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Mary Swan

My Mother’s Ghost
Not the ghost of my mother; she is still alive, sitting in her

My mother grew up in the house she was born in, the house

chair in the hall. Having her good days and bad days. Sometimes,

her father bought before the war. On a quiet street at the base of the

when Ruby bends down and says, All right my pet? she hears it as a

steep hill that at that time was the edge of the city. A hospital

distant shushing, waves on a dark shore. Mrs Caspers is having a bad

squatted directly above them, all dull red brick and blank windows.

day, Ruby says to the others, and they make a note. But who really

They were too far away to see, but the windows all had thick bars.

knows? Maybe Ruby’s bad day is not my mother’s, maybe it’s the best

Her father told her that, nights when she woke with a scream. He told

day of all when her scrambled brain takes her far away from here.

her no-one could ever get out but once there was a warning on the
radio, men searching through the trees and bushes on the hillside.

She was a wild one, my mother; that’s what everyone said. The

My mother’s father didn’t come back from the war; his ship

neighbours, the teachers, all her friends. Flying down the hill on her

went down in a flaming sea. When she was five he had taught her to

old black bicycle with her red hair streaming behind, waving her

swim, his hands cupping her stomach, not letting go until she said

hands above her head. Once the patched tire blew and she tumbled

she was ready. Everything went down with the ship, all his clothes

through the air, a glorious long moment before the smack of the

and his sweet- smelling pipe, the slippery pouch. The letters she’d

rough pavement. Her arm hurt and she had to leave the bike, the

written and the picture of herself, the one he said was his favourite.

back wheel still spinning, slower and slower. It was a Saturday and

She watched him tuck it into his wallet on the day he left.

my grandmother screamed when she opened the kitchen door, red

Ruby told my mother that she didn’t know what to expect, the night

trails on the linoleum. But nothing worse, under all that blood, than a

she stood at the top of the plane’s steps, wondering how air so cold

broken collarbone and some deep scrapes. The new skin was pink

could burn when she breathed it. She thought maybe a room with

and tight and made her think of church, of being reborn, shiny and

blue walls and a balcony overlooking a garden, a job at a desk with a

clean.

nameplate and a telephone. Her cousin’s car clunked and rattled but
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Ruby barely noticed, looking out at the snowy streets, the tall

part, but when she has the glasses she sees too much. The loose skin

buildings, the bright windows full of everything you could ever

on her hands and the stains on her skirt, the big sign that says Today

imagine wanting.

is Tuesday, with the month and the number. Once when she looked,
it was my birthday. Without her glasses, all she sees clearly is Ruby’s

My mother had a brother, my Uncle John, who always did what he

face, the line between her eyebrows that gets deeper as she reads, gets

was told. When she was older she wondered sometimes about the

deeper as the days and years go by.

long gap between them, but she never asked. Uncle John was only
four when their father died and he was always asking for stories

My mother loved to dance and after school she went up to her room

about him. My mother usually said she couldn’t remember; she was

with her friends, played the music loud while they tried the latest

afraid of using them up, of thinning them out. He went to my

steps. Downstairs my grandmother gritted her teeth and sometimes

grandmother instead, and my mother sat very quietly on the stairs,

put cotton in her ears; she didn’t say anything until she absolutely

just out of sight.

couldn’t stand it, or until the neighbours’ car pulled up in their
driveway. My grandmother was a secretary in an office and she didn’t

On her good days my mother reads the newspaper, or has Ruby read

know what went on when she wasn’t home. Once my Uncle John told

it to her. There’s a rule about glasses where she is; they are labelled

about the bottle of sherry, but he didn’t mean to.

and locked in a desk drawer so they don’t get broken. When people
ask they are told that they’re lost, that they’ll turn up, like my mother

Ruby laughed and laughed when she told my mother about the job

once said about a dog that had to be put down. If Ruby is too busy to

her cousin had found her, the mop and the heavy-wheeled bucket,

sit with the paper she brings my mother her glasses, but she always

but she said she got used to it. Someone told her about courses she

puts them back in the drawer as soon as she can. She’s used to this

could take and riding on the bus to one place or the other she often

job, it suits her fine, but the head nurse is always looking for reasons

fell asleep and dreamed, half-dreamed, about the airport. Her sons

to call her in to the tiny office.

there waiting for her, blinking in the swirl of colour and noise. They

My mother reads the whole paper, front to back, but she’s not

were always the age they were when she left them, through all those

always sure what she thinks about it until she has a chance to talk it

years when she knew that they’d have a better life with the money she

over with Ruby. No-one bothers her when she reads the paper, no-

sent than they would sharing a bed in her tiny apartment. Nowhere to

one pats her shoulder or talks too loudly in her ear. That’s the good

run, and the hours she worked and studied, water cooling around her
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feet in a yellow plastic basin. The second time she opened the

thin fingers and the way his eyes seemed to smile, even when his

examination booklet everything she knew flew out of her head, so she

mouth didn’t.

took a different course and found a job in a hospital. She said the

Neil took her to concerts in his parents’ new DeSoto, and my

nursery was the best and the hardest, sending clean- smelling babies

grandmother let out her breath and fed him chocolate cake. He found

home with some of those parents.

my mother’s friends too wild and he didn’t have many of his own, so
mostly it was just the two of them. After a time they said they were

My mother and my grandmother began to fight about every little

going to concerts, to movies, and drove to the top of the hill, with the

thing. The clothes my mother wore, the chores she forgot to do, the

lights of the city spread out below. In the back of his parents’ car he

friends she liked to spend time with. My Uncle John kept his head

told her he loved her, said he always would. But one day my Uncle

down over his dinner plate and when he was finished went out to play

John came inside with his head full of the hissing rain he’d been

football. Sometimes, coming home scraped and bruised through the

running through, and stopped in the doorway like he’d hit a wall. Saw

dusk, he would hear their voices still going on through an open

the high red spots on my grandmother’s cheeks, the man with his vest

window, the sound of a slamming door. I imagine that my

tightly buttoned, the woman with the handkerchief to her eyes. The

grandmother sometimes sat in her husband’s armchair late at night

cooling cups of tea. He stayed with his friend Will when my

and wept, but not for long. Upstairs, the light from the hall fell on my

grandmother put a suitcase in the trunk of the car and drove my

mother’s hair, tangled on the pillow, on her parted lips. Standing in

mother away.

the doorway, my grandmother thought her heart would break.
On her good days my mother knows her children, but my brothers
When she was sixteen, my mother met a boy who played Chopin on

don’t come often, and it’s rare that the good days coincide. They show

the piano. His name was Neil and he was someone she’d never

her pictures of her grandchildren, say their names and tell what they

thought of; she sat across from him in the cafeteria on a dare. For

are doing, and my mother says, Fancy that; they grow so fast, don’t

something to say, my mother mentioned algebra and how she’d never

they. In the parking lot my brothers tell each other that they really

understand it, never in a million years. And Neil began to explain,

must visit more, that it cheers her up, anyone can see. My mother lifts

moving his hands through the air, writing things down on a napkin

her arms while Ruby pulls on her nightgown. They’re handsome men,

she tucked into her notebook. It was like a light going on; she

Ruby says, and my mother says, Who?

wondered why it had ever seemed difficult, and she noticed his long
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It’s hard to know what Ruby is thinking; she’s good at keeping her

days she walked right past while the bell rang, found a place to drink

mind on the task at hand, good at staying away from places she

a cup of coffee, sat in a darkened theatre watching anything at all.

doesn’t want to go. Ruby has a way of flattening her face, her

The theatre was near my grandmother’s office and she thought she

expression, that makes people like the head nurse think she’s surly,

might get caught, but she never was. Then one day in the change

or not very bright, but my mother knows that neither of those things

room a teacher saw the cuts and scars. My grandmother took her to

is true. She used to know. My mother and Ruby have learned things

Dr. Orton, who had knotted the sling for her broken collarbone. He

about each other over the years, things that anyone could have, if

looked at them over his glasses, and the next thing my mother knew

they’d wanted to. The conversations they’ve always had let Ruby keep

she was behind a barred window, looking down the hill at the place

on talking and it doesn’t matter if her words don’t snag on anything,

where her own house was, too far away to see.

if they slip right through.
My grandmother placed notices on bulletin boards at the university
When my mother came back home she was even wilder and my

and started typing essays and reports and even books, at night and on

grandmother lay awake in the dark. She couldn’t ask anyone but she

the weekends. My Uncle John said the tapping kept him awake, so

read books, she read magazines, she tried to come up with a plan.

she set up a table in the basement and worried about what was going

There were things she tried, she tried everything she could think of,

on in the rest of the house, things she couldn’t hear over the roar of

but it always ended with a slamming door, the ornaments rattling on

the furnace. She saved enough money for her plan to send my mother

the shelf. Neil was going to a different school; my mother saw him

to secretarial college, and then she thought that a little extra would be

downtown, holding hands with a short blonde girl, and she walked

nice to have and she kept on typing, even after she retired, until

right past as if she didn’t care at all.

arthritis twisted her hands. The pages my grandmother typed were

Things got worse and worse and teachers called my

sometimes neatly written, but more often terrible scrawls, covered

grandmother in, told her about failed tests, about assignments not

with brackets and arrows and lines scribbled out. For an extra charge

completed, and my mother slouched in her chair as much as she

she said she would correct spelling and grammar, but she often went

dared, stared down at her bitten fingernails. Sometimes, without

ahead and did it anyway. To the end of her life she remembered

saying anything, she closed the door and sat at her desk with a pile of

things she’d learned from some of those papers. The life cycle of

textbooks, a pen, but she couldn’t make her mind stay still, she

drosophilia and Kepler’s laws of planetary motion. The dates of the

couldn’t make herself care about any of it. On her way to school some

Peloponnesian war, the names of Milton’s fallen angels.
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When my mother came back down the hill she was soft and

My Mother’s Ghost
It didn’t matter that my mother didn’t have much to say,

white and none of her clothes would button, but she refused to go

because Charlie did most of the talking. A visit with Marian in

shopping because she thought everyone was looking at her. On her

California, the job he had selling insurance all over the county, the

lunch hour my grandmother went to stores and tried to find things

car he’d just bought. In those other days Charlie always had cigarettes

that would fit, things she would like. All that summer my mother sat

and rum, and sometimes he drove them to parties or just around,

on a chair on the back lawn, sometimes reading, and her hair grew

squealing the tires at the corners. Looking at him she remembered all

and her skin took on colour and the weight slowly fell away.

that, and the thrill of racing down a gravel road with the night

Sometimes my Uncle John sat on the grass beside her and told her

rushing through the open windows, shrieking when Charlie took his

jokes that he’d heard, and they were so silly that sometimes she

hands off the wheel and ran a black comb through his hair. They went

laughed out loud. In September she took a bus to the college and the

dancing that Saturday, and then on every Saturday, and he still had a

first day was hard but then it got better; the other girls liked a laugh

flat bottle in his pocket.

and a cigarette and sometimes she went out with them on Saturday
night. She seemed like her old self, only not so angry, and some

By the time Ruby had a pull-out couch, a place with an extra room,

nights my grandmother came up from the basement to help her with

she heard that her sons’ father had come back with a wife, with a job,

her work. They started writing shopping lists and notes to each other

looking to make things right. Her aunt wrote that the boys were doing

in shorthand, so my mother could practise.

well in school, had friends they would miss, and Ruby told my mother

One day on her way to the bus stop my mother ran into

that she didn’t think it fair to make them choose. They came for a

Charlie, the brother of her old friend Marian. He was wearing a smart

visit one cold July, already too old for the things she’d been planning

suit; he took her for a cup of coffee and asked how she’d been, what

for so long. Watching them slouch away through the departure gate,

she’d been doing. She didn’t tell him about the hospital; she never

Ruby knew that she had no right, knew that however things went,

told anyone about the hospital. The leather straps and the foul

they were already the people she’d made them by leaving.

smelling grease on her temples. The injections and the blackness, and
how she came out of it stupid and slow, her hand fumbling as it tried

Charlie remembered my mother as the party girl she had been, and

to brush the hair from her eyes. She didn’t tell him about her only

when she’d had a few drinks she felt like that too. She’d never much

friend there, about the noose made from a pale blue smock.

liked rum so she went through the box at the back of my
grandmother’s closet and found her father’s silver flask, engraved
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with his initials, filled it with gin on the weekends. My grandmother

about a man who battered his eighty year old brother to death with a

never approved of Charlie, even though he sometimes brought her

steam iron, during an argument about string beans. They wondered

flowers and put up the storm windows, threw a baseball for my Uncle

about the steam iron, agreed that it didn’t sound like the kind of

John to hit and took him to games. She was angry when they went to

household where one would be readily to hand. Ruby sometimes tells

Niagara Falls and came back married, but she bought them a glass

my mother about a man from her church, a man with a childhood as

punch bowl and ladle and helped my mother box up her things.

horrible as any in the paper. His entire body marked and scarred. He

When my brothers were born Charlie asked for a bigger

told her once that he got through it by inventing another family, a

territory and was on the road for days; he said they needed the

mother and a father and a dog named Chief. A bedroom full of light

money. Weekends he was home they took the boys to my

with model airplanes hanging from the ceiling, moving lazily at the

grandmother and went out to a party or a dance or a bar. Once my

end of their strings when he opened the window for the summer

mother said she was so tired, couldn’t they just stay in, and Charlie

breeze. Some of the people in the newspaper have passed through a

went out without her and didn’t come back until the next afternoon.

string of foster homes but others come from stable, loving families

She started taking the flask with her all the time but it didn’t always

and Ruby must think, sometimes, about all those babies she watched

help and she felt like she was watching herself, sitting in a smoky

leave the nursery. Wonder if it’s just luck, after all, the way a life

room with Charlie’s friends, glasses tipping over and everyone

turns out.

laughing too loudly. One day she fell, carrying Johnny down the
concrete steps. Nothing was broken but he had a big bump on his

After Charlie left my grandmother tried, but she couldn’t help saying,

head and she emptied all the bottles and put the flask away at the

I told you so. My mother didn’t move back to the house at the base of

back of a drawer. Charlie said she was no fun anymore; they lasted

the hill but they talked on the phone every evening, talked about

through another year of fighting and making up, but then he took a

whether my mother should look for a new job, what colour to paint

job in another city and she didn’t go with him.

the kitchen. Sometimes my mother had dialled the last number
before she remembered that my grandmother had flown to the coast

There are always terrible things in the newspaper, even without the

to visit my Uncle John. Even when she needed special arrangements

stories about bombings and earthquakes that are too long to read

on the plane my grandmother went once a year, and Uncle John took

right through. So many angry people spraying bullets, doing damage,

her to restaurants where everyone knew him, showed her his office

blaming everyone but themselves. Once my mother and Ruby read

on the fortieth floor with the big desk and the black leather chair and
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introduced her to some of the people who worked for him. My

My Mother’s Ghost
There is talk of cutbacks again, and Ruby worries that it might

grandmother talked about my mother, told him how she didn’t seem

be her turn. She knows the head nurse won’t fight to keep her, knows

happy, how she couldn’t seem to settle. Moving from job to job for

that she costs more than the tight-jean girls, just out of high school or

this reason or that, sometimes because men kept touching her. Even

never finished. The last time they talked about it my mother said

the minister at the church, my grandmother said, and you know that

maybe she should become a grief counsellor, whatever that was. Said

couldn’t be.

they seemed to have plenty of work. That was one of my mother’s

When my Uncle John came back for my grandmother’s
funeral it was the first time he’d seen my mother in years. She

good days; she patted Ruby’s hand and told her a joke someone’s
grandson had written in a letter.

surprised him, with her hair short and mostly gray, a thin gold
bracelet on her wrist. She was much smaller than he remembered,

The thing my Uncle John liked best about his friend Will’s house was

her voice so soft. His nephews seemed to have turned out well, and

the way doors stayed open and not shuddering in their frames. He

introduced him to their wives and children. He sat at a table with my

slept there the night my grandmother put a suitcase in the trunk and

mother when it was all over, holding a glass of white wine, but they

slammed it shut, my mother in the front seat with her lips moving

didn’t have much to say to each other.

behind the closed window. Lying in the bottom bunk with the cowboy
sheets pulled up to his chin he said, My sister’s gone away, and I hope

On sunny days, if she has time, Ruby wheels my mother to the

she never comes back. When she didn’t come back he was frightened

elevator and out the side door to the little walled garden. She gives

at first, thought that maybe you really could make things happen by

her a leaf to hold, to run her fingers over, gives her a flower to smell,

wishing. But then he forgot about it and got used to the way things

as if she was a blind person. Ruby knows my mother is sailing farther

were, the treats my grandmother planned, just for the two of them.

and farther into the dark, and she thinks there should be someone

After a few weeks, my mother began to write him letters; they

waving from the shore. She has a picture in her mind of the woman

came with a postmark from a place he’d never heard of. The letters

my mother used to be, still sees glimpses in the way she smooths her

asked if he was being good and helping my grandmother, and there

hair, in the way she throws her head back when something makes her

were always two or three jokes she knew; sometimes they were quite

laugh. That’s always been Ruby’s way; she makes a picture in her

funny and he told them to his friends. Sometimes there were cartoon-

mind and remembers it while she runs a washcloth over a wrinkled

like pictures of fat women drawn in the margins but she didn’t say a

arm, spoons soup into a trembling mouth.

thing about where she was, what she was doing. Inside each letter
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was an envelope with Neil’s name on it, his address written with the

wouldn’t hear it start. Driving through the night to find her. She

same loopy letters. My Uncle John was ten years old; he’d never given

didn’t know what they would do then, how they would live, but she

a thought to mailing letters, although he did know that was what he

was sure that when they were together they would figure something

was supposed to do. In his dark room in the quiet house he made a

out. She thought he would probably arrive just before dawn and she

plan and the next afternoon, when my grandmother had gone to lie

woke early each morning, watched the faded wallpaper appear and

down, he went through her writing desk, looking for stamps, feeling

listened for a car in the lane.

like a spy in a movie she’d taken him to. When the next letter came,

They came from all over the place and sometimes the girls

he put it in a box under his bed, and the ones after that. When there

exchanged addresses, but nobody ever got in touch. When their time

were five or six he went to the vacant lot with a stolen box of matches

drew near they had to pack their suitcases, all their things, and when

and watched the paper blacken and shrivel, kicked the ashes until

it came they were driven to the hospital in the old green Ford and

there was only a black smudge on the ground.

didn’t come back. Usually there was nothing for the pain, so they
would remember. When it was my mother’s turn, Mrs Beech rode

The place my mother wrote from was an old stone house, on the edge

with her in the back of the car and said, Squeeze my hand, go ahead,

of a town hours away. By the time they got there she was worn out

you won’t hurt me. In the hospital it was the middle of the night, all

with crying; when my grandmother left she tried to put her arms

the lamps in the corridors turned down low. The room they took her

around her, but my mother turned away.

to had a high table, was full of blinding light, and my mother closed

The girls in the house ate their meals around a long table in

her eyes but that made everything worse. The doctor had tired brown

the big kitchen, and they had to take turns reading from the Bible

eyes over his mask, a mole on the bridge of his nose. He called her

before each one. Every morning a thin woman with rows of tight curls

Young Lady and she thought that he would hold her up, but he didn’t

came to give them lessons, so they wouldn’t get too far behind in

look at her again.

school. The rest of the time they read books with limp covers that
were brought by the boxful from the library in town, or knit squares

My mother didn’t exactly tell Ruby about me, but there was

for blankets that were given to the poor. They were allowed to write

something she said one day when they were sitting with the paper. It

to their families and my mother tucked in her letters to Neil, and

wasn’t one of her best days but Ruby knew the truth when she heard

waited. She pictured his long fingers unfolding a map and finding the

it, and she stroked my mother’s hand and thought about a hymn her

town, pictured him rolling his parents’ car out of the driveway so they

choir sang, the one about laying your burden down. She thought
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about how laying it down just meant someone else had to pick it up,
and for a moment something clenched inside her. Just for a moment
and then she opened her mouth to ask but my mother had dropped
into sleep, her breath as quiet and easy as a baby’s. They were sitting
between the potted trees in the little walled garden and the breeze
picked at the pages of the newspaper. Ruby folded it carefully, as flat
as she could, and thought about how everyone walked around with
their own nuggets of sorrow, how every life shaped itself around
them. Through the open door behind her she could hear the sound of
brisk voices, the clatter of dishes, and she knew it was time to push
my mother’s chair to her place in the pale dining-room, time to make
her own way down the hill to the bus stop, to the grocery store, to her
meeting. But she closed her eyes and thought that it wouldn’t hurt
anyone if the two of them stayed just as they were, for as long as they
could.
It might have been at night, with the corridor lights turned low, or it
might have been broad day, meal carts trundling through the halls
and people brushing their hair for visitors. Maybe that part doesn’t
matter. But they didn’t let my mother see me, and so she never knew.
Maybe I had her own red hair, or maybe dark curls that were always
my despair. Maybe I had blue eyes. Maybe there was a house with a
piano on a thick blue carpet, or maybe a stale smell and windows that
rattled with every train going by. Maybe I sometimes passed her on
the street, or maybe I was never anywhere near. Maybe I had a happy
life. And maybe I didn’t.
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The smell hits me when we’re in her yard—the yard that used

forget he’s a prince. He raises his eyebrows at me and presses his lips

to be mine, too—and I get that familiar, doomed feeling in my

together. This, I suppose, is his way of saying hello. His ermine cape

stomach, and it’s everything I can do not to run for my life.

is draped over the back of the couch.

“You okay, Dad?” Kyle asks me, and I nod and grab his hand.
He’s eight, the same age I was when everything happened. He doesn’t
know about all that. He knows I don’t talk about my childhood, and

“I thought this was supposed to be family,” I say to him.
“Screwing my ex-wife does not make you family.”
“Lisa wanted me here,” he tells me, and fiddles with his

that I haven’t seen my sister in seven years. He knows I can’t bear the

crown. He should feel self-conscious, the little prick. I feel certain

smell of fresh-baked cookies and cakes.

that she met him before we were divorced. She must have found him

Lisa knows it too, which is why I’m frankly surprised that she

down at the pond behind the Elementary School; I can imagine her,

chose to make gingerbread on the one day we agreed to be civil to

scooping up frogs frantically, putting her lips to them, wishing for

each other, for Kyle’s sake, and at least try to act like a family.

someone—anyone—to take her away from the life we’d made

I’m sweating by the time we get to the door, which Lisa pulls

together.

open before I can knock. She looks slim and beautiful; she’s wearing a

Or maybe he was somebody’s cast off—conjured into

red velvet dress that grazes her knees. She takes the bowl of hummus

existence by a high school girl desperate for a prom date. And once

Kyle is carrying and sniffs it skeptically.

the prom was over, she left him for someone age-appropriate,

“I helped Dad make it,” Kyle tells her, and she gives me a dark
look. I’m holding a tray of raw vegetables—squash, cucumber,

someone with a cool car who likes hip hop.
In the kitchen I say, “I can’t believe you invited him!” I feel

carrots, radishes—and she ignores me and marches

woozy from the cookie fumes. “And baking that stuff. My God, Lisa,

toward the kitchen, Kyle trailing behind her.

you know what that does to me.” My eyes are stinging.

Her boyfriend Gary is sitting on the sofa in the living room,
wearing that ridiculous crown because God forbid anyone should
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“I brought more than raw carrots. I brought squash, too. And
radishes.”
“Kyle honey,” she says, “go take the ginger snaps out to the
living room while I talk with your father.”
Kyle casts me an anxious look. “It’s okay, kiddo,” I tell him.
When he’s disappeared through the swinging kitchen door, I
say, “What are you trying to do to me?”
“Nothing,” she says. “This is what normal families do.”

Crumbs
flesh had followed me and my sister for miles through the forest.
“At least you have the decency not to cook meat,” is what I say
to her now. It’s meant to be a peace offering, a kind of thank you, but
I know that’s not how it comes out. She pulls the oven open and the
smell of gingerbread fills the kitchen.
“Goddamn you,” I say, under my breath. I head down the
hall to the bathroom and hold myself up against the counter until I
can stop shaking.

I think of reminding her that all she knows about families is
what she’s seen on television; that if she came from a normal family

“Your past,” she said to me once, “is what made you the man I fell in

of her own she wouldn’t have ended up stashed in the basement of

love with.”

the university’s history department for a century. I think of telling her
that if she’s going to bring up my past, I can bring up hers.
But I don’t, because I love our son and I don’t want him to
hear us arguing. He’s heard enough of that in his life.
The kitchen is a mess of mixing bowls and batter; there are

But she had been sleeping for a hundred years when I met
her; all she could remember were her dreams. She had been watching
soap operas to catch up on modern society.
A graduate student had found her in the basement of the
history department; she was spread out across a row of dusty file

raisins and chocolate chips strewn across the counter. When we were

boxes. At first, he thought she was a grad assistant taking a nap, but

married, when we loved each other, she wouldn’t even watch cooking

then he got closer and saw the dust on her, and the damask gown,

shows on tv; we ordered Chinese take-out and made vegetarian

and the tendrils of hair coiling down to the hard floor. He kissed

lasagna together—I have no problems with lasagna—and spaghetti

her—he was gay, but he hated to see somebody so pretty covered in

without meatballs.

dust—and for a while they were roommates until she got a job as a

Once, when we were first dating, she ordered a steak at
Bennigan’s and when she saw me go pale she asked what the matter

receptionist at National Semiconductor Corporation.
That’s where she met me. We ate lunch together in the

was. I just shook my head. Still, she changed her order to a veggie

conference room—she thought it was funny that I brought peanut

quesadilla. It wasn’t until the night before our wedding that I could

butter and jelly—and told each other about our lives, a little at a time,

bring myself to tell her what had happened, how the smell of burnt

presenting ourselves in our best light, careful not to scare the other
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one off.
I didn’t care that she couldn’t remember her childhood, and

“Did you tell Gary about the fort?” I ask Kyle, and ease down
next to him on the floor.

she didn’t care that I remembered mine too well.
It all happened much too fast, the way these things sometimes

“You built a fort?” Gary asks politely, and un-crosses, then recrosses his chubby legs in their purple velvet pants.

do.

Kyle nods happily. “We just started. We went to Home Depot,
A few months after we were married, she started saying things

didn’t we Dad?”

like, “I wish Brent had never woken me up,” and once she moved out

“You bet we did.”

to stay on his sofa for a few days. She was tired of my vegan diet; she

I’d like to see Gary try to build a fort. He’d probably get his

was tired of my sister calling at all hours. She was tired of waking up

cape stuck on a nail. The fort was Kyle’s birthday present last week; I

in the middle of the night to find me standing in the yard in my

wanted to give him something we could do together, something he

pajamas. Once, I made it halfway down the street.

could be proud of. Something he’d always remember.

In the soap operas she taped on the VCR, the men ate steak

“Little snowy for fort-building, isn’t it?” Gary asks.

and rescued women from atop windy cliffs and killed bad guys with

“We probably won’t get much done until spring,” I tell him,

their bare hands. Sometimes they came back from the dead. They

annoyed. “But we bought a tarp. We’ll work on it when it’s not too

never cried in their sleep.

cold outside. Then Kyle’ll have all the neighborhood kids over to

Sometimes I pretended to sleepwalk when I was really awake.

play.”

And then she got pregnant with Kyle. She turned off the soap

Kyle doesn’t say anything to this. He doesn’t have many

operas and instead read books about what to expect when you’re

friends; actually, I’m not sure he has any. He’s a quiet kid, like I was.

expecting.

I’m hoping when we get this thing built, he’ll be more popular.

When Kyle was born, we held our breath, waiting for an old

Lisa swings into the living room, her skirt swishing, her face

woman with a curse, or an old man with a spindle, a queen with a

flushed from the heat of the kitchen. She sinks onto the sofa next to

grudge. But no one came.

Gary, gives him a kiss on the cheek.
“If you kiss him on the mouth,” I say, “will he turn back into a

When I go back out to the living room, Kyle is sitting on the floor,
eating cookies, and Gary is pretending to be interested in the train
cartoon playing on the VCR.
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“Where’s the card?” I want to know, and Lisa shrugs.

Before Melinda, I’d been seeing a woman from work for a few weeks,

Of course she’s lying. But why?

an engineer named Evelyn who was sexy as hell and didn’t seem to

My sister is a professor of clinical psychology in Toronto. She

know it. She knew all about what had happened with Lisa—Lisa,

has met Kyle exactly once, when he was one, at our father’s funeral.

thank God, was no longer working there—and she was the one who

Our father had been living with my sister—she took him in when he

asked me out for drinks one night. We went out a couple of times,

got ill—and she never forgave me for not helping out more.

and she told me about her divorce and I told her very little about

“I have a family,” I told her. “I can’t.”
“Don’t forget who saved you,” she said to me then. “Don’t
forget who set you free.”
She blames me for the bread crumbs. For not being smart

mine.
The first time I introduced her to Kyle, something flashed
across her face, a coldness I’d never seen in her before. Later, when I
accused her of this, she cried and said she loved children, that I was

enough to figure out what would happen. She hasn’t come out and

imagining things. And maybe I was.

said this, but it’s the truth, and it’s right there in her eyes, which is

But what if I wasn’t?

why I can’t see her again.

I know what can happen to a good man when he falls in love

“This is nice,” I say now. “Are we just going to hang out and

with the wrong woman. I tell myself that I’m nothing like my father,

watch cartoons? I’m fine with that.” I’m aware that my voice is too

that I would never let a woman turn me against my own child.

loud. I grab a carrot. “You should have told me Gary was going to be

Things were different for me and my sister: our father was a poor

here; I’d’ve invited my girlfriend.”

woodcutter, not an electrical engineer. There was a famine. He

Lisa raises her eyebrows at me, and Kyle turns around and
says, “Melinda?” and smiles. He loves Melinda. She’s technically his
babysitter, but we’ve been sort of seeing each other. She’s twenty, and

married Ilsa after he’d been a widower for seven years. She pretended
to like us at first.
My sister thinks that anyone can be pushed to make the

she thinks it’s cool that I only eat raw vegetables. She’s really into

wrong decisions, under certain social structures and circumstances.

acupuncture, which isn’t my thing, but she’s sweet and she doesn’t

She proves this over and over in her lab experiments. Mild-mannered

ask me too many questions.

college students will give each other painful electrical shocks; blue-

“Melinda?” says Lisa. She remembers Melinda from when she
first started babysitting, when she was about thirteen. “You’ve got to
be kidding me. But fine. Call her up. The more the merrier.”
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eyed students will bully brown-eyed students; when given the chance,
the brown-eyed students will bully the blue-eyeds. And so on.
Melinda is happy to hear from me. “I’m just sitting here
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watching television,” she says. “I’d love to come over. Are you sure it’s
okay with Lisa?”
“Of course it is,” I tell her. “Lisa’s boyfriend is here. We’re all
one big happy family.”
“Really?” She sounds doubtful.
I’m in the dining room, talking on my cell phone. In the other
room, Lisa and Gary are laughing up a storm, and I suddenly

Crumbs
While Lisa stares at me, her face pale, I tell her about the
carefully spaced wooden slats, and about the dirt floor. I tell her
about the four foot high roof.
“And the door?” she says. “The door that locks.”
I nod. It hadn’t occurred to me to wonder why a little boy
would need padlock on his fort, or why the slats had to be just big
enough for a child to poke his finger through.

understand what Lisa’s up to, with the baking, and mentioning my
sister, and having Gary here. She hopes I’ll lose it—start crying,

I slam out the back door and don’t stop running until I’m in the foggy

perhaps, or throw a vase across the room, or put my fist through the

woods behind the house. The air is thick and heavy and cold in my

wall, the way I did on our last anniversary when she told me she was

chest. The tire swing—which I made for Kyle two years ago—is

leaving. She wants a witness, someone to stand up in court and say

covered in a layer of ice; the yellow rope is frayed and I remind

I’m an unfit father. She wants full custody. And that’s not going to

myself to replace it so it won’t break off when Kyle is in mid-flight.

happen.

When I showed Kyle the plans I’d drawn up for the fort, the

When I go back to the living room, both Lisa and Gary are

intricate connection of slats and beams, he had grinned at me with

looking at me strangely. Kyle is gone. Lisa stands up, as if to make

such utter joy that I wanted to get started immediately, weather be

some kind of announcement, but she just stares at me.

damned. “By the spring,” I told him, “it’ll be done. All the other kids’ll

“What?” I say. “What’s going on? Where’s Kyle?”
“I sent him into the kitchen to ice the cupcakes,” she says. And
then: “Gary says you and Kyle are building a fort.”
“Yeah, we are.”
“Out of wood? With nails? Tell me about this fort. Tell me
what it looks like.” She puts her hands on her hips. “Tell me.”
You think that if you get away from the worst thing you can

want to come over and play with you.”
Yesterday, when I was looking for Christmas presents in WalMart, I ended up in the hardware section. I bought a padlock and a
chain. I didn’t wonder why I needed them.
There’s the foggy yellow glow and muted hush of a car moving
slowly up the road; after a moment, I recognize Melinda’s Camaro. I
jog further into the trees, running until I begin to sweat and the new

imagine, that once you fight for your life and win, you deserve to be

snow falling from the sky burns against my face. When I stop, I can

happy. And maybe you do, but it doesn’t necessarily work that way.

barely see the glow of the house through the trees.
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Somewhere, snow thuds from a branch and the frozen earth
shudders. But this is no ancient forest; in a hundred yards I’ll be in
the parking lot of a Rite Aid. I can’t vanish into the wilderness this
time. Even if I stand here for an hour, even if I watch the snow fill up
my footprints until there’s no sign of them at all, there is no way for
me to be more lost than I already am.
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Ascension (George Pullman, 1831-1897)
They said it couldn’t be done, the raising of Tremont. Chicago

This was before men transported George Pullman to
Graceland Cemetery, his already-decomposing corpse safe and secure

had been built on a swamp, the worst possible land on which to build

in a coffin lined with lead and reinforced with steel-and-concrete;

a city; and each time it rained, men and their horses, or women out

before cement was poured into his grave, so fearful was his family

shopping for scarves or hats, would get sucked into the unholy brew

that his employees would find where he was buried, dig him up, and

of mud and shit, unable to move, requiring assistance from strangers

desecrate his body, dragging it ceremoniously through the town of

standing on more solid ground to uncork them. And so the city

Pullman where Pullman himself had turned from friend to foe,

needed to be raised six to eight feet, and George Pullman was hired to

cutting his workers’ wages by one-fourth while refusing to lower rent

do it.

in the houses he owned or decrease the cost of utilities, which he
controlled. This was before all of that...but not by much.

With jack-screws lining its base, each man responsible for
quarter-turning four of the screws at the sound of Pullman’s whistle,

Here is the story of when an ambitious man’s heart quit

a building would be raised, inch by inch. As the months went by, and

beating, finally giving out, the way Pullman’s own sleeping car,

then the years, more buildings were raised, until most of Chicago had

carrying the body of Abraham Lincoln, stopped at long last in

been lifted up out of the bog, but no one thought Tremont House

Springfield after a seemingly never-ending journey across the

could be budged; no one thought it possible. It was the largest

country: one final sigh, like a man’s breath, pouring from the train’s

structure in the city: five-and-half stories tall, brick, and taking up

nose. You might think a person might reflect upon his family, his

over an acre of land. To compound matters, the hotel’s owner—a man

spouse or his children, when the cloak starts to drape before his eyes,

named John Drake—didn’t want to interrupt business. The guests,

but what George Pullman thought about was a hotel called Tremont

among them a U.S. Senator, were not to know what was happening.

House.

Could this be done? John Drake asked. The year was 1861, and

Freight Stories No. 1

19

John McNally

Ascension

George Mortimer Pullman was thirty years old: Anything was
possible.
Thirty-six years later, his heart stops, the last breath is taken,
but he doesn’t think about his wife, Harriet, or his beloved daughter
Florence, for whom he named a hotel in the now-despised town of
Pullman, or the daughter named after his wife, or either of his twin
sons, George Jr. or Walter. What he thinks of is Tremont House, as if
this distant part of his life were only a moment ago. He is a young
man again, still ankle-deep in the muck, watching the hotel from
across the street and wondering what the guests must be feeling,
guests who are unaware that the building itself is rising from the
ground, four, five, six feet—probably unaware that anything at all is
amiss save for inexplicable, periodic dips in their stomachs, a
collective exhalation from being ever-so-gently lifted, the way a child
feels when a parent comes up from behind and hoists him up without
warning. The tea in their cups barely ripples and the large chandeliers
sway imperceptibly, and then—ah!—they feel that dip in their lower
bellies. The guests are lightheaded today; they’re giddy—or so
Pullman imagines as he peers at the hotel rising higher and higher,
standing like a pharaoh who, having loaded his crypt full of gold and
alabaster and jewels, watches helplessly as it ascends to the afterlife
without him.
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1
Deciding against children is like telling God no. And this
non-child lodged inside my uterus, this sour fruit, may be God’s way
of reminding me who’s in charge, who pays the bills.

of the firing zone. On our way down the river, we saw men and
children skipping stones, and I wondered what we’d do if we were hit
either by mistake or on purpose. There would be bleeding, but no one
would die.
I’m the first to drop a stone into the hollow. Pure luck. The

2
My friends and I stand on the rocky shoulder of the river, tossing
stones at a half-submerged log near the far shore. The game is to
launch stones into a hollow the size of a rabbit hole. It’s a child’s
pastime; though we’re all in our mid-30s, we’re rapt. If nothing else is
possible on this summer day on the Russian River, 60 miles north of
San Francisco, the unspoken understanding is that each one of us
must land a stone before we clean up our lunch spread, pack our dry
bags, pull the canoes back into the river and float on downstream.
The four of us pull up stones the size of hand grenades. It’s
like throwing darts, adjusting your power, correcting the trajectory.
Each miss makes a plunk, sends up a splash. When other bathers
pass, tucked into canoes rented upriver, we hold our fire. They’ve
seen what we’re up to, though, and they eye us until they’re safely out
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guttural sound is satisfying; heavy stone thumping wet wood. This
small thing swells within me, feels unreasonably great. I retire to the
beach towels, hide behind my sunglasses.
“Way to go, Luce,” Jen says, smiling. A lanky woman with a
horsey laugh, she wears snug-fitting surf shorts, a stretchy sport
camisole, and a straw cowboy hat with the brim curled up on the
sides.
Jen and I used to work at the same ad agency in the city.
We’ve taken improv classes together, gone on vacations to
Vancouver. I talked her through the break up of her engagement last
summer. She cuts my hair occasionally—the two of us on the roof of
her apartment building, drinking pinot noir, listening to Billy Holiday
on a CD boombox. I’m never completely satisfied with the cut, but
she’s getting better. I walked in on her and my husband William
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kissing in the kitchen at a party a few years ago, and at the time the

the Middle East for who knows how long. The government won’t say.

indiscretion was forgivable, something I could overlook, but looking

To them he’s a social security number, a mouth to feed, an extra bed

at her now, the easy confidence of her body, I’m not so sure. Perhaps

to set up, a pair of boots on the ground. To me he was once nearly

there was more to their casual intimacy than I’d imagined.

everything. The wives of other men send worried e-mails, updates

Within minutes Jen pulls off what looks like a fancier version

and suggestions that we can only get through this together, and write

of the stone-in-the-hollow maneuver, skipping one across the water

about how their children are holding up. I delete the emails after

and into the log. Neal and Carrie high-five Jen, who bows toward a

reading them. William and I have no children. He doesn’t want them,

young couple holding hands as they pass. Jen comes to sit by me.

plain and simple, and I’ve gone back and forth about it. His

“I completely rule!” she says. “Not bad, right?”

deployment means we can’t decide now, and we don’t have to think

She’s talking about the trick, but could just as easily be

about the decision we haven’t made.

describing the way the trip is unfolding on this warm, clear day.

Friends and family press for details; I tell them again that

“It’s better than getting teeth pulled,” I say.

William is a “pencil pusher,” that he will have an air conditioned

I’ve been meaning to tell Jen something, but I’m not ready

office far from the frontlines, just like their dull office jobs here in the

yet. The doctor says there’s a mass the size of an orange taking shape

States. I say he’ll only be gone a month. Of course, these are lies. I

in my uterus. She believes it’s a “fibroid tumor,” and said repeatedly

know very little about how he’ll live. William never contradicts my

that it’s non-cancerous. I keep getting hung up on the word tumor.

stories in front of others. He tells me later, in private, that I shouldn’t

Though she didn’t mention surgery specifically, I dread that an

be so mean. For the last month he’s been collecting gadgets to take

operation is in my near future. Next week I’ll go in for another

with him: compasses, flashlights, a digital camera, handheld

ultrasound. Whether in my imagination or the real world, this

electronics with capabilities unknown to me. On the living room

mystery spot has weighed me down: the way I walk and swim, the

floor, he packs and repacks these things into his sea bag with his

way I sit in the canoe or toss rocks. Everything is off balance.

fatigues, figuring out what can fit together.
A few months ago, lying in bed on a Saturday morning,

3

William and I decided that it would be better if I went back to New

William is in New Mexico. He’ll be there another week as he says

Mexico while he was away. His parents are there, and my mother

goodbye to his parents. He’ll be back in San Francisco with me for

lives there when she’s not traveling around the country in her RV, a

less than a month, before he ships out with his National Guard unit to

vehicle that has more square footage than my apartment. I have no
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friends there, though, only the spotty history of teen alliances.

Polk Street, a homeless woman with a child stepped in front of us on

Everyone I’d rather surround myself with is here on the coast, in Los

the sidewalk. My eye was drawn to the woman’s ripped clothes, the

Angeles and San Francisco. I’m not going to go. It’s clear that this is

dazed, wild-haired child of indeterminate sex at her side. She said

the best choice, though William may take this as a betrayal. I’ll keep

something I couldn’t hear.

my marketing job, keep my San Francisco life. I feel dumb for even
thinking of leaving.
“Jen, I’m staying,” I say. Saying the words lightens my mood,
gives me one less thing to worry about. The whole time Jen has been
encouraging to me to stay in the city.
“I told you,” she says, giddy. She hugs me, and as we release
each other her warm tanning oil is all over my arms and back, a slick
kind of proof of intimacy.
“Guys,” Jen calls to Carrie and Neal. They turn from the water
to look at us. “Lucy has something to say.”

“What?” I said, slowing up. I hadn’t yet trained myself to look
away; this, I had been told, was how one got into trouble in the city.
“Five bucks,” she said. She held out her hand. “Could you
spare five or ten?”
Several steps ahead of me, William held out the pudding tray,
careful not to get it on himself. He wasn’t crude enough to tell me to
stop talking, but he tightened his jaw and glared at me.
“No, no I don’t,” I lied, glancing from the woman to the child,
then to William.
“Food,” she said. “Have you got any food you could give me?
My kid and I…” She looked down at the child. I eyed the bread

4

pudding in William’s hands. If anyone could spare food, we could.

When William and I first moved to the city four years ago, I imagined

How to dislodge a chunk, though?

I could will a parking space to be open when we came home, or that I

I stepped toward William, my eyes giving away my thoughts.

could will a Muni bus to arrive on time. One night William and I were

“No,” he said to me, loud enough for the woman and her child

walking from our apartment on Russian Hill to a friend’s potluck

to hear. “Absolutely not.”

party in Pacific Heights. We were dressed up—me in a cocktail dress

“It’s the right thing to do,” I said.

and heels, William in suit pants and pressed button-down shirt. We

“No. It isn’t,” he said. He stepped toward the woman, the tray

had called and waited for a cab that never showed up. My
superpowers failed us. We didn’t want to lug the bread pudding in a

still heavy in his hands. “We can’t help you. Not today. Sorry.”
The woman wheezed, asthmatic and sickly. She started

heavy-glass dish a mile across the city to the party. We started

coughing. Her child slumped down next to her, mumbled something,

walking anyway, down Green Street toward Van Ness. When we hit

perhaps “faggot.”
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William ignored the child. And we left.

Queasiness rises. Perhaps he is trying to call me, but I’ve turned off

Can it matter that the party went off well, and that the

my cell phone.

drunken crowd devoured the bread pudding? Hours later, Jen and
William kissed in the kitchen; I didn’t stop them. She had been

Tomorrow I won’t be ready to leave with the others. I’ll rent
the house for another two nights.

leaning against the counter, and he was reaching for a glass high up
in a cupboard when she tickled his shirt near his ribs. He yanked her

6

ponytail, enough to tilt her head back. They shared a hungry kiss,

Late in the night I wake from a dream in which I’m flying, the ability

their jawbones showing lean, then they pulled away into an

contained in the tumor within me. A revelation: what I thought was

embrace—tamping down the spark? I couldn’t tell. He yanked her

destructive is actually powerful.

ponytail again, retreating to playful antics. The incident simmered in
my mind, became a muddy grit I kept down. In a cab on the way

7

home, we sailed past the place where we’d seen the woman and her

At noon the next day, I’m sprawled out between two sheets on a

child. Where had they gone, where did they sleep? A year later, as

massage therapist’s table. I’ve told her that my back and arms need

William and I settled into our lives in the city, our troubles arrived,

the most work, and that’s where her powerful hands focus. We’re on

the haphazard non-rhythm of two people trying to walk together in

the second floor of a modest building on Main Street above a touristy

marital stride. William might say otherwise, but I link that early

grocery store that sells wine and cheese. Out the window the small

evening with the woman and child on the street to the widening of the

town stretches for only a few blocks, then is swallowed up by fields of

rift between us.

grapes and the occasional house before the hills rise to the east. The
massage therapist isn’t beautiful in the traditional sense, but there’s a

5

mid-40s handsomeness about her, a no-nonsense solidness in her

By late afternoon Jen and the others and I return to the Geyserville

shoulders and accepting eyes. Her single braided ponytail contributes

house we’re renting for the night and we barbecue. We drink too

to this, as do her yoga pants and Lycra tank top.

much red wine, and it sits heavily in me as I lie in bed. My sun burnt

I’m the kind of client who will not call off the hardest massage

body pulses. In the living room below my friends play cards, loud and

until it’s unbearable; the pinned wrestler who refuses to tap out. If

rambunctious. An image highjacks my mind: a person flailing on the

I’m paying someone seventy dollars an hour I want to feel I’m getting

waters of a distant, unfamiliar river. Soon William will be overseas.

something out of it, even if what I get is pain.
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“Is the pressure all right?” she whispers to me.
“Perfect” I grunt, then inhale deeply. She runs the point of her

“I’ve just lost my husband,” I say, the words springing from
my mouth. “It’s been rough. A terrible accident on a river.”

elbow along the edge of my backbone, coaxing my muscles to release

Her eyes soften; she offers me a pained smile.

and expand. It’s heaven.

Downstairs, walking the aisles of the grocery, I load up a

I turn onto my back and face up. The therapist, her upper

basket with gouda cheese and crackers. This image lingers: the

body extending over me, reaches her hands to my rib cage and

massage therapist sitting at the waiting room desk, her hands at rest,

stomach. It’s always surprisingly intimate, no matter how many times

electric and pulsing from the work they’d done on my body. Has she

I experience it. To have someone hovering over me like this, her

altered my aberrance or have I infected her? The world is made of a

breasts and solar plexus so near my face, is startling. Her breath

porous material, a membrane that breathes, dies, or heals.

intermixes with mine, a thing shared by lovers. I wonder how this
would work with William and try to recall ever being in such a

8

position with him. Perhaps when he returns from his tour, I’ll

When I wake that night curled over a book, a dull pain thumps in my

massage him the same way. Something in my mind has already

head. The bedside lamp is blazing, the whole room sunflower yellow.

released him.

An empty wine bottle, a half-full glass. Spills cover the comforter and

Afterward, uncharacteristically, I’m gushing with praise for

my shirt. What a mess. It’s as though I’m not looking at myself, but

the therapist. Normally, I say one thank you then let the cash tip

rather the shell of someone else; she’s a sloppy drinker. A noise

convey my gratitude. But I can’t stop myself from explaining how

announces something outside. I turn off the lamp, then reach for the

much I needed it. My body has been conquered, relieved, returned to

empty wine bottle on the dresser. The glass neck feels good in my

some place it didn’t know it had left.

hand. I want the chance to use it. The outside lights are on, the deck

“I’m glad I could help,” the woman says, taking the small pile
of twenties without counting them.
“Help? You’re a magician,” I say, unable to stop the lame
phrase from exiting my mouth.
“There is one thing, though,” she says. “I couldn’t help but
find something resisting within you. It’s hard to describe.”
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aglow, illuminating a man sitting in one of the lawn chairs. It’s
William. The way he locks his hands over his chest gives him away. I
want to take a crack at him with the bottle, to get back at him for
terrifying me.
I call his name. He turns toward me. I unlock the door.
“What the fuck are you doing here?” I say.
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He comes inside. I reach for the black eye that mars his face,
while he takes in the disastrous state of the kitchen, something I

I lift my head slightly to survey the mess in the kitchen, then
plop my head back down. I practice breathing.

reluctantly start to recall—evidence that I’ve had an unusual night.
“What’s all this?” he says.

“You don’t answer your phone anymore,” he says. “The
doctor’s office left a message for you at home.”

Broken dishes and glasses litter the kitchen floor. Another

“There must be a mix-up,” I say.

empty wine bottle stands as proof of my mad handiwork; the

William doesn’t say anything.

headache overwhelms me. I dive for the sofa in the living room,
dropping the bottle along the way. A vague memory from earlier in

9

the night: blasting music, Soft Cell’s “Tainted Love,” drunkenly

We’re in bed upstairs later when William says he has a gift for me. He

dancing about by myself, pulling dishes from the cupboards,

pulls out a handgun from a velvety pouch, the kind of bag that once

slamming them down onto the ground, the shards bouncing and

held pricey liquor. In the light from the bedside lamp it gleams silver.

scattering around my legs. Small cut marks from shards of glass color

My heart speeds at the cruel beauty of its design, the violence and

my feet, but nothing that would require a hospital visit.

weight of it in my hands.

“Who could have done this?” I say.

“For while I’m gone, to protect yourself,” he says,

“Raccoons?” Williams says.

understanding without my having to say it that this gift requires an

“What the hell happened to you?” I say, again reaching for his

explanation. It’s very much like him to think that safety is a solution

bruised eye.

to loneliness. The gesture is kind, though terrible too. How would I

“Raccoons!” he says.

sleep with such a thing under my pillow? Does anyone besides drug

Liars in love. We’re made for each other. His face is puffy,

dealers and cops rest so easily?

distorted. This minute, I’m no prize either. We lie there as the dark of
the night deepens. We sigh, drift off. His body next to mine is
comforting, surprisingly so. I say, “I hope all that dishware is from
Crate and Barrel.” I’ll need to come up with a story for the rental
agency. Maybe a cupboard shelf gave out, a minor earthquake rattled
the house. I’ll figure out something, William will help me.
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“So I can bust a cap in someone’s ass?” I say. The gun sits in
my open palm, heavy and powerful.
“We’ll go to a shooting range before I leave, so you can learn,”
he says.
“Thank you,” I say, pulling William towards me. I’m crying,
suddenly overcome by the present.

26

Albert E. Martinez

Stones

10

“Oh that routine again,” he says, laughing.

At some dark hour before sunrise William tugs at me from behind.

“I’m not ready at this moment to have intercourse with you,” I

He presses against me, his hands massage my shoulders. It’s his way

say finally, sounding like a script from middle school sex-ed class.

of asking me to play. The sharp edge of a hangover levels me like a

Part of my mind races minutes ahead, to an imagined scene wherein

keel, keeps me from giving myself over to him. But he’s persuasive.

William is inside me, taking me from behind, and as we bump along,

His mouth is at my ear, kissing and almost kissing. Do I want him in

his penis is tapping at the tumor. He taps at it the way one might use

my current state? There are a dozen reasons to say yes or no.

a stick to knock a ripe orange from a tree. William will know

William can feel my resistance. He says, “We only have a few
more weeks.”
He’s right. Our time together is brief. In a normal

intimately without my telling him and without his seeing any test
results that I bear something foul inside me. He will understand and
be respectful and become helpful. But that’s not happening.

relationship, in a rational world, two people would wring that last bit
of time for themselves, live as though the end of the world were on

11

the horizon. But we’re not those people.

When the standoff ends minutes later, William heads to the

“I can’t,” I blurt out. “I mean, I don’t want to.”

bathroom to stand under the steam of the shower and I go to the

“Think of it as a favor to a soldier heading off to battle,” he

kitchen. I put shards of glass and shattered ceramics into brown bags

begins. “In this story I’m the soldier—”
“I’m sick,” I say, cutting him off. “The doctor says I may have
cancer.”
William’s smile fades then returns, like a light bulb flickering
in a surge.

doubled into each other, then sweep bits into the dustpan. I settle
into routine; the simple act becomes meditative. It’s amazing how far
out into the dining room the dishes and glasses have flown, as though
a small bomb went off.
Unfamiliar sounds outside stop me in my tracks. I rush

“That’s bullshit,” he says.

through the back door and out onto the deck, wanting to catch this

I’m ready to say no to him. To deny him sex because of what

person or animal, the stalking presence I believe I’ll find. The night

may be revealed in an ultrasound test would be to cancel out all the

opens wide and cruel above me, casting a blue veil over everything. I

reasons I haven’t yet articulated.

don’t have the primitive weapon of a stone at hand, nor the

“Just joking,” I say, meandering into unknown territory.
Where can one go from here? “I don’t love you.”
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engineered sophistication of the handgun. It’s me, alone, half clothed,
circling and circling the illuminated house. My husband’s shower
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spews steam from an open window. All the broken things are
prepared for disposal. I hunt.
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The bus driver didn’t recognize Carey. Cesár had driven the
exchange students from the Mexico City airport to Guanajuato six
months ago, and now he commandeered a local tour bus to the
Mummy Museum on the city’s northwest corner. To Carey alone he’d
given the view of the volcano Ixtaccihuatl, the Sleeping Woman, while
the others slept or plugged into Walkmans. Now it was early
February, and Carey smiled secretively when he announced their stop
outside the museum with “Ho-kay.” Remembering how he’d assured
their program director, “Ees OK,” when the broken bus door opened
unintentionally, and when he had deliberately driven them in the
wrong direction so they could see the volcanoes on that rare, clear
day.
The Mummy Museum stood squat and flat-roofed like a
prison. Nearby, children’s voices whooped and a soccer ball bounced
on pavement. Mike wore dark sunglasses and a beige fisherman’s hat
he had bought in the Mercado Hidalgo. Sick of being blond in such a
dark-haired country.
“La vida,” he sighed. “It is so hard for a gringo.”
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“Do you know how obvious your disguise is?” asked Ben,
Carey’s boyfriend.
Mike pretended to listen to an imaginary earpiece, like a
Secret Service agent or bodyguard. “Shh,” he said, making Carey and
Ben laugh. They were always laughing at Mike.
Ben knocked Mike’s hat off with the flat of his palm, then
retrieved it from the parking lot blacktop and stuck it on Carey’s
head. Ben had tied a red bandanna around his head, a few curls
sticking out from the cotton cloth. But Mike left him alone, offering
Ben no retaliation. Instead he grabbed his hat off Carey’s head,
accidentally tearing out a couple shoulder-length strands of her
brown hair. “Ow!” Her mock-angry voice. Children at play despite
technical adulthood. All three stuck in place; an emotional limbo of
looking back and ahead. Also known as the present.
Nearby, a young mother herded three small girls close to her
waist. She wore a gray wool poncho over acid-washed jeans, and one
child stuck her head under the poncho. The woman could’ve been
trying to keep the children out of the Americans’ way. Or keeping
them away from the Americans.
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“That didn’t hurt,” Mike scolded Carey. “More of a ‘Wow’ than
an ‘Ow,’ wouldn’t you say?”
She gave him the finger before remembering the little girls
watching.

She needed to get out of her host family’s house. Tempers had
cooled since the fight about her lost necklace, which had been a gift
from her host brother Bartolo’s jewelry shop. He hadn’t given Carey
the replacement he’d offered, and she couldn’t ask again. With no

“Children, behave,” Ben said. And they did.

classes on weekends, she created errands to stay away as much as

Guanajuato’s Museo de las Momias, a collection of preserved

possible. Sometimes she’d walk the city alone for hours at a time. But

corpses in glass display cases, was one of the city’s biggest tourist

she didn’t want to go to the mummy museum, not solo. After they’d

attractions. This was no archaeological find; these were graves

finally gone, and months later when Universidad Intercambio

deliberately reopened. The mummies were local bodies, regular

shipped her back to Indianapolis after the shooting, it was her least

people whose families couldn’t pay the cemetery tax a hundred years

favorite place to remember.

ago. Unearthed from their alleged final rest to make room for the

That day, they paid admission and spun through the metal

newly dead. The mummification had to do with the mineral

turnstiles. The dry air stifled their conversation. The museum seemed

properties of the area’s water. People drank from the Guanajuato

as cave-like as the rock and gem gallery Carey happened upon a few

water supply for a lifetime, then their dead bodies somehow

months back. A smooth stone floor, the low ceiling, dark corridors,

remained intact underground. No one knew how or why, not for

and displays under glaring fluorescent lights.

certain.
For months Carey had wanted to go, but she’d been busy.

They’d barely crossed over the threshold before coming upon
the first body. Raisin-withered in its glass box, the remains of hair

Weekends spent with Ben and Mike, who’d already seen the

like steel wool perched atop her dark forehead. You could tell it was a

mummies. Later, she could not come up with reasons for her

she by the pelvis. Butterfly wings pointing at the ceiling. The remains

compulsion to tour the museum. Maybe because her boyfriend and

of a tattered manila-covered garment bunched around her neck like a

his best friend expected she wouldn’t like it. When she suggested a

clown collar. The rest of her body was unclothed.

visit, they’d told her the attraction was nothing special—a bunch of

“Disgusting,” Carey marveled.

dirt-brown dead bodies lying behind glass. Some clothed, some not.

“She reminds me of Rachel,” Mike said, and Ben smirked.

Ben and Mike already had been, numerous times and without her,

“Who’s Rachel,” Carey asked with as little curiosity as

because they’d lived in Mexico for other summers.
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No one spoke. Finally Mike asked Ben, “You haven’t told her

Carey hadn’t been thinking about Mike. She’d been thinking

about Rachel? Oh.” Mike drifted off, feigning interest in the rows of

about Rachel, a person she’d never known or heard of. Rachel, a

corpses he’d seen on previous visits.

living, breathing woman, laughed about, her looks compared to

Ben scratched at his temple around the bandana. “She’s just
someone I used to know,” he said. “Someone I used to date. Mike
wasn’t a fan of hers.”
Carey was silent. In front of her, a tiny baby mummy lay on its
back, its mouth open as if poised for a bottle. It was one of the few
that bore a sign, and she translated: “The Smallest Mummy in the
World.” A creature both endearing and repugnant. Carey walked
along the cases and examined the other bodies. Each of the display

death. And then she thought how easily Ben would betray his friend:
You know Mike’s an asshole.
But in that betrayal, a gift. Un regalo para ti. An open door he
ushered her through. Complicity. Information meant only for her.
Carey and Ben versus Mike, or versus everyone else.
“I’ve noticed that,” Carey finally said. “Must be why you love
him so much.”
The peeping, rolled “r” voices of the tourist children bent

coffins touched end-to-end like train cars. Some were stacked on top

around the corner. Ben eyed her, the green of his irises glinting,

of each other. The dead in bunk beds, a gruesome sleepover. Nearby,

unsure. Perhaps he’d held just as much potential for hurt. She

a Mexican family in matching Cancun vacation t-shirts snapped

wanted him to match her vulnerability, for their risks to be equal.

pictures of mummies through the glass.

What had she felt in that moment? Desire. Pity. Hopelessness. Seven

Ben touched Carey lightly at the base of her neck. He knew

years later she could still feel Ben’s hand at her nape, but she could

her well enough by now to know she was upset. She rarely showed

not recreate the right mix of emotion. Everything tinged by what

anger or yelled. She just let pieces of pain well up inside her, forming

came after.

silences thick and twining as the Indian laurel trunks in the Jardín
Union.

She kissed him there among the corpses, then proceeded
down the long hallway of the dead. Ben followed, for once.

Ben steered her in the direction Mike had gone and whispered
in her ear.
“You know Mike’s an asshole,” he said. “You know that, right?
He says things without thinking first. And he hardly ever knows what
he’s talking about.”
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A few yards away, Mike held a camera to his eye, snapping a
picture of one of the mummies.
“Look,” he pointed. “No glare.”
The glass case bore a small, half-moon-sized hole through
which Mike aimed his lens. The body was male, and he wore old
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fashioned woolen trousers and thick black overshoes. Eye sockets
dark and empty.

Carey pushed past and stood before the missing piece of glass.
“Here,” she said, like clearing her throat. She reached through the

“You broke the glass?” Carey asked. “Jesus, Mike.”

jagged hole, careful not to scratch her wrist. Taking over a dare no

Mike shook his head, his shaggy blond hair falling in his eyes.

one offered her.

“Do you see any broken glass?”
It was true—the display had cracked or been broken, and
someone must have cleaned up the pieces.
Ben whistled, sticking his face up to the hole. “I bet you could
touch his leg if you reached,” he said to Mike. A ropy ankle exposed
itself between the corpse’s trouser cuff and overshoe. Those legs
probably had walked the same cobblestone streets as the three of
them, a hundred years earlier.
Ben and Mike dared one another. Touch the leg, they taunted.

“Holy shit,” Mike said.
Her fingers grazed whatever was left of the man’s tendon and
bone. Not rope or beef jerky or even human flesh. It felt like dirt. Like
dust. Something that once carried weight but could float away at any
minute.
She pulled her hand back. Ben stared, disbelieving. Mike
uttered a string of fucks; she’d impressed him.
“Who wants to hold my hand?” she asked sweetly.
They both refused, suddenly squeamish. Insisted she go to the

It’s just an old man’s old leg. The exchange heightened, and she could

ladies’ room and wash vigorously—Use hot water, they’d teased,

see the languid, unhurried enjoyment in both their faces. Mike raised

trying not to show how serious they were. The bathroom, like many

an eyebrow, so Ben raised two. Ben scratched his nose, and Mike

of the public facilities she’d used in Mexico, had no soap, paper

automatically repeated the gesture, imitating Ben, but probably

towels, or even toilet paper. The water dribbled from the tap,

wondering if he had something on his face.

lukewarm. She rinsed her hands and shook them like a wet dog

Had they been on the street instead of inside the dark
mummy museum, Mike would’ve rapidly checked his reflection in a

shakes and smiled at herself in the waxy mirror above the sink,
practically laughing out loud at what she’d done. At how they reacted.

storefront window. Carey was no different—she always searched for

They’d all made light of the unnaturally posed corpses, the

versions of herself in shiny surfaces. Something she hardly ever saw

mummies’ clothes and hair. But only she stepped forward to reach

Ben do. Here they were surrounded by glass. Here Carey saw

through the hole, a surprise. Brave, bold Ben—that’s how she’d

shadowed versions of herself and Ben and Mike reflected in a

thought of him for months in Mexico, and for years earlier in

cracked, windowed coffin.

Indianapolis. But when her hand maneuvered through the broken

“He looks like beef jerky,” Ben said.
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glass, Ben’s face clouded, unmistakably, with fear. That’s what she
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would think of later: He was capable of fear. Scared of death. It was

asked if he wanted to finish it. Mike watched the arc of the food in the

the first time he’d showed her. She couldn’t stop seeing.

napkin.
“So you dating anyone these days, Gibsy?” Carey asked

They’d blown through the small museum and the tour bus wasn’t due

casually. She knew he wasn’t. The last time they’d tried to set him up

for another half-hour or more. Outside, they sampled tamales from a

was months ago, when they suggested Jennifer, one of the hundred

nearby vendor’s cart. As usual, Carey paid. “Gotta make a pit stop,”

or so American exchange students in their program. The future

Ben said, his Indianapolis vernacular, and he disappeared down a

network-affiliate news anchor, whose birthday they celebrated at the

stone staircase. She and Mike sat on the edge of the retaining wall,

club Pastel. Jennifer had been Carey’s suggestion, because Jennifer

listening to children playing soccer in the small parking lot below.

still asked Ben about the UW-Madison campus and the homework on

Lines painted on blacktop, bright-yellow goals without nets, rubble

page fifty-two and what was everybody doing, later? Jennifer

underfoot, power lines crisscrossing overhead. Parents and siblings

conjured a boyfriend back home in Illinois, seemingly at whim. For

sat on car bumpers, cheering.

example, when she didn’t want to be set up with Mike.

They ate the tamales in silence until Mike pointed to her corn

Mike had dated no one while they were in Mexico, and Carey

husk. “You’re not supposed to eat that part,” he said. He was always

wanted to remind him that he was alone. He could needle Carey, and

correcting her.

conjure Ben’s former loves like ghosts, and attempt to repossess his

“That’s how we do it in Indiana,” she lied.

best friend from her. But Carey thought Mike would always be worse

“Really?” He was genuinely curious. Mike Gibley, Gibs,

off than her. After the murder, Ben’s senseless death, she needed this

believed her. Whatever she wanted to tell him. Something, anything.
She shook her head and smiled. Softened those brown eyes, a
look she’d often given herself in the mirror, as practice. Again she had
the sense of watching herself act a role.
“I was going to say,” he laughed. “Eating that can’t be good for
you.”

inhospitable comfort, to know she wasn’t that bad, not as bad as
Mike.
Mike stretched his arms overhead. He still wore the
fisherman’s hat but had removed the sunglasses. “You’re not trying to
set me up again, are you?” he said. “I’m keeping my options open.”
“My best friend at home says that’s code for ‘No prospects,’”

Carey wadded up the rest of her tamale and tossed it into an
overflowing trash can. Had she been sitting with Ben, she would have

Carey said.
“I’m liking this friend of yours more and more.” His tone
indicated the opposite. He ducked his head, examining his ragged,
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bitten fingernails. “Sophomore year of college, visiting my mom in

but none came. Below, the soccer ball thunked off the wall and a girl

Buffalo, she tried to set me up with one of her dental hygienist

cried, Give me the ball! Dame la pelota.

friends. A double-date with my mom. It was fucked up.”
Mike saw her face and backtracked. “I didn’t go. My parents
got divorced when I was seven, but my dad still would’ve killed me.”

Carey regretted what she’d said. She and Mike competed for
Ben’s attention. They bickered. But Mike was a friend. For all his
faults, she knew he considered her a friend, too.

“Sophomore year? That was two years ago. You haven’t dated
anyone since?”
He glanced at her chin. She wondered if she had food on it.

“I’m only asking because I care,” she said, swooping to peer at
his face under the hat. His eyes, blank as blue sky. “I need to know
who to be jealous of.”

Then he massaged his own jaw with one hand, trying to wipe off the

His mouth turned down slightly, not frowning but slackening.

slow grin that developed. “Dating—it sounds so formal,” he said. “I’m

She hadn’t meant for him to take her seriously. She’d merely wanted

fond of the cheaper date. So to speak.”

to be the kind of girl who teases her boyfriend’s buddy. But what

“Hooking up in bars.” Carey had participated in her share of

were her intentions, considering the small spark she felt hearing

collegiate rituals: keg parties in dank basements, sloppy kissing on

about Mike’s sex life? What had she wanted, considering what was

the sidewalk at 2 a.m. But she’d never gone home with a stranger.

about to happen? The day Ben stood her up and she and Mike spent

“And of course there’s the safest sex of all,” he said. “Online.”

the night together. Maybe she had wanted Mike to name what

“You actually meet people that way?” In 1996, the Internet

bounced between them. She began to have a sense of her own power,

seemed new. Was new.
“Meet up? Again, formalities. I was supposed to once. I didn’t
go.”

the high it gave her. She wouldn’t control it. Why should she? Men
didn’t.
Mike’s already ruddy skin deepened in shade, there on the

“Why not?” She pictured a bespectacled computer girl stood
up by Mike Gibley.
He watched the soccer game below. “Let’s say I was less than
forthright about myself. She didn’t need that disappointment.”
“How pathetic,” she said, though she was impressed. She
didn’t know Mike had it in him. Carey waited for another comeback,

retaining wall. His cheeks and forehead flushed red as agave seeds,
eyes shining with an emotion she ignored in the moment and also
ignored later. Hope.
Ben’s holler came from the parking lot below. A distinctive cry
that meant excitement or danger, love or hate. Impossible to tell.
Carey and Mike still balanced on the retaining wall and swiveled their
heads to see. So used to the whoop that it no longer held meaning.
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Thank God for Ben, saving them from the silences erupting between

shin guards and a jersey: red, white and green stripes. The rest of the

them.

kids wore street clothes.
But Ben hadn’t been trying to get their attention. He’d joined

the game. He ran the length of the blacktop soccer field, fully
involved. This was his battle cry. The Mexican children, boys and girls

“La pelota!” she hollered. Ben passed her the ball and jogged
downfield. Down-parking lot.
He spun. He alternately bounced the ball off his knee and

no older than ten, ducked and wove around the white man who

head. He performed a front flip for a throw-in. His long, muscled

towered above them. Mike told her that Ben had tried out for

calves grew lines with each step, smoothing out while at rest. When

Wisconsin’s varsity soccer team as a freshman and was cut. Besides,

he breathed heavily, hands on his hips, the knobby bones of his

Mike said, the captain already wore Ben’s jersey number, nineteen.

shoulders danced. He moved as smoothly as a marionette twirling on

(Superstitious Ben kept nineteen dollars American in his thin wallet,

strings, arms and hands and legs and feet coordinated.

the one that would be stolen and discarded, the money missing.) Now

Watching him, Carey wished that Ben could see her running,

Ben played on both teams, or neither, or maybe just for himself. He

when she felt most like herself and truly lived in her body. When

balanced the black-and-white ball on his foot and considered his

strength radiated from the soles of her feet to her sweaty ponytail.

options.

He’d have to see her by accident. She’d never ask anyone to watch her

One of the dark-haired girls waved her arms to show she was
open. She shrieked, “Cristian Castro! Cristian Castro!” The parent

run, though having an audience made her run faster.
Below, Ben had grabbed the ball with two hands and lifted it

spectators laughed at the impossibility of Cristian Castro descending

above his head. The children jumped in vain to reach the round prize.

on their neighborhood soccer park. Ben bore a passing resemblance

A boy of about five or six, in jeans and flip flops and a little white t-

to the Mexican pop star, but only at a certain angle. Cristian did have

shirt, clambered up Ben’s body after the ball.

light eyes, but was more clean-cut. The red bandanna restraining

Ben didn’t give it to the kids, not yet. He kissed the dirty

Ben’s hair made his green eyes stand out more than normal. His face

leather like some emotional Maradona, then hurled it to where Carey

was tanned almost the same color as Cristian’s skin.

and Mike sat. Ben had a child grabbing at his arm, and the retaining

“No-oo-ooo,” Ben teased. “Sabes los Doors? Los Puertos?”

wall was too high, too far away. The soccer ball hit several feet below

Clearly the girl didn’t know The Doors, a band before even Ben’s

Carey and Mike, then dribbled back to the parking lot. Ben shrugged

time, and her patience was waning. She was the only one wearing

his bony shoulders and grinned anyway.
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One of the fathers stood up, eyeing Ben’s slow extrication

excerpt from the novel Sleeping Woman
surprise, nor the corpse leg she touched, that few seconds’ contact

from the young swarm. The man remained standing, arms crossed

with the inevitable. She rewound and replayed this film, depicting

over his buttoned suit vest, and Ben tried to get the game back on

Ben alive among mummies. The ropy clench of his calf muscle as he

track.

ran the length of a blacktop soccer game, playing with ten-year-olds
“Whose ball?” Ben asked.

who would turn eleven. This one day out of her past foretold her

Carey and Mike kept their eyes forward and watched Ben play.

future. She and Mike left behind, alone with the space between them.

Now he showed the players how to knock in a header. He adjusted the
red bandana. Every once in a while, he squinted up at Carey and
Mike, who sat silent as mimes.
Carey sighed. Next to her, Mike shifted position, hanging his
legs over the wall for a better view of the game. His calves and thighs
were thicker, less exercised than Ben’s. Muscles gone slack, covered
in a thin layer of beer fat. When he finally spoke, his voice sounded
tinny as an old phonograph recording.
“I know who to be jealous of,” he said. Quiet as a mutter but
loud enough to be heard. Facing away, the silly fisherman’s hat
shielding his eyes.
Carey murmured something, continuing to imagine the way
her own legs flexed when she ran. When Mike’s words finally sunk in,
too much time had passed for an appropriate response. She told
herself he had only offered a compliment, an olive branch. Yet once
she’d finally heard him, a smile took her over. She had been unable to
look at him then. She didn’t need to; her gaze turned inward,
admiring the sway she held.
Her memory’s tape looped endlessly; time had diluted
nothing. Not the withered baby in a glass coffin, its mouth an ‘O’ of
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Inside, No, Further In (two stories)
H Visits the Hardware Store
Each flaps gently on its peg, a bird’s wing. H fingers the shiny
gold letters: A. B. C. J. L. Z. Z. The numbers: 2. 2. 5. 7. 9. 0. flutter at

made, the metal saw cutting the jigsaw piece that keeps people in;
people out.
H has no boundaries. He is eight years old, fingering

his fingertips. The hardware store’s floor is rough, with a few

luminescent letters and numbers hanging from a rotating pegboard

malicious splinters haywire from the long, worn boards. Shards.

display. He is eye level with H, with 8. Everything leading up to this

Edges he’d like to touch. A quick, musty smell. It’s there for a second,

moment—Mr. Y leaning over the key making machine; his mother in

and then the bustle takes over.

the back of the store picking Canary Yellow from a narrow card of

He and his mother, slender in short pumps, have stopped in

bright yellows marching toward lime green, flirting with homely Mr.

the hardware on their way home from lunch on Saturday afternoon.

Z as her paint can purrs in the shaking machine. She touches Mr. Z’s

As they walk down the sidewalk hand in hand, her flowered skirt

fat wrist, touches her slim throat, laughs. He will give her a 10%

swings with the breeze and light. H is always happy in this childhood

discount.

of his; he’s always walking down softly lit streets with breezes and

H takes two letters: D. M. Cups them in his palm, hard and

flowers holding his mother’s hand. Candy Store, Tailor, Donut Shop,

glossy; fitted and perfect. With these letters—silly adhesive rectangles

Grocery. His endless world, holding his mother’s hand. All minutes,

that help decent people mark their mailboxes, their doors—anything

every minute from the time he was born, leading to this one in the

is possible. The power starts in his fingertips, works—throbbing—

hardware store, Saturday.

through his wrists, up his arms with a gentle tingle. Traveling,

His mother buying paint, Canary Yellow, for the powder room
under the stairwell. In the front of the store, someone is getting a key

traveling. He slides the letters into his pocket.
His mother’s heels on the wooden floor. He can smell her
salty perfume before she’s at his side. Flooding him, her smell, her.
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His life. She can’t see the change. She thinks she’s squatting down to
look at the same loving, obedient boy. She can’t tell.
H is serious—steady—looking into his mother’s eyes. She
ruffles his bangs, says, “Look at you. I’m done now. That wasn’t so
long, was it?”
She can’t tell.
His mother looks at the shiny letters.
Gold. They are pure gold.
She taps a few lightly with pink fingernails; they swing and
bob.
“Here. Look. Can you spell your name?”
They’re driving, the can of Canary Yellow wedged between them, a
dollop of perfect creamy color dried on top. H runs his finger over the
spot. Thinking, Canary, canary, canary. Creamy. Caraway.
Custard.
“Could we get an ice cream?”
He watches her, his letters burning a hole in his pocket. A
flame on his thigh, through his shorts, that he doesn’t dare touch.
It’s his world now, not about sharing thoughts or telling the
truth, not about sin. This is something she doesn’t know.
The first step into the unknown. Here is where the story
begins.

Inside, No, Further In

Mother Paints the Bathroom
The paint is thick—a milkshake spreading over space and time.
Mother covers the sink with an old, speckled sheet, uses a step stool,
hums secret songs. Later, H will crumple the sheet, hug it to smell the
sweet, acid yellow once again.
The bathroom is shining and new, a tiny morning sun rising
under the stairs.
Mother slaps her hands together one-two, smiles at H.
“We’re handy, aren’t we?”
H smiles, not answering yes or no, not knowing how he’s
expected to commit to this efficiency. He is somber and worried.
H has hidden the gold adhesive letters under the bed and in
his shirt drawer. They are sacred and baffling. He thinks about
owning, having. He never wants to decide on a color for a bathroom;
never wants to flirt with the ugly hardware man; never wants to walk
confidently into a room, smiling, with his hand extended.
H wants to be invisible. A ghost. A fine, evening mist.
It comes to him, like a fever, through his toes to the ends of
his ears—bright pink. He fingers his lobes—rubber, elastic—nudges
the knotted lines of embroidery on the quilt his mother has handstitched for his bed. Each uniform square is another bird: Robin.
Finch. Eagle. Blue jay. Boxes bordered with solid, green squares with
white stitches running through.
Theft: the moment of decision. This will be his sentence: to
take quietly in the slanting light of day. Beyond his mother, beyond
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the canary, beyond the tiny specks of yellow accidentally splayed onto
the wooden floor by her waving brush.
Later, framed by dim afternoon light, H lies on the floor in the
foyer, picking slowly at the freckled flecks. A tiny chip, a memory, a
dream—his cheek flat against the hard, unforgiving wood as his finger
traces each glossy pinpoint. The floor is endless and cold, the oak
slats running away, taunting, daring him to think as far as infinity
while his mother is shopping at the market. He falls asleep this way,
across the doorway, face first. His mother returns, a shuffle of bags
and carrots and cartons of milk. A jostle of keys. Heels. Perfume.
When she turns, she believes H is dead.
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Dr. No
Once when I was in college I asked one of my professors at

Adultery isn’t any fun, my professor told me in private, unless it’s like

a restaurant—I’d slept with him a lot—if he could buy me something,

a very involved practical joke. He said that at a certain point the wife

anything, to eat. I was passing through the restaurant to see if I knew

in our example suspects something, and then the game becomes

anyone on the other side who could help me. For four and a half days

more rudimentary. Nevertheless, the wife must count to four million

I hadn’t eaten anything but popcorn. I promised to repay my

before she admits what she knows. Until then she walks around

professor as soon as I was able. There were two other professors with

blindfolded and thinks the furniture keeps moving.

him, and in my memory the restaurant was very loud and dimly-lit
and my professor was hunched over a plate with brown gravy

He taught literature. What else? Under his influence I began to

puddled on it. My professor turned his head to look at me and said,

admire Keats, even though he had “deep reservations” about Keats.

No. He repeated himself. Then he said, Scat. The way you talk to a

We were here, he said, to conduct an interrogation. I kept seeing

cat.

Keats with a bare light bulb hanging over his head while my professor
barked into the poet’s little frowning face. Keats’s poems are about

Don’t you hate humility? he used to say in class, and I tried to think

breathing, my professor said. He was coughing blood while he wrote

what he meant by that. I took notes that looked like this:

those lines. He was more aware of breath than any of you will ever be,
my professor said. We can at least say that much. He could have been

Humility = Boring.

far more remarkable, my professor said, but his early death inhibited

Very boring.

a certain attainment of greatness. My professor didn’t entirely like

Infinitely boring.

Yeats either. Keats. Yeats. In my mind, he told us, they merge into

Low energy masquerading as virtue.

Yeast.

False modesty = everything conceited people hope to be accused of.
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Remember the Vikings? he asked me, using a peculiar sing-song

Dr. No
I told my professor about his resemblance to Joe Cocker and

voice. It was after my third class with him, after Keats had been

he said, You can’t be right. You will never meet anyone like me, you

grilled for the most extensive period. (Season of mists and mellow

can count on that, kid.

fruitfulness. Lovely in its way but a dead-end. Part of the problem
with the romantic sensibility. The dry river bed must be cleared for

You need to develop an imagination, he said. Start small. At least lie a

the surging tide, he said.) Like permafrost, chalk streaked the front of

little. Lying is a start. Just don’t lie to me. Remember this: Great liars

my professor’s jeans. (I work in the chalk mines, he liked to say. I’m

in history, they’re countless. Tacticians, strategists, managers of any

in danger of chalk lung, he liked to say.) But that day after he asked

land beyond the size of an acre. Liars, all of them.

me about the Vikings he said, What do the Vikings possess that you

In class he turned out the lights and narrated a slide show.

don’t? Confidence! I can tell you have the goods, kid. You could raid

Aldous Huxley. Virginia Woolf. D. H. Lawrence. Hilda Doolittle.

and pillage with the best of them.

Virginia Woolf again, looking like a beautiful ferret and wearing
around her neck what appeared to be an actual ferret. At one point I

A week later I was on assignment for the entertainment section of the

wasn’t watching the slides because my head hurt, and so I was resting

college newspaper and walked in on Joe Cocker in the Plymouth

my head on my desk. Suddenly the class gasped like one mammoth

Stadium dressing room. One of the band members was wearing tight

lung sucking in air. I lifted my head and saw: a slide of my professor,

blue briefs. I remember that now—electric blue briefs that flashed. I

staring at the camera, wearing nothing, in front of a cottage said to

saw the briefs more than the man in them. The instant the other men

once have been inhabited by Katherine Mansfield.

in the band saw me they shrieked like fifth-grade girls at a pajama
party. It was painfully embarrassing, but after they stopped shrieking

He gave me a photograph not long after that. The whole time I held

all of them nodded at me in a good-natured way. And then Joe

the photograph I could feel his eyes studying me, heating up the side

Cocker came out from somewhere and shook my hand. I took out my

of my face.

pad and pen and asked him questions (who was your greatest

The photograph was taken by someone looking down at a

influence? what are your future plans?) and was amazed at how much

woman—someone leaning over a railing, most likely. A blue and gold

he looked like my professor—as if he never slept through the night

blanket appears melted underneath her. But the woman in the

once, eyes red as if from a permanent case of impetigo.

photograph isn’t relaxing on the blanket. She seems stunned, knees
drawn up to her naked chest, hands at her ankles to pull herself
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inward. She is trying to take up as little space as possible. It had to be

By the fountain, the day after he told me at the restaurant that I

his wife. Keep it, he said. It’s yours, he said. Photography is my

ought to scat, I saw my professor again. We were outside the library

avocation.

and the fountain was turned off. It looked like a big cement dog dish.

I knew even then that as soon as I got back to my room I

My professor trotted up, sending dry leaves scattering off the path,

would tear the photograph of his wife into little bits, as if that would

his coat flapping. There was a nip in the air. As he opened his mouth

absolve me of the crime of seeing her exposed in that way. But as I

a little spout of a cloud puffed out. Are you still hungry? he asked.

first held the photograph I didn’t tell my professor what I planned to

The space under his nose lengthened, his lips twisted in a snarl, and I

do. I said, This is beautiful.

couldn’t figure it out. Then I understood: He was trying to make his
face leer. It was an almost convincing leer—a self-conscious leer. As if

One night before he had to drive home to grade papers my professor

it had all been a joke, as if I was playing a trick on him the day before

said, Tell me a little about yourself. Go ahead. I’m listening. Help me

when I passed through the restaurant and stopped at his table, as if

avoid the responsibilities of due employment.

my hunger hadn’t been real.

I told him about Texas, land of the armadillo, my home state.
The armadillo is the dirt bag of the natural world, I said.
I told him I was raised by people who collected people. In the
end my adopted parents wound up with twenty-four kids and almost
made the cover of Ladies Home Journal. Throughout my entire
childhood I was only allowed to wear yellow socks—to make sorting
laundry possible. We had three deep freezers in the basement. The

When I didn’t say anything, he groaned and said, You’re a
cute kid, but we’ve got to stop this.
I know, I said. Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness, I said.
Take somebody else’s class next semester. It doesn’t look
right. Your being in any of my classes. Not good.
I was surprised at myself. I asked him why he cared about
how things looked.

woman pretending to be our mother hung a pair of her own

He laughed and said, Guess what? I quit smoking.

pantyhose on the outdoor faucet. Stuffed with bars of Ivory soap for

Again? I said. I could see my breath hanging in the air.

us to wash with. She wouldn’t drain the water from a pot of noodles—

Cigarettes and speed—who needs both? he said. I pulled my

she was so afraid of losing nutrients. If any of my family saw me now

head back before he could tap my forehead. See you later, my

they would call me a fallen woman.

professor said, his coat flapping out behind him when he took off.

Is that so? he said. They must be the salt of the earth. They’d
be pretty shocked, huh? Good. Shock is good.
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I changed my major to demography. The study of populations, rather

the man must be my old professor. But then, a second later, I knew

than individuals. But after I withdrew from my professor’s class, I

better: it was Keats.

still caught glimpses of him. I even took pains to sit in the auditorium
so that he was in my line of sight at lectures by visiting scholars. He
never went to the readings by poets or fiction writers, only the
scholars. He was often with a sophomore who looked immensely
proud of herself, although sometimes he was with his wife. She didn’t
look like the woman in the photograph. Even so, it took me a while to
realize that the woman in the photograph wasn’t his wife.
During the winter before I tried and failed to transfer I sometimes
saw him off in the distance, walking across the snowy quad. The girls
in one of the off-campus apartments had started a nickname for him:
Dr. Dracula the Pure Creep, but it never did him justice, even though
he started wearing his black coat on his shoulders without putting his
arms in the sleeves. Years later when I saw his obituary in the alumni
news bulletin I still didn’t know how to think clearly about him. I
knew, of course, what I was supposed to think. But even after so
many years I felt the same enormous sadness for him that I had felt
by the time I left college. As if he was the one who had missed the
opportunities, as if I was the fortunate one.
Less than a week after I saw the obituary I dreamed that I was
leading a tiny man out of a terrible room where he had been held
captive for a very long time. The man was blinking and gasping. His
hand in mine was moist and trusting. As soon as I woke up I thought
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Jules was living in the Maple Farm house with the Mayock

“The guy must be crazy,” Neil said.

brothers, Neil and Philly, when someone from her old neighborhood

“Taking it out in this weather,” Philly said.

was arrested for exposing himself to the deaf girl. Neil and Philly had

Neil and Philly looked nothing alike. Mandy liked Philly. Jules

just gotten in from work, and they were sitting around the scarred

pretended to like Neil, so everything would be even. She slept in his

table with their boots off, wearing gray wool hunting socks. It was

room with him, and she followed through the motions of being his

winter, so they’d been plowing the Connecticut General Insurance

girlfriend, which meant letting him do what he wanted with her and

parking lots all night, and Neil had described how the eyes of

acting as if she liked it. Really, he wasn’t her type—lean and lanky

displaced deer and coyote, peering from the patches of woods left

and too sweet-natured to be attractive to her. When he stood up his

standing on the insurance company’s grounds, had sparkled in the

body seemed to unfold. In the pocket of his Woolworth shirt he

truck’s headlights. In the middle of the table stood the near-empty

carried a photo of his dead sister, Sarah Rose. Every so often he

bottle of what they’d been drinking to pass the time and keep warm,

would pull it out and look at her, and his face appeared to fog over

some of it poured now into their coffees. Outside the snow continued

and become unreadable. Sometimes, he would say, “Let’s ask Sarah

to fall, blow in under the kitchen door, and drift up along the house’s

Rose,” and his brother would become solemn, and the photo would

peeling wood siding, covering brambles that Jules knew were lilacs.

come out. They’d sit for a moment, as if waiting for the image to

Mandy was the one who told the deaf girl story, overheard at her

respond.

parents’ doughnut shop counter, where the local men had coffee and

Sarah Rose had died before either of the boys was born. In the

smoked and read the Sunday paper. She was swallowed up in Philly’s

photograph, she was a teenager with long, heavy hair that draped her

red-and-black-checked coat and a long scarf, which she unwound

narrow shoulders. She wore a blue peasant blouse, and stood in front

while she talked, her small hands brittle-looking at the end of the

of the abundant lilacs holding one of the homing pigeons from the

sleeves.

loft that sat empty now in the back yard. For a thirteen year old, her
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eyes were dark, and portentous. She held the bird in hands that

asked her. When Neil spoke to Jules his voice always altered, became

revealed, to Jules, more emotion than her face—the long fingers of

soft and tender, almost crooning, she’d said once to Mandy, and

one curved under its breast, the other grasping the tail feathers,

Mandy had given her a look as if to say—be happy, already.

cradling the bird’s body in a clasp of complete love. After she died,

They had all seen the Deaf Child sign in Jules’s neighborhood,

the brothers said, their parents had let the birds go. But they would

stuck in the middle of a long strip of tall hedges as if the child lurked

not live in the wild, and for a long time they returned, fluttering

there, just beyond the green border. Jules had met Philly and Neil at

around the closed loft, pecking for seed. It must have been wearying,

John Brown’s restaurant bar in the town center, and they’d driven

Jules supposed, to have released them in an attempt to forget, and to

her home nearly every night last summer before she’d decided to

never be allowed to do so. Jules had always been afraid to ask what

leave for good and no one stopped her. She knew they imagined the

happened to Sarah Rose. She assumed it was an accident, or cancer,

deaf girl’s hedge covered with snow, and the girl herself accosted

something that could easily strike any of them, and she felt it would

somewhere behind it, the man’s pants shucked down around his

be unlucky to bring it up. Mandy agreed. Neither of them breached

knees.

what Jules called “the sacristy of Sarah Rose.”
Now the wind came at the windows, and the old maples
scraped the roof shingles. Mandy sat down at the table with them.

“His name is Nestor McAdams,” Mandy said.
“I don’t know any molester named Nestor,” Jules said.
Philly and Neil’s mouths opened wide with laughter. Neil

“Bet there wasn’t much to expose,” Philly said, winking at his brother.

slapped the tabletop with his hand, and seemed in pain. Philly

His hair was dark and thick, like Sarah Rose’s. When he didn’t shave,

laughed at his brother laughing. Mandy flattened her small mouth in

he looked dangerous, almost ruthless, but when he did his face was

the semblance of a smile. She hated it when they drank too much and

soft and pale, like the undersides of Jules’s arms. Then, she could

Jules encouraged them.

easily see him in khakis and a sport coat, his feet shod in leather

“She didn’t hear him coming,” Philly said.

shoes, traipsing the threadbare Oriental rugs at her parents’ country

The deaf child, back when Jules knew her, had been fifteen

club.

years old, a babysitter for Jules and her sister, Delores. The deaf girl
“You guys are drunk,” Mandy said. “And it’s only nine

o’clock.”
Neil leaned forward and put his elbows on the table. He
looked at Jules and raised his eyebrows. “So, you know this guy?” he
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fueled their imaginations, and regardless of anything Jules said

that Mandy would notice. But Mandy expected other things from

after—that she was flat-chested and had blond frizzy hair held back

Philly—things that Jules believed were far too easy to falsify. She

with two barrettes—Philly and Neil invented their own composites, as

wanted him to let her spend the night with him and have sex, and

if they had seen her one day beyond the tall hedge sunbathing,

take her places in his car. For Mandy, that was what love meant.

wearing nothing but a bikini bottom. They brought her up at bonfire

Jules had never believed differently, until the first time Philly gave

parties at the reservoir, at the Sound View Pavilion, at the Candlelight

her that look, and she saw in it the possibility of anguish and fear,

restaurant lounge listening to the bad top-forty band. When Mandy

and she knew that she and Mandy had been wrong.

or Jules balked at doing something distasteful or unlawful—sneaking

Now Philly looked away, focused on something outside the

into someone’s backyard on High Hill and swimming naked in their

window. He leaned forward in his chair. “Damn,” he said. “One of the

pool, having sex with the brothers in the same room—Philly or Neil

Holsteins is out.”

would say, “Let’s ask the deaf girl then.” The deaf girl had lived with
them all summer, as uncanny a presence as Sarah Rose.
“That story can’t be right,” Jules said now. “She isn’t a girl
anymore.”
This quieted the brothers. Jules heard only the scrape of their
chairs.

Maple Farm was once a prosperous dairy. Philly and Neil’s
parents had sold the farm and the adjoining land long ago, but kept
the house, where they’d lived and then, later, died. Much of the
pasture was sold to developers who built Ridgewood, a community of
colonial and split-level houses connected by a labyrinth of streets
named after trees: Maple Hill, Chestnut Edge, Butternut, and

“You always think too much,” Philly said. He gave her a long

Hickory Lane where Jules used to live. The rest went to a wealthy

look, one similar to others she had lately struggled to understand. I

man who cultivated corn and kept a small herd of Holsteins. He had

love you, the look seemed to say. Jules didn’t dare let herself imagine

intended to produce ice cream and sell it in a small shop, but so far

he meant anything by these glances. She cherished them, believing

nothing like that had ever occurred. Instead, a few hired men worked

they were all she would ever have.

the farm, and though the functioning of the business had nothing to

Then Neil protested that she needed to exercise her
intelligence to pass the high school equivalency exam, and asked her
what she’d finished reading. And Mandy said she’d gotten doughnuts
for nothing, because no one was eating them, and went into the

do with either of them, the brothers still felt an inherent
responsibility toward the place.
Neil leaned over to peer past Philly. “No, that’s a black trash
bag,” he said.

kitchen. When the looks had first started happening, Jules worried
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Jules rose and went to the window. The maple trees that grew
by the house also lined the narrow road that led to the barn in back.
There, through the blown snow and the bare trunks, she saw a cow.

Girl on a Couch
summer on narrow paths to the pond and fresh clover. The cow made
a frightened lurch deeper into the bank. Jules stayed a bit behind.
“Good girl,” Philly said. “You stay there.” Jules thought he was

The animal struggled through a drift that swallowed her legs. She

talking to the cow but he had turned to look at her over his shoulder.

thought she saw the panic in her soft, brown eyes. “Oh,” she cried.

His movements had slowed, his voice low. The wind blew through the

She moved to the kitchen to grab her coat and boots, but Philly was

bare trees, clanking the branches. Then he told her “Shhh,” and she

there first.

watched his two hands rest on the cow’s black-and-white flank. She

“What do you think you’re going to do?” he asked her. He

could not, for the wind, make out what he said, but she heard the low

shrugged on his coat. He grabbed an old halter that hung beside the

murmuring of his voice, its soothing cadence. She saw his hands

door.

move, flat-palmed across the cow’s back, and she was reminded of
She had no idea what to do. She had never been close to the

Sarah Rose’s hands in the photograph, their grace. He had the halter

cows, only seen them from the yard at a distance, lumbering and

around the cow’s neck in moments, and tugged gently to lead her out

lowing shapes whose hooves made small ruts in the spring earth,

of the drift and onto the path back to the barn. Jules stepped away.

whose defecated piles smelled up the house, and brought large flies

She turned and saw one lone shape in the dining room window. She

that eventually perished on strips Philly hung in every room. She

gave it a little wave.

followed him out the door anyway, trudging in his footsteps through

The sound of the gun’s report seemed, later, as lost in the

the snow. The cold was sharp on her face. She’d forgotten her hat,

wind and the snow as Philly’s voice calming the cow. It had an

and the wind whipped her hair around. She found gloves in her coat

echoing quality, as if from a great distance. Hunters, Jules thought,

pocket, and she put them on.

then wondered how far the ring of trees extended before Ridgewood.

Neil and Mandy had stayed inside, watching from the dining

Out of the corner of her eye she caught sight of something

room window. Jules decided that Neil must be the drunker of the two

scampering back under the barbed wire and into the woods, a long

brothers to believe that he couldn’t be of any help. She followed Philly

tail flying behind it like a dog. She turned once again toward the

back toward the red barn where the cow stood, making a snorting

house and saw Neil, standing in the road between the maples, drop

through her large nostrils. Just beyond the cow the woods began,

the family Remington as if he had just taken aim. Behind Jules, Philly

private land marked off by barbed wire that the new owner had sold,

lay in the snow—splatters of red like petals strewn around his leg. He

but that the cow knew, and had treaded through each spring and

was grunting, and breathing through his nose, as the cow had been
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Philly told him he always had terrible aim. He told him

his hand in the snow and she held it to her face. His eyes were closed

everything would be fine. Jules kept her arms by her sides, her coat

and she told him to open them.

still on. She could not believe him.

“Open them now,” she said. And he did. There was the look

Later, after they took Philly to the hospital, Mandy went

again. She held his hand to her mouth. Philly pulled her down into

around with a damp towel, cleaning up the blood, and Jules said she

the snow with him so that their faces touched, then both their

would go out to find the cow. She stood by the bloody spot in the

mouths, warm and desperate. The snow was in her hair, packed into

snow, and remembered the way Philly’s mouth felt. She saw that the

the sleeves of her coat, melting around the neck of her sweater. Jules

cow had followed the path to the barn, and stood now by the barn

heard the cow low. She felt the warmth of Philly’s mouth. And then

door, where she had found some protection from the wind. The snow

Neil was there, the snow spraying up around his heaving body as he

had dwindled to flurries that melted on Jules’s face. It was afternoon,

scrambled through the drift. He didn’t say anything. He took the

but the sky was gray, and it could have been any time of day. Jules

halter off the cow and tied a tourniquet on Philly’s leg. It was only his

supposed the barn was locked, but she tried the latch, and it opened

leg, after all. While he tied, Neil cried openly, and Jules felt an

and the cow went in past the others that stood, munching straw or

awkward sorrow for him. Philly swore and remained conscious. The

swishing their tails idly. She thought that the animal might know

bloody leg steamed from its snowy spot. Mandy called an ambulance.

where to go herself, and it was enough that she was inside where

Neil carried Philly into the house and left a trail in the snow, and then

there was food and other cow bodies for warmth, and no threat of

another trail across the kitchen linoleum. Mandy handed Philly the

predators. The barn smelled of hay and feed corn and the cows

bottle from the table with a shaking hand. Once inside the house,

themselves, a heady scent, almost sweet. Jules found she liked the

Jules felt her heart step up, as if it had been held dormant for the

sound of their movement—the placing of their hooves, their snorting

time she’d been outside holding Philly’s hand to her lips. She did not

and swishings.

let herself think about what else had happened. It seemed that under

When she was a child she’d visited Auer Farms, a 4-H farm,

the circumstances no one would mention it, and so she would never

on a field trip with school. They had all worn their uniforms, plaid

have to. Neil sat down, shaking and cold.

skirts, and white socks, and she remembered her shoes had gotten

“It was a coyote,” he said. He covered his face with his long
fingers.

sucked into some mud on the trail, her socks had been splotched, and
she’d been mortified. She had been in first grade, and she’d begun to
cry, and the other girls had thought she’d wet her pants or thrown up,
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and they took her to the teacher, who smelled reassuringly of J’Adore

She worked now at the doughnut shop and made enough money to

and patted her head and told her, “Not much longer,” as if the trip

buy Philly a leather jacket for Christmas, and Jules an antique gold

itself was disdainful. And it had been—smelly and dirty, and the men

locket she’d seen at a shop in Simsbury. Mandy said that she was

who worked there, from a distance, seemed tired and overheated,

following the no-plan plan, that one day she would simply choose one

wiping their faces with the backs of their hands.

of the boys in town, get married in the Sacred Heart Church and

Now, she breathed in the smell of the barn, and remembered
Philly leading the cow, the gentle way he urged her, the shape of his

begin having children, much as her own mother had. Now she stood
glaring at Jules.

hand on her flank, and then the blood in the snow, and his mouth, its

“What are you talking about?” she said.

suffering, the pieces of bone and skin and shredded jeans, all of this—

“Philly’s leg,” Jules said. “Aren’t we both talking about Philly’s

her revulsion and horror, her need and her desire, fastened together,
a confused blending. Jules felt it would be wrong for her to stay in the

leg?”
She continued to sort through the pine bureau, separating her

house with the brothers any longer, so she went inside to pack her

things from Neil’s and placing them into the duffel bag. Everything

things. Mandy watched her from the doorway, holding the bloody

smelled of the pine drawer. Jules knew that when she got wherever

towel. She didn’t ask what Jules was doing. She stood there, the towel

she was going and unpacked, this smell would remind her of the

bunched in her hand, fingers bloodstained, face swollen from crying.

house, of Neil and Philly, and then, in a heart-wrenching way, of

“What if they have to—you know?” she asked Jules.

everything else.

Jules had her duffel bag on the bed. It was the bag she’d taken

“And you think that’s OK?” Mandy said. Her voice had risen

to Adventure Camp two summers ago, when she’d gone to Costa Rica,

to a high pitch. Jules looked at her and wondered if she was having

snorkeled and hiked and done everything the brochure promised with

an emotional breakdown. When her mother had one this was the first

teens of her own age group. She had come back from the trip with no

marker—a kind of high, whining tone to her voice, a thrashing of her

clearer idea of how to fit into her own life, and a liking for Camel

arms and whatever she was holding at the time—frozen peas, the

cigarettes, and a knowledge of the varieties of expensive pot.

blow dryer, a pair of high-heeled pumps. Soon, the items would resist

“What are you talking about?” Jules asked. “If they have to,
they have to.”
Mandy was Jules’s first friend out of high school. Mandy

the thrashing and once freed, sail across the room. Jules glanced at
the towel in Mandy’s hand. As Mandy became more agitated, Jules’s
movements slowed, like Philly with the cow.

graduated last spring, a year before Jules would have if she’d stayed.
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with or without a leg.”
Mandy’s eyes widened. “Are you kidding me?” she said. The
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shelves. There was a television, and a phone extension—a whole little
world. The room was at the back of the house, with a view of the old
loft, and the sun came up in its windows and shone across the fields.

towel flapped at her side. And then her voice rose again. “You’re not

Philly lay there, ashen at first, and then as the days passed, ruddier

leaving?”

and stronger, and hobbling around, content with the prospect of his

Jules stopped packing. She knew Mandy was crying, and it

prosthetic limb, and walking just as Neil, or the Malucchi brothers, or

was just like her mother, the exasperation and disbelief, the begging

Lew Vancour, or any of the other town men did. Jules spent each day

for Jules not to go, and then Jules staying for a while longer, a feeble

in the living room chair by the window. She had a set of the Harvard

attempt to make everything work out peacefully. Part of her knew she

Classics, green leather books with gilt pages that Neil picked up for

had never wanted to leave then, or now. Part of her longed to stay, to

her at a tag sale. She didn’t want to tell him that the books probably

be condemned to the torture of imagining Philly and Mandy in bed

wouldn’t prepare her for the exam. She accepted them, as she

each night in the room across the hall, to wait in silence for Philly’s

accepted everything from him, because it made him happy. She read

glances, to suffer Neil’s attention.

Aristotle and Marlowe and Plutarch. She read The Tempest, the same

“Neil will think you blame him,” Mandy said.

lines over again, distracted now by Philly’s presence. Though they

Jules had not thought about this—how it would look to

were often in the house alone, he kept his distance, and Jules

abandon Neil just then.
“And what about me?” Mandy said.
Jules glanced up at Mandy’s face—the mascara streaks, the

understood this as his way.
Mandy worked more often—the night shift when the
doughnuts were prepared fresh for the morning. When she came in

reddened, upturned nose, the sprinkling of freckles. She sighed, and

she smelled of sugar and fryer grease. She slept alone in the upstairs

unpacked her bag. She had only put in her summer things, anyway.

room. She covered her revulsion as best she could. Philly seemed not

She didn’t have anywhere else to go.

to care. “It hurts him when I weigh down one side of the mattress,”
Mandy said. No one really believed her, a tiny woman who weighed

After a few weeks, Philly came home without his leg. At first he could

only ninety-five pounds, but everyone pretended to understand.

not climb the stairs, and like his father when he had gotten too old, he

There was a bit of an investigation into the accident, with the police

settled into the back room. It was set up as a kind of den, with wood-

coming out to ask questions as a formality. Later, there were rumors

paneled walls, a fold-out sofa, and antique duck decoys on the

that Neil had shot Philly out of a jealous rage. Rumors, Jules saw,
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grew out of threads of truth. She saw, too, that the multitude of

the room below. She felt his even breathing through the floorboards,

possible truths made almost every story impossible to believe. She

heard him turn, and the sofa bed’s springs recoil. Soon, when the

wondered if Neil had told someone what he’d seen between Jules and

snow had melted, the fields would lighten with mayflowers, and Jules

Philly in the snow that day, if he’d known what he’d seen, if he’d even

saw there was a window of time in which he might come to her, and

seen anything. All of this kept her awake at night, staring at the

still, he did not.

plaster ceiling, avoiding Neil’s arms and legs thrown out in sleep.
She had begun cleaning the house, exploring the rooms and

She began sleeping on the couch in the living room. The living
room was cold and drafty, and the couch’s cushions were flattened

finding left behind things which she read as clues to something she

and uncomfortable. Jules awoke each morning before the others, and

needed to know, its origins placed in the bloody snow by Philly’s lost

folded up her blankets and put them away. Still Neil did not protest.

leg. Sarah Rose’s old figure skating trophies packed in newspaper.

His face took on a drawn, pensive expression. By March, everyone

Bits of sequins on a closet floor. Pads of notepaper with lists in old

was sleeping in a different place in the house, and the snow had

ink: string cranberries, salt front walk, call Maureen. Grocery items

melted in the sunny, high fields, and the cows stepped cautiously

she found remarkably personal: Ban roll-on, bobby pins, Corn

across the half-frozen ground. Philly was walking with a cane. One

Flakes. And then the notebook and its contents, observations and

day he came out of the den and found Jules folding up her blanket.

lists written in a girl’s rounded script: Luna, Sophia, Mystic, Ariel,

He raised his eyebrows at her, but said nothing. He had stopped

and beside Ariel, the penciled word: Lost. There were notes

giving her his old glances, as if the kissing in the snow had been all he

describing markings, noble, white-breasted, and Jules understood

needed from her. She wanted to ask him why he was up so early, but

that these were Sarah Rose’s birds.

she did not. She wanted to know why he did not wish to talk to her, or

She lay in bed beside Neil and thought that here his mother

look at her, but she kept quiet. The silence in the house was

gave birth to three children. She imagined the wet sheets wrung in

something no one seemed to want to breach. They simply looked at

her hands, the blood, the window tossed open and the cooing of

each other, and moved away in opposite directions—Philly with the

pigeons, the blazing maples, their leaves shivering and damp with

tapping of his cane, Jules with her arms full of the blanket.

dew. Or the scent of lilacs, and the bees in the farmhouse eaves, the

She took the blanket to the closet under the stairs. There she

maple shadows moving on the lawn each evening. Long ago, there

had found a Hush Puppies shoebox filled with eyedroppers, and Ace

would be a lighting of candles, and the lowing of the cows, the

bandages that smelled of camphor, and a small bottle of dried

crickets rimming the old stone foundation. Jules felt Philly waiting in

Mercurochrome. She imagined Philly and Neil’s mother dressing
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their small cuts when they were boys. Across the hall was Philly’s den,

was conscious of not wanting to unbalance him. She heard him

the door open, and the sun coming up through the windows onto the

groan, and she remembered the day in the snow, and thought of his

rumpled sofa bed. She went into the room to make the bed, believing

pain. When she tried to pull away he whispered not to. His mouth

Philly had gone. She liked being in the place where he’d slept, to

was in her hair, his hands on her breasts, sliding below the bones of

smell him on the sheets and the quilt. She pulled everything straight.

her hips. When he kissed her it was different than the time in the

Out the window, two pigeons perched on the loft’s buckling roof.

snow. It was gentle and probing, like a question. She would answer

Sophia, Eileen, she thought. Sarah Rose’s father would drive the birds

with her body on the sofa bed, the door softly shut, the sun awash on

in crates and release them. Each time, a little further distance. These

the quiet duck decoys.

locations were marked in her book—Granby, Southwick, MA. Her

They were not discovered, and in the days afterward, Philly

notes recorded the weather—gray, breezy, rain. The times each

acted as if nothing had happened. For Jules, it was enough that it

returned; the birds that didn’t. Jules pictured her waiting under the

had. From this she imagined a moment when Philly would announce

maples in one of the old porch wicker chairs, winding her long hair

his feelings for her. A time, perhaps, when Mandy would begin to

around her fingers, watching the summer sky. She turned now and

come by less, and then, after a while, notice someone else at the

Philly was there, a presence in the doorway. He smelled of the

doughnut shop counter—a boy with a cap over his eyes, a sly smile,

outdoors. He still wore his coat. Jules felt herself redden, as if she’d

and a car with shiny rims in the parking lot. Though it had been Neil

been caught.

who asked Jules to live in the house with them, and Mandy, initially,

“The pigeons,” she said.

who introduced her to the brothers, the prospect of being with Philly

Philly leaned over to see out the window. He stood and

made Jules happy, assuaging her guilt. Nothing appeared different,

smiled, amused. “Ghost birds,” he said.

but beneath her silence was a churning she could not contain. She

“But you see them,” Jules insisted.

was cheerful, and slept later on the couch, heedless of discovery. She

She looked out again at the loft. The birds were gone. She did

asked about pigeon feed and talked of resurrecting the old loft. There

not know why she’d mentioned them at all. This was why no one

had been pigeons the other day, she said. Mandy gave her a worried

spoke, she decided. They never said what they wanted. The words

look. Neil became grave and reproving.

were shields to hide behind. She reached for his coat and opened it,

“There haven’t been birds for years,” he said.

pressed herself against him. Philly wrapped his coat and his arms

Philly stood in the doorway and said nothing.

around her. She had her ear to his chest, and heard his breathing. She
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And then one Sunday morning Jules caught Philly coming

Neil shrugged. He looked ridiculous, holding the white drink.

down the stairs from his old room. She felt light-headed, watching

Jules felt sick and had stopped drinking hers. She looked beyond the

him descend. Mandy came down a while later, her expression vacant,

violet glare of the television to the couch, and saw Mandy’s hand

her freckles bright. It was as if, sensing what Jules wanted, Mandy

snake up the back of Philly’s shirt. Jules had seen her do this before.

had changed her mind. It may have been that it was spring, with

She would draw a picture on his back with her finger and ask him

everything pushing to the surface—grass blades, tree leaves, crocuses

what he thought it was—a flower, a sun, the letters of her name. After

and daffodils whose long slender stems emerged from the loamy soil,

a while, Mandy reached over Philly and grabbed his prosthesis, where

tender and exposed. The lilacs budded and opened and bobbed on

it lay beside the couch. She held it with two hands in her lap and

their branches. That afternoon, the four of them sat around the living

stroked it absently, while on the television Hoss balanced his large

room watching a Bonanza marathon. The television picture was

body on his galloping horse. The grass was trampled and dust sent

unclear, the images separating particles. They had been drinking

up. Shots rang out, and Little Joe cried miserably for his dead

White Russians that Mandy had mixed up in the kitchen with milk

fiancée.

that Jules thought might be sour. It was April, almost Jules’s

Mandy stood up with Philly’s leg in her arms and stepped

birthday. She would turn eighteen, something that once seemed

away from the television glare into the shadow. Jules saw that she

pivotal, but now did not. Outside, rain pelted the maples’ new leaves,

was crying, too. Philly looked at her, incredulous. Neil glanced up and

and it was dim and shadowy in the house.

seemed to shrink back into the chair cushions.

“I hate this,” Mandy said. “Little Joe never gets the girl.”

“What is wrong with you?” Philly asked.

“He gets a lot of action,” Neil said.

“I’m holding your leg,” Mandy said. She held the prosthesis

“But nothing long term,” Mandy insisted.

out and gave it a shake. The joints made a sound like a marionette.

“Only Little Joe wants long term,” Philly said.

“Isn’t anyone sad about this?”

Neil groaned. “Jesus, Philly,” he said. “Don’t speak for
everyone.”
Philly had his prosthetic leg off, and Mandy sat beside him,

For some reason, the brothers both turned to Jules. At first,
she thought they blamed her, but then she saw they simply expected
her to quiet Mandy down. Jules stood up from the couch and took the

something she usually refused to do if he didn’t wear the limb. “Why

limb from Mandy’s arms. Mandy was unprepared, the leg slipping

Neil,” he said. “Are you thinking long term?”

easily into Jules’s hands. It was soft textured plastic. Lightweight.
Jules had held it before, that other morning in the den. She held
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Jules sat back down on the couch, quiet, dulled by these

The brothers’ eyes shifted from Mandy to Jules. Mandy’s mouth

thoughts. The story she’d told the brothers about the deaf girl had

opened a little in surprise. Her cheeks were still wet with tears, but

been made up. Once, when Mary Beth was over babysitting, a boy

her eyes narrowed.

had stopped by. Mary Beth had let him in, and they’d sat together

“Oh, you were sad all right,” she said. “You were packing to

watching a movie with Jules and Delores. After, Jules and her sister

leave that day until I stopped you.” And then Mandy’s face darkened,

had been sent to bed, but Jules had lain awake for a long time,

sensing her betrayal, and she grabbed the leg back. Philly kept his

wondering about the boy and Mary Beth, and what they might be

gaze averted, pretending to watch the television. On the farthest

doing together. She’d slipped downstairs to the room with the

couch, Neil bowed his head, his hands in his lap.

television, its sound soft, a lull of music and intermittent voices. The

Jules saw her mistake unfurl and bloom, a taste in her mouth

room, like this one, was dim, filled with particles of light. She told the

like the soured milk. It was true that Philly loved her. He had done so

brothers that she caught them both without clothes on her mother’s

at the moment he believed he might die, and later, when she’d gone

couch—Mary Beth’s body pale against the dark upholstery, her long

to him willingly, her love her own wound. Yet, as long as Neil cared

hair draped down the cushions to the floor, and the boy on top, Mary

for her, Philly would never admit it. She had left herself open to his

Beth’s hands clasping his buttocks, smooth and child-like between

advances, his violations, believing they ensured her a place in his life,

her bent knees. Really, Jules had found them sitting much the same

in this house. But that, too, had been an error. Neither of the brothers

way as she’d left them. Maybe they’d been holding hands.

thought much about the house, or their mother’s labor in the upstairs

Now, Jules remembered Mary Beth, the times she’d looked at

bed, or the way their dead family’s hands had worn down the

Jules with a sad, loving glance when she’d done something she

banister. If she had shown them the lists in their mother’s

shouldn’t have—gone through her mother’s clothes to dress up,

handwriting, the Camay soap packages saved for a sweepstakes, their

poured her father’s cologne and shaving cream and talc into Dixie

father’s notes in The Old Farmer’s Almanac, they would have

cups to see what it might make. The way she’d smooth Jules’s hair

shrugged and shaken their heads. If they noticed the bats flying from

with a gentle hand, a girl assured of what was right. One who would

the attic on summer nights, they never mentioned them. The pigeons

always know when she should have what she wanted. Jules had

that returned, forced by their terrible yearning for home, pecked at

hidden for a long time behind the loveseat, watching Mary Beth and

the grass and found nothing.

the boy, but nothing had ever happened, and she’d gone back to bed.
As a child, she hadn’t known what she was waiting to see. Later, the
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few times she’d babysat herself and had boys over, she’d been the one
naked on a neighbor’s couch, her own legs spread, fervent for
something that would be, time and again, evasive and heartless.
Jules saw the rain outside on the maple leaves, against the old
glass panes. She saw Mandy’s hand slip back under Philly’s shirt, and
Philly’s mouth moving, which meant words were coming out. Tree,
house, window. But they could be any words, or words that meant
nothing. Jules knew she would do one of two things. She would go to
Neil and take his hand in hers, lean in to press her mouth to his,
requesting forgiveness. Or she would pack her bag and leave.
Someone would surely pass her walking with the heavy duffel, see the
way her hair hung in lank strands against her wet clothes. A car
would stop for her—a Plymouth with finned lights and dark
upholstery, and a smell coming out like peppermint and cigarettes.
Behind her, up the road in the house, Neil would pull out the photo of
Sarah Rose. Jules’s story floated in the room, waiting to be told.
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The Hideaway has fishy yellow light on the business side of the
mahogany, illuminating staggered rows of liquor, staining the glass
containers. My headless disciples, Eli calls them, their caps screwed

Not kindness, I think, coming fully to, but the satisfaction of
sleep.
She sits with her back to the bar, a beer between her legs, the

straight onto their necks. Eli is an attentive bartender. He leans over

ruffled trim of her blouse like the blooming leaves of April—green

the cash register, a rectangular nimbus gliding over his features—the

and sudden and out of place.

glint of a new credit card. The remainder of the Hideaway lies in the

“Millicent,” she says, offering her hand. “Mill, to friends.” Her

dim, diminished, familiar light common to taverns. Snug booths with

eyes meander over my face, lovely eyes, the same green as her blouse,

leather pews line one wall. Oval tables and narrow chairs clutter the

her narrow nose their guardian, lips an intimate pink, a woman

floor. Patrons play eight ball in the wings, contributing to a semi-

whose beauty is a kind of frailty.

visible noise that fills a pocket in my head. Bar noise comforts me,

Eli passes by, carrying in one hand a glass sizzling with tonic

and the soft, somnolent light calms my mind. Now and again I

and in the other, change for a twenty. He likes handling money.

slumber, upright on my stool, elbows steady against the bar, head

Making change, he says, is metamorphosis. In his wake, our

only slightly bowed. The best dreams I’ve had I’ve had in bars.

reflections appear in the mirror above the bottles: Mill’s bright

I’m drifting when the woman speaks, my cigarette musing in

bonfire of hair, and me in my gray coat huddled over the ashtray, a

its tray, bourbon drowsing in my hand. I don’t hear her begin, her

face that knows the chill of middle age but forgets. I forget as I shake

voice confidential by the time I separate her words from the public

her hand.

complaint of the jukebox. …have to explain, and there’s no

“I’m Al.” Among all the things I know about myself I can’t

explanation. My husband’s a good guy, not like some. That’s why

choose another to tell her. Fifty-two and unmarried. I loved, for many

I’m asking you, the kindness in your face.

years, the same woman. She lives now with a man who sells bonds.
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These facts seem too feeble to offer a woman who wants me to phone
her husband.
Finally I say, “Once I drove my truck into a sofa. Long time

Sleeping in Bars
a still.”
“You’re a bright one, Al.”
To distill is to purify. Spirits turn to vapor, condense, and re-

ago, when I lived in New Mexico.” I don’t tell her why I was in the

become, cleansed of impurities. The woman I loved is a Christian

desert at night, roaming the back roads, just that I came over a rise

now. It’s not rational, she tells me, that’s why I like it. She loved my

and in my headlights appeared a discarded divan. I ran it down and

story of driving into a couch. Ask Al about having truck with a sofa,

cracked its spine. “If there’d been a person sleeping in it, I would have

she’d say. It happened the night I met her. I left the party and

broken him, too,” I say all in one breath, as one ought to announce an

couldn’t go home, driving in the dark on dirt roads—an advantage of

accident.

the desert, the percentage of thoroughfares that remains

“But there wasn’t anyone?” Mill says, lifting her beer.

unknowable. I kept hearing her voice, knowing that I was lost. Her

“There could have been, but there wasn’t.”

voice still resides inside my head, near the corridor that ushers in

She drinks from the bottle, slides a slip of paper beneath my

sleep. In that brief passage, she often speaks my name or offers a

ashtray. A phone number shows through the colored glass. “This
music.” She makes a face. “Is there always this music?”

flutter of words in a familiar pattern.
…really ought to…

Way, way down inside, I'm gonna give you my love…

…if it can’t wait…

“Yes,” I say, “there’s always Led Zeppelin.”

…lay my head…

“Do you have quarters?” She rummages through her purse.

In a different bar, one that exists nowhere but this dream, a

“Never mind.”
Then she’s gone. I don’t try to follow her in the Hideaway’s

bar of my own making, wide and dark and floored with narrow flaxen
boards, I watch a table of women, how they move furtively and with

cataract light. Bourbon lingers on my tongue before it sweetly burns

purpose, women whose heads have tails, one two three of them, and

my throat. Keep it in your mouth too long, it tastes like blood. That’s

at their fingertips, golden ale in glasses gilded with frost. They

a lesson best learned in a bar. My stoolies, Eli calls us, we reliable

pronounce, with painted mouths, complex syllables of smoke that

minions who need an audience to drink and his steady hand to pour.

assemble above their heads, unstable in the tavern air, an opaque text

Eli’s back, casting his chin toward the opposite end of the bar.
“The old lady with the hat asked me for ‘a bit of the spirits.’”
“I know what that means,” I tell him. “Liquor that comes from
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of desire. Music lights a stage. The women rise, as tall as palm trees,
swaying with that same languor when they walk. What do they think
about while they’re dancing, swans among the cock and hen, baby
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spots illuminating no one but them, the house band spanking
through “The Shape I’m In,” and all the men who did not come with

“Here we are feeling sorry for ourselves,” I say, “and I hardly
know you.”

women watching? I watch, imagining the life I might have with one of
them: a house ablaze with underthings and a car the color of radium.
The dream hazes. I shift on my stool. No one knows I was

“I don’t feel sorry for anyone,” she says, then relents. “Maybe
for Teddy. My husband. It’s an awful shirt. Women doing the hula. I
gave it to him.”

gone. The tumbler’s ring of condensation has reached the scrap of
paper Mill stuck beneath the ashtray, making one of the numbers

“I dreamed about women dancing. They were smoking and
drinking, and then they were dancing. It meant something.”

bleed, the numeral enlarging as it loses definition. I ask Eli for a fresh

“What did it mean?”

drink and to make a call.

“There was something about it kind of splendid.”

He returns with the bottle and a squat black phone. “Be brief,”

“Al, are you going to be okay tonight?”

he advises as I punch in the numbers.

“What do you mean?”

The voice that answers says “Yes” instead of hello.

“Okay. All right. Not crazy or sad or in the street.”

“I’m calling from a bar. A woman asked me to call. I don’t

“I suppose I’m always okay if that’s what you mean.”

much know her. Her name’s Millicent. She’s okay, is all. She wants
you to know she’s okay.”

“That’s good,” she says, and I think we may be through with
each other. Then she says, “I’m going to leave Teddy. There’s no

“Al,” says the voice on the phone. “It’s Mill.”

reason. Just my own stupid way. Is that why you’re alone? I bet it is.

I turn to stare, but there are only the customary shapes and

Something inside made you push the woman who loved you away,

shadows, the slender chairs haunted by bodies.
“I knew you’d call,” she says. “But you took your sweet time,
didn’t you?”
“Is it late?”
“I just got home. My husband’s at the kitchen table, sound
asleep. He’s wearing a Hawaiian shirt. His head’s on a placemat.”

and you’re ashamed because she was a good person and now you’re
alone.”
“Well,” I say. “You’re opinionated.”
Her laughter spins inside the receiver. “There’s a glacier on
television—I have the television on with no sound. I hope that doesn’t
offend you. This glacier has been a glacier for a thousand years—or a

“I should have called earlier.”

million years, who knows—and I’m watching it fall into the ocean and

“I should have been here earlier. If I were the person I want to

become water when all it has ever known is ice.”

be, I’d have been here all along.”
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Eli leans in as he ducks beneath the telephone cord. “I can’t
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let you go on forever.”

“I have to let you go,” I say.

“I’m getting you in trouble,” Mill says.

“Yes,” she says instead of good-bye.

“No,” I say, “but you’re capable of it.”

“You should eat something.” Eli snatches the receiver. “I may

“Am I? I’ve always been attracted to damaged people. What
made you this way, Teddy?”

have crackers. In the old days we had pickles and eggs. But that was
then.”

“I’m Al.”

I lift the tumbler. “Another of these.”

“Sorry. There. I turned off the television. Tell me.”

“Last one.”

I’d like to give her something, but there’s nothing wrong with

I nod. I don’t keep liquor at home. You know what they say

me. No more than with any man of middle years who lives alone and

about drinking alone. The slip of paper with Mill’s number I palm,

finds his comfort in a bar. “One time,” I say, “here in the Hideaway, a

pocket it.

man told me this life was a test. Said we’re guinea puppets for
another world. Those were his words, guinea puppets.”

Truth is, I do have a few theories. I’m no different from
anybody else. Here’s one: I believe you can be a fool for love or a fool

“Did he mean god?”

for laughter, and you don’t get to choose. You can devote yourself to

“That’s right. Maybe god loves us, but our job is to run this

the languid movement of a woman’s head and shoulders, the human

maze, peck that tray.”

flux that makes a body long for trouble; or you can turn your back

“You hear things in bars.”

and keep a secret, like those monks who never talk except to praise

“Drinkers tend to have theories.”

the jail-keep.

“What about you, Al?”

Or you can find a nice bar in which to drink and have a sleep.

“I just like the noise and the light and the liquor. I come to

Beside the freshened drink, Eli drops two packets of saltines.

drink and sleep and be with that noise.”
“Did you say sleep?”

“On the house. Put something on your stomach.”
The cracker disintegrates on my tongue. I sip the bourbon. My

“I was sleeping when you spoke to me.”

lids close. I want to return to the women and their ponytails, watch

She breathes gently, kindly. “If I were there, I’d sleep with

them smoke, their heads moving in the liquid dark as they talk one to

you. I’d shut my eyes and we’d dream about those women.”
Eli lifts the base of the phone. “This is a bar,” he reminds me. I
follow the bounce of curling cord that connects his part to mine.
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another, the spark of teeth, chalice of beer, their arms lovely and
bare. Maybe there’s a phone at my table.
They’re rising now, I say. They’re going to dance.
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Al, Millicent says. It’s you.
It’s me, I say. Let me tell you what I see.
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Attention Passengers: Are You Ready
TM

for Operation Enduring Freedom ?
Notice of Personal Inspection©
From the Transportation Security Administration, a division of the
U.S. Department of Homeland Security

“People are tense. That’s why we’re here. We’re here to help.

To protect you and your fellow passengers, the Transportation
Security Administration (TSA) is required by law to inspect all
checked passengers/baggage. As part of this process, some of
you/your baggage are opened and physically inspected. If you
are reading this note it is because you/your baggage have been
physically inspected.
During the inspection, you/your baggage, and their respective
contents may have been searched for prohibited items. At the
completion of this inspection, the respective contents were
returned to you.
If the TSA screener was unable to open you/your baggage for
inspection because you/your baggage proved resistant, the
screener may have been forced to break any and all locks both
literal and figurative. TSA sincerely regrets having to do this,
however TSA is not liable for damage to you or your possessions
resulting from this necessary security precaution.
For packing tips and suggestions on how to secure your
contents during your next trip, please visit our website at:
www.EnduringFreedom.gov.
And remember, Smart Security Saves Time!

your tenseness. Because we’re doing our job and our job is Protecting
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We understand tense. You’re tense. We’re tense, too. We share in
You™, sir. Protecting You™ from terrorists both foreign and
domestic. Though mainly foreign, let’s be honest here. Foreign
Nationals. They hate Freedom™. They don’t want to Let Freedom
Rule™. Operation Enduring Freedom™ doesn’t mean to them what it
means to us.
Do all Foreign Nationals hate Freedom™? Probably not. But a
lot of them do. Maybe most of them. Who knows? A lot of them
probably hate Freedom™ but their lack of work ethic prevents us
from hearing about it. For example. You may grumble about the
security packaging of CDs—the bullet-proof plastic that you have to
hack with a machete practically and then the sticky tape strip that
only peels off in little pieces and is transparent so you never know if
you’ve got it all off until you pry the CD case open and it snaps at the
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hinges—but do you act on your hatred of redundant packaging that

Muhammad or Mullah Saddam it’s just common sense that we keep

keeps you from easily liberating your music? No you do not. You chop

an eye on him. Which brings us to you and to Our Problem.

and peel and sometimes break the CD case in frustration, but you do

To protect you we’ve established a compulsory

not seek to explode certain record-label industry leaders or the

StopReadObey™ system with the appropriate instructional signage

proprietors of the packaging industry. Instead you ‘go with the flow.’

and announcements so we can move you efficiently through the

Most TerrorAppeasers™ and FreedomHaters™ are lazy like you in

Secured Skies™. These signs are posted on many surfaces throughout

this way. They haven’t eaten of the fruits of our system. They don’t

the Lubbock International Airport Travel Space and written in

understand how Letting Freedom Rule™ is a JustRewards!®

English because you can’t spell ‘international’ without ‘national.’ It’s

program for hard work. The JustRewards!® encourage the hard

very disrespectful to fail to read English if you are in America. When

work. When you are free, it’s survival of the fittest. That’s what makes

you occupy a place you should understand the culture. And the most

America so great. We’re a very fit society. Just look at our sports

important part of any culture is Laws ’n Order™. Without Laws ’n

teams. We have the best football league in the world. That didn’t just

Order™ there is lawlessness. And no one wants that. Lawlessness

come overnight. It was because of competition. Decades of it from

leads to Evildoers™. Laws prevent Evildoers™. Therefore there must

Vince Lombardi down to Bill Belichick and the Patriots. Think about

be many laws in place to fight Evildoers™ if we are to win the War on

that. And that’s what we’re offering the world: Corporate Freedom

EvilTerror™ and Let Freedom Rule™. And because of this situation it

Teams of Excellence®. But not everyone wants them. Not the

is every citizen’s duty to learn Laws ’n Order™. Why do you think we

Evildoers™, not the FreedomHaters™, not the TerrorAppeasers™.

have so many lawyers in this country? They are our new educators.

They don’t want to open their markets. They don’t want our fruit.

Ignorance is no excuse when it comes to Laws ’n Order™. Which,

Even though most terrorists are Foreign Nationals, we don’t
profile. Let’s be clear about that. We would never judge a person by

again, brings us to you and to Our Problem.
Our security literature clearly states that provocative words

the color of their skin or by the fact that your name might be

and language are a threat to Secure Skies™. Words are weapons. The

Muhammed Saddam or Mullah Omar bin Laden. Though it’s strange

pen is mightier than the sword, as they say. When you threaten

to keep names like that after, you know, the U.S. got al Qaedaed.

someone with a sword is it the sword that scares them or the idea of

After Pearl Harbor did you see people changing their name to Adolf

the sword? Exactly. You see my point. Ha ha. So when you are

Hitler? No you did not. So if we see a guy who looks like a

allegedly complimented on your attire by a fellow passenger and
reply that you’re wearing a new bomber jacket it is no different from
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holding up a grenade and pulling the pin. It is like stuffing that

Attention Passengers
But back to Our Problem. This procedure is painless or at

grenade in the nearest child’s stroller. It is a crime of intent and the

least falls within acceptable parameters of discomfort according to

intent is to subvert Freedom™.

the streamlined standards of GenevaCon v. 2.0 as they apply to our

Which is a big no-no.

FreedomFighters’™ Compassionate Agenda™. At most it can be

You have already compromised innocents even if they are

characterized as a slight encroachment of your rights and personal

okay. You have become a Subverter™, which is like a

space. Your clothes, minus your jacket, will be returned to you after

TerrorAppeaser™ and only a short step from Evildoer™. Like the

your comprehensive examination. Please Assume the Position™. It

Lord said to Moses, Worship not the Golden Calf lest ye go astray and

will only make you safer and move us all just a little closer to

make me angry and smite you until you are badly smoted. That’s

Freedom™.”

Exodus, which you might also think about.
You say that to the best of your knowledge no one has ever
hijacked an airplane armed solely with a jacket and this may be true.
But the fact that this has never happened does not mean it could not.
Did the Chinese think that gunpowder could be a weapon? No they
did not. A chopstick can be a deadly weapon if you know how to use
it. Even your body can be a deadly weapon, but it would be very
expensive to retrofit every airplane seat with restraints and so we will
just have to be vulnerable to human agency until something happens
that convinces our democratically elected FreedomFighters™ that it
is just as sensible to secure passengers as it is to secure baggage. It is
not a perfect world. Freedom has to be cost efficient. But this is not a
criticism. Our democratically elected FreedomFighters™ are working
day and night to make us Feel Freer™. Who do you think makes laws
that Let Freedom Rule™? Who do you think is responsible for

Note:
1) FreedomFighter, Subverter, TerrorAppeaser, FreedomHater,
Evildoer, Freedom, Feel Freer, Let Freedom Rule, Operation
Enduring Freedom, War on EvilTerror, Laws ’n Order,
Compassionate Agenda, Assume the Position, Protecting You,
Secure Skies, and StopReadObey, are all trademarked by the
United States Government and Department of Homeland
Security and may be used by permission of said entities only.
This trademark applies to other terminology and concepts not
expressly mentioned herein, including but not limited to:
Good, Evil, Right, Wrong, Liberal, Conservative, Crusade,
Manifest Destiny, Bill of Rights, Individual Rights, and
Democracy.
2) JustRewards! and Corporate Freedom Teams of Excellence
are registered by the Consortium of Credit Manufacturers and
the Association of Corporate Entities.
3) “Notice of Personal Inspection” is copyrighted by the
Department of Homeland Security and the Transportation
Safety Administration. All rights are reserved. Where there is
ambiguity as to the meaning of this copyright statement, the
most restrictive legally permissible interpretation is binding.

Enduring Freedom™?
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“It’s an Indian,” Cara said.

“Do you like it?”
“I guess,” Ginny said.
“You don’t like it,” Cara said, not yet accusatory, as if she
couldn’t imagine that Ginny wouldn’t like it, wouldn’t find it (with all
the expected changes in the apartment) charming in an eccentric way,
more evidence of Cara’s theatrical skills.
“Well, what is it?”
They were standing on the back porch of Ginny’s—actually,
now Cara and Ginny’s—apartment on the top floor of a broken-down
triple-decker in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Not “Harvard,
Cambridge,” Ginny was quick to point out. More like Somerville,
Cambridge. Kind of a dump. Her street had actually scared her, when
she first took the lease—a neighbor shrieking incomprehensible
curses because of something, she never figured out what, she’d done
wrong when she’d pulled her car up to the curb; a murder (a swim by
shooting, she now joked) in the pool at the projects around the
corner—but she liked her place now, had missed it during her two
weeks in New Mexico.
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“Well, I got that,” Ginny said. She weaved her hair into a
French knot behind her head and then, having nothing to secure the
effort, let the whole mess fall back down her neck. Jesus, it was hot.
“Like a cigar store Indian.”
An Indian chief, in fact: chest-high, with a massive headdress,
buckskin clothing and dark face, its fierce scowl edging into
dementia.
“But is it supposed to be … funny?” Campy, she meant, some
sort of a joke, a play on its own horribleness.
Cara stared at her.
“Don’t you think . . . I mean, it’s sort of offensive.”
Cara said nothing.
“But, ” Ginny rushed in to add. “But ….” She couldn’t think of
a but. Not one she’d say out loud.
There were other changes. Some of them expected. Like: the Czechs.
Their belongings in Ginny’s bedroom. Their economical food stuffs
filling the pantry shelf. Half-bags of single serving Ramen noodles,
taped shut for future use. Small plastic bowls of unidentifiable mush
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in the fridge. For the two additional weeks that Petrova and her son,

kitchen chair while Ginny made dinner. She was a decent cook. From

Marcus, were staying, Ginny would sleep on an air mattress by Cara’s

the start, Cara had insisted that she was happy about moving in.

bed, a reversal of their childhood situation, when Cara (the younger

Ginny would get Cara eating right. Big healthy salads. No more

of the two) was allowed to bring her ladybug sleeping bag over to

potato chip dinners.

Ginny’s house for the night. They were cousins, but more like sisters,
having grown up in neighboring houses in a Boston suburb. The truth

When Ginny lived alone, the back porch was unfurnished. Once Cara

was Cara herself was the biggest unexpected change: in 14 days, she’d

came to stay—just two years ago, when Cara was 25 and Ginny was

bloated into obesity—the steroids having a field day with her face and

28—the entire apartment filled with leftovers from Cara’s parents’

torso—and there was something else wrong. She wouldn’t say what.

house. It would have been a terrible 70s flashback with Peter Max

“Mom’ll explain,” she told Ginny dismissively, as if she couldn’t be

fabric paintings and orange and purple furniture, if not for Cara’s

bothered to go into it. Tell me, Ginny thought with such intensity, she

skill with needle and thread. She’d stitched coverings for the couch,

imagined the words forming a large, cartoon bubble above her head,

added her various dressmaker’s busts (two shapely women, one

tell me, tell me now. But she kept quiet. Cara could—Cara should—

Pavarotti-sized man) to the living room. She’d been working as a

have her way. The cigar store Indian was going to stay.

costume designer in New York, when she’d got the news that forced
her back to Boston and her doctors. She’d plunked her parents’ old

And maybe it wasn’t so bad. Maybe it was just that everything

kitchen table on the back porch, covered it with her collection of

seemed off on her return. The sky too small, trees too close at hand.

Fiestaware teapots, all turned into planters.

Outside, the world seemed colorless. Downright ugly. Inside, there

There were chairs out back, too, but, on that first night home,

was the disastrous pairing of her aunt’s old pea green refrigerator

Ginny took up her customary place on the porch: butt on the

(the apartment was a “cold flat,” which meant “supply your own

chipping gray floorboards, back to the gray vinyl siding, a glass of

fridge”) with the kitchen’s worn red-and-white-checked linoleum, the

white wine with ice cubes by her side.

tan paint on the wainscoting and the striped wallpaper above. Rule

“So tell me about Petrova.”

(from what? A house and garden magazine?): colors you wouldn’t

Cara sighed and plopped into one of the porch chairs. “You’ll

wear together shouldn’t be together in your garden or your living

see. It’s not like what we expected.” Over the phone, Cara had already

room. But what did it matter? For a long time, the only person who

made it clear that the charm of Petrova had worn off, though she

came to the apartment was a friend from college, who’d sit on a

adored Petrova’s two-year-old son.
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And what had the cousins expected, back when they agreed to

“What do you mean?” There was a photo of Vaclav Havel

put Vaclav Havel’s press secretary up for a month? Well, nothing

under the Felix the Cat magnet on their refrigerator. His eyes were

really. Their thoughts hadn’t got any further than a vague pleasure at

the blueberry blue of an infant’s.

being able to help out, at getting to meet someone close to Havel. The

“Well, first, she’s not the only press secretary. I mean: you’d

situation was this: Petrova was supposed to attend a month-long

wonder how a press secretary could take off for a month. I guess

seminar at Tufts University’s school for international relations. She’d

Havel has a few press secretaries. And it’s not like she has any

been given $500 to live on for the month, which wasn’t going to get

training. She was a tour guide before. I mean, her English is good, but

her very far in Cambridge. A woman Cara used to bump into in New

otherwise ….”

York—Parker, now interim artistic director at the American

“But I thought that was the thing, the charm of the Czech

Repertory Theatre—knew someone at the burgeoning Prague Opera

government,” Ginny said. “A bunch of writers who don’t know a thing

Company who knew about Petrova’s situation. Since the cousins lived

about politics. Artists running the government.”

within walking distance of the university (though it was admittedly a

“Well, Petrova’s not an artist. She’s just kind of needy.”

rather long walk), and since for two weeks of the month in question,

Needy. A put-down for Cara, who wasn’t needy, not even

Ginny had work in New Mexico, it seemed natural enough to agree to

when most ill. Each morning last winter, during the worst of her

put her up. Cara seemed to have taken a turn for the better and said

chemo, she’d had a business-like manner about coughing till she

she wouldn’t mind the adventure of the visitors in Ginny’s absence.

vomited, quickly spraying the bathroom’s sink’s surface with

Ginny was an art director, too, but for mail order catalogs. (She’d be

disinfectant, then sitting down cheerfully to her breakfast—always

doing a hiking catalog in New Mexico.) Nothing, at any rate like

half a dry bagel and a diet Coke. “In what way needy?” Ginny asked

Parker, whom Cara had described as a cross between a Gumby doll

now.

and Catherine Deneuve. Not an image Ginny could quite wrap her

“Oh, you’ll see, you’ll see. I can’t really explain it.”

mind around. “Well,” Cara had said, “picture someone flat and
blonde and glamorous. With cat eyeglasses.”
“Oh,” Ginny replied, dispiritedly. “Do I have to?”

Ginny didn’t see, not right away. The woman who came through the
door later that evening was sweet. A blonde, straight hair cut to her
shoulder with girlish bangs. She was slim, in a faded cotton skirt and

“I don’t think press secretary there is like press secretary here,” Cara

a T-shirt with a tiny butterfly appliqued under the scalloped neckline.

said now.

Ginny was getting a tissue from the bathroom when she heard the
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front door open. “I’m out here,” Cara had called back into the house

“I think I have something to tell you,” Petrova said, when Cara

and then a red-haired little boy charged past the bathroom door. “Ca-

reemerged from the apartment.

ra,” he cried.

Cara cocked her head.

“He’s in love with your cousin,” Petrova said, right off to

“Ernest is coming for a visit.”

Ginny, knowing, of course, who the strange woman emerging from

“Oh,” Cara cried, “that’s great. When?”

the bathroom was. They followed Marcus onto the porch.

“This Friday. The people from the program … we’re going out

“Under the sea,” Marcus shouted and threw himself into
Cara’s arms. Cara pulled the boy to her lap. “Under the sea.”
“His first words in English,” Cara smiled.

on a boat in the harbor on Friday night, and he said he’d meet me
after. It’s near the … the what-do-you-say, the fish house, no .. the
fish museum. You know what I mean.”

“It’s The Little Mermaid,” Petrova said but Ginny hardly

“Aquarium.”

needed the explanation. Cara had bought the Walt Disney video,

Petrova nodded. “But I have a favor to ask ….”

because she’d liked the movie. Another piece of evidence, as far as

“Sure,” Ginny said quickly, aware of an adolescent desire to

Ginny was concerned, that even though she was only three years

reassert her place in this apartment, to gain some fast intimacy with

older than her cousin, they lived on opposite sides of a sharp, cultural

Petrova and her son.

divide, one that put Cara, for all her love of serious theatre, in the
camp of those adults who knew all The Brady Bunch episodes by

“Can you watch Marcus on Friday? It’ll be too late to take
him.”

heart, who thought Mr. Potato Head was a hoot, who weren’t

“Yes, oh, sure,” Cara said.

ashamed to own a Pat Benatar album. In college, Ginny had gone to

“I’ll put him to bed, so it’ll only be if he wakes up.”

Memphis to spend Christmas break with her then-boyfriend. “If you

“No problem.”

don’t go to Graceland,” Cara had said, knowing Ginny wasn’t

“And maybe Ernest won’t come anyway,” Petrova said, a bit

inclined, “I want a divorce.”
“This little boy,” Petrova said, mussing her son’s hair, “has
seen that movie 35 times.”
“Thirty-six,” Cara said, as she stood to cue up the video for
him in the living room.

mournfully.
“But,” Cara said, “you just said he was.”
“Yes,” Petrova allowed, “he says he’ll fly in after work on
Friday.”
Cara said, “This is good news, right?”
“Who’s Ernest?” Ginny put in.
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seeing Joe Langlais, a mechanic who worked down the street—but as

picture. Petrova and he had been married, but then, early on, Petrova

of yet, no one had ever actually plunked down a major chunk of

had found out something dark about her husband. “He liked doing it

change for the pleasure of her company.

with little girls or he was having an affair with his brother. Something

“Oh, well,” Petrova waved her hand as if wiping the

like that,” Cara had said on the phone, while Ginny was pulling on her

conversation away. “I better go check on that little guy.” She turned

hiking shoes, getting set for the day’s pre-shoot trek. “I didn’t care to

for the short hall that led back into the apartment.

find out the specifics. Anyway, I think they were only married a few

“Ugh, she drives me nuts,” Cara said, when she was gone.

months. At least, she got Marcus out of the deal.”

“She’s not that bad.”

“Ernest is ….” Ginny said leadingly.
“The crush,” Cara put in. “Petrova’s love interest.”
“Five years ago, I was giving a tour. I used to work as a tour

“She’s got that helpless thing, though. She takes good care of
Marcus, but otherwise, she’s the little girl.”
“Oh, I guess,” Ginny said, not yet sure if this was a fair

guide, and he stayed to talk to me after. We’ve sent letters ever since,

characterization. But sensing that it was, that there was something in

but I can’t say he’s interested.”

her own waffling reaction to this last exchange that proved Petrova

“You don’t fly up to Boston from Florida if you’re not
interested,” Cara said.

was the kind of person you wanted to protect and criticize, all in the
same breath.

“Really?” Petrova asked, as if this weren’t a self-evident fact.
Petrova was at least ten years older than Cara, but clearly Cara had

On Friday, the night of the harbor ride, when Marcus first woke, a

taken the parental role. Not that Cara spoke from direct experience.

little disoriented at not finding his mother with him in the big bed,

She was 27, and, so far, had never had a boyfriend. Losing your breast

the cousins said they were having a pajama party in the living room,

at age 21 did sort of complicate things. “At what point,” she’d once

and he should come join them. He padded out, ate a small handful of

said to Ginny, “am I supposed to say, ‘Hey, buddy, one of these isn’t

popcorn and played with a dancing chicken toy. “Under the sea,” he

real.’?”

finally said, rather plaintively, and Cara cued up The Little Mermaid
“Really,” Cara said now. “You’re golden.”

video. After ten minutes, he was asleep, and Cara scooped him up

Ginny allowed herself to hate Petrova for a second. The kind

and back to bed.

of women for whom men bought plane tickets. Ginny had had her
share of boyfriends—was even currently and somewhat half-heartedly
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“He was patting my shoulder blades, as I carried him,” Cara
said when she returned to the living room. “I think he was trying to

“Don’t worry,” Ginny said, starting for the phone by Cara’s
computer. “I’ll take care of it. You go back to bed.”

burp me.”

“Fuck you. I’m not going to bed.”

The second time Marcus woke it was 1:00, and the cousins
had turned in themselves. “Mommy,” they heard. “Mom—ee,” an

“Well, I’ll try Tufts,” Ginny said. “Just see when the boat
docked.”

edge of real panic in the boy’s voice.
“It’s OK,” Ginny heard Cara whispering in the next room.

But no one at the Tufts switchboard had ever heard of the
international conference or its members who were visiting Boston

“Mommy will probably be here in a few minutes.” But the boy

Harbor that night. Ginny was transferred and transferred. Then the

wouldn’t stop calling out.

line went dead. “Idiots,” she crabbed at the phone, then dialed again.

Ginny went in to offer her own reassuring words, but Cara

“Let me have the phone,” Cara demanded, holding out her

waved her away. “He was just starting back to sleep,” she hissed.

arm, but Ginny shook her head no. So imperious, she thought then

Ginny retreated to her air mattress. Sometimes, even now, Cara’s

tried to calm herself. Why did she care? Eventually she was put

harshness could make her gasp. When Cara came back to the room, it

through to someone who said, “Oh, the van got back here around

was 1:30.

11:00.”

“She’s never stayed out this late before,” Cara said, sitting on

Ginny looked out the window, but no cars were coming down

the edge of her bed. The streetlights gave her bedroom a silvery

the street. “Maybe they went … I don’t know if she really liked this

glamour, touched the computer screen and the edge of a chair draped

guy, maybe they went and got a hotel room.”

in blue jeans, like a benign moonbeam. It wasn’t so hard to imagine
the cousins’ exchange as the first scene in a movie in which the next

“No,” Cara said, emphatically. “Trust me. She wouldn’t do
that.”

scene was the cousins’ adoption of the poor little boy whose mother

“Well, why not, she’s a grown woman. She ….”

disappeared into the endless night.

“No,” Cara said, angry this time, as if she’d had it with Ginny

Ginny said, “Oh, I bet she’ll be back in a few minutes.” But by
2:00, both cousins were worried.

and the way she lorded her sexuality over Cara. “I know her. She
wouldn’t.”

“What should we do?” Cara finally said, sitting up, a hulking
shadow.
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“But the boat docked hours ago,” Cara said. This wasn’t

and then shortly after, Ginny started calling hospital emergency

something Ginny would have pursued. You didn’t ask a grown adult

rooms. She was on the line, when Cara—stationed at the bedroom

where she’d gone after dark. And yet, Cara seemed to have read the

window—called, “Hold it, hold it. It’s her.” There was the sound of the

situation correctly, for there was something super-innocent about

front door closing then feet on the stairs. Cara opened the apartment

Petrova’s response, as if sexual dalliance weren’t a possibility.

door to Petrova, looking as freshly showered and powdered as she
had hours earlier, when readying herself for her evening. “Hello,” she
said cheerfully. She held out three silver Mylar balloons, the whole of
the landing, with its six-foot, yellow eighth note (something from a

“Oh, I’m so sorry. We took a long walk. Over the bridges of the
river. We didn’t even notice the time.”
“I used to row,” Ernest said, as if this were why they had been
looking at the river.

New York City Opera set), bent around their surfaces. “We bought

“He was showing me the boathouses for MIT and Harvard.”

everyone a balloon.” She didn’t seem to think it surprising that the

“Oh,” Ginny said. “Were you in school up here?”

cousins were awake in the middle of the night.

“No, not me,” Ernest said.

A man trudged in Petrova’s wake, a gentleman apparently, not
being invited upstairs for a drink, but walking his date all the way to

“Ma ma, ma ma,” Marcus called from his bedroom.
“The little guy,” Petrova said and turned to press her hand to

the door. Not really crush material, in Ginny’s eyes. He was

Ernest’s forearm. “Will you excuse me?” she asked and before an

somewhere in his 40s, bearded and graying, not fat exactly, but

answer came, she darted into the apartment.

pudgy around the middle, a thin man who’d gone soft. He wore a

“Well.” Ernest smiled at Cara, sensing of course that she was

wrinkled gray suit, without a tie, undershirt sticking out from

the one to make up to here. “I’m so sorry we worried you. It’s my

beneath his checked dress shirt. No hair on the top of his head, but a

fault, of course. I should have been paying attention to the hour.”

thick untrimmed muff above his ears that made him look a bit like a
clown.

Cara nodded non-commitedly, as he turned and made his way
down the stairs. “Asshole,” she whispered, when the thud of the

“I’d better be going,” he said, and put his hand to the back of

downstairs door meant he was truly gone.

his neck, as if he needed this sort of support to think clearly.
“We were so worried,” Cara said, ignoring him. “And you’d
better go see Marcus. He was scared. Where were you?”

“So what happened last night?” Cara said, turning to Petrova, who
was putting a small teaspoon of jam in her oatmeal.

“Oh,” Petrova said, “we were just having fun.”
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“Well,” Petrova began slowly, “I went out on the boat, of

“And then finally he did say my name.” Petrova paused and

course. All around the harbor, and then when we came back, I saw

smiled. “And that my hair had gotten much longer.” She put the pads

Ernest, waiting for me at the end of the … whatdoyoucallit …” She

of her fingers to her hair lightly, as if it were he who were touching

brushed her hand out in front of her to indicate a walkway.

her. “The van went off, and then we went to that Quincy Market, and

“Gangplank, I guess,” Cara said and shrugged. “Is that what
you call it?”
Ginny shrugged.

took the subway back to Cambridge. We walked over to the river and
onto the bridges, then back again. And that was that. We took a taxi
here.”

“Well, there he was, and I thought he’d recognize me, but he

“So ….” Cara said, waiting for the summary statement. What

didn’t seem to. And I thought, well, if he doesn’t recognize me, then

did she think about Ernest now? But her manner made it clear. She

that’s that. So I walked off the boat and went all the way past him and

was smitten as ever.

still he didn’t recognize me. So I thought I’d just better come home.”
“Wait a second,” Cara put in. “A guy flies all the way from

“Well, why don’t you invite him for dinner tonight, if you’d
like?” Ginny said. “Joe’ll be by. Maybe we can invite George.” George

Florida to see you, and you think you’re going to blow him off because

was a friend from around the corner, owner of a local—and rather

he doesn’t recognize you?”

popular—Caribbean restaurant, a reliable procurer of good snacks,

“Of course,” Petrova said reasonably, and Ginny had to
suppose that something had been lost in translation.
“Christ Almighty,” Cara said and Marcus chirped, “Crisp
Almighty.”
“Go get your jacket,” Petrova instructed, “we’ve got to get
ready to go.” Marcus ran for his room, but the toy trucks on the
bedroom floor distracted him from his errand. “All the other people

tostones and sometimes even conch fritters.
“Crap,” Cara said, and stuck her finger into her mouth, as if
trying to dislodge something from her back teeth.
“That’s attractive,” Ginny said.
“Fuck you,” Cara said, though Ginny had only been joking. “I
can’t swallow this thing. It’s like something got stuck back here.”
“God, I’m sorry,” Ginny said, standing. “Do you want

from the program got back on the van, and even though there were

something to drink? I can get some water. Maybe some water will

only a few people left on the dock, he still didn’t know me.”

make it go down.”

“Well, it had been a long time, right?” Ginny said. “Wasn’t it

“No,” Cara snapped. “I don’t want anything to drink.”

five years?”
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Ginny sat at the kitchen table with Petrova and Ernest, while

want to go into with Ginny, the other night, could only be one thing.

the others ate in the living room. “So what do you do?” Ginny said.

The cancer wasn’t gone, not really.

“We never gave you a chance to answer.”
“Business.”

It wasn’t a great night for a party. Humid, the air a thick soup. Even

“What kind?”

moving one’s mouth for conversation felt like too much of a workout.

“Oh, international.”

Still, Ernest showed up. And Joe and George.

“So when you were in Prague, when you met Petrova, you

Ernest seemed comfortable enough, though his arrival in a
suit—in this weather! And he was from Florida!—seemed to suggest
he was used to more formal gatherings. And older people.
“What do you do for a living?” George asked, after he’d

weren’t there on holiday?”
“Oh, no. That was before Prague changed, before it became
fashionable to go. Before you saw Kafka mugs and Kafka key chains
and Kafka t-shirts.”

deposited two platters from his restaurant on the table. Ginny

Ginny smiled.

wondered why she’d even bothered to cook. Who ate in this heat? “I

“I’m serious. It’s like that now. The people who go there now,

brought some rum punch, too,” George announced.
“Excellent,” Ginny said, wiggling her fingers, like some craftily
pleased madwoman. She loved George’s super-strong rum punch.
“This is so generous. Do you want some?” she turned to Ernest.
“Oh, no,” he said. “I don’t drink. Except for a sherry, now and
then.”

see the castle, and they walk over the bridge, and they think they’ve
seen the true Prague.”
“And …,” but Ginny didn’t want to continue this
conversation—there was something boring and slightly contentious
in his manner. “Florida. Are you from there, or did … how did you
end up there?”

“We don’t have that, I’m afraid.”

“No, no. I’m from all over. I lived up here for awhile. Down in

“I’m happy with anything.”

the Square, in one of those apartment houses with the Harvard boys.”

“Well, what would you like?” Cara put in, testily. “Some

He rolled his eyes, in the way that people always did around

water?”
“Water’s great,” Ernest said.

Cambridge. “Still I love that regatta. I used to row, you know.”
“Yeah, I think you mentioned that.”

“Hey, man,” Joe emerged from the kitchen with a beer and
gave George a slap on the back. “I haven’t seen you in forever.”
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“That guy’s kind of weird,” Joe said later that night, as he was

just watch them,” he’d once said, when Ginny had tried to get him to

readying to leave the apartment. Ginny had walked him out to his

join some debate she and Cara were having about a movie. He made

truck. She never stayed at his place—not a place really, but an

it sound like a virtue. He was a simple soul, who appreciated things,

upstairs room with a tiny kitchenette in one of the grand Victorians

while the cousins talked and talked things to death.

over by Fresh Pond Parkway. He had to walk through his landlady’s

“It is so our place to judge,” Ginny said.

house to get to his rooms, often stopping to open a jar for her or hear

Joe huffed, and Ginny huffed, and had a sense that the

about the state of her impending divorce.

relationship wouldn’t last the week.

“Weird, like how?” It had been Ginny’s impression, too, but
she couldn’t quite put her finger on what seemed off about Ernest.
“I don’t know, just weird. Like, well ….when I went upstairs,
after you guys went for your walk?”
Ginny nodded. Earlier in the evening, they’d all had an after-

One night, when Cara was out at the movies, Ernest sat opposite
Ginny at the kitchen table, as Petrova told them about her mother’s
death. She’d had cancer. “And in the end,” Petrova said, looking
down at her lap, her voice breaking, “she was just all full of these soft

dinner stroll, save Ernest, who wanted to rest, and Joe who came

spots.” Petrova lifted her hand into the air to demonstrate. “Like an

down with everyone but, at the last minute, decided to stay, too.

overripe melon. Just all soft. It was so horrible. My poor, poor

“Well, I went back upstairs, thinking I’d cover up the food.

mother, just all…” Petrova seemed to be searching for a word, but

And Ernest was gone. I thought, “Hey, that’s strange.’ But I just got

then she skipped right over it and continued on: “… into herself. The

out the saran and all. Then, I hear something in Cara’s bedroom, and

progress of the disease it’s just…. Like some rotting fruit, you know.”

I went in there, and there he is. ‘Can I help you?’ I say, and he says,

She shook her head.

‘No, no. Just needed to use the phone.’ Only he isn’t standing by the
phone. He’s across the room by the dresser.”
Ginny grimaced and nodded in agreement. “Weird. And he’s a
little pompous, too, a little weirdly pompous, don’t you think? Sort of
a know-it-all about everything.”

“You know,” Ginny said, slowly, but then her question to
Petrova seemed ridiculous, so she directed it to Ernest, “that Cara has
cancer.”
“Well, obviously,” Ernest said, pointing to his head, as if to
indicate baldness or a headscarf.

“Yeah, well. If Petrova likes him, it’s not our place to judge.”

“But she’s in remission,” Petrova said quickly.

Ginny had a brief desire to hip-check him off the sidewalk.

“Noooo,” Ginny said, “I wouldn’t exactly say that.”

She hated this: stupidity masking as morality. “I don’t analyze them. I
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“Oh, my God,” Petrova said, “but she’ll be fine, no? It would

“Not that bad, not yet,” Ginny said absentmindedly.

be too much for the little guy. I mean, he loves her so much, and I
love her so much. And….”

Cara slapped at Ginny’s hand, the one with the washcloth.
“Just get the fuck away from me.”

A spot below Ginny’s breastbone suddenly hollowed out, as if

“What’s the matter?”

someone had abruptly reached in and torn open a space there,

Cara was silent.

because Ginny’s body wasn’t quite big enough, it turned out, for all it

“What is it?”

was going to have to absorb. Ginny pressed her hand to her chest, as

“You know,” Cara started to stand, but then didn’t, “what it is.

if trying to hold something still. “Of course,” she said, “Cara’s going to

Just get the fuck out of here.”

be fine.”
After the evening party, the plan was for Cara and Ginny to head back
The air had a still, white quality. Even the fat purple grapes in the

to Cambridge, but at the last minute, Cara decided she’d just as soon

landlady’s grape arbor, tucked improbably inside the back yard’s

stay with her folks till the heat broke.

chain link fence, had seemed decidedly gray this morning, when
Ginny had stepped under the leaves, simply hoping for a little of the
plant’s green coolness.
Now, Ginny was washing Cara’s head with its patches of
crusty, yellow skin. They were going to take Marcus and Petrova for a

“You stay, too,” Ginny’s mother said, but Ginny didn’t want
to.
“Come on,” Cara demanded, but Ginny still refused, enjoying
the small triumph of saying no to Cara.
The wrong decision, Ginny thought, when she re-entered her

farewell dinner at Ginny’s mother’s house. Marcus and Petrova would

apartment, for the place seemed eerie on return. Sooty and empty. So

sleep in the suburbs that night, and then Ernest would come in the

much gray dust on the moldings, so many waterstains on the ceiling.

morning to take them to the airport.

Purposely abandoned. Was that it? Or only the fact that there was no

“Stamp out dry, scalpy skin,” Ginny said, and Cara laughed.

one occupying the rooms. No Joe—they hadn’t spoken since the night

They were in the bathroom, Cara seated on the toilet lid,

of the dinner party, so Ginny supposed they were off-again, no Cara,

Ginny above her.
Marcus and Petrova were making one final loop through the
apartment, checking for belongings.

Marcus or Petrova.
It had been a whole month since she’d slept in her own bed,
so she set to reoccupying her room. Stripping the sheets, moving her

“It’s so fucking hot,” Cara said. Day twenty of the heat wave.
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clothes. Dumping some of the leftover bits of food into the trash. And

It was black so the challenge was to come up with a photograph that

still this sense of being unsettled.

would still reveal the bag’s details—its many zippered compartments,

The phone rang.
“Hun?” Ginny’s mother.

its attachable shoulder strap, and so on.
There were 1000 sensible questions one could ask about the

“Un-huh.”

lengths to which they were going to create the illusion of daylight.

“Sweetheart, I’ve got some bad news. It’s the real reason I

The first being: why not just shoot outside? But the company wanted

wanted you to stay over, so I could tell you.”
Ginny felt cold, the cold of panic. She looked up from the
phone. Something was off with the back door. It looked like it had
been jimmied open.
“Oh, God,” she said and pulled the phone cord into Cara’s
bedroom. She opened the jewelry box on Cara’s dresser .

this particular train caboose, even though it had rusted into
immobility years ago.
“Ginny,” called one of her assistants, holding up a cell phone
and waving it above his head like a flag.
“Hi,” Ginny’s mother said, her voice leisurely, as if ready for a
long chat.

“Cara’s going to have to have another mastectomy.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Shit,” Ginny said. Her eyes teared immediately. “Oh, shit.”

“Nothing’s the matter. I’m calling to wish you a happy
birthday.”

II

“I’m at work.”

The warehouse was dark, so they’d brought lights, enough

“I know, but you can talk.”

lights to create the effect of sunlight falling on the caboose of the
train. This was in Portland, at the Maine Narrow Gauge Railway, a
dark, bayside building stuffed with antique trains. Actually the trains
from the old Meadville railway, which Ginny had ridden as a child. Or
maybe she’d just seen a TV ad for the place. It had sounded familiar,
at any rate, when she’d got the assignment—which was a big one—as
art director for a travel catalog. Now she was standing to the side as a

No, I can’t, Ginny almost said, but the truth was she could
take a break just now. It was almost five, and her work was more or
less done for the day. She carried the cell phone out to her car.
“What’re you doing?”
“Photographing luggage. Tomorrow, the models come and
we’ll do clothes.”
“No, I meant for your birthday. You’re 31.”

photographer considered a lumpy duffel bag placed at the train’s rear.
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they were—and they had the house and all, but he didn’t really stay
there, most nights.”
“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“I got you a pearl necklace.”

“I know. Completely crazy.”

“Oh, Mom, you didn’t need to do that.”

“So it must have been that Ernest. Who robbed us. Back then.

“I wanted to, to replace the one that got stolen.” Ginny’s

Remember how weird we thought it was that he didn’t want to come

apartment had been broken into last summer, on the day of the good-

to the goodbye party for Marcus and Petrova? Joe actually found

bye party for Petrova, just before Cara took her final turn for the

Ernest in Cara’s room once, saying he was going to use the phone, but

worse.

he wasn’t near the phone.”
“Someone who knew what they were doing,” the police had

“Who?”

said, for the junk jewelry had been left behind; the pearl necklaces,

“Joe Langlais. That guy I was seeing back then.”

Cara’s antique charm bracelet, and Ginny’s great-grandmother’s

“Oh,” her mother sighed. “I can never keep all your men

wedding ring were all gone.
“And speaking of that … here’s something interesting. Aunt
Judy got a call from Petrova.” Judy was Cara’s mother.
“Oh, yeah. What’s up with her?” After they’d left Cambridge,

straight.”
“There haven’t been that many.”
“Whatever,” her mother said. “Parker met that Ernest fellow,
you know.” Parker, the old ART director, who had introduced Cara to

Petrova and Marcus had gone back to Prague for a few months, then

Petrova in the first place, Parker who’d left the ART and was now

Petrova had married Ernest and settled in Florida. “So much,” Cara

running The New World Theatre in Baltimore. “Parker said she

had said, “for those free vacation digs in the Czech Republic.”

thought he was CIA.”

“It’s a crazy story. Ernest flew Petrova back home, for a treat
supposedly, but then he called her in Prague and told her the
marriage was over. She flies back to Florida to see what’s going on,
and he’s cleaned the whole house out. Robbed her of everything.”
“He what?”

“Mom. I said that. Not Parker. I said he must have been CIA—
the way he’d never say what his job was.”
Her mother ignored her. A truth was more interesting out of
Parker than Ginny’s mouth. “Anyway,” her mother breathed now,
“what’s done is done.”

“There’s more. Judy says, it turns out, he never really quite
moved in with her. I mean, they were married—or Petrova thought
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mixed up with that. Parker had a plane to catch the night of shiva.

think a plane ticket back to Prague would cost more than the sum

Parker couldn’t do as real friends did and return for shiva each night.

total of everything she owned.”

Parker was gone, gone, gone.

Perhaps Parker had more of a line on the whole story. Not
that Ginny could place a call and ask. Parker, who Ginny had met

But she wasn’t. A month after the Portland shoot, FAO Schwartz flew

only at Cara’s funeral and knew only through Cara’s descriptions—

Ginny to the Hands On museum in Michigan. And there was Parker,

Parker with her catfish glasses, her art object clothes, her tendency to

shepherding a silent little boy (her own?) through an exhibit about

find herself written up in pages of magazines (the ten most fabulous

peanuts. “I’m here for The Festival,” Parker explained.

women in Boston!)—she was beyond the Cadishes with their ordinary

“Festival?”

lives. Parker and her husband (a fairly well known movie star, it

“Visionary Playwrights,” she said flatly. She was wearing a

turned out) had caused a vague stir at the shiva; there was something

lilac coatdress, and her hair had changed—it was slicked back into a

in knowing that important people were taking notice of this.

little duck’s tail above her neck.

At shiva, the night that Parker came, Ginny remembered
hearing George—George who had loved Cara, who had always
brought her all that soca and tuk music from his restaurant—saying,
“You just want to say, ‘You do know you’re gay, right?’” He was

“What’s that?”
“Ohhhh—“ Parker waved her hand in the air, as if it was too
much of a bother to explain.
The women were silent, and the boy at Parker’s side didn’t

talking to somebody about Parker’s actor-husband. George had

have the good sense to tug Parker along. Above them, a funny

laughed, and Ginny had remembered leaning into the room to say

contraption on the ceiling let go of a wooden ball, which sped along a

sarcastically, “Yeah, they’re both each other’s beards.” But then she’d

clear tube before dropping into the wall and then along a clear maze

shaken herself. What was she doing? Cara was dead. Why weren’t

down to the floor. The boy with Parker watched all this carefully, but

they talking about her? Why wouldn’t anyone give Cara the attention

with no apparent pleasure.

she deserved? At her own funeral, for Christ’s sake?
Cara had died young, and in that she was extraordinary—

“Well…,” Ginny said, “did you hear about Petrova?”
“Oh, yeees,” Parker’s eyebrows arched up. “Strange.”

worthy of Parker and her actor-husband’s attention—but Cara’s

“What do you think that was about?”

whole family, they might get their ordinary, unglamourous hooks in,

“About?”

expect phone calls and attention. Parker knew better than to get
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“I mean. Doesn’t it seem that the whole ruse of duping
Petrova cost more than the sum total of everything she had? It just

Parker turned her head and scanned the wall, as if looking for
a clock, but she didn’t move.

never fit together in my head.”
“I suppose. I never thought about it.” There was a hint of
reprimand in Parker’s voice, as if Ginny’s question weren’t stupid so

“I just don’t get the motive. Petrova was a struggling single
mother. Why pick on her? Or on Cara? Cara who in the last months
of her life was extending herself to two strangers?”

much as boring, leading the women down a corridor of Norman
Rockwells, when there was so much visionary art to be had in the

Parker shrugged, twisted her mouth into a helpless I-don’tknow grin.

museum of conversation.

“Don’t you wonder?” Ginny said. She wanted the

And yet Ginny persisted. “Are you still in touch with her?”

reasonableness of her curiosity to be confirmed. Or maybe for Parker

“Me? No. She wanted to come live with me after Ernest ripped

to admit she’d had a role in bringing about both losses.

her off, but I said no. And then she must have gone back to Prague. I
never heard.”

“Well, that’s the thing about it,” Parker said wisely if absentmindedly.

“But your friends in Prague. They must have known.”

“The thing about what?”

“No, the whole opera project fell through. I’m not in touch

“You just have to accept that the unknown is part of life.”

with those folks anymore.”
“God,” Ginny breathed then told Parker the story of being

How visionary of you, Ginny might have said. Or: Fuck you.
Instead, she stepped back, gesturing to the boy, as if he was pulling

robbed last summer. Parker tilted her head in something like interest.

Parker forward, to the wall maze and beyond, “Well, I should let you

At her side, the boy finally piped up, “Where’s that ball?” he said.

go.”

“Another one is going to come out in a second,” Parker said,
and as she did, there was the whirr-plop of a ball falling out of the

A New England storm delayed all flights east, so Ginny and Kevin

ceiling and back into the clear tube.

Mehta, a photographer from New York, found themselves with a free

“We never really cared,” Ginny added, “you know, about

night in Ann Arbor. Over dinner, they decided to go over to the

getting robbed. There was so much else going on then. Cara was

University to check out the theatre festival. This was the fourth time

going back in for surgery, and then they found this tumor at the back

Kevin and Ginny had worked together, though the shoots had been

of her tongue and well ….” It was Ginny’s turn to wave her hand in the

spread out over the past five years. Every time they saw each other,

air at a piece of information she didn’t care to elaborate on.

Ginny was between boyfriends, and the two of them slept together, a
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bit of casualness that Ginny suspected was ordinary for Kevin, but

going to an event, not just watching a story. And Kevin always made

altogether unusual for her. She’d said as much to him the last time

her feel rather special—his light touch at her back as he steered her

that they saw each other. “I don’t really have sex with my friends.”

past the ushers, the automatic way he slipped her coat off when they

“Oh,” he’d said. “Well, let’s just go to sleep,” and then they

reached their seats. He grinned—boyish, excited, for all his

were in bed together, fumbling around. But when she next saw him

worldliness—as the lights dimmed then rose on two young men

(which was a few days ago, when the shoot started), he was, as

sitting on a bench in front of the curtain.

always, cordial and friendly, there being nothing in his manner to

“Here we go,” Kevin whispered.

suggest they’d ever touched each other. And Ginny followed suit,
though wondered why it seemed a priori ridiculous to suppose they

At the intermission, Kevin and Ginny went outside so Kevin could

would ever get involved involved, as Cara used to put it.

have a cigarette.

There were three plays being performed that night: on the

Act I—“Youth”—had been about a group of hip students

University’s main stage, in the black box theatre, and (improbably,

experimenting with some Fountain of Youth drug. The second act—

given the temperature) outdoors on the football field.

which began with the word “World” projected on the stage curtain—

“Can we go to this one?” Ginny said, reading aloud from the
newspaper. “Folk Wisdom. It says it’s at the main stage. ‘About youth,
the world and death.’” It was an original play the paper said, written
by Parker Martin.
“Sure,” Kevin shrugged. Ginny liked him. Another man would
have rolled his eyes at that description and observed that a Big Ten
school like Michigan must have some team playing something
tonight.
“Oh, good, because I sort of know the playwright from
Cambridge.”

was about depression, but played depression not as the problem of an
individual, but of the world itself. The point seemed a little strained.
“Want to stay?” Ginny asked, feeling apologetic about the
play, as if it were her fault it weren’t better.
“It is pretty lousy.” Kevin admitted then smiled. “But how can
we miss death?”
“You’re right,” Ginny said. “That would be terrible. We’d be,
like, 200 years old if we miss death.”
“Plus your friend, if you see her, you won’t want to confess
you didn’t weather it out.”
“That’s what I was thinking, though she’s not really a friend.

It had been a long time since Ginny had been to the theatre. She

Just someone I know.”

loved the frisson of excitement in the audience, the sense you were
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So back inside they went to see the word “Death” projected
onto the curtain, which then parted to reveal a cozy contemporary
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then … catch this? You know that woman from Prague who’s been
staying with me? The actress?”

apartment, decorated with rattan furniture covered with colorful

Kylie nodded. “Yeah. Well, she turned out to be a real

throws, a place (with its Siennese colors—all those muted browns and

character. Impossible, but my roommate’s all buddy-buddy, like she’s

mauves and greens) in which Ginny wouldn’t have minded living.

discovered the charms of the Eastern bloc. Which wouldn’t be so

“I’m just not going to take that part,” a very pretty women on
stage was saying to someone on the phone. “I’m just not going to take

irritating, but she’s always staging these parties and dinners for us
all. It’s just un-fucking-bearable.”

it. Once you’ve done Chekhov, you don’t have to take parts like that.”

“Why don’t you just tell her you don’t want to go?”

There was a pause while the women apparently listened to whatever

“Me? Tell Miss Thin-Skin anything? Can you imagine? She’d

the caller had to say. “Yeah, well, then, I’m a snob. So what? Listen,

just flip out. ‘Oh, was I really bothering you? Was I really?’ until I say,

I’ve got to go. Kylie Marks is coming over.” Another pause. “Yes, you

‘No, not really.’ Like I need it. Like a dying woman needs this sort of

do. Kylie Marks, costume designer. Talented, young kid who’s got

shit.”

breast cancer. She’s coming for tea.”

“You’re not dying,” the actress said.

Ginny turned to look at Kevin, but his eyes were trained on
the stage.
A buzzer sounded. The actress walked to a button on the wall.

“I’m dying,” Kylie said matter-of-factly. “I am, like, so outta
here.”
The act went on, though with Kylie as a minor character. A

“It’s me,” called a voice, and there was another buzz. The actress

series of other people came to the actress’s apartment—a FedEx man,

straightened tea things on a table that sat stage center, then turned

a house cleaner, a playwright—all revealing sooner or later that they

for the door. “Come in,” she shouted. In walked a woman wearing a

were, despite appearances, fatally ill. None of them were going to see

headscarf. Thin, pretty, presumably bald.

old age, and the actress ended up seeming like the unfortunate one,

“Hey,” the women embraced. “How’s it going, Kylie?”

having to survive old age all alone. In the end, she concludes, to a

“All right. Well, all right, save my roommate. Jesus Christ, my

lover, that “we’re not under death’s thumb, but death is under ours.

roommate’s driving me nuts. She’s shtupping this stupid guy from
down the street who fixes her car, and ever since she got back from
the west, with her new enthusiasms for all things big sky, she’s going

It’s right here, all around us.”
“Idiotic,” Kevin pronounced the play, when it was all over. “I
mean … you’re not under death’s thumb, because death is under your

on and out about how claustrophobic our place is and then…. And
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thumb? What kind of bullshit semantics is that? And that …what was
that she was doing at the end? Smushing an ant under her thumb?”

“She’s got her fans,” Kevin whispered. “So add that to your list
of wonders of the western world.”

“What do you mean?”
“When she was grinding her thumb into the table, and then

Ginny hung back a bit, not quite wanting to join the dense
circle around Parker, but then there was a little rustling in Parker’s

she picks it up and flicks something off? She kills something with her

crowd, as if the group as a whole had taken notice of Ginny by the

thumb, so … “ Kevin gestured for Ginny to step before him into the

door, but had politely decided not to turn and stare.

slow-moving departing audience.
“I guess I missed that,” Ginny said. She guessed she’d missed
a lot of the play’s end. Miss Thin Skin. Could Cara have felt that way

“Maybe,” Ginny said to Kevin, ready to change her mind
again, and half-turning as she did, but then she realized what it was:
Parker’s husband had entered the room behind them.

about her? Could she have? Could all of Ginny’s sense of the love
between the cousins just be … just wrong? Could letting a robber into
your home and feeding him dinner just be the tip of the iceberg when
it came to bad judgment?
“Should we go backstage?” Kevin said, not sounding too

“Oh,” Ginny said and smiled. “This is…” she started to say to
Kevin.
“Oh, but I know who you are,” Kevin said politely. “I saw you
in Happenstance. Great movie.”
“Thank you,” the actor said.

enthusiastic about the idea, but he was a man, if nothing else, of

“Kevin Mehta,” Kevin offered.

propriety.

“Sorry,” Ginny shrugged, and then the actor—Ginny couldn’t

“No, no, I don’t think so.” But when they pushed into the
lobby, Ginny changed her mind.

get herself to remember his name—leaned toward Kevin. Ginny
pressed her palm to her throat. It looked like he might kiss Kevin, but
he stopped short of Kevin’s ear and whispered, “I’m that…” He

The room where Parker was—to all appearances—accepting fervent

wrinkled up his nose, gestured over to Parker with a slight upward tip

compliments from strangers and friends alike was a typical, untidy

of his chin, “that woman’s beard.”

green room, recently subject to a snowfall of old coffee cups. At least,

“Ginny!” Parker cried, at just that moment, as if they were old

that’s what people kicked aside as they pushed past the costumes that

friends. “You came to my play. I didn’t even know you knew about it.

fringed the walls. At the far end of the room, Parker half-sat on the

And I’m so glad you came, because I figured it out.”

edge of a cluttered old conference table.
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“Why, your problem. I’ve been thinking about it since I saw
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passports in that chocolate box, but Ginny knew there weren’t. She

you this afternoon.” Parker stopped, as if she was expecting a

knew everything there was to know about all Cara’s things, which had

compliment, and in that moment, some roses were handed from the

been carefully touched and evaluated and then re-evaluated before

people at the door to other admirers and then pushed into Ginny’s

they were kept or given away or discarded.

arms, so she had no choice but to extend them forward, as if in
thanks for the insult of the third act.

“Why else? Not to be crass,” Parker began, “but why else steal
from a dying woman?”

“Thanks,” Parker said, and turned to put the flowers on the
table behind her. “Passports,” she said, as she turned back.

Your play, Ginny could imagine herself saying, your play was
so mean to me. Or: But Cara couldn’t have told you that. She

“What?”

couldn’t. Instead, she said, “But what about Petrova and Marcus? He

“Cara and Petrova. He wasn’t stealing their things. He was

couldn’t have taken their passports. He’d sent them out of the

stealing their identities, their passports. That’s worth something.”

country, so they’d have to have their passports with them.”

Ginny was silent, then said, “But I have Cara’s passport. I’ve

“True, but….” Parker waved her hand as if bored and then

got it in a little … a little Godiva chocolate box that she saved for some

grinned a broad grin at someone she recognized behind Ginny,

reason. It’s in there with some snapshots of her wrapping her arms

someone probably just now coming through the door. She looked

around the neck of a Wild Thing. One of those huge Wild Things for

back at Ginny. “Ernest was probably using Petrova and her kid as a

the NYC Opera’s production of … you know, that Sendak’s kid story.”

cover of some sort, an explanation for why he was traveling in certain

Her voice was breaking up. Miss Thin-Skin. What could be worse

countries.”

than to enact the truth of the character’s terrible words in front of its

“I guess that makes a kind of sense,” Ginny allowed.

author?

“It does,” Parker said. “Doesn’t it? So many creeps in the

“Well,” Parker said. “That’s probably just an out-of-date

world.”

passport. That guy, Ernest, wasn’t that his name? He probably left the
out-of-date one and took the one that was still good.”

“But…” Ginny began, and as she did, someone pushed in front
of her to give Parker a big hug.

Ginny didn’t say anything. She could be right. Cara had been

“Kevin,” Ginny said, reaching out for his forearm, and then

to England when she was 11—they all had, for a family wedding—and

quickly pulling her hand back. She didn’t touch Kevin in public. “Let’s

then again in college. And if she’d planned to travel after, she might

go.”

have gotten it renewed. In which case there would have been two
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“What was that all about?” Kevin asked when they were back
out in the now-empty lobby.
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of what she’d called for—for someone to acknowledge the pleasure of
her company.

“Nothing,” Ginny said. “It’d take too long to explain.”
“Okay,” Kevin said, “then tell me this. What’s with the beard

“Just called to say hi,” Ginny said. “I’m out here in Michigan
on a shoot. With Harvey Wilson, you know him?”

comment? Hans Martin …”

“Unt-ah,” Nan said.

“Yes, that’s his name.”

“And Kevin Mehta, you know him?”

“…said it to me again when you were talking to your friend.”

“Oh, of course, Kevin Mehta. He’s a charmer. Guy who’ll sleep

Kevin paused, and then mimicked Martin, saying, “I’m that woman’s

with anyone but only have relationships with Indian women?”

beard."

“Oh, no. I mean … I didn’t know that.”
“I guess….” Ginny rolled her eyes, but then realized. “I think

he thinks I said something about him that I didn’t say. Or didn’t

“Oh, yeah. It’s that whole Indian Brahmin marriage thing. I
don’t completely get it.”

mean to say. I think they must both think that. Something I said

“Well,” Ginny said, “how’ve you been? What’s up with you?”

when my cousin died.”
By the time Ginny got herself downstairs into the bar, she wasn’t up
They were well onto other subjects—an exhibit he’d liked in New

for a drink. She told Kevin she was too tired, and given that the East

York, a friend they had in common—by the time they were back at the

Coast airports would be open in the morning, she’d better just get to

hotel. They agreed they’d meet back at the bar for a drink, but would

bed.

first run up to their respective rooms, to check their messages, and so
forth.

“Well, hell,” Kevin said, flipping a bill out of his wallet and
leaving it with half a glass of whiskey at the bar. “You’re right. I

There were no phone messages for Ginny, and none on her

should turn in, too.” He nodded with his chin to a TV in the corner of

answering machine back home. But she didn’t want to get to the hotel

the bar. “News was just saying that storm’ll be out to sea in a few

bar before Kevin, so she decided she’d call Nan Williams—an art

hours. It’s still ripping through now though.”

director-friend, someone who knew Kevin, too, from mutual projects.
“Hey,” Nan said when Ginny identified herself. “Haven’t
heard from you in awhile.” She seemed genuinely glad to hear from
Ginny, and Ginny realized that this was what she’d called for—or part
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when he didn’t do it, the 5 for Kevin’s floor.
“Well, ” Kevin said, and he tipped his head sideways. She
could see he was waiting for her to ask him back to her room, and she
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let herself hold on to this little gesture of his, let herself acknowledge

she took the five stairs to the concrete walkway, and then the final

that, for the moment, he wanted to go to bed with her.

two steps to the large green garbage cans by the chain link fence. The

The door opened on her floor. She stepped out.

legs fell into the trash can, and the body folded over, in a crash, bits

“I’ll see you,” she said and let the elevator door close between

of plaster hitting the sidewalk. “Traitor,” Ginny thought,

them.

nonsensically. Of herself, she supposed. She had thrown Cara away!
Just then, back in Cambridge, a broken fence from the lumber

Or maybe not. She pulled her sleeve across her damp eyes—she

yard next to Ginny’s triple-decker was flapping in the wind. Later that

would not cry here, out in the yard—and stepped back to study the

night, it would break loose, landing on Ginny’s car, driving a pole

statue. Paint (goldenrod yellow, hunter green, chimney brick red),

through her front windshield. Out on the back porch, Cara’s cigar

wire, and plaster. It surprised her, though she didn’t know why.

store Indian toppled forward, its plaster form cracking into three

What, after all, had she thought it was made of?

large pieces, exposing the thick metal piping around which it had
been cast.
Two days later, when Ginny reached to pick the Indian chief’s head
up, the plaster didn’t break away from the piping, so she had to scoop
her arms under the Indian’s entire body. She hefted him up—a
cracked and drowned boy—balancing him first on the front of her
thighs then carrying him over the threshold of her apartment, and
then through her kitchen and Cara’s bedroom and the front hall. She
would move, she knew. She would move away from this place, very
soon. At the landing outside her apartment door, she rested him back
on her thighs then took a deep breath and edged herself to the
staircase’s railing, steadying herself against a fall. Down one flight,
the turn of the second floor landing, and then down another flight. At
the building’s door, she gasped. The weight was too much for her, but
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from the editors

What Came First?
First things first: Freight Stories No. 1 would not be possible without
the generosity of the eleven authors who donated their extraordinary
work to this issue. We are now, and will remain, in their debt. And in
yours, Dear Reader.
We can’t help but notice some other Freight Stories firsts:
First novel excerpt: Sarah Layden shares a peek inside her
recently completed novel, Sleeping Woman, to reveal what only
fiction can—what it’s like to touch a real mummy before eating
tamales.
First short-short cycle: Sherrie Flick’s “Inside, No, Further In”
demonstrates a new trick. Linked short-shorts? Inconceivable!
First story by a man named Albert E. Martinez: Albert E.
Martinez. It’s not a name one soon forgets. It lingers on the brain for
weeks. Who is Albert E. Martinez, really? And how did he write
something as good as “Stones,” and how did we get so lucky?
First story from FS to appear in book form: John McNally’s
“Ascension” will appear in his collection, Ghosts of Chicago, this
October. He’s already added us to the book’s acknowledgements
page. Neat.
First story to make Lubbock seem even worse: Alexander
Parsons examines just how scary Texas can be in “Attention
Passengers: Are You Ready for Operation Enduring Freedom™?”
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First story from a poet: Lee Upton’s “Dr. No” reminds us that
poets know how to tell stories, too.
First fairy tale: You thought your family gatherings were awkward?
Becky Hagenston’s “Crumbs” puts a few archetypes through the
ringer.
First Canadian story: Mary Swan’s masterful “My Mother’s
Ghost” has emerged as one of our favourite stories.
First bovine appearance: No cows were harmed in the making of
“Girl on a Couch” by Karen Brown, though one of them may suffer
from loneliness and ennui.
First story we’d like to have a drink with: Robert Boswell’s
“Sleeping in Bars” on the rocks, please. Make it a double.
First big-damn story: Debra Spark’s moving “I Should Let You
Go” is proof that not all online journals are afraid to go long.
We only wish that you could have enjoyed reading Freight Stories
No. 1 half as much as we enjoyed making it. We’re afraid, though,
that just isn’t possible. We hope that you’ll read the stories here again
and again, and that you’ll seek out the work of Freight Stories
authors online and in your local bookstore. We’ll see you right back
here on June 15, 2008 for Freight Stories No. 2.
—the Editors
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Contributors
Robert Boswell is publishing two books of nonfiction in 2008, a
collection of essays on writing called The Half-Known World, and a
book about a real-life treasure hunt in New Mexico: What Men Call
Treasure: The Search for Gold at Victorio Peak. His most recent
novel is Century’s Son. He is the author of six other books of fiction:
American Owned Love, Living to Be 100, Mystery Ride, The
Geography of Desire, Dancing in the Movies, and Crooked Hearts.
He has received two National Endowment for the Arts Fellowships, a
Guggenheim Fellowship, the Iowa School of Letters Award for
Fiction, the PEN West Award for Fiction, and the Evil Companions
Award. His stories have appeared in the New Yorker, Best American
Short Stories, O Henry Prize Stories, Pushcart Prize Stories, Best
Stories from the South, Esquire, Ploughshares, Harvard Review,
Colorado Review, and many other magazines. His sci-fi novel Virtual
Death (written under the pseudonym Shale Aaron) was a finalist for
the Philip K. Dick Award. His play Tongues won the John Gassner
Prize.

Karen Brown’s first collection of short stories, Pins and Needles,
was the recipient of AWP’s Grace Paley Prize for Short Fiction and
published in 2007 by the University of Massachusetts Press. Her
work has appeared in The O. Henry Prize Stories 2006, and in
journals that include The Georgia Review, Epoch, and Tampa
Review. A story, “Galatea,” to be included in The Best American
Short Stories 2008, was first published in Crazyhorse. She studied
creative writing at Cornell University, and the University of South
Florida in Tampa, where she is currently working on a novel.

Sherrie Flick is author of the flash fiction chapbook I Call This
Flirting (Flume Press). Recent anthologies include two from Norton:
New Sudden Fiction and Flash Fiction Forward as well as You Have
Time for This (Ooligan Press). A recipient of a 2007 Pennsylvania
Council on the Arts Individual Artist Fellowship, she lives in
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Pittsburgh where she is co-founder and artistic director of the Gist
Street Reading Series.

Becky Hagenston's stories have appeared or are forthcoming in
Gettysburg Review, Southern Review, TriQuarterly, Mid-American
Review, and many other journals. Her collection of stories, A Gram
of Mars, won the Mary McCarthy Prize in 1997. She is an Associate
Professor of English at Mississippi State University.

Sarah Layden’s fiction appears or is forthcoming in The
Evansville Review, Artful Dodge, Vestal Review, Contrary, Diet
Soap, Hecale and 42opus. Her most recent nonfiction was published
in Opium Magazine, flashquake and Indianapolis Monthly, and her
poems can be found in Tipton Poetry Journal and the upcoming
anthology Just Like a Girl. She teaches writing at IUPUI and Marian
College in Indianapolis. Sleeping Woman is her first novel.

Albert E. Martinez grew up in Southern California and
Northern New Mexico. A graduate of New Mexico State University's
creative writing MFA program, he has received scholarships to the
Bread Loaf Writers' Conference. His stories have been featured in
Best New American Voices 2006, Nerve Magazine and Lost
Magazine. He dines regularly in Berkeley.

John McNally is the author of two novels, The Book of Ralph
and America’s Report Card, and a short story collection,
Troublemakers. He’s also edited numerous anthologies, including
Who Can Save Us Now?: Brand-New Superheroes and Their
Amazing (Short) Stories (co-edited with Owen King). His next book,
Ghosts of Chicago, a collection of short stories, will be published this
fall. A native of Chicago, he presently lives with his wife, Amy, in
Winston-Salem, North Carolina, where he is Associate Professor of
English at Wake Forest University.
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Contributors

Alexander Parsons is the author of the novels Leaving
Disneyland and In the Shadows of the Sun. He is the recipient of the
AWP Award for the Novel, a Texas Literary Fellowship, a Chesterfield
Screenwriting Fellowship, and an NEA Literary Fellowship. He holds
graduate degrees from the Iowa Writers’ Workshop and New Mexico
State University and is an assistant professor in the University of
Houston’s Creative Writing Program. He has also spent a lot of
quality time in the Lubbock International Airport (LBB). And, yes,
“Lubbock” and “International” do seem odd terms placed side-byside.

Debra Spark is author of the novels Coconuts for the Saint
(Faber&Faber, Avon) and The Ghost of Bridgetown (Graywolf), and
editor of the anthology Twenty Under Thirty: Best Stories by
America's New Young Writers (Scribner). Her most recent book is
Curious Attractions: Essays on Fiction Writing (University of
Michigan Press).

Mary Swan is the winner of the 2001 O. Henry Award for short
fiction and is the author of The Deep and Other Stories and The Boys
in the Trees, a novel. Her work has appeared in several Canadian
literary magazines, including the Malahat Review and Best
Canadian Stories, as well as American publications such as Harper's.
She lives with her husband and daughter near Toronto.

Lee Upton is the author of ten books, most recently Undid in the
Land of Undone, from New Issues Press. Her poetry, fiction, and
essays appear widely. She is a professor of English and the writer-inresidence at Lafayette College.
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