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ENOUGH

Lee Martin

We said we’d had enough. No more digging through trash in hopes 
of scoring somebody’s SSN. No more eavesdropping on cell phone 
conversations, on the chance we’d hear a credit card number we could 
memorize. No more sprees of mail-order merchandise. No more 
pretending to be someone else. We’d get by with what we had. We’d be 
who we were. We’d be like you.

So one Saturday, we went grocery shopping. Maybe you saw us, 
Edie pushing the cart, me tagging along. I didn’t like the way my wallet 
felt in the hip pocket of my Levi’s, so I asked her to please tote it. She 
slipped it into her handbag, an Ed Hardy designer leopard print with 
red hearts and flowers. She’d bought it on a stranger’s credit. 

We weighed the merits of organic Braeburn apples over the waxy 
Red Delicious and their pesticide residue, and we felt good about 
ourselves when we chose the former. We picked out the best bunch 
of leaf lettuce and snugged it into a plastic bag. We chose red grapes, 
refusing to lower ourselves to sample them first. We’d buy on good faith.

How could we resist a bouquet of fresh-cut flowers—pink lilies, 
white hydrangeas, red roses, and something Edie called lisianthus, a 
ruffled purple flower that looked so delicate I thought how dear the day 
was, this bright sunny morning in June, and how grand it felt to be on 
the up-and-up.

Then Edie said, “Just look at that man. Mercy. Would you just 
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look?”
He was about my age, but unlike me, he was fat. I don’t say this to 

be mean. I just want to be honest about everything. He wore a pair of 
blue shorts, tight on his doughy thighs, a white polo shirt that didn’t 
quite cover his navel. His chin had given way to three or four others. 
But his hands—they were small and dainty, the fingers thin and short, 
as if they belonged to someone else. Those fingers were sorting through 
the Brach’s candies that the store offered in bulk. There was a scoop 
to shovel the individually wrapped candies into a paper sack, but this 
man was taking his time, plucking out a root beer barrel or two, a few 
butterscotch discs, and then some caramels.

Edie said, “You’d think he’d have enough sense to leave that junk 
alone.”

“Shh,” I said. “He’ll hear you.” We were just a few feet behind him, 
and I was afraid because I knew what usually happened when Edie 
got all high and mighty. She knew how to make a scene. She could 
spear someone’s heart in a snap, say the things civilized people wouldn’t, 
make folks see how bad off they really were, make them squirm and feel 
lower than low. “Maybe he wouldn’t like the way you wear your hair,” I 
told her. “Maybe we shouldn’t be so quick to judge. We don’t know his 
story.”

“What’s wrong with my hair?” She swung the shopping cart 
sideways and banged it against my leg. “Are you saying I’m too old to 
have it this long? Is that it? Well, let’s just ask him. Let’s ask Fatty what 
he thinks. Maybe I’ll tell him what I think, too. Maybe I’ll tell him to 
lay off that candy. ‘Get yourself under control, Mister,’ I’ll tell him. How 
about that?”

“Leave him alone,” I said, but she wasn’t listening. I grabbed the 
cart, but she pushed it out of my grip. Just like that, she was on the 
move.

A few weeks before, we’d used a pinched credit card number to 
order scads of delicacies from Harry and David: summer sausages, 
raspberry galettes, Havarti cheese, pepper and onion relish, Bing cherry 
chocolates, frosted strawberry cookies, Caramel Moose Munch. We 
gorged ourselves. The shame was what led us, finally, to say we’d had 
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enough. It was what had brought us to Kroger on this June morning 
to pick out some food and pay for it with our own cash, just the way 
folks do.

But there was this man, this fat man with his dainty hands, and 
Edie was about to humiliate him. He tugged on the hem of his shirt, 
trying to cover his belly, and, watching him, my heart broke over the 
thought of what it must have taken for him to get through each day.

I couldn’t stop myself. I shouted, “Thief, thief. That woman. She 
stole my wallet.”

The fat man turned at the sound of my voice, and because Edie was 
looking back at me, stupefied, she couldn’t see that he was about to grab 
onto her, about to close his fingers around her skinny arm.

“Thief,” I said, again, my voice shrinking. “That woman,” I said. 
“Her. She’s the one.”

Then the security officer appeared, a man who did things SOP. I 
could tell by the spit-polished oxfords, the creased black trousers, the 
pressed white shirt, the crisply knotted necktie, the fresh shave, the way 
he called me, sir. 

“What’s the trouble, sir?” he asked and before I knew it we were in 
his little office, Edie and me, and the officer was poking around in her 
Ed Hardy bag. He took out my wallet and opened it.

“What’s your name?” he asked me. I looked at Edie. She was 
staring off into space. My wallet was full of fake ids and stolen plastic. 
“Sir, what’s your name?” the officer asked again, and for the life of me, I 
didn’t know what to say. 

I could hear the noise from the store—the beeps of the cashiers’ 
scanners, the rattling of shopping carts, the Muzak, the murmur of 
voices. All your voices. Just a Saturday at the grocery store for you, a part 
of your regular come-and-go. You had no idea what had just happened. 
Not even the fat man knew how lucky he was. He didn’t know what I’d 
saved him. He didn’t know what I’d taken before it was his.
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WHO OWNS THE MOON?

Mary Akers

When I was a child of eleven, in the year of 1911—a century baby, 
as my mother always said—my father and his boss, Mr. Gundt, waged 
a private war. Greek spongers had sailed to Florida in search of the 
resources they had depleted from their own native seas. Late one night, 
I heard the men plotting how they might make the Greeks pay attention 
to what we Conchs felt were our rightful spots for harvesting. It’s a war, 
they said, so everything’s fair. 

The Greeks came to Tarpon Springs before the turn of the century, 
but had only recently extended their territory to include the reefs around 
Key West. By age eleven, I had been sponging for a year, sculling and 
hooking, and my skills had so improved that my father was considering 
paying me that summer. Sponging made for a good living in the Keys 
in those days—a living worth fighting for.

We considered the Greek spongers to be cheats. They wore 
suits and helmets and heavy boots and were the first to use the new 
technology of underwater breathing. They walked across the sea floor, 
attached to a hose that delivered air and simply cut sponges loose as if 
bending down to harvest a cabbage. I told my father I longed to tie a 
knot in one of their fat black air hoses, but in truth, I longed to walk 
below the surface, too, breathing underwater like a fish, inhabiting that 
world for as long as I could. 

Our method involved the use of a rake and bucket—the glass 
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bottom of said bucket making a window to the depths with the help 
of a small bottle that dripped oil. The underwater plants waved gently 
and perpetually. The fish swam leisurely. I believed it a dream world to 
which the Greeks had sole access.

Each time my father returned from a sponging trip, my mother 
refused to talk to him. He would present her with a piece of jewelry, 
after which they would retire to their room and fight and cry until 
morning, when everyone emerged happy—until my father left again.

My mother’s father was a businessman with a large cigar factory 
in Key West, his wife a society lady from Cuba. Mami (as my mother 
insisted I call her in those years) carried an umbrella in the sun, an 
attempt to keep her half-Cuban skin fair. She complained at how 
my father and I toiled and browned in the sun, to which my father 
unfailingly answered, “It’s a good enough job when it’s buying your 
fancy dresses, Miranda.” 

Except my father most often called her Mira, the same word 
Mami used with me to point out a thing of note: “Mira, Rolando.” 
Look. Mami’s voice was like water rolling against the side of a boat.

On the particular trip in question, I remember that we had 
harvested a deckful of sponges. My father credited my increasing age 
and strength—heady compliments for a boy of not-quite-twelve. From 
Mr. Gundt’s boat, Maybell ’s Dream, we took the dinghy out every day of 
the week and filled it with sponges—some as big around as my head—
then laid them out on deck to dry in the sun. Cook tended the boat 
while we hooked. Cook was also Cuban, but he lived in a tin shack by 
the water with a wife and seven kids, all skinny and brown. The child 
that was my age had a misshapen head and could not talk. 

One sensation that has always stayed with me is the smell of the 
sponges as they began to rot. Sponges, I have since learned, are animals, 
and the part of the sponge that is familiar to anyone who has ever 
cleaned with them is the skeleton. So our job was to remove the “meat” 
from the bones. Quite a nasty thought, actually. In my advancing years, 
I am not in favor of killing sea creatures unless one intends to eat them, 
like a lobster or a fish. 

Back then I tied a cloth over my nose to help with the stench. My 
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father did not. “Roland,” he would say if I complained, “that’s the smell 
of money. Money, drying in the sun.”

When the deck filled to capacity with sponges, we moved them to 
the kraal—a floating soak-basket woven of mangrove limbs—where we 
softened the dried outer skins. We beat them with wide, flat paddles. 
My father referred to it as batting practice. We beat them until the sand 
and slimy skin fell away. We beat the stink out of them.

A good soak spot must be safe from weather and waves and a place 
to comfortably spend a few days. Short Key was our favorite location. 
Mr. Gundt piloted us there while my father tied the kraal together.

Once the island was in sight, though, Mr. Gundt let loose a string 
of curses. A boat was already there. A big one, flying a Greek flag. My 
father began to curse, too, and I felt a wave of trouble rising.

“Roland,” said Mr. Gundt, not taking his eyes off the strange boat, 
“this is a man’s business.” He pushed me toward the hatchway. 

My father turned, then, and looked me up and down. He said, “I 
do believe he’s old enough, Mr. Gundt. A good portion of this load 
came from his hooking.”

“Think so?” Mr. Gundt said, and a crawly feeling climbed my spine. 
“But old enough to hook and old enough to fight, them’s two different 
things.”

“The boy’s a solid worker. You’ve seen that. He takes it serious. I 
believe he’s old enough to figure what this—” he gestured toward the 
boat anchored off the island in front of us—“is all about.”

“I know already,” I said, and both men turned to look at me. “I been 
listening at night.”

“Well, hell, Pritchard,” said Mr. Gundt. “I guess we got ourselves 
an answer right there.”

My father put his hand up. “You heard us talking, son?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What have you heard?” His voice was serious. I wanted to show 

him he was right, that I was grown up.
“Them dirty Greek divers are trying to steal our sponges.”
He shook his head. “Not trying—are.”
“It costs us money,” I said. “Then we got to go deeper and deeper, 
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and they just cheat—walk on the bottom in their air suits and cut loose 
the sponges.”

Mr. Gundt had a hard, heavy belly that hung over his belt. He 
scratched it with both hands. “Sounds like the boy’s got it.”

In the same serious tone, my father asked, “What else?”
I didn’t know if I should go into the whole thing, especially with 

Mr. Gundt standing right there. But my father thought I was ready to 
be a man, so I went on. “Sir,” I said, “I heard you say you aim to send a 
message. To show them they got no business here.”

My father looked at me long and hard. I tried not to fidget and to 
look him in the eye. “I can help,” I said, finally.

“Pritchard,” said Mr. Gundt, “there’s no cause to send a boy on a 
man’s job.”

“You said I was old enough,” I told my father. “You said it yourself. 
I been a good worker. I can do this, too.”

He turned to Mr. Gundt. “I wouldn’t send him on his own, Carl. 
The boy would come with me.”

“What’re you figuring on?” Mr. Gundt asked.
“Start small. Knock a hole in their boat. The Greeks’ll patch it 

quick. But it’d be a message.”
“That it would,” agreed Mr. Gundt. “It’d have to be done at night.”
“That’s right.”
Mr. Gundt turned to me. “And you’d have to swim a long way, 

Roland, in the dark. Can you manage that?”
I stood as tall as I could. “Yes, sir,” I said. My stomach flipped over. 

The thought of swimming so far to sneak up on another ship—filled 
with Greeks who might shoot me if they saw me—made my palms 
sweat.

Mr. Gundt chuckled and leaned back. “That’s some boy you got 
there, Pritchard. Some boy.”

Later, after I thought things over, I wasn’t sure. The closer it got, 
the less I wanted to go. Cook served beans and turtle eggs for supper. 
Even though turtle eggs were my favorite food, I could only stomach 
a few bites. Cook teased me for not eating. When my father gave me a 
hard look, I forced another mouthful in. 
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Cook slapped my back. “Atsa boy,” he said, sounding jolly. I prayed 
I wouldn’t throw it up later.

I wasn’t worried for myself, either, or not just myself, anyway. My 
father would be doing dangerous work so it was for him, too, that my 
stomach was turning flips. After dinner, we retired to our bunks. My 
father checked his pocket watch every few minutes. I remember a silly 
song—“Yankee Doodle”—going through my head. I would often hum 
patriotic songs, “Anchors Aweigh,” or “You’re a Grand Old Flag,” to 
make me brave. My grandfather’s big-sea voice—deep as Davy Jones’ 
locker—is what I heard singing them. 

My father’s father settled the Keys as a salvager. He built an 
immense warehouse for storing and selling goods that had been 
rescued from foundered or wrecked ships. People bought whatever 
my grandfather had saved, sometimes even the very captains who had 
foundered, hoping, themselves, to salvage some of what they had carried 
across the ocean. One week, my grandfather might sell olive oil, salt, or 
dried meat in heavy crocks big enough for me to hide in. Other times 
it was furniture or mirrors or lumber that he salvaged. On occasion it 
might be an entire ship of pickled olives or ladies’ jewelry. 

I wondered if my father was lying in his bunk thinking about his 
father, too. It seemed as if he might be: Granddaddy died out on the 
water at night, taking his boat through a storm on a salvage run. Many 
a Conch called him a pirate, but my grandfather didn’t make the ships 
wreck, he just salvaged the goods that would have gone into the sea, 
anyway. 

I must have drifted off; Mr. Gundt touched my arm and I jerked 
awake. “It’s time,” he said. I removed my shoes and shirt and went 
topside. My father was there already, dressed the same as me. We 
climbed into the dinghy and pushed away from Maybell ’s Dream. 

There was no wind. The waves were small. A little piece of moon 
sunk toward the horizon. My father handed me an oar and we skulled 
around Short Key until we saw a boat-shaped hole in the blue-black 
sky. We rowed toward it, but kept next to the island. I looked down into 
the water thinking a giant sea monster would emerge and swallow us 
in one enormous gulp.
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Tiny sparkles lit the surface. My father’s oar shoved a jellyfish back 
toward me, glowing several different colors before it pulsed away into 
deeper water. 

The slap of our oars, of waves against the dinghy— these were the 
only noises we made, aside from breathing. My father didn’t speak. I 
knew he was thinking ahead to what he had to do and how he had to do 
it. We’d brought the big metal grappling hook with us. A slew of stars 
hung in the sky and there were no lights on the Greek ship.

We climbed out and pulled the dinghy onto the sand. A warm 
wave wet the bottom of my knickers. My father moved whisper-close. 
“See that rock?” He pointed. “That’s how you’ll find the dinghy, if I’m 
not here.” 

I nodded. Thinking he hadn’t seen me in the dark, I added, “Yes, 
sir.”

“You’re a good boy,” he said and my heart flopped inside my chest.
“Want me to carry the spike?” I whispered, changing the subject. 

Mami wouldn’t want a sappy speech to jinx us. She understood omens, 
evil eyes, and the like.

My father held one end of the spike toward me and I grabbed it 
with my left hand. We moved into deeper water together. I tried not to 
think about sea monsters or jellyfish or the wild water waiting to suck 
me down. 

And suddenly, I didn’t care if the Greek divers took all the sponges 
there ever were. I didn’t. I only wanted to be back in my bunk, or back 
home with Mami and my sister having dinner, listening to Mami 
complain. I didn’t want to be grown up anymore, didn’t want to think 
too much about things, but the thoughts kept coming. 

Mainly, I wondered what it was that made us own the sponges? 
Did we own them just because we picked them? Because they grew 
near where we lived? We hadn’t planted them any more than we planted 
fish in the ocean or the moon in the sky. And yet we used moonlight all 
the time—along with everybody else in the world. Maybe the sponges 
were like the moon. Walking in water up to my neck may have been 
a crazy place to have such thoughts, but I did—at least until the sand 
bank began to fall away beneath my feet. 
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“Time to swim,” my father whispered. My throat closed until I 
could barely breathe. I knew, more than anything, I did not want to die 
out on the water.

“Keep your head down.” His voice was so quiet it’s a wonder I 
could hear him, and yet it was as clear as if he’d shouted. I hunched my 
shoulders and did some version of a doggy paddle. It was clumsy, but 
quiet—no splashing—and it kept us moving forward. 

Quietly, we slipped up to the hull of the boat. Rough-edged 
barnacles cut into my palm. Below the barnacles, the boat was slimy 
with algae. 

I wondered how we were going to stick that spike into the boat 
without waking up the whole crew. The water slapped against us and 
my throat closed until I could barely breathe. Then my father pulled his 
arm back and whomped the hull with the sharp end of the spike. The 
noise sounded like a rifle crack. I thought I would be sick. It was like 
standing in an open field with lightning striking all around me. 

He struggled to remove the spike. I grabbed behind his hands and 
we yanked together. By that time men were shouting from the other 
side of the hull. Feet were running, I saw lantern-light coming toward 
us from behind the hole. Without a word, we turned and swam away 
through the water. I can’t say if the Greeks knew it was sabotage or not, 
but halfway to the spit of land I heard a shot fired. We swam faster.

At the dinghy, my father dropped the spike into the bottom of 
the boat and dragged us into the water. I believe a few more shots were 
fired, but nothing hit us.

Mr. Gundt was waiting. “Everyone okay?”
“Okay,” said my father, “but I’d like to be long gone before they fix 

that hole.”
“Agreed,” said Mr. Gundt. 
I leaned over the side of the boat and heaved. Nothing came up. 

My father rested a hand on my back and said I’d done a good job. 
I went to my bunk and lay down. We shoved off and then I didn’t 

feel anything. When I awoke, we were anchored at another small cay, 
the one we called Dove Key, a barren island of gray rocks topped with 
white drips—bird droppings—but we were only there to beat the 
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sponges. 
Mr. Gundt dropped the kraal into the water and secured it over 

the side. We threw the sponges overboard, then poured seawater across 
the deck. I got the brush and scrubbed away the slime. My father called 
me Swabbie. It felt good to be out in the sun doing what needed doing. 

Cook made conch salad with key limes and garlic—a prized dish 
I now know as ceviche, but to the child me, it was a slimy and sour 
trial. Cook saw me struggle and brought a hard biscuit from the pantry. 
After lunch we pulled out the paddles, climbed overboard, and began to 
beat the sponges clean. I enjoyed squeezing them, watching the water 
run brown, then yellow, then clear.

The sun was at a 45-degree angle to our boat when Mr. Gundt 
gave a low whistle. “Looks like trouble,” he said and I saw the Greek 
boat coming toward us. There must have been ten men on deck, all 
staring in our direction. With Cook, we were four. 

My father told me to stay low in the water, close to the boat, which 
I did, still holding the sponge I’d been rinsing.

The Greeks ran their boat up next to ours and started yelling, 
shaking their fists. I moved behind Maybell ’s Dream and kept out of 
sight. My father and Cook and Mr. Gundt yelled and shook their fists, 
too.

When they sailed out of sight, Mr. Gundt climbed in the dinghy 
and followed to see where they went. An hour later he rowed back and 
said the Greeks were anchored off East Key, about a mile from us.

The men kept watch all night. I tried to stand with my father, but 
sometime after the moon-sliver set, I tired of staring out at the dark 
water. When Mr. Gundt took over, my father led me to my bunk. Cook 
took the last shift.

In the morning there was nothing left of the kraal but a loop of 
rope dangling loose. The Greeks must have floated everything away 
without us even knowing. They hadn’t hurt the boat, but had hurt us 
another way. My father was furious. A week of hard work and a lot of 
money had floated away in the night. 

With childish indignation I yelled, “They got no right,” and 
stomped my foot. It made me feel somewhat braver.
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“Someone’s got to pay,” my father said. The ropes of his neck stood 
out.

The men set about hatching another plan—one to get back the 
sponges and cripple the Greek boat. This time, no one shooed me away.

“It’ll be tougher,” said Mr. Gundt. “They’ll be expecting it.”
“Too bad we don’t have one of their diving suits,” I suggested. “We 

could walk right up on them from under the water.”
My father glared at me and I shut my mouth. 
Mr. Gundt stroked his arms. “It’s got to be something bigger. More 

damaging. Something they can’t recover from right away. And we’ve got 
to get our sponges back.”

“You think they’ve got them soaking beside their boat?” I made my 
voice deeper, to sound less like a kid.

“I’d wager so, but it’s hard to say. What do you think, Carl?” My 
father only occasionally called Mr. Gundt by his first name. This struck 
me as important.

“Be nice to get the kraal back, too,” said Mr. Gundt. He seemed to 
be adding numbers in his head. I knew a heavy haul of sponges could 
fetch a thousand dollars. 

“We can float it right back here like they did,” I said. “It would be 
easy with the dinghy.”

“Don’t know if we can take the dinghy. It’s a mighty big target out 
on the water.”

“We would swim it? A whole mile?” I wasn’t sure I could do that, 
but was afraid to say so.

“We’ve got to teach them a lesson they won’t forget,” said Mr. 
Gundt. He ran his hand through his hair. “Something that will make 
all the other Greek boats think twice.”

“Fire,” said my father, and his jaw set in a hard line that made me 
nervous for all of us. “Let them know we won’t tolerate thievery.”

The rest of that day we made bottles filled with lamp oil, a pinch 
of gunpowder, and an oil-soaked rag stuffed into the top. We used 
five of Cook’s spice bottles and put them in the bottom of the dingy, 
surrounded by a coiled rope to keep them upright. 

As the afternoon sun got longer I grew more and more nervous. 



MARY AKERS: WHO OWNS THE MOON?

49

Firebombs could kill someone. Even then I understood that. Still, I told 
myself, the Greeks had taken our hard work and didn’t care. We had to 
make them care. 

When the sun went down, we put lampblack on our faces. I could 
tell Cook didn’t approve—perhaps being a Cuban made him more 
sympathetic to Greeks—but he didn’t say anything; the shadow that 
crossed his face told me. And he was glad to stay back with the boat—
said so himself.

As the darkness deepened, we climbed into the dinghy and set off. 
My father rowed us away from Dove Key. I couldn’t see the Greek ship, 
but Mr. Gundt assured us it was anchored on the far side of the nearest 
cay. We rowed for what felt like an hour.

A stand of mangroves grew at the edge of East Key and we tied off 
to that. This time, instead of swimming, we hiked across the middle of 
the island. Mr. Gundt said they wouldn’t be expecting us to come that 
way. They’d be focusing on the water, and we’d sneak across land, light 
our bottles and throw them onto the ship. 

Moving over land should have been easier, but it wasn’t. The sky 
was pitch black and a thousand mosquitoes—all hungry—thought I 
was dinner. They swarmed my head and flew into my ears. They flew 
at my eyes and into my mouth. I thought I would go crazy from the 
buzzing and biting. There were plants everywhere—most of them either 
prickly or sharp. I wondered why the mosquitoes didn’t just drink up 
the blood that was already dripping down my arms and legs from all 
the plant scratches. My father gave me his bandanna to tie over my ears. 
The ravenous mosquitoes bit through the cloth.

Finally the mangroves opened back out into ocean, and there was 
the outline of the Greek ship against the stars. Her sails were folded but 
their whiteness still stood out. There looked to be three men on deck. 
One at each end, bow and stern, and one portside, facing the ocean with 
his back to us. They hadn’t posted a lookout toward the island. 

Mr. Gundt held two bombs, my father two, and I had one. We lit 
them all, then threw them as hard as we could. My eleven-year-old arm 
was strong from fishing and sponging and my bottle made it onto the 
ship, of that I’m sure. In all the confusion, though, it was impossible to 
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tell whose bottle landed where. One hit the mast and shattered high. 
Burning oil sprayed all over. One landed squarely on deck and burst 
into flames, one hit the side of the ship and failed to break, and one 
went into the sea. 

The fifth bottle landed at the feet of a Greek and caught him on fire. 
He screamed and ran around the deck while the two other men chased 
him and tried to beat out the fire. It rose up his legs. He screamed like a 
wounded dog. Finally he jumped over the side, or maybe fell.

“Come on,” my father said, and we took off. Buckshot flew through 
the trees, over my head. Mr. Gundt grunted and fell down. My father 
helped him up and we kept running. At the shoreline, we grabbed the 
boat and scrambled in.

“What about the sponges?” I said.
“Leave them,” said Mr. Gundt. He pressed a hand to his shoulder 

and groaned in pain.
“Somebody was burning,” I said, unsure why I said it; they had 

certainly seen it, too.
“He jumped in the water,” said my father.
“His crewmates will rescue him,” added Mr. Gundt. “He’ll be all 

right.”
We returned to the ship and my father cleaned Mr. Gundt’s 

shoulder wound for him. No words were exchanged. I washed off the 
scratches and mosquito blood and put my shirt back on, my thoughts 
turning the night’s activities over and over in my mind. 

Cook never asked how successful our raid had been, but he banged 
pots and pans in the galley long after he would normally have been done 
for the night. Cook’s banging made me feel a strange deep exhaustion—
the sort of soul exhaustion that I have only re-encountered lately, in old 
age. 

Despite my exhaustion then, I did not want to visit my bunk below. 
Instead, I lay on deck for a long time, listening to the banging, but I 
did not fall asleep. That little piece of moon burned on the horizon and 
fell out of sight. And every time I closed my eyes, I saw a man on fire. 
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KAPUT

Patricia Henley

This happened right at the start of what people call the downturn. 
They make it sound like a temporary condition, like a particularly harsh 
winter, but I am not so sure. 

I thought I’d woken up in California. It was 1957. I was older than 
I would have been then. Stan Kenton was on the radio. The louvered 
windows were cranked open. It was before plastic bags were used in 
grocery stores. All food was whole food. I was unschooled, but I had 
an intellectual life. That is to say, I used the public library. Every day 
until noon I wore a slinky robe. Then I went to work at a bookstore or 
a record store. Selling something—that was the feeling. I liked men. 
It did not matter that I had small breasts. They said, “Anything more 
than a mouthful is wasted.” Later I would stop believing that they were 
sincere. I was not a virgin, but I could remember what it felt like to be 
a virgin. There was a pan-asian-y feel to everything, very Pacific Rim, 
with the ceiling fan blades a smoky red lacquer. 

That lasted about six seconds. Then I was back in Ohio, on the edge 
of a defunct liberal arts college. Waking up in my van. Without my job. 
The number-crunching job I had loved, in the financial aid office at the 
selfsame liberal arts college. Thinking, “Frank Zappa said that, so it can’t 
be 1957.” The redbud trees had begun to bloom, but it was near freezing 
when I unfolded my aching fifty-eight-year-old bones and got out of 
the van to the March daybreak. Frost skinned over the down parka I’d 
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forgotten to bring in. It lay on a picnic table, a creamy white, flattened 
cadaver. They had stopped cutting the grass the summer before. That’s 
how all the worker bees had known the college was about to shut down. 
I had to choose a place to pee, always the first order of business when 
you live in your van. Alex, my ex, lives in California. A foreman at a 
wind farm. Was that where such a full-blown, unbidden, California 
half-dream had come from? Was it about Alex? 

So far as I knew, no one had put together an intervention. No one 
had slyly asked me to save a date, the way they would for a surprise 
birthday party. No one had yet come right out and said: What the hell 
are you going to do? You’re almost sixty years old. (I’m not! I wanted to 
say. Fifty-eight is fifty-eight!) And you have already spent your paltry 
retirement savings on five months in Europe. Under every encounter 
lay this worry: Will I have to rescue you? My daughter Willow would 
leave the room exasperated, spitting out “Boomers—.” I wasn’t simply 
her mother who had lost her job. I represented a generation of people 
about to enter their golden years unprepared. Willow, Alex, and my 
friend Kim all thought that I had swerved over the line and hit those 
hard dots on the highway that remind you: hey, get with it, you’re asleep 
at the wheel. 

Kim had sent me a ticket to Mexico. Free! For points! Willow 
disapproved. She had said, reasonably, “Mom. You’ve got to stop 
traveling. You’re on unemployment. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, as Aunt 
Mina would say.” 

Amid overgrown ornamental grasses, behind the library, I squatted 
and remembered all this, and the day seemed brighter. I would fly from 
Columbus to Cancun. Kim would meet me and take me to her home 
in Puerto Morelos. To get my head together. Kim still talked like that. 
With Kim you got your head together, things were trippy or a bummer, 
you got a wee bit wasted. 

We hadn’t seen each other in over thirty years, and we were 
riding around in her champagne-colored hybrid SUV that had her 
trademark—youblossom.com—stencilled on both front doors. All 
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those years, the phone and then email had been equalizers. As if we 
hadn’t been through ugly times, power plays. On the phone we were all 
“hello, sweetie,” and “take care.” 

After we stopped at the Cancun Costco and were out on the 
highway, she said, “Is everything all right?” 

“Why wouldn’t it be?” I said. 
She popped in a Jimmy Buffett CD. One time long after the 

divorce, Alex and I had taken Willow to a Jimmy Buffett concert in 
Angels Camp. We drank syrupy margaritas someone handed us in 
plastic cups. Willow was only five and happy that Mom and Dad were 
having fun with her. She knew the words to most of the songs. Alex was 
still with Kim—the outing was covert. 

She said, “You just seem…”
The highway out of Cancun was like a kids’ board game, with 

signage every few yards. Beaches, beaches—this way pleasure lies. 
Meekly, I said, “We’ve been building a bridge, right?” We had 

talked every three months for the last fifteen years. 
“Sure.”
“I thought—when I saw you—that the last little bit of the bridge 

would click into place.” I had to catch my breath, as if I’d said too much. 
“But there’s still a gap.“ 

“Don’t look down,” she said. Her tone all-wrong. Bitchy? Playful? 
That is, I felt serious. My life somehow depended on what would 
happen in the next week. 

By early evening we were strolling on the beach, navigating the 
blue-and-white striped beach umbrellas under which die-hards sipped 
their evening cocktails. In the shallow sea, French Canadian toddlers 
squealed, “Mama.” And on the far horizon, the pearly gray of cruise 
ship exhaust. I wore a swirly skirt and a top that provided plenty of 
infrastructure. I had forgotten how much we looked alike. I remembered 
Kim as plump in a sexually ripe sort of way, with hair the color of cow’s 
cream down to her waist. Now we matched: short, tightly-exercised, 
with good biceps and silvery hair, our faces sun-mottled and blurry 
with fine lines, flaunting post-tennis swaggers, even though we didn’t 
play tennis. We were perky, as if to prove something to the world. We’re 
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not old. Basically that was the message. Now, could Alex have told us 
apart from a distance?

It was awkward to say, but I always describe Kim as “the woman 
Alex was with after me.” Alex and Kim had lasted long enough to have 
two boys. They work in the solar panel industry. I relayed Willow’s 
latest scheme—she and her partner were starting up a franchise of 
garages that would convert gas hogs to electric. It must be genetic, this 
obsession with energy issues. The soft, gray beach sand grew clammy 
beneath our bare feet. We talked about the kids in shorthand. We 
knew all about the school problems, the boy-girl problems, the trophies 
won, the AP courses, the applications for college, the best and worst 
significant others, the moves, the resume-building and the jobs. Kim 
and I liked to say that we were almost blood relatives, but the final word 
on the kids was this: They have their own lives. 

Then we touched on the parents, what we already knew. At that 
time, hers were in assisted living near Emory, where her father had 
worked for over forty years. “They still play bridge,” she said. Was that 
a speck of one-upmanship? Mine had passed away within months of 
each other while Reagan was still president. To remember their faces 
I have to dig up curling Kodak photos from a shoebox in Willow’s 
attic. The scent of Shalimar or something in the grocery—Underworld 
Deviled Ham—might remind me. A twinge of loss. 

“Let’s stop here for dinner,” Kim said. We stood before an impromptu 
fish house, plastic tables and chairs set amid the sand slaloms. Solar 
torches lit the way. The food came forth from a concrete block building 
with a corrugated metal roof. Wind blew off the Caribbean. My skirt 
flipped over my face, my white, northern legs exposed. An empty table 
tumbled away; the wind was that strong. The sky was the color of lilacs. 

I hesitated. 
“It doesn’t look like much,” Kim said, “but they have a chef from 

New Orleans.” Then, “My treat.” 
“I’ll get it next time,” I said. My debit card still worked. Which is 

to say, I had some money in the college credit union. At home, I kept 
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a close eye on the balance. In a notebook, I wrote down every single 
dollar I spent or withdrew. I’d had an overdraft incident the month 
before and Willow had grudgingly sat down at a computer and helped 
me sort it out. As if I’d lost my number-crunching gift. 

“Whatever, honey,” Kim said. “Not to worry.” She had taken up the 
habit of calling everyone honey or sweetie. I thought it was from living 
in Atlanta before she moved to Mexico. 

That was the last time Kim had to say, “My treat.” After that, it was 
understood that almost everything we did was her treat. I held up my 
end feebly by purchasing fruit at the market, washing it, and stacking it 
artfully in a ceramic bowl on the kitchen counter. 

That evening, before the walk on the beach, people had come to 
the door to be paid. At first I couldn’t make out who they were. But 
Kim’s voice altered when she talked with them. She was managerial, 
but kind. 

Kim did not have to worry about being unemployed. She employed 
other people. A housekeeper, a gardener, a Mayan errand boy with 
industrial-looking metal braces on his teeth that Kim had paid for. He 
was a senior. Eventually he would go forth with a blazing smile and a 
high school diploma, the first person in his family to finish. And why 
didn’t I know about these people? How would she have told me? Oh, by 
the way, I have servants. People who do my bidding. Minions. 

I pictured myself working for her. At a computer. Helping people 
make their dreams come true. Helping people blossom. All that crap. 
Wearing a nice outfit every day, even though Kim worked in yoga pants 
or pajamas. Her house was whitewashed, blocky, two stories, with five 
bedrooms. A view of the sea. And a cheerful kitchen paved in blue-
and-yellow tiles. The garden ran amok with birds-of-paradise and 
hibiscus and palm trees. Kim had made her most recent pile of money 
as a motivational speaker. Now she did not even have to show up. She 
maintained a website and her clients paid to chat and ask her questions. 
She offered a Kim-style brew of astrology, creative visualization, and 
financial planning. 

In the middle of the night, I’d pad barefooted across the clean tile 
floor to my own clean bathroom to pee. Because I could. Because I 
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didn’t have to lie awake in my van, my bladder full as a water balloon, 
forcing myself to get up, get out. New-age music, lobotomy music, 
fluttered faintly twenty-four/seven. When I got back into the queen 
bed, I’d lie awake in the creature comfort of the bedding, the scents—
clean cotton and curry or hot peppers from our evening meal. I’d think 
about what to keep on the down-low. The Jimmy Buffett concert. Sex 
with Alex two months before when I went to see him in California. I 
don’t know why I did that. Or why I wouldn’t want her to know. She 
had told me years ago that the thought of being physical with Alex gave 
her the heebie-jeebies. We did it on a vinyl couch in a maintenance 
building at the wind farm, with the turbine blades cutting through the 
batter of the wind. Our bodies did not work the way they once had. I 
just missed him. Missed having a man’s broad back to encircle with my 
arm at night. Then, there was that crush I had on Henry Gravitt when 
Kim and Alex were getting together. At the time I had some virtuous-
sounding reason for not telling Alex. Rock bottom, I wanted to play the 
aggrieved party. That had been my take-away from six years of therapy. 

Halfway through my visit, we got tarted up for blues night at the 
Chinese restaurant. We set out on foot, into the dusk. I did not want to 
think about money or talk about money or make money plans. But Kim 
loved to talk about money. Money and people from our jolly, sordid 
past. I would ask, What about Jumper? What about Sugar? What about 
Georgette? What about Sequoia? Kim was the keeper of newsy bits. 
Why didn’t I know what she knew? And worse, what did she tell them 
about me? At the plaza, girls in tight jeans rehearsed a dance routine for 
carnival. Music stirred the air: salsa and Mexican ballads. Tiny white 
lights hung in loops along the eaves of the Chinese restaurant. Right 
before we went inside, Kim leaned against me. In my ear she whispered 
a dig: “Lighten up.” I had to blink back tears. 

Faux-paper lanterns gave off a copper glow on the back patio. It was 
packed. Vast steaming quantities of shrimp and noodles and broccoli 
lay before the diners. We settled at a round table, already sticky. You had 
to shout to talk. The amps outsized the space. She my sweet little thang. 
What would I do to lighten up by Kim’s standards? Dance by myself ? 
Order two martinis? Get on my goo-goo eyes? 
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Kim invited a man in aviator glasses to join us. Right away she 
moved up front with a video camera to record the band for YouTube, 
leaving me with the man—Russell. The music was so loud—at first I had 
to read his lips. He scooched closer. I could smell his aftershave. He had 
a sun-scarred face, a long white ponytail, and a slightly southern accent. 
His voice sort of reached into me. I felt a lick of attraction. Just go with 
it, I thought. Russell held court, giving me a crash course on himself. 
Five years in the Air Force. Later, he had a high-tech job at a regional 
airport. Worked his way up through the union. Believed in unions, the 
people who brought you the weekend. He had returned from Cuba 
only the day before. In Cuba, men and women alike propositioned him 
every day. He said, “It’s the one thing Fidel cannot control.” I said, 
“And so?” He shook his head distastefully, but bragged about the salsa 
moves he had perfected. He seemed like a man for whom little had 
gone wrong. He was a talker and that was a relief. I did not have to tell 
him that the plates on my van would expire in three weeks and that I 
could not afford to renew them. No need to reveal the ins and outs of 
all that. No. To him, I was a fresh slate. 

Kim darted back to the table. She pointed a finger at him like a 
pistol and said, “The last time I saw you was carnival—Merida.” So she 
knew him. I was the outlier, the extrana. For a while we volleyed, vied 
for his attention. In the caterwaul we told stories on ourselves. Tidy 
stories, familiar. 

Russell went off to the men’s room. Kim was a wiggler in her seat 
when there was live music. Out of the blue she shouted, “You heard 
about Lindsay, of course.” 

“Lindsay?” I shouted back. And that is when she told me Lindsay 
Gravitt had committed suicide at the farm by slitting her own throat. 

Alex and I hadn’t been hippies or hedonists. We had regular jobs before 
we moved to the anarchist farm. I worked in my father’s drugstore. Alex 
worked at a water pump station. He understood watersheds and global 
warming and biologically active mud. He always knew what phase the 
moon was in. All of that was new to me and perplexing. Which is to 
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say, I admired him for it, but I chafed under his constant instruction. 
Seasonally, he worked in an orchard that belonged to his Aunt Mina. 
This was in the hillocky southeast corner of Ohio, a few miles from 
a small town with one stoplight. Our rental house had architectural 
flourishes. There was a carport with white wrought iron supports that I 
thought were tacky until I lived at the farm with no shelter for my car. 

My crush on Alex started when my mother thought I was too 
young to have a crush. Pre-puberty, at a time when I still played with 
dolls. We lived up the lane from Aunt Mina and I noticed him chugging 
by on the rusted-out tractor. I noticed his tanned arms, the rakish tilt 
of his baseball cap. Now I think about how inexplicable lust is. Alex has 
a short forehead with a little dent in the middle. He was going bald, 
even then.

Once they turned fourteen, girls worked in the orchard after school 
and on the weekend—picking ginger golds and winesaps. Alex advised 
his aunt to hire girls. They didn’t goof off the way boys did. At lunch 
he’d sit amid them, under an apple tree, passing around ice water and 
homemade brownies and whatever else the girls had baked the night 
before. He would sprawl there, legs wide, grinning. 

I pined after him. When my time came, I worked my tail off. We 
flirted. We made out in the barn. When I graduated from high school, 
we were married at the Catholic Church in town. I had to promise I 
would raise our children Catholic. That was fine. After the wedding, 
nothing mattered but getting Alex into that hotel room in downtown 
Cincy and finally going all the way. We had done everything but. It 
did not disappoint me. I fantasized the other girls hovering on the 
periphery, their envy. I was that young. 

Being married felt sweet, ordinary. We established that ordinariness. 
But it turned out Alex had dreams he hadn’t told anyone. It was as 
if being married gave him access to them. He wanted to change the 
way things were headed. He fretted about energy and overpopulation. 
“Bonnie, Bonnie, Bonnie,” he’d say, “the world’s a mess.” Whenever 
Alex hunched at the supper table, telling me his worries, I had to 
concentrate hard to understand it all. He was educating me, but it 
wasn’t an education I’d chosen. Now that I’ve sampled college courses 



PATRICIA HENLEY: KAPUT

61

like a smorgasbord for years, I’m wise to that. 
On Saturdays when Alex worked the orchard, I would keep Aunt 

Mina company, shelling peas or cutting quilt pieces. Alex said he didn’t 
want me to have to work in the orchard. I would drift to the window, 
tuck back the curtain, and watch the girls arriving on their bicycles. 
I wished I were among them. Barely eighteen, I had crossed over to 
another realm. I noted their short-shorts, which ones had dimpled 
thighs already, which ones were busty. 

Aunt Mina and my mother were different. Visiting Aunt Mina 
you took a few steps back in time. She wears a sunbonnet, for crissakes, 
Alex would say. Like a frontier gal. She dated—men in town liked her. 
There was a fireman, a mortician. After I had begun junior high, my 
mother had gone for her real estate license and her first plastic surgery. 
A bitter, angular woman, every day she wore high heeled shoes that 
tortured her feet. 

Now when I have reason to talk about those years at the anarchist 
peace farm, I say, “We moved out to the country. I wanted to be like 
Aunt Mina. Generous. Earthy. Not like my mother.” I keep it vague. 
The details get plowed under—sending away for the magazine about 
intentional communities, composing the hand-written letters to apply, 
receiving enticing letters and photographs back, all of it taking months, 
and then the big yard sale at which we divested ourselves of electric 
appliances and frivolous items we’d been given as wedding presents, 
the trek across the country in a VW bus when gas was only fifty cents 
a gallon, the shock of driving down into the canyon, the mind-altering 
substances (marijuana, home-brew, LSD, magic mushrooms, you name 
it), the drama of living with thirty-seven other people. 

Aunt Mina would never have done the things I did at the farm. 
Aunt Mina would never in a million years have stood naked under 

an outdoor shower while a friendly neighbor man called out, “Must be 
jelly ‘cause jam don’t shake like that.” 

Alex and I had been married almost five years. It was a different 
time. People didn’t move around like crazy. At first my mother was 
put-out. Then grief set in. Her only daughter was moving to the 
western edge of the continent. We were not caught up in the romance 
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of a back-to-the-land life: growing organic food and making do. The 
big thing, the really big thing, I told my mother as she dabbed tears 
away with a handful of tissues, was that Alex had all these ideas about 
inventions that would save the world. His A.A. degree was in wastewater 
treatment. He had a shed full of pipes and wrenches and diagrams. He 
wanted to build a methane generator so that when you shit—went to 
the bathroom, I said to my mother—the gasses would in a twinkling 
make electricity to run your small appliances. The very appliances we 
had sold at the yard sale. This was in 1973. 

Our cabin—built of scavenged lumber and bricks—was a $500 
bargain. The boy who built it used the money to finance a trip to the 
Andes to apprentice himself to a sorcerer. There was a rule at the farm 
that you could not sell your home for any more than the cost of the 
materials. I decided I was a quilter, even though I’d never done more 
than cut neat stacks of diamonds and rectangles for Aunt Mina. I 
ground organic wheat and baked bread. I bartered this and that. I got 
a part-time job at a drugstore. All for Alex and his methane generator 
dreams. 

I had a secret. 
Alex was a natural-born flirt and I was sick with jealousy nearly 

every day we were together. I grew accustomed to it, like a sore that 
won’t heal. The new normal, someone on TV might say today. After I 
married Alex, jealousy was the new normal. 

What we never discussed before the move to the farm was the 
lure of free love. We knew about it, but I couldn’t think the phrase 
without what my therapist called protective irony. After five years, 
my fantasies of my high school friends watching me have sex with 
Alex had faded. I was only twenty-three. Sometimes at night, the fire 
banked, the kerosene lamp a sheen by which to read or sew, satisfaction 
was unavoidable. Then lickety-split I’d wonder, “Is this all there is?” If 
Alex were in the shop working, I might put on several layers of winter 
clothing and trudge through the squeaky snow to a neighbor’s house. 
We would stay up half the night talking. It might seem unnecessary to 
reverse the process and walk home. I might sleep on that neighbor’s 
sofa. Sleeping over made me feel like a girl again. I wanted something: 
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I wanted to crave something.

Henry Gravitt and his sister Lindsay drove down into the canyon 
in a truck from the fifties painted the color of limes. A home paint-job. 
It was summer when they arrived, full of plans and enthusiasm. They 
had cash from Lindsay’s divorce. Henry had been in school, a poet. 
He wore a suit—linen pants and a double-breasted jacket he said he 
had paid a Thai tailor to make custom. It was ratty from traveling, but 
elegant. His hair was blond. It fell fetchingly across his forehead. He 
had that gene—now I know there is a gene for it—that enabled him to 
pick up on the needs of others. A communicator. He might have made 
a good politician, but he was an anarchist-poet. Lindsay did not seem 
right, even then. They moved into a hogan not far from our cabin.

I did not believe in love at first sight until Henry. My crush on 
Alex had developed over time, like a sickness that can’t be diagnosed 
right away. When Henry got out of the lime-green truck, near the 
mailbox on the main road, I clutched a handful of mail and was about 
to head back to my cabin. I had an outdoor fire going. I was canning 
cherries in the front yard. My clothes and hands and face were sticky 
with cherry juice, my hair matted with it. My baggy shorts and T-shirt 
stained like pale rosy continents on a map. I longed for a shower or a 
dip in the creek.

Tickled, self-congratulatory, Henry said, “We have arrived.” 
When I heard his voice, I felt as if I’d had a brain transplant. 

Calmly, I said, “Welcome.” But I wanted to reach out and touch him. 
Jump his bones, as we used to say. 

Then Lindsay got out of the truck. Amazonian, in a sundress and 
delicate sandals. Her face and arms slightly sunburned, her nose peeling. 
The sundress was printed with tiny sprigs of mint. Lindsay laughed. 
She threw her arms up toward the canyon walls. Her armpits had been 
recently shaved. Ditto, her legs. She said, “So this is it. End of the road.” 
That was probably the last time I heard Lindsay laugh. That very day 
her mood turned upside down. They did not have running water. She 
would be hauling water in two-gallon white buckets until an overland 
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gravity-fed system of PVC pipes might be installed. 
The sun beat down malevolently—it was in the nineties, July. But 

we stood there. I fanned myself with a seed catalog. Flies zeroed in 
on me, keen on the cherry juice. Henry and Lindsay had, through the 
mail, purchased the hogan, within a creaking windbreak of Doug firs, 
up a ravine. They had driven from a suburb of Chicago in three days. A 
veneer of suburbia was evident on Lindsay—clean, neat, shaven. Henry, 
too, had shaved. Lindsay’s toenails were polished pink. 

I craved Henry. I wept at night for want of him. 
It seemed as if Alex did not notice. I taught Henry and Lindsay 

what they needed to know to survive. How to start a fire in their wood 
cookstove. How to brew and bottle beer. How to dry fruit on screen 
doors laid flat over sawhorses. Whenever I came within a few feet 
of Henry, my body buzzed. He educated me, as well. He sometimes 
carried a sweat-stained book of poems in the back pocket of his work 
pants. I asked to borrow the books and Henry took to reciting poems 
whenever we worked together. For a long time after, at the library I 
would cruise the 811s. 

There was a cow co-op, six families with one cow—Bessie. I urged 
Henry to join. I volunteered to work side by side with him in the barn. 
How I trembled as I went out into the still-dark summer morning to 
join Henry down the lane for dairy duty. He would recite “Fern Hill” as 
we worked. At Bessie’s teats, my fingers brushed his. 

Lindsay Gravitt was troubled. She loved more than anything a trip 
to the dump. There, wearing high rubber boots to protect herself from 
rats, she would forage for discarded makeup and skin products—nail 
polish, powder, lotions, and mascara. These she organized on shelves 
in her kitchen. You had to be careful—she might insist on giving you 
a makeover. Nudity we were used to. There were nude volleyball games 
and sauna parties. But Lindsay might be discovered wandering the 
main road at night, dressed only in combat boots. If she found a dead 
animal—a blue jay or a snake—she’d bring it home and let it dry in the 
crook of a cottonwood tree. In her garden she grew an overabundance 
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of herbs but few root veggies, what you really needed to get through the 
winter. She had a pet rooster named Kerouac who terrorized anyone 
who ventured past a certain point on the path to the hogan. Still, she 
was charming. She always came bearing muffins she’d baked or a bundle 
of fresh lemongrass. In the wan oily light of a kerosene lamp, she would 
unfold a paisley scarf and read your Tarot cards, her voice husky and 
patient. 

While I nursed my crush on Henry, Alex and Kim were hell bent 
on what they called ending the tyranny of marriage and inclusiveness and 
openness. That is, they wanted to have sex in the parsnip patch. They 
wanted to have sex in our bed. And why didn’t I go for Henry, I wonder 
even now? Tit for tat? Or, as some people might have thought, Why 
not give Alex a dose of his own medicine? 

One day Lindsay found an airtight blue plastic drum at the dump. 
She donated it to Alex’s project. I saw her going into the shop and I 
saw her coming out, shielding her eyes from the sun with one hand. 
She looked like a woman who had gone to a movie in the middle of the 
day and emerged from the theatre having forgotten that it was daytime. 
As if she’d been somewhere. She wore only a cotton petticoat, one 
strap falling off her shoulder. She picked her way down the path to my 
front porch. I went out to the porch, drying my hands on a dishtowel. I 
was pregnant with Willow by then, my belly big under Alex’s bowling 
shirt left over from Ohio. Up close there was something pathetic about 
Lindsay. She did not bathe well. One side of her neck was gray, like 
a paw print. She had stopped polishing her toenails. Still, she was 
undeniably beautiful. 

She stood her ground in front of my porch, in the pine duff. 
“How’s every little thing?” I said. 
“He’s attracted to me,” she said. 
A crackle of irritation and jealousy lit me up. “Get out of here, 

Lindsay,” I said. “Just go.” 
And she did. She turned tail and went. Shooed away like a stray 

dog. 
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At the end of blues night, after too much Argentine wine, Russell 
put a hand possessively on the back of Kim’s neck. She tilted her head 
toward him. Wattle, wattle, I thought, noticing hers for the first time. 
The sound of the word in my mind almost made me laugh. I had a key 
to the house. I said, “Bon voyage. I’ll catch a taxi.” Kim made a fuss over 
me and Russell stood by, waiting. 

At the house, I attempted to sober up with two aspirin and a glass 
of orange juice. I checked my email. I went to the farm’s website and 
tried to recognize the faces of the picnickers gathered under a maple 
tree. I remembered that tree. The sofa seemed like a good place to wait 
for Kim, a cushiony nap-friendly sofa. The sea swish-swished, but 
remorse about Lindsay would not let me fall asleep. 

Hours later, Kim tiptoed in. I sat up alert, with a killer headache 
and questions. She put a kettle on to make tea. I knew that moment 
from the farm, that turn in the road where you decide to stay up all 
night or as long as it takes. 

Jumper, a longtime farm resident, had emailed the news to Kim. 
Jumper had said that the blood—pints and pints of it—seeped into the 
mattress, a darkening stain by the time they found her. It was all over 
the place, on the wall, the floor. He did not know why she chose that 
house, that bed. The man whose goats she was supposed to tend was a 
quiet, asexual guy who grew fields of garlic and built birdhouses to sell 
in the city. The goats bleated from the pain of not being milked. That’s 
why she was found when she was. There was an open book facedown 
on the bed, a Norwegian novel titled Kristin Lavransdatter. The sheriff 
had to come, and that had happened very seldom. They avoided turning 
to the authorities when things went wrong. 

And things had gone wrong. There had been truck accidents, 
houses burned down. There had been thievery. And domestic violence. 
Once a baby had died. But this took the cake, Kim said. Why would 
she? In her fifties, when life tends to get better. Speak for yourself, I 
said, and she laughed. 

I said, “What did I care if she’d slept with Alex? It might have 
made a difference to her.” 

“What’re you talking about?”
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“Sexual healing. All that jazz.” 
Kim leaned closer, her voice an incredulous warble. “Lindsay 

wanted to sleep with Alex?” 
I had a little bauble she coveted, a story impinging on her story. “I 

told her to get lost,” I said. 
“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” she said. Her stock advice. 
I had not thought about Lindsay Gravitt in years. 

Later that night I asked Kim if she had a job for me. She said she’d 
been thinking about it. 

It was nearly daybreak. She went first, up the outdoor stairway at 
the abandoned house, reaching back for my hand. Will you still need 
me, will you still feed me, I sang to myself. Her hand was soft, lotioned. 
Wind knocked a lawn chair over on the patio down below. Weeds 
grew a foot tall out of the cracks in the cement. She let go of my hand 
and struggled with the key. When she opened the door it smelled bad 
inside. A dead animal and maybe mildew. We went in. She switched 
on the overhead light. The mattress was stained. I didn’t want to think 
with what. A cracked sliding glass door led to a smidge of balcony. One 
blade of the ceiling fan had snapped off. CDs without cases lay strewn 
around the room. I wanted to check out the CDs but stooping to pick 
them up would have looked too much like trash picking. “You can see 
the water from here,” she said. Another saving grace was the bathroom, 
with a walk-in shower and a ceramic sink painted with birds. Out the 
side window, in shadow, a boy and girl lay half-dressed on the rooftop 
next door. They curled tenderly on a blanket beside a satellite dish. It 
made me melancholy, and then cross, to think of how far I was from 
passion. Cross because I didn’t want to care about that. 

“A fixer-upper,” I said. 
“Can’t you see it?” she said. “A boutique hotel. Only eight rooms.”
“I can see it.” 
All business, Kim went around the room straightening the fake art, 

pictures of Mayan ruins and seashells. Later, she would toss them out in 
the rubbish. Her back to me, she said, “I want to get it renovated—off 
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the runway—by the end of hurricane season.”
Palm trees whipped against the balcony railing. I went into the 

bathroom, on the pretense of examining its features. A frisky lizard the 
size of my thumb dashed into the shower. 

“You can live here,” she said. “I need someone to supervise the 
job—start to finish.”

“What about your place?”
“Oh, Bonnie, honey, my astrologer tells me I’m meant to live alone.” 
Her astrologer told her that her mother was a porcupine in another 

life. Her astrologer told her to move to Mexico. Her astrologer told her 
to offer me a job. 

A front was called for. What was one more front? I missed my van, 
my autonomy, such as it was. The empty, dilapidated campus I thought 
of as my own estate. I missed the lonely security cop who would tell 
me to keep an eye on things while he scurried on foot across the state 
highway to Mary Lou’s Doughnuts. He’d bring us back warm apple 
fritters and coffee as thin as green bean juice. 

I said, “First things first—I’ll need a curtain.” 
“We can go to Costco and get whatever you need.” 
I said, “What a generous offer.” For now, it’ll do for now. Who 

knew where it would lead? Out on the balcony, a skinny white cat 
stretched, arching her back, just waking up. “I need a cat,” I said. 

“And a cat you shall have,” Kim said, as if she had produced the cat 
from up her sleeve. 

She smiled, a crafty, self-satisfied grin. I recognized it. Once I’d 
come upon her and Alex tucked into the outdoor bathtub, soaking in 
hot water. Their bodies striped with moonlight. He did not see me, but 
she did. She closed her eyes and pretended otherwise. She straddled 
Alex, giggling, as he held her hips and entered her. It was the same grin. 
The better-than-you-grin.
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PULL

Stacey Swann

Jo likes home if home is a series of images. The spring wildflowers 
segregated by color—patches of paintbrushes, spots of buttercups, 
a lake of bluebonnets. Heaps of pink petals at the base of the crape 
myrtle. At most, she likes home as unconnected moments. But she 
doesn’t like what home turns her into. She’s less herself in the place 
where she should most be herself—if we are what we come from.

Her father fills her coffee cup, has left her suitcases and boxes at 
the foot of the stairs. The two of them sit at a card table, open space 
where couches and rugs go unreplaced even though her mother left 
more than a year ago, taking the furniture with her. 

“Stay as long as you want. But you should visit your mom. More 
life in Dallas than Stearns.” He shifts his eyes to the table. “Better place 
to settle.”

Jo stirs the weak coffee. “I don’t know anyone in Dallas besides 
Mom.”

“New is good. One day you turn around and realize you haven’t 
seen new in years,” her father says. His hair has gone from salt and 
pepper to completely white.

“You exaggerate.”
“Have I ever?” He sighs and Jo finds it doesn’t suit him. “Maybe 

you shouldn’t have come to stay until you had a plan for leaving.”
“Hard to plan when you’re suddenly jobless, about to be homeless.” 
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Jo stands, smiles too wide. “I’m going for a walk.”
“Finish your coffee. I promise to speak only when spoken to.”
“Be back later,” she says.
Jo walks down the driveway, past the split-log fence built by her 

father not to keep animals in but out, the horses tempted by the monkey 
grass. Their dog Spider could easily crawl beneath it, free to chase the 
livestock, disappear until dinner.

The cottonwood leaves rustle like water, answering the flow of the 
Brazos. Chicken wire separates their land from the neighbors, broken 
by a wide metal gate with a rusted latch. She climbs it like a ladder, 
swings her legs over, jumps. Jo finds herself on the way to Lou’s. Their 
closest neighbor. Two years since she’s seen him, since she sent him 
home without her. She has lied to her father; she does have a plan. 

Six years ago. Jo, seventeen, under the tree outside her kitchen window. 
She lay on her stomach, propped up by elbows, and read the Houston 
Chronicle. Spider flanked her, his big brown body occupying more 
space than her own. A Doberman and Rottweiler mix, Spider took the 
height of the first and the bulk of the second. In the heat, Jo would inch 
her body away from his, but he would lean in again. She didn’t notice 
Lou until he stood above her. He made her speechless, all the years she 
carried a crush—the pull of proximity.

Lou’s mom had gone to visit her sister when he was thirteen, 
chose to jump off the Harbor Bridge in Corpus Christi rather than 
come home. A tragedy irresistible to junior high girls, especially when 
combined with Lou’s height, the inheritance of his mother’s beauty, and 
an increasing emotional reserve. Most of the girls in their grade spilled 
affection for Lou, and despite a childhood full of each other, Jo found 
herself drawn to him, too. Someone old in a new light was better than 
someone entirely new. 

Lou hadn’t come over in years but somehow now stood over her 
as Spider’s tail thwacked her bare leg. He dropped down on the lawn, 
Bahia grass pressed between their touching calves. He turned the page, 
smoothed the big inky sheets. He waited, silent. She turned to him, and 
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he kissed her, made her oblivious to her mother just beyond the kitchen 
window. 

Today, halfway across the pasture, Lou’s dog Wyatt struggles 
toward her. She crouches down and takes the old Brittany Spaniel in 
her arms. Wyatt licks her chin while she traces the ridge of the scar that 
outlines his entire chest, evident just beneath his fur. Dogs rarely hold 
grudges. If they do, the person deserves it, she thinks. Human blame 
makes a bigger mess. 

Lou’s house—his dad’s house—same as always, a stucco ranch 
with a wrap-around, slab porch. Lou is in the yard, low in a camp chair, 
his face turned to the sky. He is tracking the cottonwood fluff that slides 
above him in the wind. It is Lou’s self-diagnostic—gauging his reaction 
to things he normally likes. Lou loves how cottonwood floats in the air. 
If he can look and feel nothing, it’s not a good day. But he is smiling 
as he turns his face to her. And then his smile grows wider. No one has 
ever looked happier to see her than Lou sometimes does. 

He gets up and walks toward her, and she rises on her tiptoes for a 
crushing hug. Holding Lou is like the moment before falling asleep—
she always feels both perfectly still and plummeting. The smell of him, 
his ready forgiveness; she knows she will stay.

Lou’s depression started after they left for college—she to Stanford 
and he to Texas A&M. The vague sadness all those girls fell for was 
replaced by something very different. Medication helped but he still 
dropped out in early spring and moved home. He was better when Jo 
returned during breaks, but she was sad every time she saw him—it was 
as if his personality had fallen away in chunks. 

The summer before her junior year, she and Lou convinced 
their parents to let him move to Palo Alto. She overcame her father’s 
grumbling over “defective genes” and her mother’s Catholic concerns. 
She, as always, let Lou deal with his father, getting him to pay half their 
rent in an overpriced studio apartment near campus.
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The fall went well. Lou enrolled in community college classes, 
told her the campus made A&M look poverty-stricken. On weekends, 
they took the train into San Francisco and wandered until they were 
exhausted. He had bad days, sometimes a bad week, but he joked that 
the California weather mixed with the proper SSRI made for a winning 
cocktail. He joked that they would never be able to leave. 

But by the end of February, Jo was worn out. The rainy season 
turned everything green, but their studio stayed damp and dark. On 
Lou’s bad days, they both stayed in bed, sleeping or watching the rain 
splatter the plastic skylight, the television always on. Her grades fell. 
When she sent him home alone during spring break, she reveled in 
how big three hundred square feet could feel with just one person. 
She wandered the deserted campus, ate lunches under palm trees, was 
amazed at her own mood when Lou’s wasn’t there to color it. When he 
returned, she found herself avoiding him, quarantining her happiness. 
She went out at night with classmates, assumed he wouldn’t want to 
come.

Lou didn’t complain, but he stopped going to class. When she 
started spending whole nights elsewhere, other people’s couches and 
dorm floors, he stopped cleaning or buying groceries. She asked him to 
leave in late May. He was so thin and sad, she almost convinced herself 
it was for his own good. She never said they were breaking up, but 
she didn’t return home that summer or all her senior year. Her parents’ 
divorce provided an easy excuse. Jo called Lou less and less often until, 
after graduation, she moved to San Francisco and pretended she had 
no former life. When she missed Lou she would walk the city, take the 
BART back to her apartment, and sleep.

“Rumor is you’re leaving San Francisco,” Lou says as he steps 
backward.

“Layoffs. Newspaper’s close to folding.” There’s a silence, but Jo 
can’t tell if it’s comfortable. “Serves me right for majoring in a dying 
profession.” She meant to say it jokingly, but instead she sounds bitter.

“Transitioning economy,” Lou says.
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On the wooden swing under the pecan, they float over the ground: 
kick, swing, kick. 

“How are you?” she asks. Between them, this question has never 
been rhetorical. 	

“I’m fine.” He presses his lips together into a smile. 
“You’re not.” Too thin, his collarbone sticks out, his face planes into 

angles it never had before.
“Guess it depends on your definition.”
Already Jo feels heavier, her emotional state tethered to his. What 

if Lou is only Lou with her, but she is only herself without him? She 
tries to think of it as penance, something they both deserve. 

They watch Wyatt emerge from the pasture and settle on the porch.
“He looks good,” says Jo.
Lou laughs. “We’re weathered-looking males in this house.”
She doesn’t ask after his father.

While Jo and Lou were in high school, Spider fought Wyatt 
compulsively. Jo’s dog was all loyalty and love with the family, different 
away from home. They sometimes got calls—him fighting dogs a few 
miles away. Her parents had paid a few vet bills to avoid trouble, but 
Spider came home every night, rarely a scratch. When Spider targeted 
Wyatt, he wouldn’t let up.

Jo and Lou were out in the pasture one afternoon when they heard 
snarling. Spider had Wyatt’s leg in his mouth, wrenching it at an awful 
angle and ripping skin. Mr. Pearson beat at Spider’s head with a closed 
fist and kicked the dogs into separation. Spider ran, stopped at Jo, hair 
still raised on hackles, blood crushed into his nose. He wagged his tail 
once then ran toward home. Mr. Pearson said if Spider showed up 
again, he would shoot him. 

That evening, Jo took a long length of chain from the garage, 
snapped the shank to Spider’s collar, and wrapped the end around the 
fence. She tried to sit near him, but for an hour the dog paced. Then he 
started to whine. Finally, he laid down by the fence, listless.
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Lou stops the swing with his feet. “Dad wants you to stay for dinner.” 
“The two of us could go to town. Mexican, maybe?” she says.
“He insisted.”
Jo wants to see herself as someone who puts the needs of others 

first. But something in her balks. 
“He asked me to convince you. It’s rare for him to ask me for 

anything. He doesn’t even ask me to come to the dealership every day.”
“It’s fine.” She turns her body, lays her head on his lap, props her 

feet on the arm of the swing. She tries to isolate the moment so she can 
enjoy it: the warmth of his legs through jeans, the sun slicing between 
the branches as they move back and forth, his face which she wants to 
see as seventeen. But she can’t keep the moment unconnected. Lou has 
aged ten years in the past two.

An hour later, the shadow of Mr. Pearson. “Ready to eat?” Jo sees 
his effort to be friendly. Her plan, so solid in California, feels sketchier, 
thin. They follow him into the house. All her favorites spread on the 
table. Chicken fried steak, a bowl of white rice waiting for gravy, biscuits, 
fried okra, and green beans shiny with bacon fat.

Bits of small talk lodge between the silences, enough for an air of 
civility. Lou sits next to Jo at the round table. He picks at his food, stops, 
fists balled on the tablecloth. Jo cups her hand over his. His shoulders 
relax as she absorbs his tension. Her head throbs.

“Your dad told me you’ve left California,” Mr. Pearson says. 
“Yes.” 
“You should try it here for a while.”
“Dad. Enough.” 
Mr. Pearson wipes condensation from his water glass. “Lou, I’m 

just saying coming home can be good. There are reasons to stay.”
“I’m changing the subject—” 
“Have you even asked her? Maybe she wants to stay.”
Jo feels as if she has faded from the table. But then Mr. Pearson 

checks her face, tries to see what’s brewing there. She turns to her plate, 
uses a biscuit to wipe all the gravy away, but can’t bring it to her mouth. 
“What I want makes a difference to you?” She’s surprised by her anger. 
She’s relieved the anger blots out the guilt.
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After a few days on the chain, Jo’s father said it wouldn’t work. He 
wouldn’t make the dog a prisoner.

“We could build a better fence,” she said. 
“He would be miserable. That’s never been his life.” 
“Just wait. A few more days.” 
That evening, Mr. Pearson was in his driveway changing the oil in 

his truck. The reddish brown muck stained his fingernails. Wyatt lay 
under a tree, nibbling the bandage on his leg. She didn’t know how to 
start. Reasoning was for equals, and she knew she was only a girl to him.

“Lou’s at track practice,” he said.
“I wanted to talk to you. Ask you.” She faltered and he waited. 

“Not to kill him.”
“Thought you had him chained up.” He wiped a towel to his hands.
“My dad says we can’t keep him like that.” Jo stuffed her hands in 

her pockets, forced herself to look him in the eye. 
“Then the dog better stop the fighting.”
“It’s not like I can reason with him.”
“My point.” He turned back to the house.
“Mr. Pearson, please. Help me think of a solution.” But he didn’t 

turn around, kept walking.
The next morning, Spider was off the chain when she got up. She 

ate breakfast with her parents, all of them grim and quiet.
For a week, Spider avoided the Pearsons’. Then on Saturday 

evening, Jo heard a gunshot. She ran down the stairs, but her father 
stopped her and said he’d go himself. He came back in fifteen minutes.

“Where’s Spider?” 
Her father shook his head. “He’s gone, Jo.” 
“Did you bring him back?”
He wouldn’t look at her, stared over her head at the blank wall. 

“Pearson put him in the river.” 
Jo ran, found Mr. Pearson at the edge of his garage. Anger stopped 

up her speech.
“Lou, your girlfriend,” he said. “I’m calling the vet to meet us at 

the clinic.”
Lou sat in the garage with Wyatt. “You see what he did,” he said 
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quietly. He held a blanket, heavy with blood, to Wyatt’s chest.
“Still,” she said.
“You see what he did.”
For a week she watched the pasture but wouldn’t cross it. Her mother 

kept telling her it wasn’t Lou’s fault. Finally she went. Lou worried over 
torn stitches, fluid build-up. They sat in the garage, the buzz of dirt 
daubers overhead. She fondled Wyatt’s ears until they reminded her of 
Spider’s. Wyatt struggled to stand, and puss bulged from underneath 
his fur. A small stream trickled from an opening, stained the concrete 
floor. Lou took a dirty towel and wedged it between Wyatt’s paws. He 
pressed the dog’s swollen chest gently. The liquid poured out, leaving 
the white towel a bloody mess. Wyatt settled back down with a whine. 
Lou took her hand and led her outside to the swing.

“I’m not mad,” Lou said. Jo flinched. “Are you?” She shook her 
head.

“And my dad?”
“Yes.”
“What else could he do?” 
Jo stretched her arms up, grabbing the chain of the swing and 

blocking her face from Lou. “Something else.”

After dinner, Mr. Pearson sends Lou to town to buy ice cream. He 
asks Jo to help him with the dishes, but then he blocks her way to the 
kitchen, takes her plate, and gives her a beer. 

“Let’s head out to the porch.”
They sit in the dark without speaking. Jo sees the river through a 

gap in the trees. In the moonlight, the water doesn’t look muddy brown, 
but absent of color. She has missed the noise of the river, meeting it 
whenever she opened a door. 

“Lou won’t ask you to stay,” he said. 
“I haven’t decided yet.”	
“Then why come home at all? You’re going to make him worse.” 
“You don’t know that.” She envies Mr. Pearson, his assurance he 

sees things as they are, the decisiveness it creates. “You don’t know Lou 
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any better than me.”
“He’s a different person when you’re here. All yesterday, after you 

called, he was happy, knowing you were coming.” Mr. Pearson pushes 
back in the rocking chair, his toes planted. “If you take yourself away 
again—” 

“It’s a fucked-up feeling. Being so invested in something you can’t 
control.” She has made him angry, and even in the dimness she can see 
his hands squeezing his knees. 

Mr. Pearson drops his heels, rocks in silence. Jo tips up the beer 
bottle and drinks half without stopping.

“I don’t understand why your father let the goddamn dog loose.” 
He says it without anger, almost gently.

But that was something Jo understood even then. There will always 
be things we can’t keep ourselves from doing, no matter who it hurts. 



STACEY SWANN: PULL

79

STACEY SWANN’s fiction has appeared in Epoch, Memorious, Versal, 
The Saint Ann’s Review, and The Good Men Project. She lives in Austin, 
Texas, and is a Contributing Editor for American Short Fiction.



							     

BASHO, POET, DIARIST,

RECLUSE, SELLS LAWN

MOWER – USED 

BUT LIKE NEW

Kevin McIlvoy

for Tony Hoagland

Like-new karumi.
2-stroke. Kireji design.

Make an offering.

I had phoned, not sure I needed another lawnmower, but you 
never do know, and I lived alone, and living alone like that, I thought 
lawnmowers were unchanging truths. Like other men I was drawn to 
them, seriously drawn, so I had them. Where a car might be parked, or 
chairs and tables and children’s outgrown shoes and clothes stored, I 
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had them everywhere, seriously, everywhere.
He answered the phone, “Basho!”
I told him I read the Thrifty Nickel, asked if he still had the karumi, 

still wanted to sell. Yes, he did, he had, how pleased he was that I read 
his simple ad, he said, and it would not “disturb” if I came in the evening 
when he and his “disciples,” who had gathered at his “hut” (his words: 
hut, disciples, disturb), would “demonstrate karumi.”

It all was intriguing, it was strange, but, strangely, not surprising 
from the start: a guy in a hut with his own demonstrating disciples. 
An ad for a karumi. A karumi! And I had lawnmowers, I had many, 
enough, enough that, after years of collecting, I was pleased with every 
mower. But I had no karumi, manufactured by the Dogen Company in 
‘67, design by Kireji, discontinued in the 70s. karumi Kan! was the TV 
campaign.

There was more I was trying to remember about the skillful means 
of karumi when I drove out of the city, up to his place. I drove across an 
arched wooden bridge to an adobe hut in the middle of a large lawn—
the wrong lawn for our long New Mexico drought. Next to the hut was 
a tree with giant leaves, and, under it, shovelheads of sunset shade, and 
in them what you’d have to, should, might call disciples. I took off my 
straw mowing hat, breathed out, breathed out, said my name, said, “I’m 
Wallace,” to all of them. Disciples. Seriously.

The four of them sang it back like a chorus of frogs. “Wall-less! 
Wall-less!”

And my own name was all I needed in order to breathe in, to 
remember more then about that TV ad: karumi Kan! karumi Kan! 
whooped blissfully by gray and white cranes pushing mowers with their 
wingtips over blocks and blocks of city lawns. A close view of their 
knotted long legs, and the big paper boats of their bodies. The long view 
of them, a kinship of hundreds of thousands. The view from heaven of 
mown lawns, dewy and glistening. Finally, just the word, karumi, all 
lowered lower-case. Pulsing, vibrating, like an opening lotus. karumi. 
Like the engine of a calm mind. And from the machine of the one 
word: the clipping sound, beyond cessation.

He wheeled it out from behind his fragile hut. If he pushed his 
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feet against any wall it might collapse. A little monk-like, this guy, he 
squinted the way monks do in Disney. It had to be him. Basho. He held 
the mower handle with one hand. He pinched his hat brim. At first, he 
didn’t look at me. His mineral-blue eyes made a pass over every fresh 
blade of the fescue around him. He bent over to look at but see no 
farther than what was the way between distant and close. He wavered, 
he nearly tipped over, nearly tipped up. Seriously, what was I supposed 
to make of that?

I almost spoke to the mower. I felt I already had Basho’s invitation.
He said, “You are here at last—the moon, rusting red, follows—my 

correct address!”
The co-arising words and the silences were like shallow cups 

poured full and taken someplace far away to be emptied and brought 
back over a great distance before being poured full from other cups.

We looked over the mower, like two men in a mirror, one pushing 
his face forward, the other back, and only so much room. Clean mower—
like you’d expect of this man in a clean white terrycloth bathrobe with 
a wide black band around it.

Clean mower, I said to it, inside myself, of course, because that’s 
why I had them, so many mowers—to privately talk to. Clean mower, I 
said. I felt as unworded as in my dreams.

The disciples of Basho left the shade of the tree. They formed 
a playground line. Close. You know the kind: hands on each other’s 
shoulders. Grown men.		

Basho said, “The tall grasses bend—hours and hours of relenting—
making offerings.” 

He pulled the starter cord, he set the lever from the sign of the 
turtle to the sign of the rabbit. When he placed his hands on the 
T-shaped handle, the disciples bowed and bowed and bowed, nine slow 
prostrations, and stood. Basho moved the handle towards Wright, who 
bowed again, a determined bow that was in the man’s nature now, no 
matter what his nature once had been.

He cut the first, the outermost, circle, and bestowed the karumi to 
the next, Shiki, who faithfully made a path partly inside that smooth 
path, and passed it to the next, Issa, and the smiling next, Buson.
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The disciples introduced themselves: Buson softly said, “Buson,” 
and took my hands into his and turned them up and over as if washing 
them in his gaze; Issa put his face very close to the closed bud of my 
hands in the cradle of Buson’s; Shiki stood near, said nothing, and the 
first determined man I had met said, “He’s Shiki, I’m Wright—I love 
saying that! Give him his hands back now, Buson.” 

A little doubtfully, Buson handed me back that part of myself as 
if it was still mine. It was, of course, but for a second I had forgotten. I 
recognized Wright as somebody with the nametag “Richard,” a clerk at 
the K Mart.

When I said so, he said, “Known as The Big K—lovely, appealing 
features—but: Martha Stewart.”

“Right,” I said to Wright, to Richard, in order to delight him. Do 
you see that already I had changed into my hands? Mine—and then, 
lost in the giving of them, not mine. I knew I had seen Issa and Shiki at 
the Target department store, place of many afflictions and wisdoms. The 
Lawn and Garden Department. Buson, I learned later, owned The tzu-
jan Nursery on Highway 28 near Vado. He sold flowers and, with full 
flats of them, he gave away goldfinches. I have his handwritten poster: 
Goldfinches inside—hold one and you will decide. They already know.

Look, I could see, I can see, seriously now—this was pretty clearly 
a mowing cult. They—cults—found me those days. And that wasn’t a 
bad thing. I was more ready for Basho than I thought. 

Half an hour of mowing passed, but it felt like only an instant. 
Instantly, the bowing blades of grass stood straight, the bag swelled: 
side-carriage, pure duck cloth, green-striped white. The rain-smell of 
freshcut grass rose from the earth. The disciples, now holding each 
other’s hands like small boys, looked within from within. They stood in 
a circle with a broken space where I could stand.

At the tree, Basho slowly circled, cutting not quite close enough 
around. On the handle his slight, closed fists subtly jumped like 
hatching chrysalises. 

He finished.
He handed me the karumi. Kireji design. The T-handle painted, 

lacquered a pearl cloisonné color. Before I even pushed, I felt: Lightness! 
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Lightness!
Quiet-running. You can talk to a mower when it’s still. When it’s 

running what is there? No matter how ready you are, the hard thing to 
accept is that you have nothing to say—nothing. Seriously. Nothing.

I halved the path Basho had halved of his disciples’ paths. Circling 
smartly, smoothly around the tree trunk, the point of origination, 
I said inside myself, Clean mower! Work done! Asking me nothing, 
nothing—no answering song.

On Buson’s instructions, each of us mowed a ray from the Basho 
tree to the outer edge of the circle we had made. A wheel. Seven spokes.

People want to know how I came to live in this isolated falling-
apart hut near the Rio Grande river, which flows towards but no longer 
finds the ocean. A lawn boy at the age of fifty-four. Pushing my mower 
over this small wooden bridge, and going into the world to mow, and 
keeping my shift as groundskeeper at The Big K, too, and leaving that 
world to push my mower back.

I needed to mow. I needed the right mower. Many of us do. 
Have you ever seen cranes kettling? By the hundreds, by the tens 

of thousands, they circle upward, slower, higher, rising into a galaxy 
shape. And, over many hours, it feels like eons, the circling becomes a 
churning.

And a single crane falls out of that open sleeve. And down. It pulls 
cranes after it in a fast-spinning unthreading. And you see a shallow 
funnel form that deepens until it has a wide lip, a throat, a bottom tip, 
and is a tornado of turning cranes. 

When I said I would buy the mower, Basho nodded to his disciples, 
who bowed their necks, who seemed emptied, or their eyes did, or their 
bony shoulders, or their shorn heads. They retreated, returned with 
shovels, including one for me.

By now it was late. Evening. The moon, through the darkening 
clouds, burned.

We dug.
We wounded the roots the way you have to when you tear 

something from all its attachments. Wright recited a prayer, “O, child 
of noble birth, do not be afraid, do not be afraid of what you remember, 
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do not be afraid of what you forget. Do not be afraid. Do not be afraid. 
Do not.” We said nothing. But, inside us, we recited the weird prayer 
after him.

We sat down.
Basho left, walking on the spokepath that led to his hut. He 

brought hot water that he poured into a clay bowl with powder at the 
bottom.

The steam burnished the goldening air around us. We passed 
the bowl. Buson, Issa, Shiki, and Wright each held it up to the tree’s 
branches before they drank. When the bowl got to me, the sharp green 
smell poked me in the eyes and made me woozy. I giggled, and they all 
spontaneously giggled with me, once and all at once. 

Our warmed hands held the trunk of the tree. It almost seemed to 
help us lift it from its home.

Basho explained to me that this was the fourth transplanting.
And now he was taking it away again. And only it.
He asked if I felt it clinging. I did not. 
Our faces and hands grew cool—our eyes and our throats. 
The next morning Buson laid a harp of jonquils on the slight 

depression in the earth. He left that day. Issa and Shiki stayed a week. 
Before Wright moved on, he helped me bring a few things here from 
my home in town.

I took Wright into the triple-wide garage, showed him my mowers.
Wright croaked, “Wallace! Wallace!”
Twenty-eight lawnmowers, each one uniquely itself. Not, after all, 

metaphors of truth, of purity, or of mowers. My first bought when I was 
twenty-eight.

At auction, we started them all up and left them running. The 
radiating noise and the fuel odor and the pointlessness of the blades 
slicing air made the bidding go high, the final offers higher. As each one 
was sold, we full-throttled the engine to the sign of the rabbit; slowly, 
slowly down-throttled to the sign of the turtle; turned the machine off, 
and transmitted it to its new owner. We bowed.
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DON’T TOUCH

THE WINDOWS

Pamela Balluck

The mercury registers close to ninety, with the air-con Off. Any 
setting of On blows only heated air. I have, semi-awake, been sliding 
open high bedroom windows, the only ones in the apartment not 
hermetically sealed, around three in the morning, when the surrounding 
sprinkler system comes on, and sliding them shut when I get up. Russell 
wants me to call the apartment manager about the central air, because I 
have time on my hands and it’s an adult thing to do. I have never lived 
away from home before, except for summer vacations, and I call this, 
too, with Russell, a summer visit, helping him settle in. I refer to it as a 
tryout, the possible precursor to a move, in part to appease Russell, and 
in part to keep one foot planted in potential independence from my 
family, for no other reason than I want to be considered an adult.

A couple of months ago, I graduated high school in L.A., days 
before I drove with Russell, who is twenty-six, to Dallas in what 
I call my Peanut M&M—a two-year-old 1975 chocolate-brown 
Honda hatchback my dad bought me new when I turned sixteen, 
on the condition that I would cart around my younger sister (now—
it’s frightening—Deborah drives herself, in a dented red Mustang 
with black racing stripes on the hood). Russell’s puke-yellow Datsun 



FREIGHT STORIES NO. 7

88

280-Z and his scant furnishings were relocated by the men’s accessories 
company that moved his territory from the Bay Area to Dallas. He 
and I met in March in San Diego at a MAGIC show, Men’s Apparel 
Guild in California. My “big sister” April, now twenty-one, is living 
with Mick, a jeans manufacturer in his thirties, and April and I worked 
his booth, modeling jeans—not runway or photo-shoot, but walking 
around, flexing our pocket designs, returning to the booth with admirers, 
sitting only when we could manage to write an order. Russell had zoned 
in on me with bright eyes, flashing smile, bouncing Groucho brows, 
clichéed salesman’s charm—way too schticky. My first impression of 
him was of a hokey conventioneer who, even though in March it’s just 
as cold in San Diego as it was in San Francisco, because it’s a beach 
town, he wore flip-flops with not-quite-casual trousers, too short and 
wide in the leg; he wore short-sleeved button-downs with ties. When 
he walked, he bounced on the balls of his white, splayed feet. He was 
repping a line of belts and side-lining a novelty item called Carter’s 
Pills, red-white-and-blue labels bearing a cartoon illustration of the 
new president, red-lidded clear-plastic jars filled with whole peanuts in 
their shells. If Russell hadn’t been gaga over me from the moment he 
saw me, he would not have held my attention long enough to spark my 
interest, but he was persistent, extremely attentive—I became important 
to him real fast—which made him seem worth exploring, even though I 
lived in L.A. and he in San Francisco, or maybe because of it. I enjoyed 
that back-and-forth, close but far. And now we are long-distance from 
anyplace either of us has ever called home.

April doesn’t approve of Russell. She says Russell is polyester to 
my rayon; rayon to my silk; cotton-blend, ten-ounce to my fourteen-
ounce, pure-cotton denim. April tries to be nice to Russell, and Russell 
thinks she likes him. He would bet on it. But April tells me, “He’s vinyl. 
You’re leather.”

I believe my dad accepts Russell because I do. Dad’s girlfriend, 
Kay, a classy, Alabama-accented film producer, must be charmed by 
Russell, because when he and I arrived in Dallas, waiting for us at our 
door was a box containing a four-place setting of stylishly understated 
stainless flatware Kay sent ahead as a housewarming gift. The card said 
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it was from Dad, too. On the other hand, Kay advised me before I left 
L.A. to set up a Dallas account that Russell knew about and, in case of 
emergency, one he didn’t. Dad—who is not exactly enthusiastic about 
Dallas as a move but whose philosophy was always to support me, so 
I’d feel free to contact him if I need help—accused Kay of encouraging 
me, in suggesting that I open “an escape fund,” to begin a potential 
partnership with duplicity and distrust, without an honest chance. “It’s 
sabotage!” he said, determined to show that he takes me and Russell 
seriously. Dad reminded Kay that he gave me an issue of his credit card 
in case of emergency and that Russell knows he is only a collect-call 
away—if I needed my dad, he’d be on the next plane. Kay shook her 
head and said, “Rod.” I opened just one account in Dallas. It’s not like 
I was rolling in it. 

Russell met a guy with a novelty business who hired me to rep 
his line of gold- and silver-plated, barbed-wire swizzle sticks. I work 
on commission but have made none. I keep getting lost between gift 
shops and novelty stores on the deranged and spokey streets of Dallas, 
keep finding myself driving through a shockingly segregated, inner-
city slum. Why am I shocked? Because I am young and naive and have 
never even driven through the heart of L.A. on surface streets. After 
Russell’s company hired me to check belt inventories, update orders, 
and straighten out racks at discount department stores, I began getting 
lost on a larger scale, out near the Loop, the Belt Line, the bent-rim 
outskirts of Dallas. Where do I think I am going? Where do I hope 
to end up? I think maybe I should be getting ready for college, but to 
study what and why? I have investigated Dallas-area colleges, but how 
can I afford out-of-state fees, and why ask my dad for financial help 
so I can stay with my boyfriend, when I could attend Santa Monica 
College, or maybe U.C.L.A., living at home for free? I think I want 
to be a grownup. But I am not sure how. A woman’s body won’t get 
me there, but I don’t understand yet the difference between how I 
might or should see myself and my reflection in others’ eyes. I can’t 
know what my mom would have advised had she survived cancer. And 
my dad reached success as a playwright, television and screen writer, 
without ever attending college; without a degree, he’s invited to lecture 
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at colleges.
The apartment manager laughs at me and explains that the central 

air-conditioning isn’t broken but can only cool up to fifteen degrees 
below what it is outside. He says, “Don’t touch the windows!” So I do. 
The glass is heated. But it doesn’t burn.

The men’s accessories company found the one-bedroom for Russell 
in an apartment “Village.” I brought with me no more than would fit 
in my Peanut M&M, to tide me through summer, most of which I 
store in built-in cupboards and cabinets. Russell didn’t even own all the 
bedroom furniture he’d had in San Francisco. In the Dallas bedroom 
is only his waterbed. Russell makes use of the closet’s built-in drawers 
and shelves. The living room is empty, except for Russell’s stereo on the 
floor; the dining nook altogether unfurnished; and the living nook the 
kitchen looks onto holds one armchair, a standing lamp, TV, pillows, 
and, stacked in a corner, cartons of Carter’s Pills. Russell’s former 
San Francisco roommate is a cocaine dealer, and this is how he fills 
Russell’s orders. Russell left the unsold cartons in the Bay Area, and he 
and I have to find, in each mailing from the ex-roommate, the one jar 
containing short vials of coke stashed into emptied peanut shells glued 
back together. I don’t go into the coke without Russell—it’s his—but he 
does dip into it without me. It goes fast. 

I stand at knees-to-ceiling windows in the living nook and watch 
rain sudden and pounding, pummeling concrete, asphalt, and metal 
clean. Each building contains four apartments, two doors at the top 
of exterior stairs and two beneath. I see Stuart, our neighbor whose 
door faces ours at the top of the stairs, jog out to his car in shorts 
and a polo shirt, a towel around his neck. Our building is surrounded 
by a network of lawns, crisscrossed with walkways and parking lots 
interconnecting with the Village’s own system of streets with different 
colored street signs from the rest of the city. Stuart’s TransAm isn’t 
the only car with its T-top or sunroof open. He slides his roof shut, 
towels off his seat, gets in, closes his door, and drives away. I watch him 
move along the edges of the landscaped puzzle pieces of Village greens 
into the surrounding golf course enveloping this parked-out piece of 
desert prairie. It is weird to see Stuart in the light of day, without a 



PAMELA BALLUCK: DON’T TOUCH THE WINDOWS

91

Delta flight bag—hard to imagine his actual life on the ground, he 
is so often in the air, or just having landed or about to take off. Yet, 
Russell and I were his guests once, in June, at a pre-season football 
game in Texas Stadium, along with his stewardess girlfriend. Stuart is 
a steward, built like a football player, and he dresses like a model. He 
brought to the stadium, without yet knowing better, a portable bar, and 
Russell became belligerent, but he wasn’t the only one. I rooted for 
the Dolphins instead of the Cowboys, and someone in the stadium 
seats above sailed a not-so-empty beer can at my head and didn’t miss. 
Back at the Village, Stuart helped me get Russell up the stairs and into 
bed. He insisted I take some aspirin, and he waited until I did, before 
he re-joined his girlfriend across the landing in his unit. Stuart speaks 
in what I interpret—but Russell does not notice—as coded language: 
“Remember,” he says, “my door is always open, whenever I’m in port.”

Rain ceases more abruptly than it began. I watch the asphalt and 
concrete and lawns and cars and interior upholstery steam-drying—
vapors rising—like in time-lapse photography. Rain contributes to the 
ninety-plus-percent humidity that has driven me and Russell to devise 
desperate measures—for instance, trying to stay dry after showers: 
Towel one arm, quickly douse with baby powder, dry the other arm, 
immediately douse with baby powder, and so on, breaking the body 
into doable sections, patches small enough to be dried and powdered in 
seconds, before perspiration can sprout up again. Not until our whole 
bodies are whitened with a skin of powder do we attempt to distribute 
it evenly, recovering some color by rubbing lotion into parts that stick 
out of our clothing. It is an anecdote I relate in letters to folks back 
home that hint I might want to return to L.A. at summer’s end but not 
because of poor Russell, who has to live in Dallas if he wants to keep 
his job. 

I write in letters Russell sometimes reads before I can get them 
into envelopes, anecdotes like the baby powder, and about how I 
overheard spectators at the Village tennis courts puzzling over why 
Russell’s T-shirts flop, while other players’ shirts stick. I tell of how we 
have gotten to know Dallas by investigating tennis courts for Russell 
to pine over and aspire to land games on. He aims to play on clay at 
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S.M.U. and come home dusted red. We also began to get to know 
Dallas via business dinners, but I have stopped going to those because, 
even though J.R. and Dallas won’t air for a year, I already see these 
businessmen as cliches, as Texas chauvinists, and their women as cliche 
accessories, and I find it hard to keep my mouth shut in response to 
them, which only causes Russell trouble. I write home about how the 
closest Village pool is an ongoing cocktail party, tenants bobbing like 
cubes in drinks, except with the opposite effect, warming the water so 
that it may as well be recycled sweat for how refreshing it is; of how 
driving around the mirrored city—its loopy roadways sprawling like 
demented spokes reaching for the crooked rim of a wagon wheel—
the after-market air conditioner I had installed in the Honda before 
we left L.A. hacked out white vapor then choked and died, unable to 
withstand such ungodly heat and humidity combined. I often leave the 
Village for free space that can keep a chill inside, like fully-encased, 
climate-controlled department store malls, whose escalators provide an 
additional breeze. I wrote home of how, after being hit in my driver’s 
door in a mall parking lot by a woman with insurance, the body shop 
mechanic said he didn’t want my business: “Get your Commie car out 
of here!” And how, when I corrected him—“China’s a Communist 
country; Japan’s a democracy”—he said that my car and I were “un-
American,” and that I should “go back to California!”—like Texas is a 
country and not a state. 

The telephone rings—Russell calling from the Village club house. 
“Come out for a drink, sweetie. Meet some people.” 

Rain clouds have blown off to let the sun have its way. 
Russell is getting lit earlier every day.
When I enter the club lounge, my bare arms and legs wear a film 

that fights against air-conditioning. Floor-to-ceiling windows are 
too hot to look at, even with curtains drawn. One happy-hour couple 
shuffles the dance floor in golf socks. 

Russell tells me, “Dance.” He is in tennis clothes, moving to the 
disco that the bartender is playing. Saturday Night Fever will not hit 
theatres for months, but Russell has already been living a life of disco, 
since before San Francisco, since Chicago, even in tennis clothes. I try 
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to remember if I noticed what Russell was wearing this morning when 
he left or even if I was awake when he did. Has he even been to work 
today? 

“Wait till I cool down,” I tell him. I am not a wiz at disco nor at any 
other kind of dancing, not good at taking choreography. Once I have to 
think about how I move, I become frozen.

“I told them my sweetie would dance with me,” Russell says. 
Those people are already embarking upon their escape. Russell 

stands close and says into my ear, “Look what you’ve done. Those were 
my friends. Why are you wearing so much makeup? Why do you wear 
tennis clothes when you won’t learn tennis?” He slides a hand down my 
filmy arm. “Why won’t you dance with me?” He yanks my wrist so hard 
I feel a snap in my shoulder.

I walk out. 
I am doubtful I could pack up the Honda and drive a safe distance 

before Russell could come home and catch me; or come after me, which 
I fear, assume, he is more apt to do if it looks like I am running. It is 
August. I have been waiting out the summer so Russell cannot claim I 
didn’t give Dallas a chance.

He comes home and asks, “Miss me?” He pushes the stereo on—
disco—with a toe of his Adidas. He pulls me by my sore arm into the 
unfurnished dining alcove. “Let’s dance.”

“Russell,” I say.
He says, “Why won’t you follow me?”
“It’s no fun to learn,” I tell him, “if it’s just so you won’t look bad.”
“Just leave me and get it over with.” He toes off the stereo and is 

out the door. 
Does he mean it? Really—how fast can I pack the Honda? Then I 

notice through the window, Russell’s car is still in the parking lot and 
mine is gone.

He calls after dark from T.G.I. Friday’s interior phone booth. 
“Come for a drink. And bring me some pants.”

“Bring my car back,” I tell him.
“Bring me some pants.”
“Fucking bring my car back.”
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“I can’t leave this booth.”
“Too drunk?”
“No.”
“Hurt?”
“No.”
“Puking?”
“No.” 
“Have you lost my keys?”
“I ripped the seat out of my shorts. Come down here and bring me 

some pants.”
“You have my car.”
“Use my car.”
“Where are your keys?”
“In my . . . pocket.”
“Spares?”
“In the . . . Honda. You could walk down here. Get off your ass, do 

your man a favor. Do you have to ruin everything?”
“You’re asking me to walk two miles on the shoulder of a dark 

highway to save you embarrassment between Friday’s and the parking 
lot? I could be run over. I could be raped. Fuck you.” 

The phone keeps ringing, but I don’t answer because I know it will 
bring him back in my car.

“Hang up on me?” he says. “You say ‘fuck you’ and hang up on me?”
“Stay away from me.”
“I’m here for my pants.” He leaves the door open and bounces on 

his toes toward the bedroom.
I snatch my keys from the knob. My spares are already hidden 

outside.
“Give me those,” he says. 
I say, “You have your keys.”
When the phone rings, Russell makes a point of being the one to 

answer. He says, “Hello, Rod.” 
My dad? 
“Returning Margot’s call? Hon’, did you call your dad?”
“No.”



PAMELA BALLUCK: DON’T TOUCH THE WINDOWS

95

Russell hands over the receiver, keeping a skeptical eye on me. 
There is no extension for him to listen in on.

“Hi, Dad.”
“Listen, sport, Aunt Zelly’s going in for more surgery, and I want 

to fly out there as soon as possible. I’m sorry if it’s an imposition, but 
summer’s almost over and I’m wondering if you’ll come home early to 
look after the house, because I’m afraid Deb will burn it down or leave 
it open for burglars if she’s here alone. You’re planning on coming back 
anyway to register, right?”

“Now?”
“‘Now’ what?” Russell asks.
“If you can,” Dad says, “it would be much appreciated.”
“If you need me to,” I say.
“What?” Russell asks. 
Dad says, “I think I’ll have time to fly out and drive back with you.”
“No way, Dad.”
“What?” Russell asks.
“You’re not driving that distance on your own,” Dad says.
“I’m not driving it with six-foot-four of you folded in, slamming 

your palms on the dashboard, stomping on your imaginary brake pedal.”
“I’ll fly Ape out,” Dad says.
I say, “If you insist.”

April says, “Uncle Rod and Mick really had it out.” 
Russell leans forward from a folded position in the Honda’s back 

seat, having insisted on coming with me to Dallas–Fort Worth, as if he 
suspected I might trick him and catch a flight myself. 

“Mick doesn’t understand,” April says, “why Uncle Rod can call and 
ask me to get on a plane and I’d agree without, not asking permission, 
but discussing it with him, you know, before I said yes. He gets on the 
line in the bedroom and says so, and Uncle Rod calls him a sniveler 
and a whiner, and Mick hangs up on him, which doesn’t exactly have 
an impact, since I’m still on the line in the living room. Mick’s trying 
to take some control by mapping out our route and making motel 
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reservations all along the way, even though I know your dad did, too.”
“How hard can it be?” I say. “We stay overnight in El Paso. From 

there, it’s I-10 all the way to L.A.”
“Mick made us a reservation there” April says, “in El Paso.”
“So did Dad,” I say.
“And in Phoenix,” April says, “and in San Diego.” 
“San Diego?” I say. “We’re going to cross the border at stinky 

Blythe.”
“They want us to cut down to San Diego,” April says, “because 

it’s more populated. Just humor them. We’ll call ahead and cancel one 
El Paso and see what kind of start we get in the morning from there, 
before we cancel Phoenix and San Diego. Think you’re right, though. 
Can probably get home the second night.”

“Aren’t you going to ask me what I think?” Russell complains. “Am 
I even here?” Russell cannot understand any better than Mick the bond 
between April and me. He frustrates himself with straight analogies: If 
April and her brothers call Dad uncle, and Debbie and I call April and 
W.J. and Ian’s mom aunt, why do we kids call each other brothers and 
sisters instead of cousins? We just do, I tell him. It’s easier.

“Sure,” April says. “Let’s add a third man’s opinion to the mix.”
“I’m already in the mix,” Russell says.
April announces dinner will be on Mick. We go to a restaurant in 

one of the gold-mirrored cubes that has popped up seemingly overnight 
from a barren strip of landscape between highways, and I almost wish 
Mick was with us, so that he and Russell could talk tennis and Chicago, 
what they have in common besides April and me. Russell drinks too 
much and better than he would if he were paying for himself. He flirts 
and schmoozes with wait staff as if he’s celebrating. I wish Russell 
would be relieved I’m leaving, but what matters most to him seems 
to be that this is not his idea—it’s something sprung on him without 
notice, without a choice. 

Russell insists on after-dinner drinks in the bar above the dining 
room, a mirrored lounge with a dance floor that no one is using. At 
our table, one moment Russell is looking at us brightly, and the next 
his head drops from his neck. When his face bounces back up, on his 
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forehead is a crescent of blood in the shape of his snifter’s rim. 
“Russell, you okay?” I put my hand on his head. “You’re bleeding.”
“Am not.”
“Feel it? Your forehead’s cut.”
“It’s not.”
“Look,” I say, scooping blood onto a fingertip to show him. 
He waves my hand away. “Let me take care of it, find the john.”
“I’ll go with you,” I say.
“Leave me alone. You’re going to, anyway.”
April and I watch him swerve round the corner at the top of the 

spiral staircase. 
I tell her, “I won’t get into this with you until we’re well on our way 

to El Paso and I’m sure he can’t hear.” 
Russell has been gone awhile, and I check my purse for my keys, 

which are thankfully there. My spares are still hidden at the Village. 
April and I go downstairs to look. We pass through the empty dining 
room to the bathrooms. I knock on the men’s room door, but there is no 
answer. I push it open and we go in. No Russell. We check the ladies’ 
room. No Russell. We go out to the Honda. No Russell. We check 
inside the kitchen, where a staff member still cleans up, but no Russell. 
My eyes light on, between kitchen and dining room, behind the wall 
separating them, a cylindrical wet bar that looks like a giant, lidless ice 
bucket, where waitresses, when the restaurant is open, fill drink orders. 
I peer over the rim into its core, and Russell pops up like a giggling 
jack-in-the-box, pants pockets stuffed with Snappy Toms, mini Tootsie 
Rolls and mints. He passes out and drops back inside. 

The kitchen guy helps us extract Russell from the floor of the ice 
bucket and haul him out to the Honda. I open the passenger door and 
push the seatback forward. Russell comes to and insists that I open the 
hatchback. He shoves April’s bag over onto the back seat, crawls into 
the back deck, and uses my rolled-up canvas car cover as a pillow. 

At the Village, April and I attempt to slide Russell out on top 
of the unrolled car cover, hammock-style. We try to be gentle, but he 
drops pretty hard.

“Just leave him out here,” April says.
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“I won’t do that.”
We sled him on top of the car cover across asphalt and grass, over 

the concrete walkway, and leave him at the bottom of the stairs, while 
we go up to prop open the door. 

Each of us uses the toilet, then we stand in the kitchen gulping 
iced tea. 

Back at the bottom of the stairs, Russell hasn’t moved. Blood has 
dried on his forehead, despite humidity. 

“Is he dead yet?” asks Stuart, backlit by exterior lights at the top of 
the stairs.

“Nope,” I say. 
“Might you use my assistance?”
“April, Stuart. Stuart, my big sis, Ape.”
The three of us get Russell up the stairs, into the apartment 

and onto the waterbed. Russell’s head knocks against the unpadded 
wood frame to sloshing sounds like those that accompanied my first 
orgasms—though I won’t know until later that’s what those were—
no joy or satisfaction came with them, just sadness and unexplained 
feelings of what I can only describe as guilt. I bumper Russell’s head 
with a pillow. April and Stuart go. I switch the light out and close the 
door.

“Remember,” Stuart tells me in the living room.
“Your door is always open, whenever you’re in port,” I say. Then I 

tell him I’m leaving.
April and I run cold water over wash cloths to scrub at our faces 

and pits. We brush our teeth, douse ourselves with baby powder, and 
change into travel clothes we will sleep in. We crash on the livingroom 
floor in bags, bunkered by a surround of my packed belongings. When 
I awaken, it is still dark, and Russell is standing over us, naked. April 
has ducked her head into her bag, but I can hear her quilted voice: 
“Seriously?”

“I need a bath,” Russell announces. “And lamb chops.”
“Are there lamb chops?” I ask. 
“Thawed even. In the fridge.”
“Alright,” I say. “Get in the tub.”
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Russell climbs into the filling tub, and I go to the kitchen to fry a 
chop. 

I sit on the toilet lid, treat Russell’s forehead, and I fork him bites, 
while he gazes at me expectantly. Without my stuff, the bathroom 
seems empty. I wonder with the suddenness of a did-I-forget-to-pack? 
rush if the stainless flatware is Russell’s or mine. He falls asleep. I open 
the drain. I take his plate back to the kitchen. I decide the flatware is 
his. I go back in and pat the front of him dry, tuck fresh towels around 
him, push a bed pillow behind his head and leave him in the bathroom 
with the light on, so he won’t be scared or angry when he wakes up in 
the tub. 

I wash up in the kitchen, turn out the light, and climb back into 
my sleeping bag. April is staring at me, the lump of her covered head 
a silhouette backlit by the glow of the bathroom light shining into the 
hall. I close my eyes to April, then hear the front door open. Just as it’s 
shutting, I see Russell, naked—now on the other side. 

“Ape.”
“What?”
“He left.”
“Good.”
“Naked.”
“Oh my god,” April says into her pillow.
By the time I open the door, Russell isn’t even on the stairs anymore. 

He is nowhere and naked. 
I grab the comforter off his bed, pocket my keys, tell April, “Do me 

a favor and find his keys—any and all keys,” and I go out looking for 
him amidst the isolated whirring sounds of boxed central air fans and 
of sprinklers, which means it is after three. I hold the comforter high to 
keep it dry. The water feels lovely on bare legs. 

Russell is not in plain view but I imagine he is potentially everywhere, 
might pop up from anywhere. I peer under my locked Honda, under his 
locked Z, and beneath the cars around them —nothing. 

April comes outside hauling her things and some of mine and 
whispers loudly, “I’m packing your car right now. Open up. Here.” She 
hands over Russell’s regular set of keys and his spares.



FREIGHT STORIES NO. 7

100

Hugging the quilt, I walk to the pool. 
The surrounding concrete is dry, and the underwater light is on—

no one—nothing. 
I cruise the walkways of our particular island of the Village and 

hear through the open doorway of the closest laundry room a ping. 
I reach inside, switch on the lights, poke my head in —nothing. I 
hear the sound again, except now it’s a stifled peep. I pass beyond the 
laundry-folding tables. One ocular wall-drier door is ajar. I swing it the 
rest of the way open. Russell is inside, is dripping wet, probably from 
sprinklers. He must have fallen. He giggles and asks, “Got a quarter?”

April and I leave Russell in his quilt on his bed and on the kitchen 
counter a note explaining that for his own safety, his car keys and house 
keys are in an envelope across the landing with Stuart. I sign Love, 
embarrassed for April to see so.

We sit in a coffee shop past sunrise, waiting for my bank to open. 
April wants to know why I can’t just close my account by phone or by 
mail.

“I don’t want to act like I’m running,” I tell her. “I’m going now 
because Dad needs me.” I don’t say so, but watching out the coffee shop 
windows, I half-expect Russell’s Z to pull up, for him to stagger in and 
accuse me of sneaking out rather than showing him the consideration 
of saying goodbye in person.

On the road to El Paso, my eyes return again and again to the 
rearview, looking out for Russell’s Z. I tell April I am not sure whether I 
decided to leave Russell because his drinking got worse, or if his drinking 
got worse because he could tell I was going to leave. “I can’t believe Dad 
called when he did. Russell couldn’t believe it either. Really? Aunt Zel’s 
having more surgery? Dad’s really flying Back East?”

“He’s in the air by now,” April says. “Is there something more I 
should know about?”

“He didn’t hurt me,” I say. “I don’t know why I think he might 
come after me, except I never thought I’d find him naked in a wall drier, 
either.”
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I had the Honda’s air conditioning repaired last month—“You’re 
living in a fucking armpit!” Dad had said in a letter. “Use the Visa!” 
April leans forward with her face to the vents while I drive. April is 
unusually quiet, probably so I’ll talk more. 

I play every single eight-track I have, avoiding the radio, because 
Elvis Presley has died, behind us, in Memphis, and we cannot get away 
from him on the airwaves.

We check in at El Paso before sunset. April phones Mick, and I 
leave a message on my dad’s machine that he can pick up by remote 
with his beeper. I tell April I’m still afraid Russell might show up, angry 
about the way we left him.

April says, “Call him. If he answers, he’s more than five-hundred 
miles away, and we can eat and sleep in peace.”

I try Russell, but there is no answer, and the machine doesn’t pick 
up.

Still, there is no answer when we come back from dinner. 
I sleep fitfully. The ground-floor room is locked, but whenever I 

jerk awake, my eyes are on the backlit drapes. I cry, but I’m not sure why. 
I have not spent a night without Russell for months. Maybe it’s relief. 

I try him again in the morning, and because there is no answer, 
after we check out I find myself scanning the parking lot for his Z; once 
we are back on the road, my eyes are darting in the rearview.

When April phones Mick at lunchtime from a Phoenix coffee 
shop and tells him we are cancelling reservations there and ahead, I 
hear him yelling, “What are you nuts? Are you crazy? How fast are you 
going?” Mick wants to talk to me after April tells him I am doing all the 
driving, but I tell April I don’t know what the big deal is—apparently 
Mick isn’t factoring in zone changes—and I leave the payphones to go 
find a table. I hear April tell Mick, “We already have fathers—see you 
tonight.”

I am thinking about how our friend Becca’s mother Sylvie, 
depending on what Becca wanted to do, or what Sylvie wanted her to 
do, has either said Becca was “only” whatever age she was, or because of 
her age “old enough.” I am wondering how to think of myself—as old 
enough, or as only?
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After lunch, I admit I am tired, and April convinces me to let 
her drive. April behind the wheel makes me nervous, but I need sleep. 
When I wake up, April has us in Phoenix still, on a cloverleaf in Friday 
afternoon traffic. April is high-frequency frustrated and says she’s been 
looping around, getting off, getting back on, and no matter what she 
does, she is going in the wrong direction. I’ve been asleep for more than 
an hour and we’re still in Phoenix. “How is that even possible?” 

I tell April to get off, and she pulls in at a gas station. I get behind 
the wheel. I put us back on I-10 west. “Elvis Elvis Elvis,” I say. “Jesus 
Fucking Christ.” 

We listen to eight-tracks again. We make up new meanings for 
food names. We call despicable characters like April’s dad Whit, who 
was my dad’s first agent—or, like Hal, my mom’s widower—a scone, 
which has a similar mouth feel to scoundrel but is more immediately 
satisfying to speak, like Jesus Fucking Christ—which comes to me from 
a Montana friend’s Roman Catholic grandfather—feels more satisfying 
to say than Jesus H. Christ, whose H is mysterious, unbacked by one solid 
theory. April and I test scone in different contexts and laugh so hard we 
hold what April calls our “tweenies.” We wonder whether we have heat 
stroke, even though the air conditioning works. We begin to receive 
radio that isn’t Elvis and hear on the news that Groucho Marx has died, 
ahead of us, at Cedars-Sinai. We say, “Wow—Groucho,” and wonder 
how our parents are feeling about the news, whether they have heard. 
We ask each other, remember our parents’ tears when Kennedys died? 
April says she remembers Jack, and I remember my mom crying over 
Bobby, but first over Martin Luther King. We remember how Spencer 
Tracy and Louis Armstrong were assumed when they died to have been 
our relatives, because we could not imagine our parents mourning so 
over people who were not in the family.

I say, “How could we think Satchmo was related to either one of 
us?”

“In a way,” April says, “he was. When he died, could you remember 
a time without him?”

I say we are gaining an hour when we cross the border, and April 
says we have lost it, but all I care about is that we are in California and 
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we can ditch Elvis almost entirely by dialing in a wealth of available 
stations. We cut down to the 405 north, which becomes what we have 
always known as the San Diego Freeway, and are back in L.A. in a 
couple hours.

I drop April in Studio City at Mick’s around eleven and pull out of 
his drive before he comes outside, because April has been good but is 
about to burst, and I don’t want to hear from Mick about Russell.

I take Moorpark west, to where it will feed across Ventura at Tyrone, 
and then over Beverly Glen to Sunset. I embrace with my eyes towering 
rows of palms it seems I am now just noticing, rising up distinctly, tall 
and spindly with frondy heads, evident even against a moonless sky. 

Beverly Glen snakes me south over the hills to Sunset, which 
carries me west toward my dad’s, where Russell will months from now 
break in and steal almost everything he has given me—a blue velveteen 
blazer, a red silk button-down blouse, a stuffed Beagle named Delta—
along with my photo albums documenting our months together and the 
months on either side that Russell had nothing to do with—cementing 
himself forever in my mind as a twenty-seven-year-old man sneaking 
in through the one window left unlocked by an eighteen-year-old girl.
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A NOTE FROM

THE EDITORS

The rumors of our death have been greatly exaggerated. Our last issue 
appeared eighteen months ago, so we don’t blame you for wondering where 
we’ve been. Loyal readers deserve an explanation. 

One factor in this unreasonably long delay: we were deluged with 
submissions, many from writers who had clearly never read the journal, even 
though it’s free and online. Often, we’d receive multiple submissions from 
the same writers in one season. We kept up with submissions for the first 
few years, but then we started receiving submissions from all over the world, 
and because we indicated our desire to consider longer stories, even novellas, 
those submissions seemed to swell in size. Not only were we receiving 
hundreds of submissions, but they were often forty, sixty, or a hundred pages 
long. Some appeared to be novels in really small fonts. We found ourselves 
completely swamped.

Frankly, it took far too long for us to catch up. There are only two of us.
Since we handled electronic submissions through e-mail and our 

contact information was available on Duotrope, hundreds of writers sent us 
stories as attachments without even clicking through to our website, which 
means they didn’t know anything about the great stories we’ve published 
or our submission guidelines. Along the way, some work by promising, 
thoughtful writers familiar with the journal got buried. Good submissions 
were withdrawn when we couldn’t respond in a timely fashion. 

We asked Duotrope to remove our information from their website. 
We thank them for helping us reach out to writers, and we apologize for 
any inconvenience this might cause those who wish to submit their work 
to Freight Stories. However, this decision alone made the work load almost 



FREIGHT STORIES NO. 7

106

immediately manageable. Writers should now visit our website to use 
Submittable, the submission management software adopted by many of our 
peers.

In other news: This year, Andrew published his first book, Naked 
Summer, a collection of short stories. Victoria launched her boutique fiction 
press, Engine Books, which has just published Patricia Henley’s new book, 
Other Heartbreaks, with many promising titles lined up for 2012. (Let’s hope 
the Mayans were wrong.) These exciting developments have enriched and 
energized our working lives immeasurably—we hope and expect that our 
accomplishments as writers and editors will only strengthen Freight Stories 
in the future.

In short, Freight Stories isn’t going anywhere. We’ll publish two issues a 
year for the foreseeable future, both online and in PDF formats. One of the 
issues next year will exclusively feature writers who don’t yet have a book. 
We’re looking forward to moving forward, and to cementing our reputation 
as a home to serious literary fiction, a reputation to which your readership 
and support will always be essential.

Best wishes,
Andrew Scott & Victoria Barrett


