 

like a ghost that way.  The cat was a real and explainable noise. 

 Nothing else moved in the woods.  I stood at the window a few minutes to be sure.  Then 

I went and found the cat in my office and told him I was being paranoid.  He looked up at me, 

uncaring, and left the room. 

 

 

 I tried to work the rest of the morning and into afternoon, but I was distracted by the 

woods, though the office windows faced the front of the house and my desk faced a blank wall.  

Around one o’clock I gave up—I was freelance, and the work wasn’t going anywhere.  I sat on 

my back porch drinking can High Life and watching for anything.  Each of my knuckles cracked 

when I pressed them, and I knew I was trying to get up the nerve to go out there and poke 

around.  After the third beer was killed I took the rest of the six-pack inside.  It banged limp 

against my leg while I went to the bedroom, where I tossed them onto the rumpled sheets.   

Underneath the bed was a double-barrel shotgun I’d taken from my grandmother’s house 

after she died.  She’d lived on a farm by herself for twenty years, watching satellite television 

from a powered recliner.  When I was younger, our visits were accompanied by her killing a 

chicken and spending the day cooking for us, but as I got older it was just weaker and weaker 

hugs.  The year I had to lean down to get my arms around her was the last year I went, but she 

kept on living just the same.  I couldn’t bear to think of her there, watching football all day and 

waiting for death.  To tell the truth is scared the hell out of me, how she kept having more and 
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more of her life’s meaning taken away.  When she died, I took the shotgun to remember the 

woman she was not, the woman she’d been before. 

 Tess thought it was ridiculous to keep the gun under the bed, so while she lived here I’d 

moved it into the hall closet.  When she left I couldn’t sleep, and one night I put the gun back 

where I thought it should be. 

 I broke open the breech.  It was empty, and I didn’t own any shells.  Still, the feel of it 

snapping shut again was heavy and good, and I felt a little better. I hung what was left of the six-

pack off of the barrel by one of its plastic rings and went outside with the thing on my shoulder.  

 It was overcast.  Maybe rain was coming.  The grass crunched under my feet, stiff and 

dead from a dry winter that was finally ending.  North Texas was not a place that was easy to 

understand.  One year we would have weeks of snow and ice, the next it was shorts weather as 

early as January.  I liked it this way, not knowing what the weather might be.  I liked the mystery 

of if over the mystery of when. 

 I jogged down into the concrete ditch and back up the other side.  The earth was thick 

with gray-black ash in places, but the wind had pushed it around, exposing scorched ground 

beneath and piling it up elsewhere.  A blackened tree held firm against my pushing. I put a boot 

into the ash, expecting the powder-crunch of snow, which was stupid.  It was like stepping in 

spilt flour.   

 I yanked a beer off its ring and cracked it open.  It foamed, and I took a longish pull to 

keep too much from spilling.  Imagining what I looked like, I felt pretty good.  Like I looked 

seminal and American.  A man in a burnt wood with a beer and a gun.  Untouchable. 

 I wandered further into the wilderness.  Here and there were little patches of green or 

brown left where the trees and brush were spread thinner, and up high some of the evergreen tops 
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hadn’t gone.  Mostly, though, everything was colorless.  I had never been out here.  The ditch 

line used to be bordered by thick brush that stood as high as I did and all blended together.  Wind 

kicked between the trees, stirring up the ash, which stuck to my shoes and the bottoms of my 

jeans.  It was cold enough that I regretted not wearing a hat and gloves.   

 I didn’t know what I was looking for, except that I was looking.  Maybe what I wanted 

was to be the thing moving between the trees.  I thought about later, when some construction 

assholes would come through and clear this wood, replacing it with a bunch of shoebox houses.  

It was already going to happen.  The nature of the suburbs is to expand, to change without 

changing.  I decided it was good that the woods had burned first.  I could pretend that when they 

were knocked over by bulldozer and crane that it was to make way for new trees, and then I 

could move out before I was proven wrong by someone else’s yard butting up against mine.  

Probably I was a little drunk.   

 I tromped around out there for maybe twenty minutes before I found them.  If there had 

been leaves on the ground, they would have had warning, but my footsteps in the dirt and ash 

were too quiet.  I saw the boy first, Darren.  It looked like he was standing there facing deeper 

into the wild, but then I saw the girl on her knees in front of him.  I froze.   

 The boy didn’t quite have his back to me.  They both were fully dressed, but I could tell 

his jeans were open.  I thought the best thing to do would be to turn away from them and leave 

quietly, but she moved back from him for a second and saw me. 

 Her face flushed a deep red and she put her hands by her side.  Darren looked down at her 

and said something I couldn’t make out.  Then he turned toward me.  What he said next was 

clearly angry and scared, but I still couldn’t hear.  I didn’t know what to do, so I lifted my beer 

hand in what was meant as an apologetic wave, realizing too late it looked congratulatory. 
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 He zipped up and moved a little toward me.   

I yelled out an apology.  He flipped me off and yelled, “Beat it, you stupid fuckstick.  

You fucking perv.” 

Then he jogged back over to her, and they headed back in the direction of the 

neighborhood. 

 I felt dumb as all hell.  I finished my beer and crunched the can flat, ripped another one 

off the ring.  Overhead, a bird landed on a branch, the first I’d seen out here.  I took aim with my 

empty shotgun and squeezed the useless trigger. 

 

 

 When I returned to the house the back door stood open.  The wind had a tendency to push 

it wide, and I’d left it unlocked.  I filled up with panic about the cat and called out—a plaintive 

“hey” since the cat didn’t have a name and didn’t respond to Cat.  After a long second he came 

up from the hallway and the anxious fist in my gut let go, sending a warm flush through me.  I 

bent down, and he ran his arching body under my hand. 

 “You piece of shit,” I said.  I tossed two crushed beer cans on the counter and pulled the 

last one from its ring and cracked it open.  I’d lingered in the woods drinking another beer, so I 

wouldn’t run into the boy or his girlfriend, and then I’d waited longer, watching the light start to 

wane.  I thought about dinner.  Curry, probably, Tess’s old recipe. 

 There was a loud knock at my front door.  I went to the kitchen entrance to see Darren’s 

face up against the window of the entryway.  He didn’t look angry, particularly, but his knocking 

was urgent enough.  I probably would have let him sweat it out until later and then gone over to 

apologize if he hadn’t seen me.  I put the beer down and started walking to let him in, but I 
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stopped at the front hallway.  It felt like instinct that I looked in the direction of my bedroom, 

Tess’s studio, and, further down, my office.   

 Something was deeply wrong.  I felt it before I understood what it was, that gut drop of 

realization when the world betrays you in a serious or life-threatening way.  The door to Tess’s 

studio was shut.   

I stood there, looking down the hallway at the door for a long time.  The first thing I 

noticed was that Darren stopped knocking.  The panic must have been on my face.  I hadn’t done 

that.  The cat liked laying in the empty room, liked stretching out on the wood floor that Tess had 

insisted on because she said carpet dulls the sunlight.  That door stood open every moment of 

every day.  Darren’s face was lost beyond the window.  The throat of time swelled shut.  I eased 

open the door. 

“Darren, there’s someone in my house.” 

“What?” 

“Look, I know you’re mad, but I need your help right now.  There’s someone in my 

house. There’s someone in the back room.”  I was all coiled up inside of myself and my breath 

was hot and short.  He had to believe me. 

I grabbed him and pulled him into the entryway and pointed down into the hall.  “That 

door hasn’t been closed in four months.” 

“Dude,” he said, matching my nervous tone.  “You shut it.  The cat bumped it.”  He 

pointed over my shoulder at the cat on the counter in my kitchen.  I tersely shook my head.  He 

wouldn’t look me in the eye because I was right and he knew it and he didn’t want me to be.  He 

looked small just then.  A boy, which is what he was. 
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 “Do you have your phone?” I asked.  He said no.  “Okay, well, mine is in my office, 

which is down there.  I get it, I call the police, we both leave the house.  I just need you to watch 

for me.” 

 “Police won’t come for a shut door,” he said. 

 “They will.” 

 He shook his head.  I saw that he was probably high. 

 “It’ll be fine,” I said to both of us.  “It’ll work out fine.” 

 He shook his head again.  I needed him to stay.  I grabbed him by the shoulders and said, 

“Look, stand here, just a second.” 

 I went into the kitchen and grabbed the shotgun off the table, a knife from the block on 

the counter.  The cat had disappeared somewhere.  I walked back to Darren, who was staring 

down the hallway, and pressed the shotgun to his chest. 

 “It’s not loaded,” I whispered, “but they won’t know.  That’s power.” 

 He nodded and clutched it to himself.  My feeling sorry for him let me not feel the awful 

crush of fear in me.  I held on to it.  I needed him here mostly so I had someone to live up to. 

 “Hey,” I said.  He stood there with a dumb look on his face.  I touched him on the arm 

and he flinched.  “What’s the girl’s name?” 

 He didn’t answer, so I asked again. 

 “Cory.” 

 “Did she leave?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “Do you like her?” 

 “Yeah, we’re dating.” 
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 “Well, sorry about the woods.  In a few days, it’ll be funny.” 

 I felt almost fatherly, so I went on.  “I mean, you didn’t do anything wrong.  If y’all care 

about each other and talk about it and no one is hurting, it’s all good.” 

 He wasn’t listening.  We were both thinking on the door.  I felt guilty putting the kid in 

this, but here he was, and I didn’t see any another play. 

 “Well, come on,” I said.   

 

 

We moved into the hallway.  Darren put the gun against his shoulder, pointed it out in 

front of him, tensed and leaning slightly forward on his feet.  If the gun had been loaded and he 

had cause to use it, he would have fallen over standing that way, but I didn’t correct him.  I held 

the knife at my side and slid past the door to the studio.   

I held up a closed fist at Darren and he nodded.  We had both seen movies.  If I hadn’t 

been terrified I might’ve laughed at us.  Darren, at least, had the excuse of youth.  It was fine if 

he played at being a man.   

My phone was in my office where I left it.  I thought about calling right then, but I didn’t 

like the thought of being on the phone in here, having to explain a danger I didn’t understand 

while I was still in it.  Then I realized that the plan should have been to leave and call from 

Darren’s phone, but this was the play we were making, and it was moving towards something 

whether I liked it or not.  My hands shook.  I put the phone in my pocket and moved back to the 

hallway. 

Darren had his hand on the knob of the studio door.  He looked at me as though 

everything next was fated, inevitable.  I started to shake my head and he turned the knob and 

127 



threw the door open, whipping the shotgun back up in the same motion.  The door bounced off 

the wall and settled most of the way closed again.  Darren looked in. 

“Aw, shit.”  His face was complicated.  Fear and pity.  I moved to the door. 

A man was sunk into the far corner.  At first, I thought he must have always been there.  

He looked at us but didn’t move inside his ramshackle clothes.  There was no way to get an idea 

of the body inside of them, except that he was filthy with soot and grime.  His eyes were red and 

wet. He’d clearly been in the fire, and looking at him here in my house broke something open in 

me.  It was this man who had been moving between the trees.  I was sure of it. 

He tried to speak but was stopped by a coughing fit.  When it was over he turned away 

from us and pulled his knees into his body, afraid of what we would do.  The last of the daylight 

cut across the lower half of him.   

When I took a step forward, he put his wrists on his knees, his hands up in pleading.  I 

moved into the room. 

“Did you live in the woods?” I asked.  He nodded. 

“Were you in the fire?” He nodded again. 

“Are you okay?”  He nodded, then shook his head.  He looked at Darren, who still held 

the gun towards him. 

“Put it down, man,” I said, and he let the gun hang limp at his side.  Then, to the man, 

“What’s your name?” 

He didn’t respond.   

“You don’t know?  Or you don’t want to tell me?” 

He was either upset by my question or in pain or both.  He turned away from me and 

dropped his face onto his arm. 
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I thought of what Tess would do, but couldn’t come up with anything.  I thought of what 

any person would do.  I didn’t know.  I looked from the man to Darren and back.  When a thing 

mattered, there weren’t ever any answers.  Whether a thing you did was right or not comes later.  

The man’s hands shook.  All our hands shook. 

I cleared my throat to say something before realizing that there was nothing for me to 

say.  The man watched me from the corner.  He didn’t have anything with him.  No backpack, no 

plastic bags.  Just his ash-stained self and some clothes thick with the smell of sweat and fire 

sitting in the corner, which I already thought of as his corner, seeing as Tess wasn’t around and 

I’d made no attempt to claim the room for myself. 

I said the only thing I could think to say: “Come on, then.  Let’s get you cleaned up and 

fed.” 

 

 

It was going to be a big batch of curry anyway, so that I could eat it through the week.  I 

wasn’t doing anything I wouldn’t have done already.  There was a comfort in that, but also a 

strangeness.  Darren was balanced on the edge my kitchen sink, his ass hanging into the bowl, a 

cigarette pointed out the open kitchen window.  The cat kept jumping up on the counter, and I 

kept throwing him back off.  I stood over the pot of boiling vegetables—carrots, onion, celery, 

and cauliflower.  In a minute, I would add potatoes and the curry paste.  The man was showering.  

I’d given him an old shirt and some cargo shorts, hoping they would fit.  He’d offered a weak 

smile in return, a whispered thanks.  When I helped him up he’d seemed like he might crumble.  

His voice was gone from the smoke. 
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After that I’d walked him into the bathroom.  I’d said, “Turn it up hot, let it steam up.  It 

might help.  Take as long as you want.” 

“Do you trust him?” Darren asked from his perch over the sink. 

“About the same as I trust you.” 

“I mean, he could be a murderer.” 

“I doubt it.”  I walked to the counter near him and started cutting the potatoes.  “Besides, 

he’s in no shape for it.” 

He flicked his cigarette out the window.  I could tell he was dancing around something in 

his head.  His foot bounced in the air.  I thought of him out there the night before, watching, 

doing nothing.  Well, neither had I. 

“Stop being so fucking nervous,” I said.  “It’s fine.  Plus no one is making you stay.” 

He looked out the window, clearly a little hurt.  He was invested in this.  We might even 

be friends.  “I’ll go.” 

“You don’t have to.  That’s not what I meant.” 

The cat came in and looked up at us.  Darren put an arm down toward him and almost 

fell.  I liked him just then.  I saw through his cool to the boy underneath.   

“What’s its name?” 

“Fuckstick.” 

He smiled.  “No, really.” 

“He doesn’t have one.” 

“What kind of pet doesn’t have a name?” 

“My girlfriend is the one who didn’t name him.  She said it was undignified, limiting.” 

“That’s kind of dumb.” 
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“Well, she’s an artist.” 

I went to the fridge and got two beers, walked over to Darren, and said, “Are you on 

something that makes drinking a bad idea?” 

“No.  It was mushrooms, but they were pretty weak.  Anyway I got shook out of it pretty 

good.” 

I handed one over, and he cracked it open over the sink.  I thought about how he was still 

in high school, but I wanted him to feel welcome, and it’s not like he was some innocent.  I went 

into the dining room to check that the shower was still going.  It was. 

When I walked back into the kitchen Darren said, “Do you think he’ll be okay?” 

“I don’t know.  He didn’t seem burned, but smoke inhalation’s bad, any way you cut it.” 

Darren ashed his cigarette into my sink.  “Gimme one of those,” I said. 

He held the pack out to me, then his lighter.  “Should we take him to the hospital?” 

“I asked him.  He didn’t want to go.” 

“So?” 

“He’s grown.  He’s his own person.  That counts for something.”  I shrugged, lit my 

cigarette and took a full drag. 

Darren’s phone buzzed.  He’d run to grab it when the man first started showering.  I said, 

“You can invite her if you want.” 

“I don’t know.” 

I shrugged.  “Your call.” 

“She doesn’t like strangers.” 

I thought about the girl.  There was a certain kind of sense to her from the small bit I 

knew.  She made me sad about the world, the way it had probably treated her, the way it would 
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treat her still to come.  Then she made me sad that I thought I had cause to put her in her little 

place like that, like I knew anything about her or who she was.  I thought about how much I’d 

felt like a man out there in the woods.  Well, that’s what I was to her.  Some man. 

I finished my beer and went for another.  “Probably she shouldn’t.” 

“I don’t know.  We’ve been fighting a lot.  Like, a lot.  She’s kind of crazy.” 

I shrugged.  “No such thing as crazy.” 

“Of course there is.” 

 “You’ll see.  You just think that because you don’t live alone.  When you get your own 

place, you’ll do all kinds of irrational shit when nobody’s looking.”  I spilled some beer on 

myself and looked down at my shirt.  “Everybody’s crazy, so probably nobody is.  We just use 

that label to make people seem worse than we are.” 

 “Hm.” 

 “Look, you ever read a used book that somebody else has underlined in?”  He nodded.  

“And mostly what they’ve underlined is wrong or boring or just bananas.  And you think that 

makes them crazy.  But what’s your pen been up to?” 

He shrugged and looked out the window.  Then, “What about your girlfriend?  Where’s 

she?” 

I grabbed the cutting board of potatoes and slid them into the pot.  Some water splashed 

over the side and sizzled into the gas burner. 

“You wouldn’t understand.”   

“Come on,” Darren said. “Really?  You’re gonna pull rank on me?” 

132 



“Fine.  I wanted a family.  She didn’t.”  I turned to him.  “I say this not to say you’re 

dumb, but I know you go to public school, and public school is garbage.  You know what 

cognitive dissonance is, yeah?” 

“Yeah.  Sorta.” 

“The short version is that it’s trying to believe two opposing things at the same time.”  I 

stirred the pot of vegetables.  “I mean, the thing about cognitive dissonance is it eats at people.  

So: I want this future.  I don’t want this future.  Those two things banging against each other.”  I 

tapped my temple.  “It makes you mean.” 

Meanness between me and Tess was a silent judgment that yawned over everything, 

punctuated by the full-throated flinging of words we didn’t really mean, words that wrapped our 

selves in ugly veils so they wouldn’t seem so small and hurt.  Fights that built momentum over 

days, her seeming to dare me to hit her, pushing, prodding.  And then the one time, with both of 

us drunk, that I went ahead and did it, which was all it took.  As her eye swelled shut, she wasn’t 

angry, or afraid even.  She sat down on the couch and told me to start packing up her things.    I 

knew what she saw in me then: a cornered animal lashing out, a thing to be pitied from a fair 

distance.  While I got the boxes out of the back closet, she wept for the both of us. 

Darren said, “That sucks, man.” 

Truth was she hadn’t really been pushing me to that place.  I went there on my own.  A 

thing I figured out later, or maybe I was still figuring it out.  I tried not to think about it.  I lived 

alone instead. 

“I don’t know.  Life doesn’t get any better.  You fail.  You try again.  You make yourself 

better instead.” 
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Darren grinned.  “I keep getting the feeling you’re trying to teach me things, and look, it 

ain’t happening, because, I gotta be honest, I’m just seeing a sad old man drinking a Miller High 

Life like that makes him cool.” 

I raised my beer.  “You’re like a son to me.  In that we don’t understand each other and 

I’m very disappointed in you as a person.” 

He raised his beer back.  I heard the shower go off. 

 

 

In my clothes, he was a different kind of out of place—when I saw him I thought, that’s 

me.  That’s who I am.  We looked nothing alike, though, and I shook off the feeling.  His cheeks 

were pink above his beard, which looked darker in its wetness, but otherwise he looked frail and 

small in my too-large Jawbreaker shirt from college. 

I took the towel from him when he held it out and tossed it into my bedroom.  “Do you 

need anything?” 

“No.”  His voice was pained, throat-scratched, and he followed the word up with a 

coughing fit.  He grasped my door frame and bent away from me, hacking into his opened palm. 

When he turned back toward me, I said, “Let’s maybe not talk.”  Darren came up the hall 

behind me with the cat in his arms.  I went into my office and got a pad and pen, handed it to the 

man.  “If you need something, can you write it for me?” 

He nodded. 

“Okay.” 

I led him to the living room and put him on my couch.  “You’ll stay the night if you 

want.” 
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He looked wounded, and shook his head.   

“Nope, shut up.  You’re welcome to stay.” 

He scratched something into the notepad.  Too much. 

“Listen,” I said.  “I’m just trying to keep society going.  It’s what anybody would do.  

Besides, Darren’s staying too, right?” 

This was the first I’d mentioned it, but Darren looked over at us and nodded.  The cat 

jumped out of his arms.  He was an okay kid.         

I checked on the curry.  It was bubbling and the vegetables had gone soft enough.  I liked 

Thai curry, the kind with coconut milk and lime and mouth-searing heat.  Tess had liked the 

milder stuff, and this was one of hers, a British curry, all mush and root vegetables.  It seemed a 

nice thing to offer strangers.  I felt good about what I was doing, even as I knew that I was doing 

it specifically for its goodness.  A thing I might’ve felt hollow about if not for all the beer. 

I got out big bowls and scooped them full from the rice cooker on the back counter, then 

put a heap of curry on top of each one, then cilantro, some green onion.  I grabbed a jar of kimchi 

out of the fridge, plus a bottle of sriracha, which I put on most everything.   

I enlisted Darren to set the table while I got us drinks.  The man nodded that it was okay 

when I asked if he wanted one.  I thought of his throat, so I got down the whiskey from atop my 

fridge, which I poured over ice and then squeezed lemon into.  I topped the drinks with a 

Luxardo cherry I’d made myself the week before and a little bit of liquid from the jar.  Since I’d 

been alone, I’d been learning new things as a way to pretend at self-improvement, and the 

cherries were one of my projects.  I wanted to give the man something good, something he 

maybe hadn’t had before.  I carried the drinks into the little dining room and passed them around. 

“What’s this?” Darren asked.  I told him. 
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He looked a little impressed, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that this whole thing might 

be him making fun of me.  For being older than him, or for being uncool, or both.   

We ate in silence for a minute.  I caught Darren making a face when he took a sip of his 

drink, which he tried to hide.  The man ate slowly, blew carefully on his food. 

“Does it hurt?  Is it too hot?” I asked. 

He nodded, then shook his head. 

“What can I do?” 

He shrugged.  I let it go. 

“So you live in the woods?” Darren asked.    

The man nodded again. 

“That’s so weird,” Darren said.  I shot him a look.  “I mean, not like, you’re homeless 

and all, but—I’ve been hanging out in those woods since I was a kid.  There was a little hole 

behind my house in the bushes, and I would cut through it and just be out there for hours.  I 

mean, I’ve thought of them as my woods since I was eight.  I didn’t think anybody else was ever 

out there.” 

We sat in silence.  I thought of Darren out there, then the man.  And then of me, today.  

Just missing each other.  Or not.  Maybe the man saw us both, maybe he knew more about who 

we were than we did.  I saw him between the trees.  Did he see me at the window, a different 

kind of ghost?  How long had he been seeing me? 

The silence made Darren uncomfortable.  “Not that the woods were mine, really.  It’s just 

weird is all.”  Another moment passed of us eating quietly.  “How’d you get to live out there?” 

The man scribbled something on his pad.  Sad story. 

I asked, “What about the fire?  Did you see what happened?” 
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He wrote Accident.  Darren put an arm in front of his bowl and bent over it to eat. 

“What kind?” 

The man put his pen to the pad, but hesitated.  “Leave him alone, Trevor,” Darren said, 

then to the man:  “We don’t care, alright?” 

“Am I bugging you?” I asked it to the room more than to either of them.  The man shook 

his head. 

“So what was it, a campfire?” 

He underlined and then tapped the pad. Accident.  Darren looked away, and the man 

looked over at him for a barely perceptible moment, and I had to admit to the thing I’d already 

sort of known.  Darren had been out there, teenaged and angry, maybe after a fight with the girl, 

smoking cigarettes, or just a bored kid with a lighter.  It had been a dry winter.  He got out 

through the little cut in the brush and stood in his yard watching it all go down.  There was no 

point in taking the story any further.  If that’s what happened, the man was trying to absolve 

Darren of the blame.   

And I thought: Who was I in this story?  What did my opinion matter?  I came in after the 

action, I had my own story I had to tell.  But it did matter.  Whatever had happened out there had 

changed things for each of us, with Darren at the center, his youth and drugs and stupidity, which 

I was powerless against.  I came up against the hard edge of myself. 

“I can’t fucking believe—” I said, but the man’s eyes started to water, and he shook his 

head.  Darren had his hands in his lap, his face pointed down toward them.  The man tapped what 

he’d written on his pad.  Accident. 

I looked at it but didn’t comprehend.  “Darren, you did this?” 

Darren set his fork down and sat quietly with his hands under the table. 
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“Darren, talk to me.”  He still didn’t say anything, and I felt that ugliness rising up into 

the back of my mouth. I slammed my palm hard against the table.  Everything rattled.  “Say 

something, dammit.” 

The man scribbled furiously and slid the pad over to me.  Accident.  He didn’t know.  

Don’t.  Don’t be like this.  He’s your kid. 

The words were deflating.  Of course the man thought Darren was mine.  And there was 

no point in explaining right then, in making it otherwise, because in the ways that mattered he 

was exactly right.     

“Okay,” I said, though a part of me still didn’t want to.  I looked to the man, and then to 

Darren, and said it again.   

Darren wouldn’t look at either of us.  “Hey,” I said, “Hey, it’s okay, man.  You’re okay.  

I mean, fuckups, they occur.  Happen every day.  And then there they are, and we gotta live with 

them.  So look, Darren, it’s yours to live down, and I got nothing to add or subtract.”  Saying as 

much was enough to sap the anger out of me.  I paused, and no one said anything, so I said, 

“Y’all want another round?” 

The man nodded.  “A beer, if that’s okay,” Darren said. 

“Sure.” 

The man coughed while I was standing, and I froze.  His cough had a power to it, a 

danger, like trying to start a lawnmower.  The yanking motion and the sputtering and also the 

promise of blades.  When he was done, he let out a weak apology that I waved off. 

In the kitchen, the last of the evening light had faded, leaving the harshness of 

fluorescence.  I could hear Darren speaking lowly to the man, not secrets, but something serious 

and hushed.  It was a crime, whatever happened out there.  The authorities should know about it.  
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Probably they would figure it out anyway, if they bothered to look into it.  And the man had been 

in it and then forgiven it like it was nothing.  Probably I should follow his lead. 

I thought of Tess, who I missed less and less as the days went on.  How cruel of life, to 

slowly move us from misery to not even minding the loss, to leave us mourning our mourning.  

What I was left with in the end was her pity—not even anger but pity—how through her 

blackened eye she still saw me as someone deserving of a kind of forgiveness, even as she 

couldn’t be the one to give it.  Whiskey sloshed into the glass, and some spilled.  Darren came in 

with two empty bowls and started refilling them from the pot.  The cat slunk through my halls as 

always.  Outside, the animals were returning home, picking over what was left, settling in or 

moving on.  I could see them out there.  Or I couldn’t.  What mattered was that they were out 

there.  There was a warmth to the fullness of my home, and I stood there for a moment letting it 

find a place near my breastbone.  I made welcome. 

This moment, of course, was soon to end.  After dinner, Darren would step outside to call 

his girl and end up walking home, saying he would be back, each of us knowing he wouldn’t.  I 

would make up my couch with spare sheets.  That night, the man would have a coughing fit that 

would leave him doubled over gasping on my couch, and I would call an ambulance.  I would sit 

there with my hand on his back while he wheezed, feeling the struggle of his lungs to get air.  I 

would say things to him that I thought might matter.  I would suddenly feel too drunk to go with 

him in the ambulance, too much of a burden and a stranger.  He would go into the hospital and 

not come out again.  A few days later I would walk over to Darren’s home and ring the bell.  His 

mother would answer, and we would look each other in the eye, and I would think of what she 

may have heard coming from my home, how the person that we are is never quite the secret we 
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want it to be, and instead of answering her question I would look away, I would turn to face my 

home, and the woods beyond. 

I picked up the two drinks.  Darren grabbed his beer out of the fridge, balancing the 

bowls in one hand.  The refrigerator door was going to close on him, and I stopped it with my 

foot.  He muttered his thanks, and we returned to the table, where the man sat.  He nodded when 

I set the drink in front of him.  I looked at each of my guests.  I was drunk, yes, but I was happy 

too.  We had a place where we could be who we were without the burden of being who we were, 

and I had helped to make it.  May there only and ever be now, I thought.  May this be the story 

we tell.  I raised my drink. We all raised our drinks.  Like most everything, it wasn’t enough, but 

for just then it seemed like it might be. 
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A Certain Kind of Sense 

It started out an easy enough day to understand.  Birds were flinging themselves every 

which way. The wind did its gentle rustly thing.  The sky was sky blue.  It made a certain kind of 

sense is what I’m saying.  I was on my back porch, trying to make this machine I was inventing 

work right.  The machine took readings from a slice of pizza and then used those readings to 

create a poem about the pizza’s feelings.  People got mad at me a lot about these poems, which I 

thought was silly.  Get mad at the pizza. 

My neighbor Roger dragged his table saw out from his garage and waved at me.  He 

turned it on and started cutting wood. In my head I was like Geez Roger cut it out you shitwad. 

Which is when it happened if you have to know, right at the tail of that thought.  Not that I have 

regret.  Roger could be a pain.   

What happened was the world got real staticky and my body felt like it was full of plastic 

or hydraulic machinery, and I thought huh, and then my head split actually open of its own 

accord.  Things moved faster than they moved.  For a second I thought I might be Roger, or like 

the wires between he and I had crossed, but there he was, buzz buzz cutting wood.  I put my 

hand to my forehead and there was a gap that ran up between my eyes all the way to my scalp.  

Nothing felt very real right then.  It mostly felt like television.  I thought that I must have one of 

those heads that just comes apart sometimes.  I could hear something sucking like an airplane 

toilet before I realized that it was me, my mouth and my lungs.  One part of me knew it was a 

stroke and another didn’t.  The first part tried to stand up and the other stayed put poking around 

at the hole.  Oops, the hole said.  I fell.  I knocked the pizza machine over.  One of the poems 

said 

I graciously submit that  
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if everything is  

a waste, nothing is.   

 

I felt like crying, but couldn’t.  The machine didn’t work for shit. 
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Full Bloom 

The first sign of trouble between us was the bombs.  There was a homeless man on the 

news in one of those just-before-the-commercial segments where the tone is somewhere between 

puzzled and mocking.  He said a shell had crashed into an abandoned factory without going 

off.   She called me into the room to see because the man looked a little like an old college 

professor she’d had.  The police officer they interviewed afterward said the bomb had been 

analyzed and that there was no danger.  It was full of flowers.  Probably an art project or a prank 

that had gone too far. 

Then there were four in a week over different parts of town that actually worked.  There 

would be the whistling sound, the crash, and then petals all over the place, raining down over a 

whole city block at a time.  I was there for one of them, one of the first. I was in a coffee shop 

and saw these little white specks falling and getting kicked up by the breeze, like it was a ticker-

tape parade.  People on the street were taking videos and pictures.  No one was hurt.  No one was 

ever hurt.  Still, we were afraid. 

The mayor was on TV saying not to worry, but he looked a little worried.  A spokesman 

from the city bomb squad was on TV saying that there was no real danger outside of gravity, 

which, his wording struck me as a lot more thoughtful about the human condition than he meant 

it to be.  A botanist was on TV saying this particular flower petal was an orchid thought to be 

extinct, this one a common peony, this one chrysanthemum, this one poppy, and this one silk, i.e. 

fake, i.e. none of his business.  We watched them all, my girlfriend and I, the two of us on the 

couch eating spaghetti, while other people watched and ate spaghetti on their own couches, in 

their own homes.  In this way we learned a lot without learning anything.  
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She took to going out with an umbrella all the time.  “For luck,” she said.  She continued 

to say “for luck!” every time she took an umbrella for the rest of the time I knew her, which went 

on long after this thing with the bombs and all the remains of our relationship had blown over.  It 

was a thing that I loved, even as I found it a little annoying.   

The bombs kept falling through the summer and the people kept being on TV and we 

kept eating spaghetti without anyone coming forward to claim responsibility and without any 

kind of explanation.  People had their theories.  The president weighed in, even though it never 

spread beyond the streets of our little city.  A guy I knew from down the block was on 

Fallon.  There was a lot of nervous laughter.  

Ultimately she and I had to talk about what it meant.  She said it must be a miracle, and I 

agreed, knowing that we probably had different definitions of the word.  She said, “What’s that 

old maxim?  Show, don’t tell?  That’s what a miracle is.”  We were talking about it in the kitchen 

while I cooked our dinner, which gave me an excuse to not respond.  I didn’t disagree, not 

exactly, but it seemed too pat and easy an explanation.  I felt distant from her in that moment—

saying so would have served to make the feeling true in a way I didn’t want to deal with.  I made 

as though I was concentrating on cutting onions.  She leaned up against me at the stove and 

kissed my back, then ran her fingers over my shoulder and down my arm.  I pressed against her 

with my own weight.  

We weren’t the only ones talking about it, of course.  People on TV asked what it meant. 

Our neighbors asked what it meant when I bumped into them getting the mail.  I overheard a 

group of college kids ask their bartender what it meant.  My mom asked what it meant, her heart 

beating staticky and heavy into the phone.  My dad yelled from the other room, What did he say 

it meant? Conversation got generally jammed up on this topic all over the place.  More and more 
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it felt like everyone was trying to suck the air out of something important.  One night I said to 

her, “Explanation’s a crackpot game,” but I don’t think she was listening.  She seemed to not be 

listening a lot during this time.  It bothered me, so I said, “Do you want to go looking for one?” 

This was when the bombs were falling every day.  It didn’t surprise me in the least when 

her eyes lit up at my suggestion.  There’s something about the idea of ground zero, about being 

there when it happens.  Plus, she was jealous that I’d been there that one time.  You could feel it 

in the margins of how was your day or can you boil the noodles.  She never said so.  She didn’t 

need to.  Some feelings, they don’t have to be named to be known.   

We weren’t the only ones.  Bomb chasers were all over the place, and they all had a 

system.  You could see them in a coffee shop, or on the side of the road, carefully studying a 

map, a spreadsheet, the Chinese zodiac—whatever there was to guide a man, there the man was 

looking to it for guidance.  The biggest problem was that there was no pattern aside from the fact 

that every blast site was within the city limits.  So: we drove nights, from the time we got off 

work until she started nodding off against the passenger window.  At times we were silent—I’m 

sure we seemed obsessed—but mostly we chatted and joked and ate spaghetti out of 

Tupperware.  

As the weeks went on, our mood shifted.  We became restless and sad and itchy.  Picture 

Shackleton lost in the Antarctic.  Picture a teenage kid realizing his dreams don’t match his 

talent.  Picture the two of us driving down the same goddamn streets, neither of us able to make a 

thing appear, me tapping away at the steering wheel, her hooking and unhooking the catch of her 

umbrella.  I realized during those drives that there’s little difference between the explorers, the 

seekers, and the lost.  Going through it together was not exactly healthy for us.  We got snippy 

more than once.  I held it against her that we were out there, although of course it was my idea in 
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the first place.  She held it against me that we hadn’t found anything.  I held it against myself that 

she was holding something against me that I didn’t have the power to change.  In many ways, it’s 

an old, typical story, which I also held against her.   

When the city-wide curfew came, it was basically a relief.  We made a little show 

between the two of us of being outraged, then went back to sitting on our couch nights.  That was 

pretty much the end of it.  No more seeking.  I knew it was a defeat, but I didn’t know how or 

what kind. 

I’d like it to be that they never found him, that the concentrated effort between the local, 

state, and federal governments turned up nothing, and that the bombs full of flowers were 

allowed to remain a miracle, so that at least there would be that.  But come on: you saw the 

news, you saw how often they repeated the video of dragging him down the court steps, turning 

him into just another guy with a lawyer doing his perp walk.  So I have to tell you that they 

found him and that they explained it all and that in the end it was just a footnote, a Wikipedia 

page.  To us, though, it was more than that, but—and I say this without any sense of bitterness or 

impotent rage, but as plain fact—who gives a fuck what it was to us? 

And that’s one real sadness.  The other one is this: She’s in the middle of the street and 

she’s wearing these green pants I never much liked and some thrift store t-shirt and she’s holding 

her umbrella and of course the petals are falling around her and what are they but the 

confirmation that the whole human mystery will keep on no matter how much wading into it you 

do and of course the wind blows a little bit and a petal gets caught in the hair that the wind has 

pushed in front of her face and she smiles and in that smile is the same exact thing, the same 

meaning as the petals, and right then I would get the chance to realize that yes, all things are 

essentially worth doing, and one thing that matters is that she’s not wearing a dress and the 
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umbrella isn’t lace and it isn’t a moment so inauthentic that it basically becomes the new 

authentic by which I mean that the moment I am describing is real enough to give me permission 

to not have to think about authenticity or truth or explanation or doubt or about my own 

perception as something that is both unreal and at the same time coloring my own reality which 

of course means I am trapped in some heartbreaking keyless prison of myself, because the only 

thing that would be left to do when I see her there standing among the petals in the aftermath of 

what should have been a great explosive destruction is to stop and think Well what if I could have 

had it?  The one moment.  Okay?  The moment, shown.  A miracle. 
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Walden 

Henry David Thoreau says from his spot on the couch, “What is once well done is done 

forever, Claire.” 

 I stare straight ahead while I crack the eggs into the pan.  The backsplash of my oven is 

covered in grease and flecks of crusted spaghetti sauce.  Tell him to get lost, Claire.  Tell him to 

get his ass off the couch and get a goddam job.  Tell him it’s over.  I say nothing. 

 “Claire?” 

 “Go back to sleep.” 

 He comes stumbling into the kitchen scratching idly at his stomach in my Joy Division 

shirt.  He’s a scrawny one, but it still bothers me that we wear the same size.  Plus he’s got a 

head like a sack of potatoes and tugs clothes on carelessly.   

 “Don’t wear my things.  I told you.” 

 He looks down at the logo on it, as if he’d just noticed, and shrugs.  “I like to smell of 

you.” 

 I push the eggs around the pan with a spatula and ignore him.  He comes up behind me. 

 “I was up with the dawn and didn’t want to wake you, so I grabbed what was in arm’s 

reach.” 

 “Still.  It’s my shirt.  And I heard you.” 

 “Scrambled?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Just in the pan like that?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “I’ve found that whisking them with a little milk beforehand makes a better texture.” 
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 “It might.” 

 He sighs and pours himself some coffee.  Yesterday’s newspaper is spread over the 

kitchen table, and he sits to read, perched forward with his head supported by his hands.  I’d 

subscribed to it as a kindness to him—not even my parents still read an actual physical 

newspaper.  This was before I realized that Henry David Thoreau, my Henry David Thoreau, 

was a goony fucking mooch that would sit on my couch most of the day being alternately 

fascinated and horrified by daytime television and the 24-hour news cycle.  About once a week 

at work I get a voicemail from him full of stentorian yelling. 

 We met at a bar a few miles down the road in Denton.  I’d gone to school there, and then 

hung around for a time until I found a good enough job halfway between Denton and Dallas that 

seemed like the beginning steps of adulthood without really being a full commitment to the 

project of growing up.  The bar was a converted house off the main square, and the entire back 

yard had been turned into a huge open-air patio.  It was an unseasonably warm winter Saturday, 

and I met some friends from college up there.  He came and sat down at a table with us after 

we’d had a few drinks and fell into the conversation with ease—it was that kind of place.  My 

friends thought it was hilarious that he was Henry David Thoreau.  They treated it as a joke.  I 

was charmed, and though I maybe didn’t believe him, I wanted to.  He talked of making things 

of your own, of what it is to be connected to the land, of his brother the pencil-maker.  Later, 

when we were kissing against my car, he said my name with a reverence, like he was glad it was 

me out of everyone.  I had his complete attention.  A rare enough thing, for me and everybody. 

 I scrape the eggs into two bowls and hand him one.  We eat in silence, him absorbed in 

the paper, me leaning against the kitchen counter.  There are dishes in the sink that I don’t have 
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time enough for.  I look around to find my keys and then I’m out the door, into the thick Dallas 

morning. 

 

 

 I work in the last cubicle of a row that’s five deep up on the fourth floor of an anodyne 

beige office building.  I have the choice spot—it’s up against the window, and no one has any 

reason to walk by except to see me.  It’s a space I have fought and scrapped for through other 

people’s pregnancies and transfers, even one person’s death.  I like to think of this as my making 

the best of a temporary situation.  There are no pictures on my desk, no signs of me aside from 

my lunch in a tupperware and my actual physical presence.  I have a view of my Saab in the 

parking lot, and that’s a great comfort to me. 

 Being team leader is mindless work that mostly involves being at my desk and ready to 

deal.  Everything I do is just reacting.  A thing I’m starting to think is leaking into my life.  Like 

everyone here, I used to be a whole other person. 

 This morning an email was waiting in my inbox that used the phrase There is no reason 

to be concerned.  The word streamlining appeared, as did efficiency.  All day I have been looking 

up to see a new pair of coffee-cupped hands held close to the chest—my whole team right now is 

mousy women in Old Navy sweaters who stand as if they’re trying to collapse into themselves.  I 

answer their questions in my most reassuring voice.  All of this is news to me, I say, and if 

something were really worth worrying about, I would know.  I try not to say it with a pinched 

face. 

 Max shows up while I’m licking the last of my yogurt off of a spoon. 

 “Hey,” he says. 
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 “Look, Max.  I am eating lunch at my desk.  I am productive and efficient.  I am 

streamlined.” 

 Max and I ignore how much we don’t like each other ever since I told him he had a dog’s 

name and then asked if he was maybe named after a dog.  It bothers him that I see this job for 

what it is, meaning necessary to my survival.  At meetings he says we are a family. 

 “I can see that.  Good initiative, Claire.” 

 I do not roll my eyes.  I say, “What do you need?” 

 “Listen,” he says, putting one butt cheek on my work space, “Did you see the article in 

the paper about us?” 

 “No.  But I saw the email and have a brain.” 

 “Well what are you telling people?” 

 “I’m telling people not to worry.” 

 “Ok, good,” he says.  Then he says it again, to himself. 

 “Should I be telling them different?” 

 “No.  It’s good, Claire.”  He stands up and gets partway down the aisle before turning 

back to me. 

 I call after him. “What?” 

 “Nothing.  Just… nothing.” 

 

  _______ 

 

 When I walk through the door Henry David is playing Tetris in a chair I got from my 

grandparents’ house after they went to the retirement home.  I stand over him and put my hands 
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on the chair back. 

 “You found my Gameboy.” 

 He looks up at me without actually looking all the way up at me.  “It’s fascinating, but I 

worry about all this dependence people have on technology.” 

 “Why’s that?” 

 “Boredom can be important,” he says, but he hasn’t stopped playing.  I wait for him to 

elaborate and he doesn’t.  I flick him on the top of the head and walk into the kitchen.  The 

dishes are still there, the blame.  They make me think about the possibility of losing my job, 

which I’d managed to put aside all day.  The meaty fist of possible unemployment wraps my 

heart up for a second, gives it a hard squeeze. 

 “David,” I call, “can you just, can you clean up when I’m gone?” 

 I look in the fridge.  There’s nothing much in there.  “And can you go to the grocery store 

tomorrow?” 

 “Yes, but I don’t have money.” 

 “I’ll leave money and a list. You want a grilled cheese and some soup?” 

 “Yes, darling.” 

 I crinkle my nose, unwrap the cellophane from some single-slice cheese, and get a pan 

going on the stove.  The soup stands firm and can-shaped in the pot until I stir it around.  It’s the 

dinner of a four year old, which I try not to think about. 

 He comes padding into the kitchen and picks up the cheese wrappers.  “All this plastic,” 

he says, and clucks his tongue. 

 “Well, recycle it.”  I don’t tell him it’s cellophane, and probably not recyclable. 

 “I intend to.” 
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 “Ok then.” 

 “I miss Walden,” he says. “You know, I grew much of my own food there.” 

 “I know,” I say, flipping a grilled cheese.  “Everybody knows.” 

 He stands there like a child lost in the grocery store.  I scratch at some of the spaghetti 

sauce stuck to the surface of my stove, and it gets jammed hard up under my fingernail.  Then I 

let myself say something. 

 “What are you even doing with your life besides telling me what I’m doing wrong with 

mine?  You and your fucking privilege.” 

 He looks at me blank-faced, like he might cry, those sad, alive eyes set into his 

daguerreotype features going right past me. 

 “What?” I say. 

 “I am only trying to do good.” 

 “Yeah, well,” I say as I plate up his grilled cheese, “look around.  It’s not doing any 

good.” 

 I hold out the grilled cheese for him.  He reaches past it to pick up the soup can and the 

cellophane and throws them both in the garbage. 

 “There.  That’s how you want me to be.  Waste and waste and waste.” 

 I push the edge of the grilled cheese plate into his chest.  “Eat your goddamn grilled 

cheese.”  I walk past him with my own plate and bowl of soup.  “And maybe next time you want 

to be passive aggressive, don’t announce it.  That’s aggressive aggressive.” 

  He joins me at the table.  “What do you want, Claire?  A wooden man who does things 

without considering them?” 
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 A long moment passes between us.  I scowl at my soup.  “What I want,” I say softly, “is a 

normal fucking person for a fucking boyfriend, with a fucking job, and a fucking commute.  I 

want someone who doesn’t rub my nose in the fact that they get to be the kind of person they 

exactly imagine themselves to be while I’m over here with my mortgage and my car payment 

and my student loans.” 

 He stands up in a huff and storms off into the bedroom, and I can hear him sniffling in 

there.  After a minute he says, “If you want me to leave, you can say so.  Trying to belittle me is 

just cruel.” 

 I sigh.  The truth is I don’t know if I want him to leave, but I definitely want him to feel 

like I want him to leave.  More than that, I want him to be Henry David Thoreau, the one who 

kisses like he means it, or the one who wrote what he wrote, either, or both, or whatever.  This, 

though, this whiner, this thinker who doesn’t do anything, it’s too much. 

 “Look, that’s not what I’m saying.  I just need some help around here.  I’m sorry.  I’m 

really stressed with this thing at work.” 

 The bed groans, and he comes back in, rubbing at his face. 

 “I can do more,” he says.  I point at the chair, and he sits down to eat. 

 “I just don’t understand why you’re sitting around the house all day.  You’re Henry 

David Thoreau.  Don’t spin your wheels like this.” 

 “You’re right, of course.”  His eyes are downcast, and he chews his sandwich 

deliberately. 

 “I mean, I don’t know.  You should be writing, or doing something political.  Or making 

something.  You know?” 

 “I suppose so.” 
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 “Well, my mom always said you have to get out there and chase your happiness.” 

 “I will.”  He reaches across the table to grip my arm.  “Claire, I will.”  He seems to mean 

it, and he lets himself smile a bit. 

 I feel a little reassured.  He’s listening to me, he’s thinking about his life.  Maybe things 

can work out after all.  I smile at him, a tentative warmth between us. 

 After dinner, I sit on the couch, and he comes over with a bottle of wine and two mugs.  

The way he sets the mugs down, opens the wine, pours it—there’s a graciousness to it, a careful 

attention, the goodness that’s always there in him.  I know that in a minute, he’ll kiss me, and I’ll 

let him, and then he’ll move into me while kissing me until I lay down on the couch, and then 

other things will happen, and that afterwards I’ll feel alone and a little hard toward him, and if he 

asks me what’s wrong, I’ll lie. 

 

 

 In the morning, he’s up before I am.  I stumble out in a shirt and underwear to find all the 

windows thrown open and coffee brewed.  Henry David is outside, framed by the window, 

scratching at his beard and staring hard at the lawn. 

 I pull on some pants, grab coffee, and walk out there.  He turns toward me, his face 

brightening.  “Claire!” he says.  “I hope I didn’t wake you.  You were right, of course, that I need 

to consider who I am.  I’ve been needing this.” 

 “Needing what?” 

 “A new Walden!”  He walks the lawn, heel-to-toe, as if he’s measuring something. 

 “Figuratively speaking, of course.” 

 “Of course!” He is beaming.  He winks at me. 
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 Inside, the morning’s paper is spread out on the table.  My company’s name is on the 

front page.  The layoffs rumors have gone airborne. I ignore it. 

 “I’m getting started straight away.  I already ate breakfast,” he says. 

 “That’s good, Henry.  It’s good.  There’s a difference between living simply and living 

directionlessly, and—“ 

 I turn around, and he’s wandered back outside, leaving the door open behind him.  I write 

down some stuff we need on a piece of scratch paper and leave it on the table with some cash.   

 

 

 There’s another email at work.  The language has taken on a desperate, grim tone.  By ten 

in the morning the CFO has resigned.  By lunch time the usual murmur of office chatter has 

become loud and manic as a gaggle of employees hover by the community break area drinking 

generic soda.  I use the time to get ahead on my quarterly reports, because surely we can’t all be 

fired, and surely those of us who keep our mouths shut and our work impressive might be up for 

one of the jobs that has an office with a door. 

 In the early afternoon, I return from the bathroom to find Max sitting against the wall by 

my window.  He looks crumpled, tossed there. 

 “Max.” 

 “Claire, uh.” 

 “Max, I’m trying to keep my head very deeply in the sand here, and you sitting on the 

floor is not helping.” 
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 He stands up and leans on my desk, stares out the window.  I wait.  He turns toward me 

and takes a pen out of my company coffee mug and runs it across his palm.  It’s a nice gel pen, 

so it leaves a thick smear on his skin. 

 “I bring those from home, Max.” 

 He looks despondent.  I think he might be drunk.   

 “Did you read the paper today?” 

 “Nope.  I avoid it as a matter of policy.” 

 “Has Henry told you about it?  I know he follows the news.” 

 “Don’t talk to me about Henry, okay?” 

 “Why not?” 

 “Just don’t, okay?” 

 He looks back out the window.  “Okay, I’m going to tell you something, and I want you 

to tell me if I’m fucked.” 

 I log on to my computer and mime working. 

 “Say… say that maybe someone in our IT department uncovered a massive security 

loophole with the way our software processes credit card transactions, and say that maybe 

someone brought that info to me, and I told them to close the loophole, but then in the course of 

my other work I forgot to authorize the code for the version update that went out a few months 

ago, and say that then maybe it’s possible that someone walked off with fifty or so million of our 

customer’s credit card numbers as a result of that oversight, and, say, that, hey, it’s an honest 

mistake, and—” 

 I turn to Max and he stops. 

 “Well am I fucked or what?” 
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 I look down the row of cubicles.  “Who knows about this?” 

 “Nobody yet.  But it’s all there in my email and the workflows.” 

 “Max.” 

 “Yeah?” 

 “You’re fucked.” 

  

 

 When I get home he’s out there in the front yard sitting on a fifty pound bag of mulch 

with a rake balanced on his knees.  There’s a large, ragged rectangle on the lawn where the grass 

has been torn up and turned over.  In the context of the neighborhood and its lush landscaped 

yards it’s obscene, the dry bare earth of Texas out in the open like that.  Spread out in front of 

him like a fanned deck of cards are little packets of seeds. 

 “What are you doing?” 

 “Thinking how best to plant these.” 

 “I see that.  And where did you get the money for the rake and the mulch and whatever 

else?” 

 We both already know the answer to this.  He looks away and starts twisting his beard 

between his fingers. 

 “Goddammit Henry.” 

 “We’ll have no need for groceries in a few months.  I bought enough seed for—“ 

 “I don’t give a shit how much seed you bought, or how we’re gonna be swimming in 

zucchini, or what it is to grow something with your own hands.  I care about groceries, and 
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eating, today and tomorrow and the tomorrow after that.”  I am standing over him and pointing 

and yelling like a feral mother and I don’t like any of it. 

 “Oh, Claire.” 

 “Don’t start.  Don’t even try and tell me anything.  We live in a system.  Get over it.”   

 “I thought it would be fun.  For both of us.” 

 He looks dopey then, like a sad cartoon duck.  I realize he’s probably been waiting on me 

to get home, hoping that I’d want to help.  He spins the rake in his lap, looking cute doing this, 

but also misguided and sad.  He might be in love with me, and that’s kind of awful and also 

heartening in a way that makes me queasy.  I grab him by the shoulders. 

 “Henry.  This is not helpful.  The world doesn’t work this way.  I get why you’re doing 

this, but you just can’t.” 

 “What else can I do?” 

 “I don’t know.  You’ve got to find a way to be useful.” 

 “This is useful.” 

 “No, Henry, it’s not.”  I sit down in front of him on the grass.  “Look, I go to the grocery 

store, I buy food.  Everything beyond that, how it got there, where it was grown, that stuff is 

basically magic.  I don’t know anything about it.  And I don’t need to know.” 

 “That’s awful, Claire.” 

 I look past him to the wound in my yard.  “I know it is.  But what can you do?” 

 “Plenty.  You can’t let other people do your surviving for you.” 

 “I can, and I do.” 

 He lets out a long, shuddering sigh.  His hands are dirt-caked.  I reach out and drag a nail 

down one of them, leaving a thin, clean line. 
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 “Look,” I say.  “I like you Henry.  I like all this.  But it’s time to tell me.  It’s an act.” 

 “What is?” 

 “This.”  I wave my hand in front of his face.  “The garden, the beard, all of it.  This whole 

thing.” 

 His face turns sour with rage.  He stands up, throws down the rake, and storms down the 

street.  I watch him go, call half-heartedly after him.  It’s a shock, but also I guess not, because 

why would I say a thing like that unless I wanted something like this to happen? 

I don’t see him for the rest of the night.  I feel guilty about it, but also: it’s peaceful, my 

space feels like my own, and I order dinner out, and I watch a show about rich people being 

horrible, and I turn up Patti Smith’s “Land” on my record player and dance around shouting 

“Horses! Horses! Horses!” while spilling gin and soda on the carpet, and all night, no one says 

anything about it. 

 

 

 The next morning I’m hung over at work.  It feels about the same as usual, but I must be 

feeling vulnerable, or at least susceptible to kindness, because when Max comes over with his 

loose-knotted tie and his flop-sweated everything I don’t even have it in me to make fun of him 

or give him the boot.  Though I could get away with it.  Probably I could get away with anything, 

knowing what I know. 

 “I need to, uh, I need your discretion.  On what we talked about.”  He looks out the 

window instead of at me, but he’s turned toward me, like looking out the window is just 

something he’s doing and not a deliberate avoidance. 
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 “You got it, Max.  I don’t want anything to do with anything.”  I’d been holding a Diet 

Dr. Thunder from the fridge, and I press my cold palm against my forehead.  It feels nice.  I close 

my eyes. 

 “No, I mean it.” 

 “Yeah, me too.” 

 A second goes by.  I’m in the dark behind my closed eyes.  Nothing can get at me in here. 

“Claire.” 

 “Look, I pinky swear, or it’s a blood oath, or whatever holds up best in a court of law.  

Just leave me alone, okay?” 

 “No, you need to look at this.” 

 I open my eyes and he’s pressed all the way up against the window, looking down.  I 

stand up and walk over to him.  Out the window, in the parking lot near my Saab, is Henry 

David.  He’s holding a sign that says, “Men first.  Subjects afterward.”  There are a few other 

people I don’t recognize out there with him, and they’re lounging around like they’re waiting on 

more before starting whatever it is they’re going to start. 

 “Ah, shit,” I say. 

 Max, god bless him, busts out laughing.  He slaps the glass twice with his palm and 

wanders off.  Down below more people are walking up. 

 By noon they are organized and marching, about twenty in all.  The next day there are a 

few more.  On Friday the local news is out there for an hour.  I watch the report that night, and 

the anchor is baffled by it all, since the only thing they know currently is that there are rumors of 

impending layoffs, nothing confirmed.   
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I send an email about moving them out of the parking lot, at least.  I pretend I’m 

concerned about vandalism of cars.  I get a response from Toby in security asking if I really 

think my boyfriend is going to key my car, so I drop it.  Meanwhile people around me aren’t 

doing their work.  Instead, they’re putting together their resumes, taking long lunches, while I sit 

here in my undecorated cubicle.  I don’t have to tell them to do any of this—they can smell it.  

As soon as Max’s fuck up gets traced back to our team, well, I’m sure it will be swift, whatever 

it is. 

I could’ve put something up in my space.  A photo, a little cactus in a ceramic cowboy 

boot, a plastic flamingo like Janet down the row.   Something to prove I was here after I’m laid 

off. 

 

 

 On Saturday morning I wake up to Henry in the front yard.  He’s finishing the work on 

the garden.  I watch him out the window with coffee in my hand.  He sees me, and I wave a little 

bit, though I’m mad as shit at him, and part of me wants him to light himself on fire in the office 

parking lot.  At least then he’ll be interesting.  I’m not typically a violent or dark-thoughted 

person, but this is what he does to me.   

 I feel guilty, so I pour him a cup of coffee too, though it’s already too hot out for it.  He 

takes it from me anyway. 

 “You’ve been busy,” I said. 

 “I suppose so.”  He takes a sip and sets it down in the grass nearby before going back to 

turning over the earth.  “Save me the coffee grounds, if you would.  We’ll put them to use out 

here.” 
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 He sees the look on my face and deflates.  “I’ll get these planted.  Spread your coffee 

grounds over them as mulch.  Then it’s just a matter of watering and checking in on the 

seedlings.  You might have to get some herbicide or natural repellants.  The internet can tell you 

a lot of the rest, I’m sure.” 

 “Okay, Henry.” 

 “It’s worth doing,’ he says, bending down to put his hand in the dirt. 

 “Okay.”  I can see why people would believe him, but looking down at him there on my 

lawn, I just don’t.  Mostly I feel lousy, like I’m mad that I was naïve, or I’m mad that I can’t be 

naïve any more.  They’re the same feeling, really. 

 

 

 On Monday the story hits about Max’s mistake and we’re national news.  When the guy 

who’s supposed to re-stock the break room every week doesn’t show up I know it’s over.  Down 

in the parking lot, Henry’s little group of protesters has tripled in size.   

 Max walks up while I’m watching out the window.  I say, “I mean, we’re fuck-ups.  A 

terrible company in the process of going under.  But why do these people care enough to be out 

there?” 

 “I don’t know.  He’s your boyfriend.” 

 “I’m talking about the rest of them.  Henry makes perfect sense.” 

 “I guess they just feel betrayed is all.” 

 “Betrayed by who?” 

 “Us.  Everything.  Me, I guess.” 
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 I look over at him.  He’s not my friend, but at least I get a sense of him as a human being 

now instead of as an extension of a corporate ideology.   

 “You should screw up more often.  It makes you more likable.” 

 He gives me a tepid smile.  “You’re fired, Claire.” 

 Henry has got a megaphone now, and he’s shouting something up at us.  From behind 

glass it comes out as a low drone.  People behind him pump their fists. 

 “I know.”  I reach over and tighten up his tie, which was hanging loose and ugly on him.  

“So are you.  At least you deserve it.  At least for you it’ll make some sense.” 

 He presses an index finger onto the glass at the protesters so hard it goes white.  “Fuck 

these little limp shits.”  Then he turns to me. “Sorry.”  

 “Don’t be sorry.”  I say, and I pat him on the arm.  Then I turn around and grab my purse, 

my car keys, my lukewarm coffee.  Some of my co-workers look up, but none of them stop me.  

The elevator is on my floor already, so there’s no wait, and in the lobby I give Toby the security 

guy a wave.   

He calls out, “Do you want me to have him arrested?”   

And I say, “I’d say yes if he wouldn’t love it so much.” 

I walk past all of them without making eye contact.  To their credit, they don’t mob me or 

yell.  Henry says my name into the megaphone once, though.  I don’t stop.  I’m in my car.  I’m 

pulling out of the space.  I’m going home to see whether or not I can make an honest thing 

happen.  I’m going home to tend my garden. 
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Imperative 

It is night and the feeling is coming on again.  You know the one.  There are rules for dealing 

with this, a blunt methodology we have devised over time.  Stay awake.  Don’t stop thinking.  

Don’t let it wash over you the way it does.  Find something to do. 

_____ 

 

The knight Wallace makes his way up the steps again.  He holds a sword as long as his body.  

His face is hidden behind a faceguard.  He is only steely determination.  He is an abstraction of 

knighthood.  It does not bother him.  The staircase is massive, made of old, moss-mottled stone.  

At the top of the stairs he is flattened by the heavy warpick of a humanoid rhinoceros.  A 

warpick is a weapon that has a hammer face on its end counterbalanced by a sharp pike, which is 

thematically appropriate for a rhinoceros.  There is an internal consistency to his world.  After a 

moment of blackness, Wallace appears at the bottom of the massive staircase.  He makes his way 

back up the steps. 

_____ 

 

The feeling is creeping in again.  Keep it in the peripheral.  Don’t sleep.  Sleep is one place 

where it comes on.  The feeling slides around the room, hiding in all the places it cannot be 

found.  The feeling is clever that way.  The feeling is a cockroach in a bathroom drain.  A literal 

cockroach. 

_____ 

 

There is a certain austerity to phenomenology that we like.  The world as navigated and 
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articulated by blunt observation.  Everything stripped of its meaning until a meaning is found.  

Phenomenology scrapes a brain clean.  Plus we like the way the terminology rattles around in a 

sentence. 

_____ 

 

Wallace has a kind of resolve you admire.  He knows he is alone in the world.  The world was 

made lonely for him.  In fact, the world exists in such a way that only what is visible is rendered. 

What the camera does not point at is not even there.  It is a void, yet when Wallace runs toward it 

he does not feel the vast terror that should accompany running at full speed towards 

nonexistence.  He sees only the instantiation of the real.  There is no questioning of fate in 

Wallace.  There is no asking if he has a will.  There is only climbing the stairs, and what’s after.   

_____ 

 

Sleep distracted if you have to.  If you have to sleep, that is.  Put on a show you’ve seen before.  

The one you like, the one that’s a warm blanket.  Or put on one you don’t particularly like.  It 

doesn’t matter.  Sleep drunk.  Sleep with your laptop open.  Read a website until sleep fights 

back.  Put pillows around your body.  Make a joke of it.  Call it Fort Lonelyfort.  Convince 

yourself you’re not alone.  Podcasts help.  Music.  Hours of pre-bed videogame playing.  Put one 

unhealthy obsession in place of another. 

_____ 

 

The feeling is a lot of feelings, if you’re being honest.  Which we would rather you were not, so: 

do not be honest.  Impose a kind of sterility of thought.  Phenomenologize.  Make an autoclave 
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of your brain. 

_____ 

 

The cockroach hides in your sink, tucked in the overflow drain.  Pokes its antennae out.  It has all 

that it needs.  There is moisture and scum.  But still it wonders, if a cockroach could be said to 

wonder. 

_____ 

 

We strongly oppose attempts to sleep.  If you sleep, you’ll wake up, and the feeling will have 

you.  It might be an hour.  It might be five.  It might be a gut-drop body-jerk instant.  Keep the 

feeling at bay however you can.  Even as you know that not sleeping is a part of the feeling.  

Shh. 

_____ 

 

 The feeling is the roach.  The feeling is Wallace, climbing his nonexistent stairs.  The feeling is 

the worry that death invented time, that it wasn’t the other way around.  Death is impossible to 

phenomenologize.  The inherent meaning of it cannot be found out, so any meaning in death is 

ascribed from outside the process of one’s dying.  And sleep is the cousin of death.  We heard 

that once and knew it was true.  So: don’t sleep. 

_____ 

 

You cannot let the feeling find you.  You cannot let the feeling up the steps. You cannot let the 

feeling gain any ground.  Cannot. 
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_____ 

 

The cockroach pokes its body out of its hidey hole.  Darkness over everything—the toothbrush, 

the hand soap, the razor and the shaving cream.  It climbs up and out, briefly on the lip of the 

counter, its legs splayed out on either side of it.  Tests the open air.   

_____ 

 

The feeling is: you are maybe crazy. 

The feeling is: maybe you are not. 

The feeling is: the only intelligent response to running full bore into the void of nonexistence is 

terror. 

_____ 

 

Here is what the knight Wallace is thinking: nothing!  If only!  Stoic is one way to describe him.  

Blank-faced under his visor.  Or: no-faced, if you’re going to be honest.  He puts his visor down 

and his face disappears.  On the one hand, it’s a matter of how a computer processor handles 

memory by not rendering what cannot be seen.  On the other hand, it makes a certain kind of 

phenomenological sense. 

_____ 

 

The bowl of the sink is too slick.  You have scrubbed it down recently.  You scrub it down often, 

because the stuff that accumulates in the sink is the feeling.  The cockroach slides down the 

porcelain and tries to clamber back up to its home.  It is almost pathetic.  Though you can’t see 
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it.  If you saw it your breath would catch and you would back out of the room.  It is the size of 

your thumb and scrambling nowhere.  You are in the living room, living. 

_____ 

 

We know you named Wallace.  Many times you are allowed to name characters in this way, to 

give them a sense of ownership or to invest them with personality.  Do this whenever you can.  

We approve of your attempts to assign meaning where there is none.  You chose, also, his armor, 

that visor, what kind of sword is best suited for the job.  You send him up the steps and he is 

flattened again and again.  The act itself is bulwark—a sacrifice against the coming on of the 

feeling. 

_____ 

 

You named him after another person, a person who you think sometimes felt like you feel now.  

You hope he did.  A feeling shared is less intense.  A friend you never met. 

_____ 

 

In the dark a cockroach is at home. 

_____ 

 

Do not give the feeling its name.  Do not say it out loud.  Do not admit a thing in the darkness 

where you sit alone.  This is a hostage negotiation.  There is a gun pointed at your heart. Or: the 

gun is inside your heart aiming out.  We don’t quite know where the gun is, but the point is there 

is a gun and it’s going to shoot something unless you cooperate. 
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_____ 

 

The cockroach is nameless and you have no connection to it nor do you want one.  But: it walks 

onto the porcelain of the sink, and it is too smooth to grip with the cilia on its feet, so it slips into 

the bowl, and its struggle in that moment can be said to exist in a way Wallace’s does not.  In a 

way that yours does not.  It scrambles in panic and also in a sink.  Its goal: get to the overflow 

drain at the top of the bowl.  It knows of the danger it is in.  Its goal: get home. 

_____ 

 

Elsewhere, other young men move their version of Wallace up the same stairs.  They have 

different names, different armor.  Some have axes or spears instead of swords.  If it is a 

community it is a messy or theoretical one.  One built on difference and individual struggle 

instead of unity.  They do not want to admit that their choices are meaningless.  A weapon is a 

weapon is a weapon.  Do not admit this either. 

_____ 

 

Watch Wallace as you are Wallace.  An echo.  A twinning of intent.  A simplification.  His 

failures are your failures.  In this way achieve a stillness of thought. Achieve something like 

peace. You are Wallace.  Vice versa.  Achieve seeing yourself as both, as a lenticular or a magic 

eye poster.  Achieve not feeling the feeling. 

_____ 

 

The cockroach is also you.  A metaphor of sorts.  Though, again, actual. 
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_____ 

 

Wallace moves up the stairs with grace.  He dodges arrows that come toward him, uses a bow of 

his own to kill one of the archers.  Three arrows.  A health bar empties.  The archer falls. Further 

up the steps he kills another with his sword after rolling under an arrow.  Pretend you hear it 

whistle past.  You are Wallace.  Get to that empty place.  Get smashed by the rhinoceros. 

_____ 

 

Log on to an internet forum to find the community.  Talk about the rhinoceros.  Say, “I keep 

getting my shit pushed in by that goddam rhinoceros.”  Get some tips, some sympathy, some 

knowing replies. 

_____ 

 

Do not say: all of this is inherently without value. 

Do not say: I am afraid that I am utterly alone in all of this, and the mere acknowledgement of 

that fear makes it true.  It is a meta-fear or a performative fear or the simulacrum of fear of a 

simulacrum and phenomenology is useless against it.  It is knotty and empty and far worse than a 

rhinoceros on two legs with a hammer. 

Do not talk about the feeling. 

_____ 

 

The roach fails to find purchase, unaware that the drain behind it leads to the same place, that it 

could retreat if it wanted, that it could move back into the shadows it knows without struggle.  It 
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runs a circle, a skittering mockery of draining water. It stops to suck some moisture.  Its antennae 

twitch.  Toothpaste, saliva.   

_____ 

 

Sit on your couch and pretend you do not exist.  Put your phone on silent.  We insist you eat 

cereal for dinner.  We insist you keep people from seeing what a terrible fraud you are.  We 

know things.  We’ve seen that you are likable and kind for its reward.  We’ve seen how brittle 

your humanism and empathy are.  We’ve seen you cry at a funeral not for the deceased but for 

your own mortality.  We’ve seen that every good thing about you is built out of something small 

and sharp and hurting inside of you.  Obey our terms or else. 

_____ 

 

At the top of the steps, the rhino brings its warpick down hard, but Wallace rolls clear.  Or: you 

roll clear.  He
you locks

lock on and moves
you move him to the right.  The rhino circles too, jabs forward with 

the point of the warpick.  Its armor is a beaten copper that’s dulled and corroded in the fake sun, 

in the ages that it sat waiting before Wallace
you came to the stairway. Wallace

You moves
move right, the 

rhino circles.  Then it throws its crushing weight down on the hammer, missing.  Wallace
You takes

take 

his
your chance.  Two swings

taps of the sword
button.  Blood mists the air.  The rhino staggers back and 

raises its hammer again.  Wallace
You dodges

deny that you are separate from what is happening on screen.  In this way the 

thing is done. 

_____ 

 

Sit on your couch and focus on the kind of struggle you can handle.  Fall into bed at the last 
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possible moment.  Make sleep immediate, necessary, and vital.  Ignore; ignore! 

_____ 

 

With enough time invested the mind can become anything.  Close your eyes and see Wallace.  

Feel safe. 

_____ 

 

Sometimes the cockroach thinks everything is too much because anything is too much.    

_____ 

 

Wallace lives free from desire.  What he has is directive.  Up the stairs, Wallace.  Fell the rhino.  

And so he does.  The rhino slumps to its knees, crashes down.  The hammer clatters a ways down 

the stairs.  Sunlight, or something like it, on everything.  The doorway beyond glimmers.  The 

goal is far taller than Wallace.  Wallace moves to it, a great wrought double door covered in 

runes.  With a hand on each door, he pushes his way in. The gate gives way.  Behind, 

immediately behind, stand two more of the armored rhinos, too close together to divide and 

conquer.  They must be killed as one.  His world, cruel though it may be, is iterative.  Knowledge 

of the system is leverage.  It pays off.  How nice! 

_____ 

 

You could be comparative.  You could press your loneliness on to the figure that you control on 

the screen.  What Wallace fights is the feeling.  Or.  And.  Hm. 

_____ 
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Don’t forget the cockroach we have placed in the sink.  You will meet it soon.  It is there 

scrambling.  It has been there before, out of sight while you brushed your teeth, avoided yourself 

in the mirror. 

_____ 

 

Wallace’s is to die again and again, each death meaning such an infinitesimal amount as to 

actually mean nothing.  It’s death that denies death.  To actually die, Wallace would need to stop.  

You would need to stop.  The real death in this case is a giving in, going to bed, uncoupling 

yourself from him and returning to the biological real and not returning to his world.  Sleep is the 

cousin.  This same struggle is happening in so many other apartments, irrespective of your own 

struggle, which is to say that Wallace’s death is in some ways not inevitable in the same way as 

your own death.  Letting Wallace die, truly die, would have an intrinsic meaning, would be a 

giving up.  What about you?   

_____ 

 

You have to pee.  Or: you don’t want to answer the question we’ve put to you, which is fine by 

us.  Go and see the roach.  Go and flip the light and jump back and feel foolish for jumping back 

but feel disgusted too and feel a kind of throat-clutched dread take hold of you as the roach 

scrambles and scrambles around the sink and open the cabinet with your foot while you watch 

and reach down for just a moment while keeping an eye. 

_____ 

 

Wallace stands at the bottom of the stairs not thinking thoughts. 
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_____ 

Hit the roach with aerosol poison.  Never give it a chance.  Let its respiratory system catch fire.  

Let it writhe and twitch in something like agony.  One dead roach won’t save you.  One dead 

roach is knowledge, surety.  A harbinger of infestation.  Or: a fluke.  An outlier.  A wanderer 

who took a wrong turn and ended up in your drain.  But it’s proof of something you cannot 

contain.  You cannot stop the outside from coming in.   

_____ 

 

While you stand there watching the roach die, we must insist: don’t give in to the temptation to 

make this about you.  It’s so gauche, which makes us have to point out that it’s gauche, which is 

also, all told, fairly gauche.  Change particulars, deny that you are Zach and this is you playing 

Dark Souls because of something so bottomless as your anxiety, that black hole that doesn’t have 

any weight you could name.  Change details.  Avoid specificity.  Make it a mask so that you 

don’t have to wear it. 

_____ 

 

Here’s how the roach will get its revenge: close your eyes and it’s in bed with you.  Close your 

eyes and it’s behind them.  Try and think of Wallace and it crawls across the screen.  Look at 

you.  Defeated. 

_____ 

 

Now the feeling has barbs and can crawl around.  Everything is a cockroach to you.  Wallace is a 

cockroach.  The feeling is a cockroach.  And you. 

175 



_____ 

 

Other people have words for the feeling.  The feeling slides easily away from these words.  Keep 

it in the realm of the unspecified.  Do not attempt to hold the ocean with a teaspoon.  Language is 

too childish, or: you are too childish to use it to describe this thing in you.  It’s a paradox, a head 

spinner, and the feeling is both a kind of confusion/lostness and a fear of that very 

confusion/lostness.  But we’re not saying that.  We’re not saying that we’re not saying that, but 

we’re not saying that. 

_____ 

 

The roach runs the bowl. 

_____ 

 

Try and find a shape for your life in the performative act of moving Wallace up the stairs.  

Though it is shattered, a mosaic.  Hundreds of treks up the stairs as one seamless trip.  There 

used to be a wilderness in you that you have evened out chemically and behaviorally, like 

stitching those failed attempts to get Wallace up the steps into the one success.   

_____ 

 

But language does have the words is the point.  You have put them in your mouth.  Anxiety.  

Ennui.  Anhedonia.  Fear.  Cockroach.  Gregor Samsa.  Wallace.  And you. 

_____ 
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The roach runs circles in the bowl as the poison does its work.  Bear witness in disgust.  Watch 

as it flips on its back and its legs flail.  Wonder: do they flip over to ease some felt pain as they 

die?  Is it a letting go?  Or just dumb reflex, some textbook fact of biology as their legs curl into 

their bent sarcophogal form?  Do not decide on an answer.  Allow that you are disgusted because 

a cockroach’s being alive is mechanical and base, a set of imperatives in response to impulse. 
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Mission 

after Raymond Carver 

Barry and I are in the courtyard of Doorway Mission.  We’re playing checkers in the heat 

and smoking cigarettes on the rehab side of the courtyard.  There’s no rule separating us from the 

homeless population.  The courtyard just sorts itself out every afternoon.   

Barry, he got here how you’d expect.  He’s a user too.  I’ve been here a few months, and 

honestly I like it better than other places I’ve been, but this is Barry’s third week, and he’s a little 

nervous about the whole deal still.  He’s got the look of most intransigents, the lined face from 

living outdoors, the missing teeth on account of the free dentistry the Mission offers, the whole 

deal.  He’s a few years younger than me at thirty, but he doesn’t look it. 

The thing I like about Barry is he’s one of the few guys who won’t turn a conversation 

towards the agenda of Christ’s love.  A lot of the guys here buy into the whole thing, like they 

could pile up some reward in heaven to counter the fact that their organs are all fucked up.  Not 

that I blame them.  I’ve been in that headspace myself.   

I hadn’t played checkers in years until Barry asked me to.  Chess stresses him out, and 

that scares me some.  I know he’s been using longer than me, maybe he’s done some worse stuff.  

A lot of the guys in here, they say they can’t concentrate anymore, and they don’t remember 

what it was like to be any other way.  I try and think about that whenever the need in me starts 

gnawing. 

The other thing about playing chess is that whenever someone plays chess out here in the 

courtyard there’s about a dozen people who watch and smoke cigarettes and ash on your 

shoulder without regard for that kind of thing.  Which drives me frankly nuts.  It’s kind of 

understood now between Barry and me that this is why we play checkers instead of chess.  It 
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suits me okay, except sometimes Barry pushes way too hard on one of his pieces without 

seeming to be able to control it, and sometimes I stop seeing the board as squares and start seeing 

it as these lines that don’t quite make sense the way you want them to. 

Some guy, one of the new guys whose name I didn’t know, he died yesterday.  I was in 

the main hallway when it happened—every morning around ten I would hang out by the pay 

phone for a little bit.  Once I got as far as to put in the money, but then I hung up and left the 

change there for the next guy.  This volunteer Kurt, one of the guys who’d been around awhile 

and was clean something like six months, it was his job to log all the phone calls, so he spent a 

lot of time scratching out my name.  Then it was cigarettes and board games in the courtyard till 

lunch, then lunch, then bible study, then biofeedback maybe, which was when they hooked you 

up to a machine and made you watch your heartbeat while you talked about the things that got 

you here, then it was dinner, then praise and worship, then bed.  Trouble was, Diane, trouble was 

there wasn’t a thing that happened to me in a given day that was worth the telling, and I thought 

the whole thing would leave you awfully depressed.  And even when something does happen, 

it’s always a sad thing, too, like this guy who died. 

What happened was these two guys in the corner start shouting—I couldn’t really see 

what was going on, as it’s a pretty good crowd in that hallway all the time.  But what I saw was 

these two guys carrying Terry—I found out that afternoon his name was Terry—on their 

shoulders.  He was a big guy, one of those guys that looked like a boulder in a shirt.  Not fat 

exactly, but not muscular either.  Just big.  Like I said, I didn’t know him really, but he would 

always sit up front in praise and worship, and he would really get after it.  One time he saw me 

mumbling when he turned around and looked at me and smiled real big.  I believe he meant it, 

like he really was that happy and just wanted me to get there too.  He’d walk by in the hall and it 
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would be “Say hey, John” to everybody, regardless of name, and you were supposed to say back 

“Hey” or he’d stop and pretend to smack you in the back of the head. 

Anyway, they’re carrying him out, and he’s about to pass out or something.  His face is 

all flushed and then it seems to kind of drain to a pale white.  Curtis, the guy in charge of all of 

us men, he runs up and takes control of the whole thing.  They say he died an hour later, but I 

can’t shake that he died right there.  Heart gave out.  End of story.  I thought about calling you 

then, just to say whatever I could think of to say, just to prove it wasn’t me they were carrying 

into the infirmary.  Everybody was in a panic, though, and you’re not supposed to use the phone 

without permission.  So I thought it would be easier to write you this letter, and just get at the 

day to day so you know your old man is still kicking. 

 

 

 Barry likes telling stories.  I don’t mind.  In fact, I’m starting to like it.  I ask him how he 

came to walk with a limp, which he does, and he tells me that when he was little, like nine or ten, 

there used to be a couple acres of woods out behind where he lived.  One day he was out there 

and he got it in his head to climb a tree.  He finds this big oak, and he gets up pretty good, he 

says about twenty feet or so, when a limb gives out from under him and down he goes.  Lands 

right on his ankle.  Shatters it most like. 

 “Well,” he says, “You can guess what happens.”  He’d already told me that he had the 

run of the place all summer, since his mom worked.  So he sits there and cries awhile, looking at 

the ankle which is turned around all wrong and starting to swell, and then he figures that things 

are going to get real bad if he doesn’t get to crawling.   

He stops his story, then, stares off into the middle distance. 
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 “Wake up, Barry.  What next?” 

 “I don’t know.  Sometimes I feel like I kept on crawling like a wounded animal all the 

way from then until I became a dad.  Eight years on hands and knees.  You ever think a thing 

like that?” 

 I tell him that I do, but I guess he thinks I don’t, because he shakes his head and lights 

another cigarette. 

 He says, “It doesn’t make sense, not really.  I know.  But it makes a certain kind.” 

 We sit there for a second looking at the checkers game.  I light a cigarette of my own. 

 “Tell me about your kid,” I say. 

 He was a boy, eleven, had when Barry was too young with a girl he didn’t much have 

long term plans with.  They tried it for a bit, living together, after they found out, but by the time 

he was born it was hardly a happy thing if you get me.  Not like how me and your mother got 

along so well for a long time. 

 At first the way Barry felt about the mom kind of poisoned him towards the boy, whose 

name was Rick.  The girl kept saying he was worthless, a bad father, stuff like that.  After telling 

me this he goes silent for a minute, and I know this is the part of the story that everybody here 

gets around to telling eventually.  How we got here.  Who we used to be.  All that shit.  He blows 

smoke out of his nostrils and leans back in his chair. 

 “Come on, man.  I’m interested.  Let’s hear it.”   

He sits thinking about it for a minute, but then it’s time for bible study, so we leave the 

game where it is and everybody files into the commons. 
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 Barry and I meet up again the next morning.  We lean against the wall and watch a group 

of guys playing basketball.  It’s getting to be the ugly part of summer in downtown Houston.  

Outside of the Mission, the concrete is baking everyone on it, and the shade of overpasses is little 

relief.  We spend most of our time out of doors anyway, since it’s either that or going into the 

chapel or staying on your bunk all day. 

 After about ten minutes of watching the basketball game and smoking he starts in again 

without prompting.  He knows I’ve been waiting, that it’s a necessary thing to get it all out, if 

only just once, if only just to bottle it up again when you’re done.   

 He and Rick’s mother smoked pot together before Rick came along, and he had kind of a 

standing thing for painkillers on account of his ankle never healing quite right.  Rick showed up 

and they stopped smoking, and Barry got a second job stocking at Wal-Mart.  The work went on 

pretty well into the night, and it was a lot more walking than he was used to.  Add the other job 

doing auto body work, the mom at home talking at him like he was shit in front of the baby, and 

him not being able to unwind in the usual way because the mom thought it was the wrong thing 

to do.  It’s pretty easy to see how things got bad enough for Barry to start doubling up on his 

pills. 

 These things have a way of snowballing.  Barry didn’t have to tell me about that.  No 

surprise, then, that soon he was going through a prescription a week, and no surprise either that 

he lost his job at the auto place on account of shoddy work and trying too hard to fit a three 

hundred dollar custom fiberglass fender onto its frame, cracking it beyond repair. 

 The guys playing basketball get a little heated over a blocked shot.  It looks like they 

might come to blows, and Curtis lets out a little warning shout from across the courtyard.  They 

get back to the game, and I tell Barry to go on. 
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 “What else is there to say?  That was enough for her to take my boy away from me and 

head home to her parents’ place.  He was two by then.” 

 I tell him that of course there’s more to say.   

 “Well, you say it then.”  He’s a little angry sounding, and as he turns away from the 

breeze to light his cigarette he takes a step away from me.  I realize that he probably sees me as 

part of the institution, one of the guys who’s bought into the whole program here, Christ’s love 

and all that.  Maybe he thinks I’m here to save his soul.  Jesus.  Just the thought makes me feel 

lousy. 

 “Anyway,” he says after a minute, “a couple years go by with me seeing him weekends, 

and meanwhile things are kind of piling on, what with the ankle and working nights and not 

being able to find another job really.  And it’s like, I know in this whole period that I’m not some 

kind of worthwhile father.  Even when I was there for him I knew really that I wasn’t.” 

He shakes out another cigarette and lights it.  “Then when he was six, he was staying 

over at my place for the weekend, and he told me that dinner was shitty, those were his exact 

words, and even though I knew he was right—dinner was shitty—he was six, so I knocked him 

on his ass a little harder than I intended to.  He gets to bawling, and I fix myself a drink, and I 

drink it, and I take him home to his mother and tell her I won’t be coming next weekend.” 

 We both notice Curtis coming over to us.  Barry throws his cigarette down and stubs it 

out with his ratty sneaker. 

 “You can probably map out the rest of the thing on your own,” he says.  And probably 

he’s right. 
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 The standard program here is three months of not leaving the grounds and doing intensive 

rehab, then three months of living in the dorm while you try to reintegrate into society.  You’re 

allowed out then, but we’re in the Fifth Ward, right where the black neighborhoods collide with 

the Hispanic neighborhoods, both of which hate having the Mission nearby and both of which 

have little qualm about hassling us addicts whenever they can.  Some of us are here on court-

ordered things.  I’m one.  Barry, he’s not.  I get the sense that the difference is I’m too proud to 

do something like this on my own. 

Most of the God stuff here just rolls off me, but today two guys got the boot for messing 

around after lights out.  That kind of thing is pretty prevalent around here, and getting caught 

usually means you pissed off the wrong guy.  I didn’t fool around ever, which is a thing I always 

feel like I have to say when I talk about this place, and I wonder if that makes me a homophobe 

or as bad as these guys that run the place and won’t help a guy get clean if he’s gay.  I mean, 

Curtis doesn’t say that it’s about that, he says it’s about ensuring a safe and healthy space for 

everyone, but we all know the score. 

A lot about this place strikes me as stupid, and if it weren’t in my best interest to not get 

too noticed, and if I hadn’t already used up most of my private rebellion in not singing along to 

the church songs every night, I’d probably smash someone’s face in over it.  You’ll remember I 

was an idealist, once. 

Anyway, doing something like that would end up with me serving my five year bit up in 

Huntsville instead of being here, and I’m not about to do that.  I know I’ve been out of your life a 

time, but I promise I won’t get that far out. 

As long as you keep your head down and your nose clean here, it’s not so bad.  At least 

that’s what I tell myself, seeing as I have to be in here.  A lot of the guys talk about it like “in 
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here” versus “out there.”  Like it’s the fucking wild savannah.  I know I’ve got a problem.  I’m 

not stupid about it.  But there’s nothing going on “out there” that scares me.  My problem’s right 

in here with me.   

Two days after Barry got here he sat down across from me at lunch and started talking 

about how he’d lived in the woods awhile, this undeveloped plot of land on the northwest side of 

town, right before he came here.  He slept in one of those circular bamboo chairs that go in 

college dorms.  He just happened to find it out there.  I imagine you having one in a corner of 

your dorm room, sometimes, when I’m in an imagining mood.  Your mother didn’t tell me 

anything about it, last we talked.  That was at the courthouse.   

Now he says, “If it weren’t for the junk I was doing, and for the lingering question of is 

this socially normal, it would have been a nice time.  Wood roaches’d crawl right into your 

clothes, though.” 

I didn’t say anything.  I looked away, took out a cigarette.  A place like this gets the 

things worth bragging about all wrong.  Who’s had it the roughest is like a game with all these 

guys—Barry too—and I’d probably lose, since I’ve never been homeless myself. I was more of a 

shambling fuck up when I got high, still sort of holding it together.  I always manage.  I got this 

theory that every man gets what he can take and then just a little extra, and if paying rent’s in my 

base skillset, it doesn’t make me better or worse than the next guy.  Sometimes being here made 

me feel more alone than I was before. 

 

 

 Curtis sidles up next to us, and Barry and I both instinctively stiffen a little, as though 

we’re high school students in trouble.  Curtis is shorter than most of the guys here, with a square 
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face and exceptionally hairy arms.  He’s got that good old boy look, with a rawhide complexion, 

and even though he’s near a foot shorter than me he looks like he could whip the hell out of me if 

he needed to.  He commutes in from the farmland out west every day, where he rides horses on 

weekends and attends a very Republican church.   

 “These guys sure know how to play,” he says to us, gesturing toward the ball game.  The 

guys playing basketball are all black.  I nod a little bit. 

 “It’s a testament to what God gave us.  You ever think about that?”  He pats me on the 

shoulder.  “That we have such powerful bodies, and ingenuity, and community.  And so many of 

us throw it away.  It’s a damn shame.” 

 He watches them for a minute, then he walks off.  Probably he just talked to us as an 

excuse to make his presence known, make sure a fight wasn’t going to break out again on the 

court. 

 When Curtis is far enough off, Barry coughs into his hand and says, “What’s God got to 

do with basketball?  There’s some theology for you.” 

 

 

 This morning I tried to call your mother to get your address.  She didn’t answer, which 

was fine.  I sometimes think I’m just kidding myself.  When I saw her last she looked on me with 

pity.  Maybe she’s been doing that for years.  Anyway I just wanted your address. 

 Barry’s kid is coming today, so he’s got on a nice shirt that he picked out of the 

donations, and he’s cleaned himself up pretty good.  We’re drinking coffee in the cafeteria. 

 “Do you think it’s okay that he’s coming?” Barry says.  He looks a little skittish today, 

like he might get up and walk out at any second. 
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 “Yeah, man.  It’s okay.”  I say it, although I’m not sure it’s true. 

 After breakfast we go to the lobby to wait.  There’s a line of chairs that face the front 

entrance, and we take up the two that provide the best view of the parking lot.  When an old 

Nissan pulls up Barry stiffens.  A woman in a tank top and cutoff jeans gets out and walks 

around to open the passenger door.  She leans inside for a minute, talking to the boy in the 

passenger seat.  Then they start walking towards the front door.  Barry stands up awkwardly to 

wait. 

 When the boy walks through the door his face splits wide open into a smile and he breaks 

into a run.  Barry’s there to scoop him up.  The woman is smiling politely.  She speaks to Barry 

briefly, then walks back out to her car.  Meanwhile the kid wants to be put down, he’s too old for 

it.  Barry and the kid turn around and face me. 

 It’s a thing I think I can handle, since it’s Barry’s kid.  I mean, I don’t know him.  He 

doesn’t look anything like the boy I’d hit.  But also he does, but also he’s a boy about that boy’s 

age, that boy they tell me is out of the hospital now, the boy on crutches now, the boy who is 

going to walk again soon, the boy who will one day be fine despite the fact that I did what I did 

with my car.  I look at Barry’s kid, and I’m scared of him. 

 “This is Rick.  Rick, this is a friend of mine.” 

 “I’ve heard about you, kid,” I say. It comes out all quavering.  The boy looks at me as 

though he’s confused.   

 “Your dad loves you a lot.” I say it with too much force, and I’m blinking back the 

feeling of it’s that boy you hit in front of you again.  The boy looks up at Barry, searching for 

what he’s supposed to do.  He seems afraid of me, too.   

 “He’s told me about it,” I say.  The boy takes a step back into his father. 
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 “Come on, son,” Barry says, and he turns to me with an apologetic face.  They walk off 

to the courtyard together. 

 Suddenly I am thinking of you again, and I came back here to write it down.  All of it, so 

you would maybe see me, as in the true me, a little.  

Really it’s about your mother, the thing I’m thinking, a thing she said to me once, but 

everything I think about your mother is also about you.  These things make a certain kind of 

sense. 

 We were lying in bed together.  She was about 8 months along with you, and we were 

having one of those young married people moments of terror.  It was a Saturday afternoon.  She 

turned to me and said, “Sometimes I’m so anxious I feel like I’m made of bees.” 

 Made of bees.  Your mother always said the most surprising things.  Sometimes it about 

made me crazy.  But not that time.  For the rest of the afternoon and for a few days after we 

called you The Bees.  I still think of you that way, sometimes.  I really do. 

 

 

 After Barry and his kid head off I get to thinking about the Bible.  I went to Sunday 

school as a kid, but that was about it.  I can’t really remember any stories in detail.  They always 

seemed silly to me, and anyway I was more interested in hearing about the old West or knights 

and kings when I was little.  But there was that one about the prodigal son, how he came home 

again and everyone was glad.  And maybe that applies to fathers too. 

 I’m waiting by the phone again.  It’ll be my turn in a minute.  I’ll get your mother on the 

line, and I’ll ask for your address.  I’ll say I want to send something to The Bees.  If she won’t 

give it to me, I’ll mail this to her new place and hope she’ll pass it along.  I’ll be able to leave for 
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the day by the time you come home for winter break.  I’ll save up the money to take you to that 

Mexican place that you like.  It’ll be strained at first, maybe.  We’ll eat chips and keep our selves 

to ourselves.  Maybe I’ll bring up a memory that you find embarrassing now.  Or else you’ll like 

the memories I bring up.  I don’t know for sure how you’ll feel.  It’s been far too long. 

Today I’m going to call.   
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The Artist Requires Your Dissent 

I took the job at the museum because I liked the idea of being connected to something 

that mattered.  I didn’t much get modern art—I had no gut for it, really—but I liked to think that 

there was something worthwhile about dwelling in the things that didn’t make any sense to you.  

Plus I needed money.  The woman who would be my boss liked my honesty and had a lopsided 

smile that held something like warmth: condescension. 

 I became the outcast quickly enough, since I wasn’t an art student in the city and didn’t 

have an opinion on Doug Flavin beyond liking the neon.  I tried telling them that I wrote, but 

they didn’t care.  I was just a guard.  To them, that was the sum total of my ambition, and they 

were right enough.  I ate my lunch alone in a little courtyard most days, staring at a sculpture of 

cubes stacked on top of each other that were slightly uneven.  I worked nights on the weekend, 

since I had no place in particular to be. 

I happened to be there when my boss was on the phone with the performance artist.  I 

heard her voice, tinny through the speaker.  My boss was wearing a clingy blouse that showed 

her prominent, birdlike collarbone, and her skin flushed when the performance artist said yes to 

the exhibition.  I’d known a girl whose skin did that after a shower, after a beer—the blood 

pressed up against her skin at the slightest thing.  I liked my boss right then a great deal.  She 

hung up the phone and gave me a high-five.  She was chummy with me and not the others.  I 

think she felt them snapping at her heels. 

What surprised me most about the performance artist was how normal she seemed.  I 

expected someone severe and unsmiling, someone more like the art majors I worked with.  When 

she wasn’t, I felt ashamed.  I thought that if she was famous, and if I ever had the chance to 

describe her to someone, it would be stupid to say that I expected someone severe and unsmiling.  
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Like they would think I was some tourist.  But it’s what I thought when I met her, when she 

shook my hand with a firm grip, when she referred to the staff as y’all, when she said I want to 

talk to each of y’all individually. 

 I had lunch with her in the courtyard, unsure of what to expect but not really nervous.  

She said, What do you think your role is in regard to the art? And I said some stuff that I thought 

I meant.  Then she said, Do you think your job is in some ways antithetical to the relationship 

between an artist and her art, or a piece of art and its viewers?  Don’t you think that a person 

should be allowed to approach art without fear of mediation or authority? 

 What I said to this is what I think got her to work with me.  I said, “I think art probably 

requires some misbehavior. And since my job is about making sure people behave around the art, 

probably I shouldn’t have a job.  Probably I am redundant or pointless.”   

 She said, How well can you keep a straight face? 

 I said I could hold it together pretty well.  In response, she pulled out a flask.  And then, 

right there in the courtyard, we got rip-shit drunk together.  She told me about some of the stuff 

she had done.  I told her about a book I was maybe writing about two people who keep meeting 

over and over again.  She laughed and said, Well it’s nice to meet you. The flask was whiskey, 

and I went back to work blanketed in its warmth.  I stood my post, and when I caught her 

watching me from the next room, I didn’t even wink.  She watched me like I was a show dog that 

whole afternoon.  I stood there, dumbly drunk, and did my job. 

 The piece was called “The Artist Requires Your Dissent.”  It was a bench, very much like 

the ones arranged in the middle of some rooms for the patrons, except this one was up against the 

wall and boxed in by black tape.  She sat on it all day, inviting people to sit with her, to have a 

drink from her flask.  She complimented patrons, or hit on them, or asked them what they 
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thought of the art.  She was charming and easy to talk to.  My job was to stand outside the box 

and enforce the rules of the museum.  I was to be kind, but firm and authoritarian. 

 I would say “Please, stay outside the taped area,” and she would scowl at me and tell 

them to ignore me.  Persistent people would be asked to move along.  Anyone who actually sat 

down would be ejected from the museum.  For two weeks, I was the embodiment of everything 

that she thought was wrong with treating art as a sacred, valuable artifact instead of as an attack 

against authority.  She would even say this to patrons that stuck around long enough.  She would 

say, Look, you don’t have to listen to this douchebag.  To enjoy art is to misbehave.  Art should 

not behave.  Not once.  Art that behaves is commerce.  I liked to think she was quoting me a little 

bit.  I would say, “Sir, you’re welcome to listen, but I’m going to need you to stay outside of the 

taped area.”   

 By refusing to cede her point, I was validating her point.  In this way we learned to play 

together, to love each other.  I’ve never played tennis, but it was something like tennis.  The 

game required cooperation as much as competition. 

At the end of each day she would give me a long, warm hug and tell me how great I did.  

At first it was almost motherly, the way she was proud of me.  My boss would come over and 

hug me too, sometimes, because the piece was a big hit.  She was a bad hugger, her discomfort 

came through, but she did it anyway, which was a thing I remembered about her long after I’d 

spent what I made in those few weeks, which was considerable, and moved on to a different job.  

But I’m getting ahead of myself. 

We worked in two four-hour shifts every weekday and one on Saturday.  I still worked 

the night shift on weekends as a favor to my boss, who couldn’t find anyone to cover them.  

Since we had the same schedule, the performance artist and I sort of fell in together during our 
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free time.  The other employees seethed about this in private.  I mean I felt my stock slip further 

among them, even though and because I was doing just what they all got this job to do. 

We ate our lunch in the courtyard together, mostly sandwiches and junk food from the 

bodega a couple blocks down.  We sat next to each other on the bench, and she started leaning 

into me when I would say something she found funny.  Her laugh was loud.  So was her 

affection for me.  She didn’t give a damn who knew about it, which I liked.  It was during one of 

these lunches that she hooked a finger through my uniform’s shoulder loop and dragged me 

bodily to the warmth of her mouth.  We kissed for a minute, then she gave my face a friendly 

slap and walked off. 

I’ve always been the kind of person who knew when he was in trouble but wouldn’t listen 

to himself say so.  I liked the momentum of trouble too much.  So it’s not like I didn’t see things 

for what they were.  Still, I went with her to dinner, and then I followed her back to her hotel, 

where I put my mouth everywhere I felt like. 

The truth of what was happening between us didn’t show itself at first.  For the next few 

days we worked our shifts as usual while the feeling inside me built, and then we would sneak 

off to a bathroom or back to her hotel, walking quickly, each of us trying to keep pace with the 

other without seeming to.  What we talked about after was buoyant and simple and unserious.  It 

was easy to believe in.  

It was only when, during one of our shifts, she patted the bench when no one was around, 

and looked up to me, and said my name, that I saw how I was actually drowning, that I had been 

breathing water for some time without realizing.  I said, “Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you to 

respect the art.”  And she frowned.  And I thought: performance artist.  And I thought about trust, 

how it relates to truth. 

193 



I was going to say something like “What do you want me to do here?” but someone was 

headed our way.  We went on with the show.  I did my job for the rest of that shift and thought 

about how maybe everything is a game, or nothing is, or it doesn’t matter what is or isn’t in the 

end.  It was all just gorgeous performance.  None of it was enough, and none of it meant 

anything.  For the first time, I wished I had an art degree, or something, anything really, to 

anchor me to her in a way that I could point to.  And I saw, then, that I believed in the authority 

that I represented, which made me all ashy-mouthed and queasy.  I wanted to walk off, but I 

didn’t, which I’m still trying to figure out.  When the shift ended we each went to different 

places.  I thought that was the end of it. 

It was a Saturday night, the last Saturday of her show, and I was at work, hanging out at 

the front desk and flipping through my keys, when she knocked on the door.  She was drunk 

already, and offered me some from her flask before falling into me and doing something that was 

somewhere between kissing and licking my neck.  I told her to wait, to let me catch up, and 

drank hard. 

She watched me, and I asked if something was wrong.  She shook her head and said, Just 

that I’m me.  I said me too.  Like I got it, and I didn’t too.   

We walked through the darkened rooms of the museum together, passing the flask back 

and forth.  She asked me what I thought of one of the pieces and I said that I didn’t much think 

anything about it.  She called me a liar and walked into the next room.  And maybe I was a liar.  I 

looked at it.  It was an antique dresser that had been set into a block of concrete.  On the front, 

the wood was flush with the concrete, which filled what would have been open spaces for 

drawers, and the concrete extended out beyond the edge of the dresser, an oppressively large 

rectangle in the middle of the room.  It was too dark for the plaque, but I remembered that the 
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dresser had been recovered from a flood somewhere.  What was sad about it wasn’t its history, 

though.  It was just that the space had been filled, and it shouldn’t have been.  I hated the artist 

for doing that.  I couldn’t decide if it was too literal or dumb or if I was, but something about it 

hurt.  I wanted to cry. 

Touch it, she said.  She was leaning into the room from the entryway, the same way she 

had done when she was seeing if I could keep a straight face two weeks before.  The next day, 

she was flying to a new city. I shook my head no.  Why not?  It’s yours too.  “I don’t want it,” I 

said.   I didn’t. 

I heard her footsteps, and her fingers found mine.  She started talking, first to me about 

the piece, but then not to me, and not about the piece, but to everything, about everything.  Her 

words filled the room, and it was prayer, or something like it.  At a certain point, I let go of her 

hand, and she kept on.  It all meant something, and she meant something, and I didn’t know 

what.  With each breathy word I felt further away from her, more inside of myself, more aware 

of my heartbeat and the sound in my ears all the time, until finally I was alone.  I reached out to 

the dresser and pressed my palm against the concrete.  It was warm, it was like flesh.  It had to 

be.  

- 
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Gray City 

A novella 

We got two Sharpie markers and went into the bedroom.  The first thing she did was 

write boyfriend on my forehead, then she frowned and licked her finger and smudged the word 

around with it.  “A terrible, nothing word,” she said, and I agreed while she rubbed her palm 

firmly on my forehead to erase it.  It felt odd being aware of the way my skin pulled around my 

skull.  She wrote another word but wouldn’t tell me what it was. 

From there you might call it madness, the way we wrote all over each other’s bodies.  We 

put things we believed and things we hoped to believe up and down our arms.  The feet and the 

legs below the knee were for verbs that we found fitting.  Nouns went above to the middle of the 

thigh.  I wrote love in the crease behind her knee and she laughed and said I was cheating by not 

choosing a category.  A few things were crossed out, either by the author or by the person 

playing the page or by committee.  When we ran out of white space we discarded our clothes and 

kept on. 

Our backs were full of promises.  Our chests had space for inside jokes and favorite 

memories and crude drawings of dinosaurs.  I wrote the word mine on the inside of her leg where 

it met the tender parts of her and she smiled.  It’s what she’d written on my forehead. 

As we wrote, we shut out doubt, that nagging thing saying of course the words are a 

prison of our own choosing.  The thought that maybe there was no way to really understand 

disappeared, redacted by the thick felt tip.  The words themselves were proof and reproof.  What 

mattered was not what we wrote, but that we wrote.  Bodies smeared thick with black 

unknowing, each word already there anyway, already pressed into flesh before we ever got this 

harebrained, drunk idea. 
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When we were covered over completely with the things we claimed to know about each 

other we tossed the markers aside and made love, giving in to what was beneath and above the 

language, believing the words to be true—how could they be anything else but true—but 

believing more that the best of all things could be told without words. 

________ 

 

“What will it feel like? 

“If it works?  Or if it doesn’t?” 

“Both.” 

“If it works it’ll be a nice feeling.  Warm.  You’ll feel a nostalgia for the now, but without 

the longing.” 

“And if it doesn’t work?” 

“You’ll feel the same as always.” 

“That sounds horrible.” 

“I know.” 

________ 

 

There’s a time of day downtown that’s worthwhile, when the sun’s light slants in 

between the buildings and makes itself known as a thing that doesn’t quite belong, like a bird in 

the rafters of a shopping mall.  I was looking out the window of a coffee shop, realizing that this, 

too, was a thing I took for granted, trying to remember how far the sun was from me, time plus 

energy, when it happened.  It always seems to be that way with me.  I was this close to figuring 

out the system of sun and planets and distance and of course myself when a girl fell fourteen 
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stories and landed on my car.  And then there she is, all nestled in the hood that’s wrapped her up 

like warm blankets, and she’s kind of half-smiling, but you know something’s off because her 

neck’s turned a little funny.  Eyes closed.  No blood.  A beautiful, sad girl in a red sun dress fast 

asleep on my car. 

 I imagine it must have sounded like when you push on a cookie sheet and then it pops 

back into place, but deeper.  Of course, that’s probably way wrong—I was on the wrong side of a 

plate glass window at the time and wearing headphones besides.  She just came into the frame of 

the window and disappeared into my car the way a stone wrapped in a red flag would, say 

China’s.  What I felt was the air being sucked out of the room by a dozen coffee-breathed 

mouths. 

 Everybody kind of stayed put.  I took off my headphones.  A woman in the corner had 

squeezed her coffee cup, spilling it all over herself.  She was saying, over and over, 

“ohgodohgodohgod.”  My car was honking that slow, plaintive alarm that comes factory-

installed.  I got up.  My keys were in my pocket.  I reached in and pushed the button to silence 

my car’s horn.  At times like this it’s important to remember the rules of social order. 

 I went outside, then, and looked at her for a long time.  She was too thin, but had nice, 

healthy skin, almost translucent.  The one shoe she was still wearing looked expensive.  I’d say 

she looked like a model, but her nose was too big for it.  There’s always something.  I thought of 

her as something that maybe belonged to the sunlight.  Maybe she thought it would carry her. 

 People were gathering around and watching out of windows.  No one said anything, or: I 

wasn’t listening.  I reached over, took her hand, and held it in both of mine.  Some people were 

looking up at the building, as if that’s where the story was.  It took the sunlight eight minutes and 

twenty seconds to get to here, to warm my car’s hood, a thing I didn’t know until later, when it 
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seemed less important and therefore worth just looking up on the internet instead of treating with 

the respect of not-knowing.  I would never look up how long it took her. 

 I thought: this would be a great love story, if only.  Maybe I did fall in love with her a 

little bit.  Anyhow I couldn’t stop studying her face, the way the light shone on it, how 

sometimes sunlight can have an owner.  This girl with dark hair and a secret.  I wished she could 

fly. 

________ 

 

One time Edgar Allan Poe said that the most beautiful thing he could think of was a 

young dead woman.  Probably he’s right.  Probably her being dead allowed him to cleave her 

beauty from her agency.  Probably he was finally able to see himself when he saw her there like 

that.  Which would be a pretty thing to see, yourself.   

But also: it’s pretty misogynist to only be able to see himself in a woman’s ruin.   

But also: it kind of makes him a dick. 

________ 

 

She was wearing one of those floppy knit hats and a scarf, both baby blue but the scarf 

was yellowed a little like she used to smoke in it all the time.  She leaned in real close, fogged up 

the driver-side window, and wrote “Hi.”  I smiled, that real kind of smile that movie stars work 

on. 

It started snowing while we drove.  A little bit of dark hair poked out from behind her ear, 

and I looked over at it and tried to memorize how her neck looked at that angle.  It’s the kind of 
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thing I’m not in on that often, but she saw me and smiled and pushed my face back to facing the 

road with her finger.  It smelled like coconut.  Her finger I mean. 

The snow caught on the windshield and melted.  We talked about a lot of things, I can’t 

remember.  She pronounced awry wrong, like aw-ree, and then we talked about words you only 

really see in crossword puzzles.  Olio.  Aver.  Stuff like that.   

Her laugh was a little hoarse, and I wanted to hear it until it hurt her throat and she had to 

gasp at me to stop, it’s not funny being funny.  Just a car ride turned gold by the light of sodium 

vapor lamps on a wet road, somewhere downtown where the old houses met the newer buildings, 

and the bars on the windows faded away forever. 

________ 

 

Okay I’m going to tell you something but I want you to kind of wait before you start in 

on me or walk off.  Will you listen? Are you ready? 

For awhile I broke into people’s cars.  I mean it wasn’t a thing that I thought about, 

seeing as it was a sort of getting-by strategy that I only used when I got real desperate.  I would 

say to myself, “Well, the world bares its teeth,” and then I’d be out there in the night in some 

parking lot busting out a window with a screwdriver.  When I said that I was probably talking 

about myself, but also about the world.  Like what, like I’m biting back, biting first. 

 And look, there’s a problem in how good some things feel as long as you never think 

about them.  When it was just me and an object and a sharp crack.  Or sometimes just trying the 

door and it opening.  Do you ever, like, when you’re doing the dishes or whatever, you ever bang 

an aluminum pot that has a little water in it against the side of the sink?  It makes a killer 

broinging sound.  You’ve got to hear it.   

200 



I try and take pleasure in little things.  Even back then. So like I was saying about like, I 

liked smashing my way into a car, but also, it was better when the door just opened.  It felt like 

maybe something better was coming for me, or at least like I was more blameless, because 

whose fault is an unlocked door?  Not mine, you know?  And then I could picture for them, 

blaming themselves, and not getting harder against the world, or more afraid.  Just regretful 

about a dumb thing they did, and then going out to buy some new CDs. 

So what happens is I get real antsy about the power bill and about how I got one less shift 

at work than usual and I go out in my dark gray hoodie.  When I first got that thing I would put it 

on and feel a little bit like I had a wolf in me.  I still get that way, which is worrysome.   

And so I go poking around these small apartment complexes on the north side of town.  A 

lot of those smaller places, the parking’s in back, and it’s not well lit, and people in apartments 

see you out there, they figure you’re just a dumb neighbor that they haven’t met.  This place, 

there’s about eight covered spots in the back, and the apartments all have a little fenced-in patio 

that keeps them from looking out and seeing me.  And I should say that mostly I don’t make 

much money from doing this, and none of the pawn shops will even take whatever I’ve got for 

them, as most of the people who own pawn shops are the type to get wise to someone in a hurry.  

It’s not something that solved my problems or anything.  I kept doing it anyhow. 

So I find out that this one car, this mid-size sedan with one of those Coexist bumper 

stickers, well, it’s unlocked, and the door opens with that nice firm click, and I’m in there, and 

I’m looking around, seeing if maybe the stereo is worth prying out, which it isn’t, so I take the 

change from the cup holder and get out again to check the back.  This is when I look up and 

she’s there. 
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And she’s there.  She’s there with keys in hand looking all personally like hurt, and I’m 

like oh shit, and so I say, “oh shit,” and like but for something I don’t run, and I don’t even know 

really why, and I’m thinking like hey you should be running hello legs, nobody wants to be 

arrested today, and I’m like, finally I’m like, “This your car?”  And she’s like, “…” and I’m like, 

“I guess I thought it was mine. I guess I’m confused.” 

Does she believe me?  No, of course not, but also yes, but also “okay,” which is what she 

says, but also the inherent threat of me and of men in general, and I wanted, like, something else 

to be happening, something good, like maybe we meet and I say something about her hair 

because it’s rich and brown and looks like it might be its own alive thing, and she forgets for a 

second about the threat of me and of men in general and takes the thing I said as the world 

noticing her for her goodness or that the effort and care that she puts into her hair is worth the 

trouble. 

Or maybe like we are together and don’t want to get out of bed and instead we talk about 

dreams we’ve had both that night and in our childhoods and her foot is touching my foot in the 

middle of the bed and she is seven weeks pregnant and we are both a little scared and also scared 

to say as much to each other. 

And I admit I felt a little lousy that this is the life we get, the one where I’ve opened up 

her car like it was whatever and then said I thought it was mine, which now strikes me as my true 

and honest feeling about the matter until just then when her being there confronted that feeling, 

which is what I’m sitting here drinking coffee about, which, I’d like some more when you get the 

chance, and yes, I think I might have some pancakes, too, since I’ll probably be up awhile yet, 

sitting here in this ratty diner—sorry, but it is—talking to you if you’ll have me, or else just 

sitting here, which I honestly don’t mind either. 
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I mean, I don’t like being a wolf after all, I guess. 

And look, before you walk off, do you ever get that feeling like it is so unfair to be 

yourself, like not your circumstances but your actual consciousness, like though but then I often 

when I think that then I think that maybe there’s not a difference between how I would feel or 

conscience a thing and how someone else getting, I don’t know, the same dose of thought 

chemical dumped into their brain—or is it an electricity thing?  I never know.  I got a little 

college, once, but it either wasn’t for me or it isn’t for anybody ever, and a lot of people just fake 

like they like it or need it or it matters to them personally.  My brain just never had the juice for 

it.  If it did, maybe I wouldn’t have been out there feeling like I had a right to the car, like what 

the world should’ve done was maybe hand me the keys itself and say a word to me like deserve. 

You know that one movie where that cowboy says, “Deserve’s got nothing to do with it?”  

I can never remember the name of it.  And now it’s a thing a rapper might say.  So maybe that’s 

proof of my theory about everybody being the same.  Because why say what a cowboy says 

unless it’s your own true thing too.  And don’t say laziness.  It doesn’t seem fair. 

Don’t go.  There’s nobody else here, and look, you don’t have to put in my order yet.  I 

want to sit here a bit, still, on account of this girl with her throat-caught breath and then holding 

out her keys like a gift or a cross against a vampire, i.e. me, i.e. the sharpened tooth of society, 

and I’m like, I’m like, okay.  And I take the keys, even.  And that’s all it takes for two people to 

no longer be people.  To not ever connect.  And I’m all well man I guess you’ve come this far.  

So I get her wallet, too.  And also other things.  An antique ring.  A cell phone.  Her sense of 

place in the world. 

Or: what if this?  What if I could just say I’m sorry in a way that communicated my own 

weakness instead of the weakness of the act of saying sorry.  Like I’m sorry for being a robber, 
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not I’m sorry for robbing you.  Like I’m sorry for this hard place we’re in, I’m sorry for the 

world, for living in it how I do.  I’m sorry for bad neighborhoods.  I’m sorry neither of us get to 

be human right now.  That it’s so hard to stay human all the time.  To remember. 

And then the awkward returning of keys, of wallet, of other things.  And the running off. 

And I guess the probable question in your brain right now is which did I do?  Hm. 

Well now what I guess it is or must be is that I can’t remember, even though I’m going to 

tell you something else, that the first thing I said, where I implied that this was in the past, was a 

lie.  This was tonight, this just happened, and now I’m here, and I don’t know which it is that I 

did, and I guess what I want to know is do you want to get out of here, or do you want to sit 

down, or do you have a break soon?  I’m so full of things I can’t seem to remember.  I need to 

tell them all.  And it’s not like it doesn’t matter to who, but maybe that’s true, maybe it doesn’t 

matter to who, except that they listen, but also I’m starting to notice that you look a little like her, 

or: you are her.  Like truly her.  Like the power of your grace in listening might be 

transformative for both of us.  I want to put myself aside—the fear in me, and the threat—I want 

to be done with all that.  Mostly I just need to be telling, to have it told.  And then maybe you can 

decide for me what I did. 

________ 

 

By now you may be wondering, and if you are wondering it may be with the barest hint of 

irritation, or with a great deal of irritation, or with some amount of irritation that sits between 

those two subjective poles that I cannot possibly guess at because of the fact that I know you less 

or more or less less than I would like to think—although for some of you I will be hitting it 

exactly on the head, or rather, I will be presenting the illusion of hitting it exactly on the head, 
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which, hey, it must be something worth doing if you feel for the smallest moment recognized or 

seen or less thoroughly inside yourself like those coiled up mollusks that poke their heads out of 

their shell and look entirely like a child’s sketch of an idea of what might be in the ocean—those 

of you who are somewhere between those two poles of irritation and sitting there wondering well 

maybe what is the point.  Having become, as you are, well and thoroughly a nautilus, a mile 

down, propelling itself along without having ever seen sunlight.  A thing welcome in the dark, 

like I hope to be.  Well.  Welcome. 

________ 

 

I keep trying to tell you the story of the time I dropped a full bottle of whiskey onto the 

concrete, how it just slipped out of my hand onto the pavement, and then later I deliberately 

threw a glass into the street to hear that sound again, though the excuse was that I was angry, and 

everyone around me thought I was angry.  But that’s not even the story. 

 The story is: I am alone on this roof with you.  We are very drunk.  Your tongue is fat 

like a strawberry in my mouth, the wind is blowing your hair into my face, and I don’t know 

your last name.  Three stories down is Denton’s historic square.  Historic in quotes, or historic in 

that it figures into so much of our lives without our ever noticing.  I don’t know how I got here, 

or which street I’m actually on, so the square looks at once like the place I walk to almost every 

day for a cup of coffee and also like some strange city.  Maybe San Francisco.  But that’s not the 

story either. 

 The story is: In a few days I’ll look up at this roof and say, “Oh, I was on the corner of 

Hickory and Locust, a little down the way.”  And I’ll feel ashamed, though I don’t know it now, 

just like I don’t know that in a few minutes you and I are going to go to my apartment and have 
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sex, which of course is going to make us both feel pretty alone, all told.  So maybe that’s not the 

story. 

The story: you looked at me at a party and smiled.  Later, you will look at me at a party 

and smile, but it will be a different kind of smile.  Timid and hurt and playing at unafraid.  I hope 

you see the same on my face.  

But that story is too kind, so: You are real, you matter, and before too long you’ll be 

tucked into a junk drawer somewhere and abandoned.  I won’t emerge from this a hero, and 

neither will you.  We’ll just shrug it off and go on and fuck other people who are friends of 

friends of friends.  Funny how that goes.   

 The story is a sad one.  I can at least say that.  You will be folded into the narrative in a 

way that you will not be able to recognize yourself, and it won’t even sting, because this story, 

what’s so sad about it, what eats away at the nerve endings, is that I’ll be looking up at this roof 

in a few days thinking how marvelous, to have a tongue like that in your mouth, and then I’ll 

think and the wind was blowing so hard up there on that roof, and a pall will come over me, 

because if that’s all I get from this second right here when we’re both so self-serious and very 

much who we are and nervous and happy about the whole thing and at-the-risk-of-being-really-

goddamn-cliché-edly living, if that’s the only detail that I don’t have to fabricate wholesale—

meaning that’s actually who you are to me, someone who merits about as much attention as the 

weather, and only then because of the specific feeling of your tongue in my mouth—then I must 

be calling it a sad story only so I can deny that it’s not actually worth the telling. 

________ 

 

 “You know Leaves of Grass.” 
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“Yes, you made me read it.” 

“That doesn’t seem fair.  Made.” 

“Okay, asked.  But whenever you asked me to read something I felt like there was 

implicit threat.  Judgment.  Something.” 

“Well I didn’t intend.” 

“Who ever intends?” 

“I mean, it was about sharing, right?  Like, here’s something that brought me a little 

something, a little less of sadness, a little more of myself.  I felt I owed Walt Whitman a debt 

after reading a thing like that.” 

“Anyway.” 

“Anyway.” 

“…” 

“Remember the line, ‘I am large.  I contain multitudes’?” 

“Vaguely.  No.  Not really.” 

“The vast sea of self.  Endlessly inexhaustible.  That feeling that with a million billion 

years language couldn’t scratch the surface of who we really are, couldn’t give a fair or accurate 

or anywhere near complete accounting, that that’s the central failing of language.  Its lack.  And 

then the doubt inherent in language.  The fact that language is just agreement between parties 

that aren’t aware that they don’t even agree, in fact, that part of the agreement is to never look 

too closely at the terms of the agreement.  That the brain is a sinking Titanic and language is just 

the cupped hands throwing ocean vainly overboard, and it’s futile, but we try anyway.” 

“Jesus, yes, I get it.  We’ve talked about it.” 
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“Exactly.  Jesus.  It’s funny that you mention him.  Jesus and his red words.  You ever 

think about that?  How sometimes in bibles they print his words in red, his dialogue, even though 

they weren’t written down until he was like a hundred years gone, meaning that people are 

desperate to take as truth what is actually hearsay of hearsay—and the thing I can’t help but 

think is that it’s a type of heresy, this hearsay, because yeah my brain likes being cute with 

language, but also then I think of how that was one of the words you said you got confused about 

how to pronounce because you only ever saw it in a book, and here we are at the point I’m trying 

to make that the brain goes a million directions while the words go one, or at most two, or a 

dozen or so, but not enough at any rate.” 

“Can I talk?” 

“In a second.  But it wouldn’t mean what you thought it would.  Because we look at 

language like it’s a line, like it’s a river, when actually what it is is the ocean seen all wrong, like 

what, like the ocean missing all its depth and dimension.” 

“I feel like I’m either not following or you’re not doing a good job communicating.” 

“Probably both.  Which is exactly my point.  But what if?  What if you could swim in 

another sea of self?  Someone else’s?  Or what if the doubt was removed?  What if we knew each 

other, not in the way language allows, but in a more complete way?  What if there was a way to 

be sure?” 

“Hence the electrodes and this weird machine.” 

“Yes.” 

“I don’t know.  I don’t think science is really that good at this kind of thing.” 

“This is just the beginning.” 

“Well then I think it’s the wrong place to start.” 
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“Start where, then?” 

“I don’t know.  Sex?  The body? Touch?” 

“Okay.  We’ll start there.” 

________ 

 

This little spice jar of tarragon fell out of the cabinet, its hard edge striking perfectly the 

bottom of a mug I’d owned for years that was sitting upside-down with the other clean dishes on 

a towel.  There was always something about those spice jars—they were always slipping out of 

my hands or getting bumped while I went for a can of green beans.  I was the kind of person who 

got so frustrated in the act of cooking that I couldn’t be bothered to pick it up or even notice.  I 

would leave the kitchen in chaos.  Little squiddy ends of scallion on the floor, an open bottle of 

olive oil going rancid on the counter next to a bunch of plastic bags stuffed into one another.  

That was me.   

 She was the one who found it, the broken mug, showed me the little circle of a hole and 

how it had created another circle of enamel chips on the towel.  I thought of the one physics 

experiment where they let light through an opening and showed how it was both a particle and a 

wave.  The double-slit experiment.  Maybe you know the one I mean. 

 She asked me what I was going to do with it, and I said throw it away I guess.  But I kept 

it.  I put it on my desk, not bothering to clean out the little shards of porcelain on the inner walls.  

The mug, it wasn’t a thing I’d ever thought about, bought as it was on a trip to the Rockies, an 

airport afterthought at best.  Later she saw it, ran her finger over the lip of it, held it between her 

hands.  She didn’t know I could see her from down the hall, that she was framed by the doorway 

just so, and it was that melancholy light time of late afternoon.  Our west-facing windows were 
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small and tree-shaded, and mostly it made me feel deflated, or like I was dying.  But she, well, 

she carried the light on her skin as she set the mug down and walked into the bedroom. 

 There was mystery between us.  That’s the point of it.  There were things that I did not 

know and that she did not know and that I did not know that she did not know.  And so on.  The 

mug was just one.  But listen.  What I’m saying, and yes, I’m drunk saying it, and yes, I’m often 

drunk, and yes, I understand that maybe you don’t think this is as important as the other pieces or 

other things that I’ve said, but listen: she held the mug, and she held it gently, curiously, with the 

tenderness of motherhood, and she didn’t know I saw, and I never said to her that I saw. 

________ 

 

Sometimes I feel made of balsa wood, made from a kit that was missing its instructions.  

The kind you’d find at a museum gift shop.  You ever feel that way?  Probably everybody does.   

You’re wondering at why I’m here in the grass not answering you with a bleeding leg.  I 

am laying here because I have crashed my bike and I feel a little silly.  It wasn’t much of a 

crash—a seam in the concrete caught my wheel and I took a weird bounce is all.  It’s the hottest 

part of the summer.  My bike has slipped its chain.  I feel like I need a little break from myself 

before I get back to it. 

I am going to take a heavy breath and focus mostly on the sweat beading around my eyes.  

I figure I’ll just lay like this.  At first I figured I would just lay like this until someone came and 

asked if I was okay, which I figured probably wouldn’t take as long as I’d like.  Now you’re 

here.  Your first call was a little cautious but also lilting in a way that made me think you thought 

it funny, me laying here, or at least you were hoping for it to be funny.  It made me think about 

how I’d gotten to here—as in now.  Even though I think I’m always doing a right and conscious 
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thing, I probably am not.  We think we can see the whole river, but really, it’s just the next bend 

that we see, the next fork.  A thing that I might say to you, or to whoever shows up after you.  A 

thing I feel like I’ve said before.  Or I’ll say it later, when I’m out from under this oak tree, with 

its chattering squirrel and its nice sounding woman who is a concerned citizen.  I want to say to 

you that I am fine, but that a long war is looming.  I know I am bleeding from the leg and can 

feel it oozing a little bit, but it doesn’t hurt.   

It’s not that things are hard so much as they’re just what you’re doing right then or 

they’re not.  I can hear you calling to me.  You’re calling to me because you saw me and 

therefore feel responsible.  You’ve got no more control over this than anything else, but I feel 

grateful just the same, that you’re the type of person who stops, who feels responsible for what 

she sees.  Which is fine, really, but it would be nice if you took the hint and moved along. 

As long as we stay focused on the plot of our lives we don’t have to confront its potential 

meaning or lack of meaning.  Me, I’m looking to be plotless and boring for a time.  It feels right 

now on this grass like time might stop if only the bugs and the squirrel and you would cooperate.  

A fly alights on my nose.  Lady, I could be here for hours.  Days.  Forever.  Time could stop, 

lady.  Don’t you see?  I don’t want to be your story.  I don’t want there to ever be another.  If an 

experience is not shared it may not be experience.  Tree falls in the forest and etc.  And here you 

are saying, “Are you okay?  Hey?” 

My eyes are closed.  Who’s okay?  Who ever was except a liar? 

________ 

 

 “Are you ready?” 

 “Is it?” 
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 “This is just a trial run.  We’re sort of calibrating, setting a baseline.” 

 “Have you tried this before?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “On who?” 

 “Just me, by myself.” 

 “And what happened?” 

 “I was by myself.” 

 “…” 

 “…” 

 “You know, I’m nervous about this.  And I came all the way over here because I love 

you, even after everything.  You’ve seen what the traffic’s like out there.  You don’t have to be a 

cryptic asshole.” 

 “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to be.  It worked, but it was—you ever read about those 

monkeys that they raised in complete isolation?” 

 “No.” 

 “Well, it was awful for them.  The guy doing the experiment was apparently a real 

shitbird, taking out his personal loss and depression on these animals.  Inducing despair in them 

through absolute isolation. Messed them up forever.  One of them, as I recall, bashed her baby’s 

head against a rock instead of raising it.” 

 “You’re not inspiring any confidence in me.” 

 “I mean, it wasn’t like that when I used the device.  It was just—it was just me, only me.  

And the truth is, when it’s just you, you may as well not exist.  I walked away with a better sense 

of self, but without that context of another…” 
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 “What?” 

 “It’s like I was a void.  A universe to myself, sure, but also, a blank one.” 

 “And what’s to say that this won’t feel the same way?” 

 “It won’t.  We’re like monkeys.  Social animals.  We make meaning for each other.” 

 “…” 

 “Will you trust me?” 

 “I am trusting you.  I’m trusting that you’re telling me that the device showed you 

something that sounds altogether unpleasant and possibly having long-term ill effects.” 

 “I won’t deny it sucked.” 

 “You’re asking me to take a pretty big risk here.” 

 “I know.  But I can’t explain it.  No one can explain anything.  We’re stuck until we do 

this.” 

 “…” 

 “Are you ready?” 

 “Not yet.” 

________ 

 

 There was snow, and walking in snow, and a close hushed feeling in the air.  There was 

the blue harsh light of morning.  There was a wet-cuffed pair of jeans.  There was being ill-

prepared.  There were not snow boots.  There was grass underneath, slim blades poking through. 

 There were many other things worth mentioning.   

 There was she.  And also I.  Or you, if you’d rather. 
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Or: there was Instagram, the artifice of mediation.  There was a tight clean edit of the 

experience.  There was the fabrication of meaning.  There was talk of snow.  Talk about snow.  

That great dissolving force, words.      

 There was peregrination.  There were other lovely, outdated notions. 

 There was a sun in the sky as always, hidden now behind the cloudbank.  There was a 

sadness at the boundary of field and wood.  There was that same sadness in each of us.  We were 

all there.  As in the world entire was there.  As in billions living and dead, there in the snow, 

waiting, tromping, gathering up a share.  Each a fierce bright jewel that finally knew how to be 

true.  Did you see it? 

 I saw it.  Or I think I did.  It has to be I saw it. 

________ 

 

She was worrying at the burnt cheese on the cookie sheet like it was a metaphor.  I knew 

to leave her alone for a little bit, but something tugged at me just the same, so I sat at the kitchen 

table in full view of her and pretended to do a crossword.  This was when we lived in the first-

floor apartment with the sliding glass doors that faced out into a courtyard, an oak tree 

surrounded by bare earth and dog turds.  Across the way lived a slightly autistic teenager whose 

mom let him smoke cigarettes.  He was out there all the time, looking blankly in our windows, 

troubled, probably, but also troubling.    I often thought of us through his viewpoint, framed in 

glass, living our little aquarium life.  It may have been part of the problem. 

 She finished up with the cheese, rinsed the cookie sheet, set it off to the side.  Sometimes 

I would look at her and she would have a stranger’s face, someone who seemed tired, someone I 

couldn’t find a reason to be attracted to.  It started hailing just then, not violently or anything, 
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just a tink-tink-tink against the concrete of the walkways outside, a rustling of the oak tree’s 

leaves.  It’s the kind of thing that rarely seems important but always seems worth noting.  The 

stupid specificity of that weather.  The kid on his stoop looked up. 

 I didn’t like the betrayal of her stranger’s face, even though I knew it was my own mind 

doing the work.  It felt like something she was doing on purpose, being this other person, in these 

flashes and these long moments, most often in the process of chores or errands, this person that I 

didn’t much like to look at.  I thought, not for the first time, that something might be wrong with 

me, or with her, or with the both of us.     

 I turned back to the crossword in earnest, but it didn’t break the spell.  She kept at the 

dishes.  I realized she couldn’t see outside, that the running water was too loud, so I said, “It’s 

hailing.”  And she said, “Huh?”  And I said nothing.  She looked over at me, then out the 

window, and it was both her and not-her at once.  I thought: another, an other, a not her. 

 Of course, this is what I was thinking about when the hail stopped, when she said, “oh,” 

when the light coming into the courtyard turned a sickly shade.  It’s what I was thinking when 

the sudden drop in pressure shattered the glass door, when she turned to look at me and screamed 

and in screaming gave me again someone else’s face. I heard that her scream was the boy’s 

name, the boy across the way, but didn’t comprehend it.  Meaning had stopped meaning. 

In that stuck moment before we were rankled and bloodied, before we learned of the 

terror the world kept hidden away in its pocket like a mugger’s knife, was this: that I should try 

to say something real.  I opened my mouth to speak, but I found no air and of course no voice 

and of course no words either, because there were no words to save us, no words to act as 

bulwark or relief against what’s coming.  Language is its own betrayal, and still we clutch and 

grab at it.  Speaking would only make me accomplice to a lie.  Instead I closed my mouth and 
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waited, and I wondered where she went when she wore a stranger’s face, if she liked herself 

better there, and if one day she would go and not come back. 

________ 

 

 “Can I just, can I talk for a minute before we do this?” 

 “No, of course not.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “I’m the one doing the telling.  The rules dictate that you can’t speak.  It’s not your story 

to tell.” 

 “Are these the rules of the device, or the rules of you?” 

 “They’re the rules of any telling.  Only the teller can speak.  Even when he speaks in the 

voices of others.” 

 “I disagree.” 

 “Well, it’s allowed.” 

 “Good.” 

 “I think you misunderstand me.  It’s allowed because I am allowing it.” 

________ 

 

If you’re like me, you crave a million deaths.  If you’re like me, you think there’s 

something about the rain, about the sound, the smell in the air.  You think there’s something 

inherently unfair about time, and the rain, and the awful pre-sprung trap of your own brain, and 

every other goddamned thing not worth listing.  If you’re like me, you’d like it to keep raining for 

a calendar year or more.  If you’re like me. 
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________ 

 

I had a dream that she was leaving.  Her things were stuffed hastily into boxes, old 

backpacks, a garbage bag full of winter clothes, and she was looking out the window at the 

orange tree in the front lawn that never grew any fruit, waiting on her brother to show up with his 

truck.  In the dream she had a brother.  Of course when I woke up she was already long gone.  Or 

I was, hustled away into an apartment downtown, closer to my work.  At a certain point it ceases 

to matter.   

This dream came after a year of rain.  A whole calendar year without direct sunlight, and 

yet this morning when I woke from the dream thick gold light was pouring into the room.  I’d 

never bothered to hang up any curtains even.  The sun had become dream stuff, and here it was.  

Maybe you can understand: I took it as a sign.  I was that kind of person, sure, but who wouldn’t.   

I tried calling in sick to work, but no one answered.  I put my palm to the window while 

the idiot phone rang in my ear.  The window pane was warm already.  The sun was there in the 

street.  So: I went for a walk. 

The street was full of people—the whole city was outside.  No one seemed to be going 

anywhere, but they were all walking someplace or driving with their windows down.  I saw her 

drive by, or at least I thought I did.   Maybe it was the sunshine.  Anyway I chased after her.  I 

should say that I'd taken to going on runs.  Not jogging, not anything healthy—these flat-out, 

armwheeling sprints that made me feel wild and nervous like an ostrich.  I caught her car easily 

at the next light and leaned against the door.  Of course it wasn’t her.   Just some girl in similar 

glasses, a similar twist to the way her mouth naturally sat on her face. The look she gave me was 

somewhere between fear and confusion, so I gave her a piece of paper I had in my pocket, a 
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system I was working out on how to live a good life.  So far it only said "remember that you are 

full of fire."  I knew as she drove away that I was probably a fool.  I knew probably everybody 

could see it but me. 

Later I ran into Walker, a friend of mine whose charm lay in the absolute sincerity of his 

sarcasm.  I told him the story, just like I’m telling you, hoping that he would wipe his glasses on 

his shirt and respond with something at once nasty and a little loving, something that might let 

loose the release valve for this feeling I had in my gut.  I wanted him to say something 

unacceptable so that I could accept it.  But he just looked at me.  He looked and looked.  The rain 

didn’t start up again.  Not one drop. 

________ 

 

The dreams didn’t stop.  Of course, if science is to be believed, they never do, but what 

fun is believing science?   

I guess it was only the one dream, over and over, though it felt less like a repetition and 

more like I kept visiting the same place.  Like I was arriving again at the beginning of a thing.  

Like what was repeating was not the dream but my own self. 

But also every time I had the dream it was entirely different, as is the nature of dreams. 

This is something that happened to me a lot.  Mostly I shrugged it off.  But I was getting 

older, and my job wasn’t really panning out the way I felt it should, and everyone I’d ever dated 

was now married, and each person I met seemed better able than I to grapple with the disconnect 

between the shape of their lives and the meaning of it, and I was worried about all of that, and 

the dream in its own way was about those things, and and and so. 
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For weeks I would wake up feeling slaggard, which is a word I invented for how I felt 

when I woke up.  I would try and get at what the dream was trying to tell me, because I thought: 

Surely!  Sometimes laying there I felt like an ant trying to navigate a wrought-iron tabletop.  

Sometimes I felt like a stupid simile, hard won but transparent and devoid of mystery.  And 

sometimes I didn’t feel much like talking about it.  After a time, though, I had to.  I had to tell 

anyone who would listen.  I had to get it out of me, like skin forcing out a splinter.  Which ended 

up with me going on a suggested leave of absence from work while I figure myself out.  Which I 

don’t much want to talk about. 

This was after I bought the sledgehammer, that great dumb thing.  It was a role-model of 

sorts, it felt like an answer to a pretty good question.  I was in a hardware store shoplifting when 

I saw it.  My pockets were stuffed with loose bolts and plastic washers and a brass knob.  The 

goal was to see how full and clanging I could make myself and still get out clean.  It was a very 

impulsive time of my life.  Anyway, there it was, the sledgehammer.  I had to have it. 

I realized while walking to my car, stolen sledgehammer in hand, that if you are a white 

male who looks like a homeowner you can get pretty far on just that.  It’s not fair, but it’s true.   

It sat in the corner of my bedroom while I kept having the dream.  It became totemic, a 

heavy thing with its own meaning.  How easy.  After I bought it I felt a little better.  All those 

people posting their Facebook babies didn’t drag at my insides so hard.  The false ways we have 

of affecting the world slipped away when I hefted the sledge in my hands.  And I kept having the 

dream, which of course is its own kind of inducement toward community, since it was a dream in 

which I felt so needed and important that on waking I felt scooped all out.  The weight of the 

sledgehammer took that feeling and created a good kind of yearning. 
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It didn’t take many nights of this until I channeled all my energy into becoming 

roommates with the guy in the apartment next to me.  We knew each other some.  He was a 

small time pot dealer, and though he didn’t take it well when I came crashing through his 

bedroom wall, I’d have to say he was stereotypically mellow about it after a day or two.  His 

name was Greg Bird.  He said it like a species.  I got the feeling, even though he spent most of 

his time playing videogames and answering text messages from customers, I got the feeling that 

he was on a quest of his own.  When I bought him his own sledge, his own goggles, he said 

“Isn’t it funny how the word reckless basically means being full of wreck?” and we got to work 

making the whole west side of the building into something approaching a community. 

And that’s how I met her, if you’ve really got to know about it.  Me and Greg, our arms 

sweaty and matted down with sheetrock dust, just smacking our way right through that building.  

To my mind Greg, he didn’t much matter except in his willingness, although that’s not fair to 

him, although all in all he was a pretty good friend for a time, and he’s got his own stories worth 

telling. 

She screamed, sort of, when I came barreling into her living room while she was 

watching tv.  More of a yelp.  Then she was full of questions about did the landlord know and 

what about the building code.  The word load-bearing came up. I didn’t really have an answer for 

them, so it was then that I told her about my dream, the one that didn’t stop even when I was 

awake.  I told her of a car crash and a field full of horses galloping away from me in the rain 

while I searched for a missing daughter I didn’t have.  I didn’t tell her that the girl in the dream, 

the girl with her hair-matted, red-bawling face who hid under a lightning-struck tree while it 

burned, was probably her.  And I didn’t tell her that was only one dream, but also the dream, and 

that they all are the same thing by being not the same thing at all.  She seemed like a practical 
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person, and there I was talking to her through a hole in the wall.  Credibility isn’t my strong suit.  

Dreams are.  I told her more of my dreams. 

When I was done talking she yelled at me, a bunch of fear and double-barreled threats 

came out of her face.  I thought about my own face, thought of how strange it was that each of us 

is coming out of a face, like, a thing that we aren’t even aware of except as an idea, and even 

then, the idea is reversed, we’ve got it backwards, since we get our idea from a mirror.  I tried to 

talk to her about this through the hole in the wall and she screamed “Get out.”  But I was out.  I 

was in Greg’s place.  I felt real slaggard just then, I must say.  I felt like the dream had led me 

some place, and I’d followed it, and it hadn’t meant a damn thing after all. 

I stood there looking in.  She glared at me and hung a blanket over the hole.  Or, it was a 

quilt.  The backside of it wasn’t very pretty. 

 Greg came out of his room.  I wanted to tell him that the problem was we don’t know 

our own faces.  I know her face, but she doesn’t.  And so even though the little girl in my dream 

was a little girl, and even though she didn’t look like this woman in the apartment two holes 

over, I knew things about her face she didn’t.  I thought, not for the first time, that I might be 

coming a little loose or unmoored from a mental standpoint. 

“She’s not into community, I guess?” Greg said. 

“I don’t even know what to think anymore.”  I put the sledgehammer down and let it 

slump against my leg.   

“I can hear you, assholes.”   

“I’m not an asshole,” I said.  “I’m on a quest.” 

“So was Columbus, and talk about assholes.” 

Greg shrugged, like, She’s got a point. 
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I took Greg up on getting high in his bedroom.  I didn’t much like smoking, because it 

made me feel trapped, or underwater, and that was too normal of a feeling.  Weed made me feel 

more like myself.  It was terrible, but right then I thought I might like feeling terrible. 

I took a big rip out of the bong and held it in while the smoke scratched at the inside of 

me.  The head of the sledge was baby seal smooth.  I ran my fingers over its striking face.  When 

I closed my eyes, the child from my dream called me an asshole.  She was right enough.  I felt 

the hammer some more. 

“What are you gonna do about it?” Greg asked. 

“I don’t know,” I said.  “I don’t know this one.  I’ve never dreamed it before.” 

________ 

 

 “You keep using the word tell like it’s capitalized, or like it has a new meaning.” 

 “I mean I guess you could say that it does in this system.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “Well, when I turn the device on, and if it works, it’ll be a telling beyond language.” 

 “Hence why I can’t speak.” 

 “No, you can’t speak anyway.  Basically I’m speaking for you.” 

 “But look, I’m speaking.  And I can say whatever I want.  Giraffe.  Possibility of fatal 

electrocution.  Bookcase.” 

 “Okay, first, barring the argument that no one has any agency whatsoever, that we’re all 

just tabula rasa that have been filled up by experience and are now the sum total of that 

experience, or, if you’d rather, that we are bio-electrical stimulus-response type adding 

machines, so your so-called saying what you want is actually just an inevitable response to every 
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single thing that got you here in this moment—and even that is assuming that time is linear, 

which, I don’t know enough about physics to say for certain and so I’m going to table that 

argument—“ 

 “Thank you.” 

 “Okay, so barring those arguments, so, let’s say you’ve got free will, and you decide to 

say something to me, the truth is that you still haven’t spoken.  You may think you’ve spoken, 

but really, from where I’m sitting, what’s actually spoken is my interior concept of you, and 

that’s always going to be in the way, because even if I say ‘okay I’m going to put what basically 

amounts to my entire brain aside and really, really hear you,’ all I’m actually doing is moving 

into a place that is even further distanced from who you really are inside of your own self which 

is in front of me trying desperately to speak.” 

 “So you can’t speak either, is what you’re saying?” 

 “No, I can’t.  At least, not with language.  For all the reasons I said, and also for all the 

mitigating forces that are going on in my own brain that prevent me from speaking as really 

myself, like for example how right now I’ve got this anxiety building up that I’m sounding too 

explainey or pompous or like I think of myself as some sophisticated man who has to go into it 

as if you’re too stupid to get it, which I know isn’t true, and so I’m just going to come out and 

say all that I have to say before we start this experiment, including acknowledgement of all the 

mitigating and complicating stuff that I can think of, even though, like I said, it’s not really me 

speaking but actually your perception of my speaking, and therefore filled with a kind of 

nebulous, infinite doubt, but I’m going to explain all my thoughts before we start mostly because 

I’ve spent my life on this and you haven’t and now here we are about to start the telling.” 

 “This all seems so sad and hopeless.” 
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 “It is, a little.” 

 “Can I say that I think you’re wrong here? Like way, way wrong?” 

 “Sure.” 

 “I mean, I can’t believe this.  I don’t even think you really believe it.” 

 “Well a prison doesn’t require belief.” 

________ 

 

 Sometimes I would get confused and think I was someone else.  Like, I’d be sitting 

drinking coffee someplace, and I would see someone across the room and think to myself, ‘oh, 

over there, she’s you.  That’s your body, and your face.  And it’s so good to be alive right now as 

that other person.’  Then, of course, I’d snap back in on myself, and probably I’d be staring, and 

sometimes, it’s true, I was staring, and sometimes they took it wrong, and sometimes they 

thought it was odd, and sometimes they thought maybe I was trying to get their attention or I was 

flirting.  And it should be said that mostly it was attractive people that triggered this response, 

which is either a function of my own low self-esteem or perhaps biological impulse toward good 

genetics.  But like anyway it happened, and they saw me seeing me or saw me seeing them or I 

saw me seeing me seeing them or or or hush now, the story is starting. 

________ 

 

Just sit with me a minute is all.  Just sit and listen so that neither of us is alone, and I’ll 

tell you something, and you can tell me something.  And then it may be a little easier for each of 

us to die.  Because if you are known it is not such a hard thing to die.  Knowledge of another 

person is a giving away of sorts, and a giving way.   
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 A brave story is not one in which the protagonist can die at any moment.  Llewelyn Moss 

and Walter White were not in brave stories.  A brave story is one that dares not to end, that flatly 

refuses the false, pretty construct of narrative, that understands the tragic difference between 

endlessness and permanence.  Things that are endless are rarely permanent.  Take me.  Take 

you. 

 I’m trying to say you can sit with me awhile if you want.  I’ve cleared a space.  Made 

welcome. 

________ 

 

During one exceptionally hot summer, she decided to live her days out of order.  I never 

knew if it was a conscious choice or what, but she woke up one Tuesday and for her it was the 

next Friday.  She got up, stretched, made us coffee, answered an email she wouldn’t receive for 

days, and brought me a cup in bed, whispering in my ear an inside joke we hadn’t come up with 

yet.  The next day she woke up hung over and looked at me with a kind of contrition, although 

we’d stayed home the night before and watched a movie. 

I don’t know how she did it.  At first I thought it was a temporary psychosis, a response 

to the battle between the air conditioner and the pulpy heat outside.  She’d be on her period one 

day and not the next.  Fights had a way of occurring of themselves, her angry with a future me, 

me angry with the startling injustice of this new and bewildering lack of connection between us.  

One day she put on a sweatshirt and gloves and complained about the cold, though it was late 

August.  I never knew if she was ahead or behind me.  Chaos never really announces itself, does 

it? 
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It was a Wednesday for me, the start of September, when she sulked around the house 

refusing to speak.  There was an ugliness in the way she sat a little further from me on the couch.  

I knew somehow that I was seeing her in our last days.  The knowledge of an ending set in.  I ran 

my great and beating mouth all day, all I was or wished to be spewing forth.  I was a balloon full 

of language, a piece of scotch tape, a pin prick.  I leaked from it until I was deflated, weary, and 

unfull.  Through all this she stayed quiet, until I, too, was quiet.  Then she led me by the hand 

into the bedroom, where we took an afternoon nap.  Sun strewn about the room.  Her back to me, 

pressed greedily against my body, her hair in my mouth, which I accepted.  What the hell else 

was I to do? 

You can see where this is going.  A poison sprang up between us, coursing first through 

my veins and then hers until it no longer mattered what day we each were in.  The magic of what 

she was doing, of who she was, her rebellion against time’s dictation, well, it became just more 

commonplace bullshit.  Two walled away hearts going to work and then watching TV on the 

couch until bed.  Some mundane sex.  Takeout dinners.   

On the day before I packed up my things to go, she came to me with a smile I used to see 

on her all the time, her eyes open a little larger, her chin tilted a little more deliberately toward 

me.  She said she was going to take a bath, and that I should come sit on the floor and keep her 

company.  A thing we’d done only once, years before, when we felt young from each other’s 

presence.  I followed her into the bathroom, helped her undress, held her head in my hands and 

kissed her forehead while the tub filled. My fingers dribbled water over her skin while she asked 

me questions she should already know the answer to.  I knew she was way back then, way back 

before we got to here.  A sandcastle smile crept up on me, I couldn’t help it.  Maybe I felt like 
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crying.  I closed my eyes and did my best to be way back then too, but time, it wouldn’t let me 

go. 

________ 

 

 “So language causes two things to happen.  Actually, probably a lot more than two, but 

right now I’m thinking of two.  The first is that it’s violence perpetrated by a speaker on 

everyone else.” 

 “I think you’ve thought too much about this.  I think you’ve thought yourself into an 

unnecessary hole.  And now you’re trying to solve something that’s not a problem.” 

 “I haven’t.  Or, I don’t think I have. When a person speaks, they are taking so much.  The 

opportunity for someone else to speak, for one.  My speaking right now occupies the ideological 

space that could’ve held a whole wealth of possibilities, and it’s bluntly one thing, a bruise 

blooming on the world that would’ve been.  I mean, why do you think anyone takes a vow of 

silence?  Because to speak is the theft of belief.” 

 “That’s stupid.  Should we abandon language, then?” 

 “Absolutely not.  We should go deeper into it, collapse its function until we arrive at 

something bigger, truer.  And it’s not stupid, and your feeling like you need to say so just proves 

my point, because why say that at all if not because you’re afraid that what I’m saying is true, or, 

if you will, you need to react to what I’ve said in order to ensure that it isn’t true.  If neither of us 

would’ve said anything, we could’ve been sitting here peacefully.” 

 “Dumb.” 

 “And then the other thing is time’s role in the whole thing.  Empathy is at war with 

entropy, and entropy wins, because time is finite, at least in the context of human existence.  So 
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what we have to do, if we’re going to find a way to use language peacefully, is find a way to use 

it outside of the system of the perceived forward motion of time.” 

 “Are you trying to say that this device stops time?” 

 “More like it keeps us from understanding it.  It gets time out the way so empathy can do 

what it couldn’t with language.” 

 “…” 

 “What?” 

 “I think I’m ready.  I’m ready.” 

________ 

 

 Our childlessness sat between us like a rock for stoving heads in.  It was the biggest one 

we’d seen.  We were eating dinner and then there it was, white and glistening like all the others 

that had formed in our home.  I knew if I picked it up that it would be cold and wet in my hand, 

like a hailstone, but that it wouldn’t melt.  It was the second week of this. 

 The first one I found was in the garage.  I was sanding an old barstool that I intended to 

paint, and when I turned around it was there on the ground: that apartment I liked in Sacramento, 

the one that she thought was too large, too high-ceilinged.  She wanted to feel cozy, which I 

understood.  But now here was this thing on the garage floor, a small disappointment made 

manifest, corporeal.  I picked it up and held it up to the light.  It was opaque.  I didn’t feel any 

particular way about it.  Just: there it was.   

 When she walked in to ask if I needed anything from the grocery store, I palmed it, 

casually slipped it into my pocket.  I did not need anything from the grocery store.  Maybe some 
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craft beer if one struck her eye.  I was thankful for her asking me.  I was thankful for so many 

things. 

Why put it in my pocket, though? Why hide it?  I couldn’t say. 

 There were others after that.  Mostly small ones.  The year she got me a bad birthday gift 

sat on the bedroom dresser.  It wasn’t that I didn’t like the sweater.  I just didn’t wear sweaters 

ever, and the gift seemed like a subtle complaint more than anything.  Her coming in late, two 

hours late, without a call first, when I’d cooked her a nice dinner.  I found that one perched on 

the lip of the toilet.  I turned on the ceiling fan, and a pebble-sized piece—the way she folds 

towels too haphazardly—struck the living room wall, plonking the plaster, leaving a mark.  I hid 

them all in a Crown Royal bag, the same way I’d hidden my 5-ticket items from the Chuck E 

Cheese as a child, and stuffed it in my toolbox.  The bag didn’t get wet, it didn’t feel cold from 

the outside.  The pieces only felt wet and cold against the skin.  If you shook them around they 

sounded just like rocks or marbles.   

 And then, during dinner, that first big one showed up, our childlessness.  We looked at it 

and each other.  She had some sauce dribbled on her chin.  I’d made the meal.  But who cared 

about any of that.   

 After a moment she stood and went into the bedroom.  She came back out with a wooden 

box inlaid with dragonflies that she’d got in college on a trip to Asia.  Inside were more of them, 

ones I didn’t recognize.  To me they just looked like ice, mica.  I went to the garage and retrieved 

mine, spread them out in front of me.   

 “I don’t know what those are,” she said, pointing at mine.  I said about the same. 

 She held up one that was about the size of her thumb.  “This is all those shitty bands you 

listen to in the car.” 
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 I held up one of my own.  “Fingernail clippings on the coffee table.” 

 She held one up.  “Also fingernail clippings, just on the bathroom floor.” 

 I couldn’t help smiling.  “Mine’s worse.  And you’ve got pasta sauce on your chin.” 

 “Well,” she wiped her face.  “This one’s how nothing you own has a place to put it, how 

you just leave everything in piles.  And this is that time at the zoo. This is when you didn’t call 

the cable company for two months after I told you to, how it seems like you’d rather pay forty 

dollars a month indefinitely than make one tedious phone call.” 

 I told her some more of mine.  I thought it wasn’t that bad.  They were so small.  They 

weren’t millstones and this wasn’t what drowning looked like.  It was almost nice. 

 “This one I don’t want to talk about,” she said, holding up one that seemed flecked with 

gray. 

 “Why not?” 

 “Because it’s silly.  It’s stupid.  And it’s not even true.” 

 “You can tell me anyway.”  I didn’t know if that was how I really felt about it.  Faith in 

yourself is important. 

 She hesitated, gave a small smile.  “I was at your office, in the lobby.  I was waiting on 

you to come down.  And I heard someone talking about you, a woman.  And it was like in that 

moment she knew you better than I did.  Which isn’t true, and isn’t your fault, and is gross of 

me, and I know that already, so you don’t have to get into it.” 

I’d never done anything to betray my wife, but that I knew exactly who she was talking 

about was probably betrayal enough.  In response I held up a piece of my own.  “This is Troy.  

Just all of him, every little shitty thing about him.  So we’re both petty.  It’s even.” 
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And it was.  We counted up the pieces, and there was an equal amount either side.  

Except now there was this new piece, fist sized, between us on the table.  I asked her if she knew 

what it was, and she did.   

I asked her what she thought it was. 

“It’s that you want to have children.” 

“Oh,” I said.  I tried to say it in a way that made it smaller, that shrank the thing on the 

table into nothing, that made everything between us still even.  But there’s no changing what’s 

true. 

I picked it up.  I had one of those moments where I knew what I was doing was wrong—

terrible even—but I did it anyway.  I held it out to her.  “I think this one might be yours after 

all.” 

And she took it.  She placed it in the box with the others.  And then a bunch of things 

happened after that, things that I could tell you.  About the other ones, the larger and larger 

pieces that kept turning up, their crushing weight, how they strained the drawstring of my bag 

and kept her box propped open for each of us to see.  But I don’t know.  The story seems told. 

________ 

 

One of the problems of the age and of this book is finding out how to undermine a thing 

as you believe wholly in it, holding belief and unbelief in your brain at the same time, in the 

same space, in a way that they are essentially the same thing.  You, the you that exists in the 

space of my little measly self, asked me what the point is.  The point is to believe and not believe.  

Not that old cliché of stop making sense (although, sure, that old cliché of stop making sense).  

So how do you do that?  How do I?  Do I write with a wholly holy unbelief?  Do I tell these little 
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stories and hope that you get it?  Do I interject directly and make myself known?  Do I keep 

asking a bunch of didactic questions to try and align your head space and my head space in a 

way that I admitted already and will continue to admit is impossible?  I am asking you to 

consider what matters. 

And I am asking you what is real here?  What is there in fact?  Because these little stories, 

these vignettes, are basically empty, aren’t they?  Let’s cut the crap, you and I, and start to think 

about how unfair it is that I can say that you don’t really know me and I don’t really know you 

and then go on as though this man and this woman that I am writing about actually have some 

way to really see each other.  And isn’t that even sadder?  Isn’t that just the ultimate expression 

of doom?* 

I keep telling these stories, perhaps endlessly and perhaps without point, as a shell game, 

cheap and dirty close-up magic.  And here, I come to you and try and strip off the mask that I put 

on, which is essentially trying to wear the mask of not wearing the mask.  Drawing the center of 

the universe by drawing everything but the center.  And really, if you’ve got to know, it began 

with a different simple question someone asked me once: not what is the point but what does it 

feel like?  What does it feel like to stand there and think about killing yourself and then I guess 

not do it because you were worried about the fact that you’d driven over a thousand miles and 

someone would have to come and get your car?  A thing that happened in fact to the in-fact 

existent author right before he went back to his hotel and started writing the first of these stories.  

And what did it feel like to him to know also how fraudulent that was, how dramatic and 

practiced of an act, how self-mythologizing to drive that far with the intent of not returning, and 

to be stricken by the fraudulence of his own feeling even as it was the only thing he was feeling, 

and therefore not exactly fraudulent.  And further, to have this version of who he is be the only 
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thing he is capable of telling, even knowing as he tells it that it is somehow both not and also 

exactly who he is.  Narrative, not truth, and therefore maybe truth. 

 She asked: “What does it feel like?” And the only answer I had was: “I’ll tell you.” 

 

*by which I am referring to the fact that upon seeing the author ask that question you should 

likely close the book and walk off, because what answers could possibly be contained within 

these coward’s pages. 

________ 

 

Once I went around destroying every breakable thing in the house.  It started with this 

coffee mug that already had a little hole in the bottom.  I was putting my feet up on my desk and 

I kicked it on accident and it took an awkward tumble off, spilling pens and markers all over. It 

landed whole, just a little chunk taken off of the lip.  For some reason that wouldn't stand, like, it 

seemed to me like it slipped the bounds of reality for a second, which was fucked up, so I threw 

it down, hard as I could, on the wood floor.  It went to pieces then like it should’ve.  I put on 

hiking boots from the closet and jumped on the bigger bits. 

Then I went to the drawer in the kitchen where we kept all our accumulated living.  The 

junk drawer.  There were three little teardrop light bulbs in there that I held over the gas burner 

with tongs until they popped.  I flinched each time.  I set up our drinking glasses on the mantle 

and whipped batteries at them.  AAs, AAAs, Cs and Ds.  When I hit one it felt pretty okay.  It 

felt. 
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Plates I frisbeed against the wall.  I held a bowl in each hand and clapped the bottoms of 

them together.  I would guess which one would break first.  It was always the left hand bowl.  I 

took a hammer to the Pyrex, as that’s what it took.  I was methodical—cabinet to cabinet, drawer 

to drawer.  If it would shatter, it did. 

The pickles, the mustard, the jar of moonshine that’d been in the freezer from our trip to 

Knoxville—that stuff got bashed against the sink.  I pushed it down the disposal, glass and all.  It 

made an awful grinding sound, then stopped.   

I went room to room after that, looking for anything glass, anything that might make 

sharp sounds as it came apart.  Picture frames, a cheap vase, table lamps, a ceramic statue of two 

rabbits laying down together, mirrored sliding closet doors, the top of our bedside table, the half-

full drinking glass from last night that I threw through the top of our bedside table.  I got most all 

of it. 

I sorta felt like masturbating, but I didn’t.  Then I went ahead and did.  My knuckles were 

bathroom-mirror bloody, so I closed my eyes to not see.  Blood got smeared all over.  I wiped up 

with a towel that I threw out and poured hydrogen peroxide all on my hands.  I didn’t feel 

ashamed at all, like I usually did.  I felt like a hero. 

When she got home I was snapping Christmas lights from the garage between my fingers.  

I’d taped pennies to my thumb and forefinger to make it better and to not get more ground-up 

glass in myself.  She looked at me like what, like I was not even there and she was looking at 

some strange animal.  I told her I was just mostly tired of things that could break.  I told her the 

fragility seemed like an invitation today instead of a threat.  She looked at me kinda scared then, 

like she’d never felt something incomprehensible and good, which I know for sure wasn’t true.  
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She liked to pick at her cuticles until they were raw.  Her nails were always lined with vivid pink 

and red. 

She walked all around the house.  “Maybe keep your shoes on,” I called after her.  She 

came back crying, even though I hadn’t broken anything that really mattered.  I’d smashed only 

my stuff, or stuff we’d got at Wal-Mart.  Stuff the size of itself, you know? 

She said something was wrong. 

I said no. 

She disagreed. 

I finally felt ashamed, though I didn’t want to, and didn’t feel it was deserved. 

We talked in circles until I felt hungry, so I got up and had some cottage cheese over the 

sink.  I ate out of the container for obvious reasons.  She followed me into the kitchen and asked 

did I want to go see anybody about this. 

I said, “I’m seeing you.  We’re married.”   

She frowned and said, “You fucking well know what I mean.” 

I said “If I go see somebody, they’ll just see me wrong.” 

These were her words in my mouth. From when we lost the baby those months ago and 

she stayed in bed for two weeks.  She let it go, then.  She did something like understanding, she 

did something like forgiving me: 

She put her hand on my busted up hand.  We loved each other, still. We bought a new 

push broom, ate dinner off paper plates.  We drank our beer in cans.  We didn’t talk about it.  We 

went on as though everything was normal, I guess, as though things were fixed.  

________ 
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 “Are these things true?” 

“By some sense of the word.” 

“How about as in did they happen?” 

“Did you experience them?” 

“That’s a hard question.  It feels like they’re things that happened, like they were my 

memories, or our memories.  But I know they aren’t.” 

“Well then I don’t know.  If you did experience them, then yes, they happened.  

Otherwise.” 

“And they’re you and me?” 

“Again a hard question.” 

“Well what do you think?” 

“I don’t know.  I guess it would be more accurate to ask me what I hope.” 

“What do you hope?” 

“That it’s you.  That it’s me.  But something more complete than that.  Every you.  Every 

me.  A realization that all rivers are oceans.  Something indefatigueable but not mystic, not 

spiritual.  Just human.  Ongoingly human.” 

“But you built this thing.  Doesn’t that give you some more authority?” 

“I don’t know.  Not really?” 

“I mean I guess I get it, but I’m also lost.” 

“So am I.  I think that’s okay.  I think being lost is not so different from understanding.” 

“…” 

“Anyway that was just the beginning.  That was just establishing a baseline connection.  

We can keep going, if it’s okay.” 
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“Okay.” 

“Things might start to get a little weird.” 

“It’s okay.” 

“I mean, we’re going to see all of it, and some of it, you’re not gonna like it.” 

“I said it’s okay.” 

________ 

 

One day she squirreled herself away into a word. 

It was like the word was a box and she got in it.  Or it was like a crack just big enough.  Or 

it was like a deep well, and the word was the lip of the well, and the meaning was the rest—as in 

the depth and the stone dropped-and-kerplunking and the absence of light—and she became the 

meaning. 

It was a good trick.  That is to say, I don’t know how it was done.  We were eating dinner, 

and we’d been a little unhappy.  It was August.  We always seemed to be unhappy then.  Just a 

little.  And I’d said something that I meant as both funny and not funny about our unhappiness.  

Which was a thing I did.  She called it the mask of not wearing a mask.  It was one of my bigger 

problems. 

Anyway I said this thing.  Just a tossed off thing.  Unmeant.  And also of course meant.  

And she grabbed one of the words from the thing I’d said out of the air and was gone.   

And she didn’t come out for a long time.  And then: she never came out.  I sat there holding 

the word in my mind for a long time.  Or: I thought the word once, and then didn’t think another 

thought for a long time.  This went on for a good bit, and then I thought of what to do: I would 

eat the word.  Swallow it.  Keep her safe, or me, or us both, until the time came. 
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And somewhere a man decides that when the girl next to him wakes up he will marry her. 

And somewhere else a woman tells a man that it’s okay, that he can go, and he sits on the 

porch a little while before he does. 

And somewhere else a man really figures something out about himself, and it feels to him 

like he’s having a thought for the very first time. 

And somewhere a person who is too old to eat over the sink eats dinner over the sink. 

And somewhere people are dying.  And somewhere else people die.  And somewhere 

besides that people die.  On and on.   

And but here I am telling you about making a meal of a word so that it matters against 

these other things.  What I did was I held the word in my mouth like I was going to say it and 

then swallowed.  So that it could never be spoken again.  At least not by me.  But I expect not by 

everyone else, too.  I expect I changed the world. 

The word didn’t get digested in the usual way.  Instead it was absorbed.  It made its way 

into my bloodstream.  It got lodged somewhere in my heart.  And I thought: how cliché.  And I 

thought: I can feel it.  And I thought: don’t feel it.  And I thought the word. 

So I had this word in my heart.  And for a while it rattled around, and I had a paint-can 

heart.  But then that stopped, because the word grew, and I could feel it against the muscles.  The 

muscles pressed on it and gave it shape.  So I guess I had an oyster heart.  But it wasn’t a pearl, 

the word.  It wasn’t made smooth.  It became a new word, a word that was sharp.  A word as 

longtooth, knife. 

I don’t know how any of this was done.  I guess I can do tricks too.  And if you want to 

know if this stuff really happened.  Like if I am telling it in metaphors.  Like what are the facts.  

And then maybe more generally which of my stories, or which of any stories, is true.  I will say: 
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the one you are reading is true.  I will say: get lost, and I will mean it kindly, as invitation to 

come along. 

When my heart was done squeezing itself onto the word what remained was an ugly, 

barbed thing.  It was like the word cunt.  Or capitalism.  Of course it wasn’t either of those 

words.  It was just something like them.  Mostly it was a new word, hollow, ash black.  And 

then: it started to push itself into muscle.   

Of course it wasn’t her that was stabbing me.  It was me.  What I had done to the word. 

And then: my heart opened up, and my ribs opened up.  The ribs felt like dry reeds pushed 

just to the point where they might splinter but not break.  The heart felt like a wound because it 

was a wound.  And the word fell out.   

And the word sat wetly on the table.   

And the word didn’t move. Did I mean it?  The word?  I did.  I didn’t.  One of my bigger 

problems.    

And my heart felt empty.  And I thought: how cliché.  And I thought: well.  And I thought: 

think something smarter.   

I stared at the word and it didn’t look right.  Something about it being inside me had made 

it an insufficient vessel.  I had taught it a thing or two is what I’m saying.  Eventually I started to 

wonder if I’d really even eaten the right word, if maybe once she got into one word, she was able 

to swim from one to another.  I thought: chain of signifiers.   

And then one day I saw her in another word, so I ate that one too.  I grabbed it fast and 

swallowed.  It was still alive and wriggling as I felt it make its way through my body.  And I 

knew what I had to do, which was to eat as many words as I could, to gulp down great fistfuls.  

Which I did.  Am doing.  Will continue to do until I am stuffed and beyond.   
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And I took to also eating the rules of language.  Where a comma, goes or how you don’t 

start a sentence with and.  And that we are supposed to take it serious.  That there are ways to be 

wrong with it.  

And then the sounds.   

And then the poetry of it, too. 

I intend to swallow it all, to await its rebirth.   

So I can pin her down like an insect on pegboard.  So I can see the hollowed-out shapes of 

her, but really of me.   

So that she will be in front of me sitting wetly on the table and I can say I’m sorry or I’m 

working on it.  So that I can find the right, eventually.   

Right as in correct. Right as in I am entitled to do so.   

So that all of this—every word, every drifting memory, every moment—is given a shape, a 

heritage, finally. 

________ 

 

I meant what I said about which of these stories is true.  Because look, the thing is, I mean what 

I’m saying is, is that a story can only exist because it is not every other story, and also, a story 

can only exist because in not being those other stories it calls forth and tells those other stories 

too.  Only the story you are reading is true because it embodies all that is true, and really, you 

shouldn’t be looking for true, but for trust.  Truth is water.  Trust is cupped hands.  The 

difference is significant. 

________ 
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We got along fine, she and I, if that’s a thing to be proud of.  I imagine it’s not.  We held 

on to it anyway, two children at the same pant leg of agreeable politics, agreeable taste in music, 

agreeable bodies.  It seemed at once more than enough and far too little.  So: an easy, honest love 

between two equals, a thing fallen into.   

The problem is that everything’s a kind of artifice if you’ve got the right attitude, and 

hey, I had the right attitude.  I was a midnight ceiling starer, a sucker stuck inside myself, the 

type of person to whom everything is either biology or pheromones or a fear of death or the 

scrunched-up pain of human history compressed inside of a word or gesture or whatever it is.   

It wasn’t fair to her, thinking this way.  I knew she was probably starving.  I was starving 

for something my own self.  And one night while we sat the couch and watched shows we’d seen 

before I looked at her and was just full up on this sadness of how did we get quite to here?  A 

thing fallen into.   

I’m not trying to imply that it’s a kind of trap, but hell, maybe I should buy you a beer for 

listening so close.  Because, okay, if everything’s artifice then it all has equal value and you get 

to pick and choose and that’s something like nice, or empowering.  But then, once you’ve 

chosen, once you’ve really invested in something, the belief comes, and belief for a person such 

as myself is a poison, given that it’s the same as pouring water into a bowl and then calling the 

water the bowl.  Water, it spills and it’s still water.  But a bowl breaks and it’s garbage. 

I got up my guts and told her about all this.  Her eyes shone.  The ceiling fan was off 

balance and grinding at the end of each revolution.  She seemed to really understand, which is 

not to say for sure that she understood, which ambiguity is a whole other part of the trap, which 

the trap is of course all the better for the fact that you never know for sure if you’re in it or not.  
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We thought about what to do.  It took most of three nights.  Eventually it was her idea we went 

with. 

Her solution was to stay in that liminal space of Not Knowing but Finding Out.  We 

vowed to forget it all, to let all the hardened, known things about ourselves go.  She said that at 

first it would be play-acting, but eventually it would start to take hold.  In truth, it worked for 

awhile.  We were philosopher thugs, slitting the throat of knowing with tarnished jackknives, 

which is to say that we were sometimes casually betraying and then forgiving in equal measure.   

But both those feelings were part of the problem, so we let them go as best we could.  We 

had to avoid the trap of settling on truth, which meant never saying what we liked, what we 

didn’t, never seeing who the other was, razing any sense of context or stability.  We became 

animals, goldfish wolves, doing what we could and then forgetting.  We were blank bodies, 

incapable of being written on or over.  It was beautiful, or something like beautiful. 

She was better at it than I was.  Eventually it got to where she wouldn’t even use my 

name.  She seemed to react to me with genuine surprise whenever we spent time together, like I 

was always new.  In this way we both got a little better at being ourselves.  Sometimes I felt 

almost free. 

And I can see you’re about to say that a thing like that cannot possibly hold, that knowing 

something is like gravity, inescapable.  She would say that gravity is just a coin that keeps 

coming up heads, and that tails is still right there, ready to show itself.  Me, I’m here talking to 

you about it.   

Sometimes I like to think that if we’d been stronger people, we wouldn’t have turned so 

mean, it wouldn’t have ended in so much ugliness.  The silences between us grew longer, the 
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cruelties stuck around, we got a little too uncareful with each other.  Maybe that’s just the way 

things go when you try not to know someone.  Anyway, it was a mess. 

It’s pretty easy to figure out why I couldn’t do it.  She’s another story.  Mostly, I think 

she didn’t realize like I did what the real problem was: what our bodies are made of is language.  

Not blood and gristle: language.  It’s a scary thing to realize that the body can form a question 

without your permission and send it out and away from you and then it’s there and then it’s out 

of your hands which of course are just more language ready to be released.  No matter how well 

she was able to embrace not knowing, our romantic idea was a doomed enterprise.   Aren’t they 

all.  

Her body asked in every long silence: what kind of man is this?  The kind of man who 

would carve little chunks of himself and give them away right on down to the bone and still feel 

it was not enough?  The kind whose heart wobbles as it spins?  The kind who thinks running 

away from something and running toward something are basically the same thing?  Are you the 

kind of man who is mean, irrepressibly mean?  Do you yell?  Do you bite with words or 

otherwise?  Is your life such hungry business that you cannot for one second stop trying to 

consume me, trying to take me inside of yourself in a way that mirrors my own warm way of 

letting you in but is careless and cruel and obliterating instead of an act of forgiveness?  Or 

worse: another dumb animal braying at the fence, a ruminant.  Are you knowable, or not?  Her 

eyes said: tell me.  Her eyes said: but not yet. 

________ 

 

There are ideas that are dangerous.  I’m not talking about fascism or racism or any other –ism 

you can think of.  I mean: 
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 Think of a supercomputer that is so powerful that it is, for all intents and purposes, god. 

 “Okay, I’m thinking of it.” 

 “Okay.  Now, I mean really and truly, this computer has infinite power.” 

 “Okay, geez.” 

 “Now, we both know that currently, a computer that powerful doesn’t exist, right?” 

 “Right.” 

 “Okay, plot twist.  What if I told you that one day that computer will exist, and also, one 

of its directives will be to punish anyone who didn’t help bring it into existence.  And not just a 

slap on the wrist.  I’m talking eternal torment here.  Real fire and brimstone business.  Then what 

should you do?” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “Well, do you devote your life to making this computer exist or not?” 

 “This is phenomenally stupid.” 

 “Okay, new question.  Say the computer already exists, and you’re actually inside a 

simulation of the universe that it started up.” 

 “I’ve seen this movie.  And I’ve read this philosopher.” 

 “We all have.  But it’s a real concern.  Because if there’s no way to really tell if you’re 

real or not—if there’s no way to determine if you are already inside of fiction—then you might 

already be at the whim of this retroactively vengeful supercomputer, meaning that your decision 

to either devote your life to creating this supercomputer or not has actual consequences for your 

actual consciousness or soul or whatever you want to call it, right here, in this moment.  And so 

if enough people become firmly convinced of the idea of the one-day possibility of that 

supercomputer, then they will devote themselves to making it exist, meaning that anyone who 
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does not believe will be cast into eternal torment, or, this has all already happened, and by not 

choosing to devote your life to the supercomputer’s eventual existence you are currently casting 

yourself into eternal torment.” 

 “And what does this have to do with your device?  The one I’m hooked up to?” 

 “Nothing.  I’m talking about the necessity of belief, and also the danger inherent in any 

kind of belief.” 

 “This is real.” 

 “Yeah, but see, real a lot of the time feels like fiction.  And schizophrenia is contagious, 

and the collective unconscious is real, and all of this shit.  And now, the device.  And we get to 

decide if we’re going to opt in or out.” 

________ 

 

One day I woke up to blood all over the sheets.  I panicked and kicked them off of me to 

see her asleep with blood all down her arms.  Maybe she’s died, I thought, and felt a small 

electric spark of relief with it.  But I shook her awake and she showed me: a perfect hole in each 

palm pouring a little forth with each pump of the heart.  She said she didn’t know where they 

came from, but that worrying about it was kind of beside the point.  I felt like that probably 

wasn’t the case, but she’d never been much for listening.  I tried to get her to go to the doctor, 

and she said she wouldn’t.  Anyway we didn’t have insurance, and it might lead to the kind of 

questions that I didn’t want to know the answer to.  Where did these holes come from?  Did you 

make them yourself, or did someone help?  If you found him dead one morning, would you feel a 

little relieved, as if you had finally gotten clear of something? 
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She took it all in stride, smiling.  The thing was she was a bright sider, honest to god.  

Everything a happy ending.  It’s one of the reasons I loved her and thought she was good for me.  

I mean: it wasn’t automatic.  I mean: you could see her making it happen.  I mean: something 

awful would come along and her face would be drawn tight, her mouth a straight, hard line as 

she tried to remember that perspective is basically reality when you’ve got enough alcohol to go 

around.  Both of us were drunks.  Are drunks.  Look, I don’t have to get into it with you.  The 

point is it mostly took about three seconds before she was smiling again and thanking the 

universe. 

But you see, it took effort.  That’s what gnawed at me most.  That and all the blood. 

When she started bleeding from the forehead she quit her job, which was tough.  I tried to be 

understanding, but she wasn’t even religious.  Or maybe she’d found religion, I don’t know.  

Most of our conversations during this time were pretty surface-level—what to have for dinner, 

who was fucking who, whether she’d remembered to water the plants.  We tried to retain 

normalcy.  Everything I said carried an unspoken question: who said you get to be special? 

One night I told all this to the angel that started hanging out on our couch.  His name was 

Carmichael.  At least I think he was an angel.  He was just there in our apartment one morning.  

He didn’t seem to come from anywhere, and he didn’t pay rent.  But also: she didn’t believe in 

locking doors.  She said it’s more important to have a little faith. 

In truth, Carmichael was good for us, the way I imagine getting a pet is good for people.  

He was a distraction, plus I felt a little charitable not asking him whether he was really an angel 

or not.  Frankly, I liked him.  He was a good listener.  He seemed genuine.   

One thing that bothered me about him was the way she would pull him into the bathroom 

and close the door. There would be a few minutes of hushed talk, and when they came out she 
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would look a little rattled until, of course, she reset herself.  It’s not that I minded being 

excluded.  I was used to it.  What I minded was that I minded.  I minded all of it—the ruined 

towels, the not knowing what any of it meant, the worry that her side was about to split open. I 

was rattled in my own home, though I pride myself on my ability to be easy-going in the face of 

most anything.   

I told Carmichael all of this over a couple of drinks, the way I’m telling you.  I said I 

don’t think she’s being herself.  I think it’s some kind of performance.  He laughed once—a 

sharp, quick laugh that bounced around us in the kitchen—and he shook his finger at me, three 

long wagging motions.  He didn’t say anything though.  He was always doing stuff like that. 

After a few minutes of silence, he went and got two more beers and a kitchen knife.  He 

set a beer in front of me, sat down, and slid the knife across the table.  You drive the tip in about 

a quarter-inch and twist it around.  That’s the old-fashioned way. Or you can use the hand-press 

drill in the garage.  It does a cleaner job.   

We stared at each other for a few minutes, maybe half an hour.  I realized I was very 

drunk, the way it sometimes hits you when you’ve been sitting in one place for a long time.  

Don’t worry, he said, it’s just a performance. 

________ 

 

She was heartbroken that she only got to be one person.  So: she tried to be everyone.  When 

people would see her doing this, they would ask me what she was doing, and I would say, Oh, 

she’s just Whitman-ing.  I thought myself clever, thought that a reasonable buffer against my 

disquiet, thought she would get through this phase, thought that I would get through the phase of 

being clever, thought a lot of things. 
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 Trouble was it was no phase.  She gathered more and more of others into herself, or: she 

made herself others while still being herself.  It was complicated conceptually, and no one could 

figure out how or if she was really doing it.  Also: more than a little messy, relationship-wise.  

And I don’t mean just her and me, though we had real problems w/r/t this nonsense.  Her friends 

abandoned her, lest they be absorbed.  I told them they were being paranoid, said, Hey, maybe 

she thinks she’s you now, but she’s also still her, and you’re still you, and yes it’s a little selfish, 

but you shouldn’t leave me here the only person left to buy her a drink anymore. 

Things got worse from there.  There was no winning an argument before long.  She had 

the numbers on her side.  I tried to tell her she was crazy, but she was a whole society unto 

herself, and crazy is the kind of thing a society dictates.   

Finally, I said Look, sometimes a beautiful idea has to stay an idea to stay beautiful.  She 

laughed in my dumb face.  All of her laughing at me like I had no clue what it was to be so 

lonely and meaningless that it crushed my tiny pigeon heart.  Well.  I knew.  I wasn’t even in 

there with her. 

________ 

 

 There’s an article by Freud that’s worth keeping.  Most of his stuff isn’t, except for 

maybe the idea that a man can say something with such force that it becomes the truth, that it 

shapes the way our brains work for decades in the future.  When Freud said id, ego, superego, he 

thought he was describing our consciousness, but he was actually creating something inside of it.  

So now we have that plywood labyrinth to navigate on top of our own, realer ones.   

 Anyway, I hope you don’t mind me talking Freud for a minute.  He had this idea in this 

one essay, I forget which one, but it’s about the unheimlich, which means unhomely, or un-
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home-like.  We call it the uncanny.  The point is that Freud said that the uncanny is the point at 

which a thing is either metaphysical or physical, at which we don’t know if what’s going on is a 

ghost story or a story of the brain’s interpretation of the natural world.  And that raises another 

question: which is scarier?  If it’s a ghost, or if it’s just you?  Which is easier to escape? 

 And then: Why aren’t we afraid of our own brains?  Why aren’t we nervous, constantly 

assailed by that gut drop feeling that the body can only sustain for a moment before it becomes a 

wave of heat and slick fear?  Is your brain, or a ghost, behind you right now, creeping up? 

Maybe.  Perhaps.  Or maybe it’s just me.  Me being either the ghost or your own brain. 

 The point is: my biggest fear is true.  Everything is unheimlich. 

________ 

 

On day one, a man enters an otherwise empty stage.  He would prefer a lone spotlight—

he may even say as much as he walks up from his seat among the audience—but the stage is well 

lit, the house lights are up.  He clears his throat.  He produces a scalpel.  Slowly, without wincing 

(although one woman in the front row can see that he does wince a little, in the eyes) he makes 

an incision down the length of his thumb, and then a cross-incision, just deep enough for the 

blood to appear but not flow.  Over three days he cuts at his thumb until he’s made of it a rose in 

the height of its bloom, a lovely thing, though no one remained to see it but the woman in front.  

She wants to weep, to touch the exposed knuckle on the rose’s bone-stem, but she stays seated.  

The program says there are nine days to go. 

All of this is of course a lie, a trick.  A fiction. 

On day four he asks her name and she smiles but does not answer.  Isn’t it always that 

way with him?  His thumb is in a great deal of pain, but he is a professional and an artist who has 
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learned little tricks.  Focus on the feeling of breath entering the body.  Consider your birth, the 

initial shock of daylight, the comfort of your mother’s breast.  He unconsciously clucks his 

tongue and is embarrassed.  He’s a professional, though, and an artist, so he doesn’t show it. 

The rose is starting to wilt.  It’s day six.  Day five was given over to rest and the drinking 

of water, to several hours of television.  Isn’t it always that way with him? 

Now there is little time left.  He grabs the rose with his good hand and snaps it off, offers 

it to the woman, who saw him wince again.  She accepts it, though she doesn’t know whether to 

hold it in her cupped hands or quietly slip it onto the floor when he isn’t looking.  She is happy to 

be chosen, although she knows she’s the only one in the audience.  It’s nice anyhow to feel 

wanted. 

On day eight he lights a fire with his good hand and a large section of the stage is burned 

and fireman come.  Day eight is very much a wash. 

Day nine is a day of whispering.  He steps off stage and tells secrets to all the parts of her 

body, speaking a language she wouldn’t understand if she could hear it, which mostly she 

cannot.  Glossolalia of the body.  He sees the rose on the floor and does not comment, or if he 

does, it’s with gentleness, slipped in among the rest of the words.  One word is repeated often, 

always a little louder, than the others: Uccello.  She thinks it’s Italian, but doesn’t know what it 

means.  In truth neither does he.  I do. 

Day ten is best not told in polite company.  A consummation of sorts, though not the one 

you’re thinking of.   For the first time she takes her place on stage. 

On day eleven, as he undresses her, he says, “Of course an ending is already arriving.  

Isn’t that always the case?”  But then he changes always to often, so that she will feel better. 
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On the last day she is stripped bare, and suddenly there is an audience, and they are 

everywhere, the way music is everywhere.  They see her from every angle, and then she is gone, 

carried off by their eyes, leaving the man, panting and ugly and bleeding onto the waxed pine 

floor of the stage.  He has closed his eyes.  He cannot see a thing. 

________ 

 

Look, let’s start over.  I got a little too heady and grossly overanalytical of the personal, 

even for me.  Just sit with me a minute.  The length of a cigarette.  The length of a telling.  Just 

sit.  I’m not a man who is afraid to say please.  Stop pretending the wooden fence between my 

back porch and your back porch offers anything real in a barrier.  I’ve got two chairs.  I’ve got a 

beer for you.  If you sit closer to my window you can hear an old Mountain Goats song coming 

from inside.  Some songs are better through a window, in the distance.  It’s not all bad.  To sit.  

To listen. 

________ 

 

Our hearts, at least, were raised by wolves.  Say what you might about our manners, 

which were impeccable, or our charm, which was not insignificant, or the way we lit up the 

room, the two of us.  Get out of the room, leave us in there on our own, and it wouldn’t be long 

until we were all snapping jaws.  It wasn’t so much that we fought as that everything we did 

devoured, even when we were trying to be kind.  Sometimes we would make love like we were 

trying to fuck each other gone.  And we drank.  We drank to lick our wounds and we drank for 

the courage to go for the throat, though neither of us had the kind of forethought to see it that 
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way.  Mostly we just drank, escape, crutch, fear, love, chemical imbalances, the whole of who 

we were or could possibly hope to be.  I don’t make apologies. 

Eventually my family would get wind of how run-ragged we were and send me to a 

drying out place.  She went with me once, but mostly it was me out in Waco feeling lousy and 

like I didn’t deserve the life I had.  None of it.  Sometimes I would think about dying when I was 

at those places, but you got to do a whole thing to get that done and I was never much of a 

planner.  Anyhow it seemed selfish, and I only felt that way clean.  A symptom of the cure. 

She would call every day, then every other day, then every now and again.  I told her I 

didn’t mind, though I did.  I minded like crazy, seeing as I couldn’t stomach talking to anyone 

else.  I’ve always been way cooler of policy than of heart.  That’s the way of most people, I 

guess.   

I thought about getting religion the last time.  I mean I prayed here and there.  To be 

honest, I got more out of talking to a stray dog that hung around, this old dusty deadeye thing.  

All told I might put talking to him ahead of the phone calls too.  Some things you can never 

really be sure of.  Anyway I was lonely. 

Those four weeks would bring with them a kind of clarity, but rarely the kind I wanted.  

Something between freedom and a certain lush sadness was what I was after.  But this place had 

a way of making you feel like a bird looking at his gnarled and knotty feet, as though that’s the 

point of a bird.  As though your scars are supposed to matter when you’re in the air, when 

alighting on a branch is not a thing you ever intend to do.  As though I didn’t know how I got 

here, that it’s just the trap of being alive when what you’re made for is the wind, when that’s 

what love is and family is and home is, when what you’re made for and can never actually be is 

here and also gone. 
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________ 

 

When we lived underwater it was a little better. 

 The others in our village fled up the hill when the water got too deep, or else they floated 

off.  She and I tied stones to our feet so we could stay.  A few others said they would do the same 

but didn’t when the time came.  Fewer still actually did tie themselves down.  They all either 

panicked and cut themselves loose or drowned. 

 The first trick of living in water is to not drown.  A thing you have to learn in a hurry or 

not at all.  We set the drowned loose, but they stayed with us for a time.  Their lungs had filled 

with water.  When they didn’t float we became confident that we wouldn’t either, as our lungs, 

too, were filled with water. 

 Above us the storm raged on, and we were fine, just the two of us.  We hoped to not be 

touched again by air, by rain, by some new storm that was more able to sting. 

 Would you believe me if I said we were happy?  Well, we were happy.  We had our 

home.  Though the wood warped and split.  Though the crabs hid in our bed.  Though we could 

not speak much—we were made, after all, to communicate in air—and when we did speak it was 

big, shouted syllables that scared the fish away and were not, in general, understood. 

 The second trick of living in water is not minding it.  The difference between day and 

night became barely noticeable as the sound of the rain slowly faded out of our lives.  Night was 

a slightly deeper blue, but it didn’t seem like less light.  Soon, we forgot to look for the 

difference, gave up on time altogether.  And we gave up other things too.  First the things that 

were impossible.  Breathing, of course, but also pancake breakfasts, the knowledge found in 

books, clapping with delight.  Then went the things that were inconvenient or seemed pointless, 
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like shaving or having opinions.  Soon, bigger things began to slip away.  Things about 

ourselves. 

 A third trick of living in water is one the water plays: you are no longer yourself.  She is 

not she in water.  He is not he.  It allows for a kind of isolated everythingness to being alive.  

Eventually you stop feeling the boundary between skin and the water surrounding it.  The body 

becomes permeable.   

 The fourth trick of living in water is that a human being can be not much different from a 

jellyfish.  We took to drifting when before we had been obsessed with keeping our feet on the 

ground.  It felt like giving up on a long-held disease.  Our limbs took up new purpose and form 

in locomotion, steering.  We slept tangled in the fast-growing kelp that sprung from the earth, 

bumping into each other if the currents made us bump into each other.  When we realized we had 

moved away from the village, that it was lost in the murk beyond where we could see, we did not 

make attempts to return. 

 It was a letting go, and like all lettings go, there was no clear line between the sadness 

and the relief.  But we were happy.  We made love in new ways.  We learned to rise away from 

the floor of our new stormbuilt ocean so that we could not see it or the surface, and everything 

was the same nothing blue.   

 And we stayed here.  And there was nothing else but her.  And I saw then that though I 

was right—she is not she, in water—what that really means is that she is finally allowed to be 

more, to be most, to be all there is or ever was.  I was too. 

 The trick of living in water is you can only understand yourself in relation to another.  It’s 

the end of narrative, of explaining, of the expansion of knowledge, which of course is just a 
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limiting of that which is not known, a closing off of possibility.  Telling a story is not just an 

admission that you’re dying.  It’s the act and the cause of dying.   

 I tried to tell her this.  She smiled and shook her head, her hair following slowly, and 

pointed to what must have been the surface.  I could see that it was a little lighter than it had been 

before.  The rain had already stopped by now.  The rain was always going to stop.  The sun was 

always on the way. 

________ 

 

"I'm starting to see a problem with your device here." 

"What's that?" 

"Well, we aren’t growing or changing.  We stay the same.  We're going through the same 

motions, the same beats." 

"That's who we are." 

"No, that's who you want us to be.  You don't want us to die." 

“That’s not how the device works.  The device takes us as we are.” 

“And not as we will be, some day.” 

“That’s all tangled up in who we are today.  Who we will be is contained in now, the 

moment.” 

“You’re afraid of narrative.” 

“I’m not.” 

“You think that time creates death, not that death necessitates time.” 

“That’s silly.” 

“You think that if you can achieve some kind of stasis that the world will follow.” 
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“I just want to be known.” 

“I thought you wanted to do this as a way to connect with me.” 

“Isn’t being known a kind of connection?” 

“It is.  But the reason is important.  The why.  And I’m starting to think you just want an 

audience for an obituary.  Or to be carved in marble.” 

 “I just want out of the trap, same as you.” 

 “What trap.” 

 “Language.  It’s unfit for everything.  Nothing works.  Language is a kid in mittens.  The 

kid can’t do shit.” 

 “Okay, you’re getting heated.” 

 “And I should be.  You should be.  Because for all we’ve done, everything we’ve 

accomplished, it’s still just sharp sticks and fire until language stops being a trap.” 

 “It’s not a trap.” 

 “The signifier-signified relationship is broken.  It’s a bowl full of water, and we call the 

bowl water, forgetting what it took to make the bowl, forgetting the bowl is there, forgetting that 

the bowl gives shape, and the shape is false.  Water would spill if it could.” 

 “You talk like the philosophy you’re spewing isn’t the same thing.” 

 “You know I know it is.” 

 “Shape is meaning.  Language gives shape.” 

 “Meaning is meaning. Language gives the meaning its lie.” 

________ 
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 There’s not much to build a person with up here.  No mud, or clay, or old newspapers to 

stuff into a shirt.  I can’t get one of your ribs either, ha ha.  I know you’ll probably see this as a 

betrayal at first, just like you see so much of what I do as betrayal.  Maybe that’s just what it 

means to be an astronaut, a wife. 

 I hope one day you’ll forgive me, or at least admire the amount of creativity and belief it 

took to make my doppleganger.  I started with an old flight suit, one that had been stained when 

a food pouch burst.  In the center, I crumpled up a picture of you.  Old mission logs, manuals that 

we didn’t need except as a totem against the kind of emergencies we wouldn’t survive anyway.  

When the decommissioning of the station picked up and we started packing up the tools, I would 

slip away with one, to give the new me form, structure.  Socket wrench for shoulder.  A 

screwdriver to give the foot its shape.  Things like that. 

 The hair I needed was easy.  You just had to know where to look.  Every nook and 

cranny of the space station holds secrets, especially after all these years.  People are so used to 

looking at the floor for dirt.  Even those of us who have been here forever tend to look down 

when they can’t find their pen.  I remember how you used to lose things almost immediately, and 

you would spin a circle to see where you’d set down the windex or your fork.  It was charming, 

once.  And still. 

 In some ways it was a half-serious project, just a way to pass the time while we counted 

down the days to our flight home.  Maybe I was doing it so that you could see how similar we 

are, how we’re both so engaged in the act of making ourselves.  But also I was doing it as an 

escape from the reality of coming home.  I miss you, still.  I’m dead homesick if you have to 

know. 
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 But the view of Earth from the window.  The feeling of it.  We are all small, and up here 

we are smaller.  I don’t think I can bear again to be sitting at a coffee shop and seeing some cat-

struck bird, missing one foot at the ankle.  Just the awful futile suffering of it.  I can’t bear to be 

within a context.  The dread I’ve often felt of expectation, of being pleasing or not pleasing, both 

of which are the same burden.  And I know this sounds a little like it is about you, or the 

weaknesses of our marriage, but you’ll have to take me at my word that it’s not. 

 She was finished with about a week left before the shuttle was set to dock and take us 

home.  A little ratty, yes, but a good enough likeness, especially since I myself have grown more 

than a little ratty.  Only the Russians noticed the switch when I made it.  They would look at the 

real me like I had gone crazy whenever I placed the new me wherever I was supposed to be, 

posed her in a drifting version of whatever I was supposed to be doing.  I would smile at them as 

though it were a prank and go back to my little sleep area.  The American astronauts were happy 

to oblige the change.  Captain Garrett, you’ll remember, always found me too willful, anyway.  

That ol’ boys club, NASA.  I’d made him the perfect woman. 

 I know what I’m doing, staying up here.  I know that they’re going to crash the space 

station into the Pacific, and if my plan works, I’ll still be up here when it happens.  And that’s 

okay.  I need you to know that it’s okay.  Because when I got up here, and I saw, it was like I 

could feel all the sinews and the strings that tethered me to that heavy burden I’ve always had 

inside slowly pulling taut and snapping.  Up here, there’s nothing, and you’re even part of it a 

little bit.  Isn’t that nice?    

 I’m putting this note in her pocket in the hope that you’re the only one that will find it.  

Treat her kindly, as she’s somewhat poorly made.  Whatever you do, try not to assign her too 
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much meaning.  Bury her if you feel it’s right, or keep her someplace close, so that you might be 

reminded of a freer me. 

________ 

 

I started thinking about structure, and the hero’s journey, and then I drew it on a piece of 

paper and started putting pieces of what I’ve done around it.  Both what you’re reading and 

what I’ve done in my life went on there, to try and make some sense of it all. 

“And did it work?” 

“Did what work?” 

“The hero’s journey.  Eight parts. Or is it three?” 

“It’s both.  Also seventeen.  Anyway they’re made up structures.” 

And I thought: no.   

And I thought: these 8 parts are missing something.  And then I thought of a Menger 

sponge, which is a fractal of a cube with a hole in the middle made up of cubes with holes in the 

middle. 

“I think mostly what you’re scared of is meaning being one thing.” 

“I think mostly what I’m scared of is meaning being one thing.” 

“I think mostly what you’re scared of is meaning being one thing.” 

“Settled isn’t settled.  Structure isn’t worth the trouble.” 

Because what the hero’s journey misses is that hole, and then the smaller holes, the lack 

that points home.  It points at you as it points at me.  It’s where we’ll find each other. 

“But we’re already found.  I’m right here.” 
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 Sometimes I am prone to idiot sadness.  Repetition of theme.  Repetition of form. 

Repetition. 

 “Truth is water.  Trust is cupped hands.  That’s the problem.” 

 “Did we just repeat each other a second ago?” 

 “We might have.” 

 “Is that, like, a side effect?” 

 “It could be.” 

 “Monomyth.” 

 “What?” 

 “It’s another word for the hero’s journey.” 

 “So.” 

 “It just seems like if you want to find the boundless sea of self like you claim to, you 

know… monomyth.” 

 You’re saying it’s been done, like I don’t know already. 

 “You’re saying it’s been done, like I don’t know already.” 

 “I feel like there are definitely side effects happening here.” 

 “…” 

 “I don’t like this.  I don’t like this obsessed version of you I’m looking at.  Mostly the 

device makes me feel like I’m already dead, or like I never lived.  To be all those versions of 

myself at once.  I don’t like any of it.” 

 “Then it’s just not working right yet.” 

 “I really really really think it is.” 
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 “Something should happen.  Something should break free in each of us.  The gap should 

be closed.” 

 “What gap?  Between us?” 

 “Between everything.” 

________ 

  

The idea came to me from nowhere, as many of my ideas do.  One morning it was just there in 

my head on the drive to work.  It was one of those ideas that kept it up, hanging out in the back 

of my mind, gnawing on my free moments like a puppy with a new toy.  You should build a 

house.  You don’t know how but you should learn.  It makes a man whole. 

 I think my brain might’ve been Ernest Hemingway. 

 Anyway it stuck around for weeks, and it seemed more and more like a thing I ought to 

do.  I tried to talk to her about it, but in this story she was the sensible one.  We liked to trade that 

job, as it so often felt like a job.  When I said to her at breakfast one morning that I was thinking 

of building a house, she looked around our kitchen, twisted her body over the chair back to look 

into the den.  Then she shrugged.  “Seems like we already have a house, babe.” 

 Of all the endearments, babe was the worst out of her mouth.  She employed it as 

punctuation for her sarcasm or scorn.  Like are you literally a baby.  Like do you need momma’s 

milk.   

 Still, the urge lingered, and when the weather turned nice the idea made more and more 

space for itself in my mind.  If you start now, it said.  Or now.  Even now. 

 When I started, there was no keeping it a secret, so I didn’t bother.  I rented a trailer and a 

dumpster.  I filled the trailer with wood and other supplies.  I bought the tools I thought I would 
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need on credit.  She watched me drive up from her spot at the kitchen window with no 

expression on her face, as though she wasn’t even there looking.  Then she stepped out of the 

frame for a time. 

 I staked out the whole front yard and then dug it out to up against the property line on 

each side and the sidewalk out front.  The hedgerow kept me from getting as close to the original 

house as I wanted, but after weighing my options, I thought better of tearing it out.  She loved 

those hydrangeas.  I tried to do it right, set out the little pink flags at the edges of the large square 

I’d made, so that if I ended up failing, at least she would see that I was serious.  I didn’t hit a gas 

main like I feared, but I did have to have the cable guy out after I severed the cord with a shovel.  

A freak accident.  I thought I’d moved it aside. 

 He and I had a long talk about permits, which I knew about but hadn’t bothered with yet.  

He was wearing a light blue polo shirt with the company logo on it.  He looked official, with a 

razor-knicked face.  He looked also like a tattler.  So: I bothered with them, the permits, which 

took a while.  In the meantime I framed and poured the foundation.  Through all of this, I didn’t 

see her at the window, and I didn’t see her leave the house.  I had taken to sleeping outside, or in 

my truck.  Neither of us went to work.  We were both involved in our own project—I was busy 

building a house, she was busy being not a part of my building a house. 

 I had a bunch of new terminology.  Joist.  Rough-in.  Rat sill.  I liked their hardness, their 

use.  I tried them out in my mouth as I hammered together the framing walls.  I kept time with 

them.  Mantra, I thought, wasn’t a good enough word for it.  There must be a better one, 

somewhere.  I read manuals I’d bought from the used bookstore, webpages on my phone, 

looking for what to do next.  When each nail was flush against its board I felt a little closer to 

something.  I guess I was.   
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 I got up early every morning and started with the dawn.  I tried starting earlier, but the 

neighbors said they would have the cops out.  I was out there all day, working until the sun was 

deep in the sky.  It was gorgeous to see after a day of building.  It seemed to me a reminder that 

nothing you do is ever pointless.  Here it was, this whole time in the suburbs, the kind of sunset 

promised. 

 “Promised by what?” she called from the window. 

 I hadn’t heard her open it. 

 “You should come see,” I said. 

 “I can see it.” 

 I scowled at her.  She scowled back.  We both thought our dark and shitty thoughts.  

Then I picked up my hammer.   

 I didn’t see her for most of the rest of the summer.  I lost weight, and my skin hung off 

me in places like pizza dough.  I became a deep reddish tan that I’d never been.  I ate Powerbars 

and oranges, drank Gatorade.  The idea for the oranges was from when I was a kid at soccer 

camp, how they kept you hydrated.  Of course, I don’t know if that was true.  But it seemed true, 

and that was good enough.  I had other things to be worried about.     

 One day, when I was framing the second story, a guy pulled up in his truck.  He was 

wearing a shirt that advertised a local dirtbag honky tonk.  Underneath the name of the place it 

said a great place for dancin’ and glancin’.  I thought she would’ve gotten a kick out of the shirt 

is the only reason I mention it.   

 He asked me how it was going in the cadence of a car salesman or door-to-door 

missionary.  I knew he wanted something from me.  I had three or four nails in my mouth, point 

first, so I just shrugged and turned back to my work.   
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 “You hiring?” He asked.  I said no. 

 “It’s a good job you’re doing,” he said.  I nodded. 

 “But why, I wonder.”  I ignored him. 

 “Just seems a man doing something for no reason is really doing nothing.” 

 I told him to get lost.  He stuck around for a while, sat in his truck bed and ate lunch.  

Later she poked her head out the window.  “Did you see that guy’s shirt?” she asked.  We had a 

laugh about it.  She shimmied her shoulders, stopped, gave me a sideways look.  “You think like 

that?  Or both at once?  Dancin’ and glancin’, or dancin’ then glancin’?”   

 “Seems safer to do one then the other.”  I started up my ladder. 

 “Right,” she said.  “Safety first.”  When I got up to the second story she was gone from 

the window again. 

 Once the skeleton of wood was done I saw how my house was going to tower over our 

house.  It would block the sun from the afternoon on into evening.  But the workmanship was 

good, and the frame solid, so I kept on.  The downstairs walls were up before the nights turned 

cold, before fall went fully ugly and orangey-red.  The man came around a time or two, but I 

shooed him off.  I did it all myself. 

The house was all walled in before Thanksgiving, the doors hung.  I opened my back 

door, which stood a few feet away from our front door, and knocked.  She opened it, blank-faced 

and waiting, and I invited her to come in and see.  She came out and stopped at the threshold, 

poked her head in.  I saw that her hydrangeas weren’t doing that well.  What a shit metaphor, I 

thought, and then looked back at the house I’d built.  The woman I loved stood at the entrance, 

one bare foot with its toes curled up over the door jamb.  She stood there for a long time, so long 

that stood there became stands there, meaning enough time passed without either of us moving 

264 



that we caught up to now, to the telling of the story, and I’m looking at the back of her, 

wondering what she thinks of what I’ve done.  Her hydrangeas would die from lack of light.  The 

joints in my hands and knees ache all the time.  Even so, in moments like this one I like to think 

that not everything is ruined about the world.  I like to think I still have time to build. 

________ 

 

 “…” 

The unbelief I’m talking about is partner to the belief.  It’s not meant as a pre-criticism 

or as a way to minimize risk—see the author build himself a turtle shell—but as further risk, as 

looking the abyss in its ugly nothing face.  I mean, look how artless I’m being, how gauche, and 

it’s because everything, in the end, is about how I’m going to die, and so are you, and I’m afraid.  

The most childish fears are sometimes the most pertinent.  Can’t be helped, really.  The sadness 

of our eventual death is something universal, but we don’t even get to feel it together.  Kind of a 

shit deal, all told. 

 “You’re being audibly quiet again.” 

 “…” 

 So: let’s be artless.  Let’s make this about you and me.  Subtext is for poseurs and the 

too-cool and the meta-scared.  Or: it’s always there anyway, but at least we can ignore it, even 

as we know it’s probably the only real function of language—communicating what is not meant.  

Belief.  Unbelief.  See?  They fit. 

 “Everyone can see you do that.” 

 “Everyone.  What everyone.” 

 Hello. 
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 “Okay, I’m taking the electrodes off and going home.” 

 “What?” 

 “It’s a stupid thing to try anyway.  This isn’t even you.  Not the you I knew, or the one I 

know, or whichever.” 

 “I’m still me.  I’ve just figured some things out about myself.” 

I know there are larger, better hearts out there.  I’m glad you’re here.  And if I’m being 

that ugly kind of honest, all of this is about you and me.  You as in you, out there.  Not the 

hypothetical you addressed by the hypothetical me as you perceive it.  Forget the girl and the 

boy, who are you and me, and me and someone else long out of my life, and me and my friends, 

and you and the people you love.  Forget even girl, boy.  Just for a minute.   

 “Where’s that guy who used to get so excited about language that he would wake me up 

to tell me?” 

It’s us I’m after.  Let’s just for a moment stop being lonely together and be not lonely 

together.  I know you’re trapped, and I’m trapped, and thinking about some way out of this 

prison is part of what builds the prison in the first place.  I can see that. I miss you.  We’ve never 

met.  How about we start with that?  

 “He’s still here.  It’s a different kind of excitement I’ve got now.” 

 “Can I explain something to you for once?” 

 “…” 

 Because it could be worth doing. 

 “You’re frowning.” 

 “…” 

 Because even if it isn’t true, what I’m asking, don’t you sometimes wish it was? 
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 “Can I explain something to you?” 

 “Yes and no.” 

 “God dammit.” 

 “Yes because yes, you can try.  No because the doubt is still there, the disconnect, the 

place where it all becomes a fuzzed out unsettled mess in my brain of well what did she mean, 

really, and what do I mean, really, and why can’t we just fucking connect.” 

 “We are connected.  Look at this wire.  It goes from me directly to you.” 

 “You know what I mean.  The machine isn’t working right yet.  I don’t think it’s ready.” 

 “There’s no veil to pierce here.  There’s no machine that will crack something open for 

you.” 

 “…” 

 “It’s me.  You’re looking at me.  We are connected.  We have memories together, and we 

have our time together, and we have all of that, and we’re here in the same room together.” 

 “…” 

 It’s me. 

________ 

 

 A bunch of things are happening at once. 

 An infant that does not understand how differences of light and shadow affect the world 

believes his mother’s face is constantly shifting in hue and shape.  Still, he knows her as 

mother—in darkness, in light, in the echo-sprawl of the kitchen, in her worry of his too-dead 

sleep, in the garden they walk where she stoops with him to read the names of the different 
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orchids, when she puts him down as he screams and it is just to have a brief moment of her own, 

when all else is confusion—mother. 

 A girl at a bus stop looks very tired, and a man walks up to her and apologizes to her for a 

thing he did to someone who was not her.  This past week she dyed her hair a noticeable color, 

realizing too late that she does not like to be noticed after all.  The man is adamant.  She says 

okay, okay.  Neither feels absolved of anything real. 

 A man sits in a chair outside, his legs drawn up into the chair because of a nearby ant 

bed.  He thinks about chocolate covered ants, how somewhere not in his backyard there is a 

factory that dips ants into a deep shining vat of chocolate, as if making them into a novelty could 

somehow counteract their base reality, could keep them from building their mounds on our 

lawns, over our graves.  And then he thinks of how this practice is also tied to the cleaning up 

and sanitizing of tribal necessity—that is, the eating of ants is a thing that indigenous cultures 

probably still do for sustenance—and he thinks about how typical and sad that is of a society, to 

sweeten the things that are not our own, or to sweeten what is inherently and necessarily painful 

reality, and he gets a little tired of thinking, so he puts his feet down again in the grass, let the 

ants do what they may. 

 And in a bathroom a mirror grows tired, too.  Everything it shows is a little late, a little 

out of focus.  The man who owns it brings people over to brush their teeth in front of it.  They 

describe the experience as upsetting to anyone who will listen. 

 And somewhere else a woman comes across the word wunderkammern three times in one 

day and is struck a little dumb by the coincidence.  She thinks it must be a sign of either 

something she’s been left out of or of the world making something new and fully formed that 

day.  And of course, the curious word means “cabinet of wonder” and refers to an old practice of 
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having a designated place to store random and wonderful things, which seems a rather cruel idea 

for the world to have kept from her, or an even crueler thing for the world to have only just this 

day figured out should exist.   

 And a fish disappears with no explanation.  One moment it is darting around a piece of 

coral, and the next moment it was never there at all.  As though the world were just too tired to 

keep track of its existence on top of everything else. 

 And the palm of my own hand grows tired.  I put a quarter on it and it falls through to the 

floor, heads up.  Every time it is heads up, as the quarter has grown tired of having two faces. 

 Everyone wondered: “If the world has seams, what meaning can be found in one? To 

pluck those stitches free?”  And then everyone replied: “If I was not so tired, I would pull with 

you.” 

By everyone, I mean me.  Also you, if you like.  

 And in an office building the employees are asked to sit in cubicles and wear different 

masks carved from delicate porcelain.  The Stoic Professional.  The Happy Lunchtime.  Gabbing 

With Jill Down The Hall.  The schedule of masks is strictly regimented by people in floors high 

above them, in their own cubicles, wearing their own masks.  It is the obvious thing to do, and 

also, for most, a relief.   It is so difficult to wear your own face all the time, they think. 

 My friend writes a beautiful sentence, which I am reading at the same time as it is being 

written.  We are both so tired. 

 A small dog falls into a drainage ditch.  The walls of the ditch are concrete and about as 

high as a young child.  If we are not out looking, if we are not lucky, the dog will starve long 

before we find it.  So we are out there, looking, lucky.  Can you believe it?  Is belief enough? 
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By a bunch of things I mean everything.  By at once I mean as one.  I mean read this out 

of order, and scrawl your own stuff into the margins, mail me your own pages, think about the 

ways that what I am telling you is happening and is real is inherently different from the things 

you know are happening and real.  Decide if that matters or doesn’t.   

________ 

 

 “Okay, are you ready to go again?” 

“I’ve changed my mind.  I don’t agree to this any more.” 

 “Why not?” 

 “Because it’s a lie.” 

 “What is?” 

 “The device is a lie.  The whole thing you’re proposing.  All these stories happening 

simultaneously, everything at once, it’s emptiness.  It’s the opposite of truth.  The whole point of 

language is that it’s the flattening out of the brain’s cacophony.  And language isn’t just a 

singling out of a voice inside the brain’s cacophony.  It’s that cacophony in unison.  All the brain 

at once.” 

 “I don’t follow.” 

 “I’m saying what matters is the doubt.  It’s superposition.  It’s the possibility inherent.  

What matters isn’t being known.  It’s not the story I want, it’s the telling of the story.  A moment 

exists between us when that happens.  Language’s inability to capture it all lets us have at least 

some.  Without that, what would we be?  What would there be between us?  We are not looking 

for the sharp edge of the limit of existence here, and thank god language can’t accomplish it, and 

thank god your device isn’t accomplishing it either, because we couldn’t do it.  It would be the 
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end of us.  So don’t turn on the device.  Don’t try some new calibration.  Don’t try something 

new at all.  Don’t don’t don’t.  Let’s just you and me keep talking.  Let’s just keep telling these 

stories to each other as long as we can, let’s just leave it all unfinished and therefore still 

perfect.” 

 “…” 

 “Look, I agreed to this.  I know I did.  It’s because I want you to be happy, and yes, I still 

love you, in a way.  But you can’t do this.  It’s monstrous, what you want.  And it’s selfish.  It’s 

imposition, or it’s betrayal, or it’s something, I don’t know, but if we just keep talking we’ll get 

at what it is.” 

 “…” 

 “Keep talking to me.  Don’t turn it on again.  I’ll tell you a story.  It’ll be just what you 

need, for real.” 

 “…” 

 “I am not a person who is afraid to say please.  I am saying just sit with me awhile and 

listen, then 
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