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ABSTRACT 

 Something in My Eye is a collection of  unlinked stories set primarily in the southern 

United States. 



1 

Something in My Eye 

Let me try to be clear: I'm sorry for leaving your side. Obviously it's a bit late to make it up 

to you, so I don't really intend to try. Instead, I thought you might like an update on my 

progress.  

 I accepted the transfer, moved down south, and began my career in slaughterhouse 

management. The salary was competitive, and the company paid my moving expenses. It 

was the chance of  a lifetime.      

 You should see the cows in the early morning, when they're bathed in the light that 

the sun sneaks onto the world.  The scene is almost pretty enough to make me forget what's 

in store for them.    

 I recently received this message, from a stranger: what a lovely, lovely evening. I called the 

person back, hoping to inherit some of  their evening, but no one answered. Then I sat down 

and composed a short, stupid soliloquy: Oh memory, I’m your unwilling creditor. That’s all. It’s 

very short.  

 I have two squirrels in my back yard here. They leap and tumble together, death-

defying all day long. But that isn't the worst part. When they grow tired, they turn their black 

eyes my way to see if  I've been watching.  

 This is a saddening story I recently overheard: a boy not so old, but not quite young 

enough to be forgiven, gets himself  lost in the woods. He's all alone, no one around, no 

helpful animals, the trees all shaking their heads incredulously. It's the afternoon, maybe 
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dusk; it doesn’t matter, the light will be back tomorrow anyway. The boy is tired, he is 

hungry, talking to himself, speaking a lovely, lost language. On the third day he is found, and 

returned to his family, who want nothing to do with him anymore.    

 I take stock here, at the slaughterhouse. That seems to be my main job. A missing 

tongue, a surplus of  hooves. I try and keep track of  these things.  

 My dead friend—you remember him—our dead friend once said: keep you chin up, 

there’s all there is to it. Look at me, I’m keeping my chin up. This was before he died, of  course. You 

remember him. He grew rice as a hobby.  

 Summer here is a little difficult, potentially desperate. On the street-corners boys 

wave their cardboard signs: FIVE DOLLARS WILL FILL YOU UP PIZZA. There’s 

nothing I can say to them, passing them by, gone, except sometimes I hang an imaginary 

sign over my own eyes: BOYS I WOULD BUT I’M LOOKING FOR THAT EMPTY 

FEELING HAPPY SNARING. 

 I call my sister from time to time. She says to me: verily, verily, verily verily. You know I 

love you brother, verily. I can’t say it doesn’t feel good to hear that once and a while.  

The last time I saw my parents, they assumed I was dying. Or at least quickly 

disintegrating.  My father, in a rare uproar, planted a kiss right on my mouth, hard, like he 

used to do to my mother, how I used to do to you. I never did make it back to see them 

before they died, which I regret. What was one more terrible kiss, if  seeing their son brought 

them just a little bit of  joy?  

Lately I’ve been doing something I call running by. I strap on my shoes, I pull on my 

shorts. I wear no shirt because of  the heat, and because I’m not old enough to feel ashamed 
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of my body. I sprint under streetlights, through redneck yards. And though I keep my eyes 

fixed in front of  me, what I’m actually doing is honing my peripheral vision.  

I wrote this on my mirror in lipstick yesterday, but don’t think it applies to me or you 

or anything, really: there once was a man who needed affection, badly. He wasn’t so tall, a little on the 

mangy side. Always he walked downtown with his arms spread wide, in the hopes of  an embrace. What an 

asshole; he died a violent death. 

You know, the only thing keeping me from death is the unsubstantiated feeling that 

it is worse than life. That was the only issue we ever disagreed on, I think.   

I love hearing the wind whisper cryptically. This is what it said yesterday: the price is 

paid. The price is paid every hour of  every day. I have yet to decode that one. 

While driving, I saw gas prices change before my very eyes. A magic hand pushed 

four into five. It affected me strangely. I took very deep breaths, and got myself  into some 

air conditioning.  

In a bar I saw a songwriter sing her haunted guts out. I wrote this on a napkin while 

listening to her sing: human beings are not so cheap. Then I put a date next to the entry, as if  the 

night was important. I must have been about eleven or twelve drinks in. Still easily duped, 

I'm afraid. 

I shouldn’t tell you this; it isn't very flattering. I spotted the Devil on my street, as I 

was coming home from work. He was easy to recognize. I spoke to him, asked him to turn 

around, to show himself. When he did turn, he kept hand in his pocket. I asked to see it, 

then blushed. I didn't really want to see it. I just hated the idea of  him keeping things from 

me. The next night he was on the front stairs. I heard his light, perfect steps up to my door. 

I flung it open, knowing it was he, but was too late to greet him. He'd already gone hunting 
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some other. I unlocked every door, every window. Later on, I heard him sliding dishes in the 

kitchen while I dreamed. I got out of bed, demanded, begged him to show me his hand. 

Instead he fooled with himself  in his pocket, until I went back to sleep. The next morning I 

found him dead on my sofa. I picked up his hand. He had nothing to be ashamed of; it was 

just an ordinary hand. I tell you this only because I want you to know that the Devil is dead. 

Sometimes I masturbate on my front porch. No one’s around, the streets are usually 

empty, I'm no pervert. Just myself, my loving extension, and the ribald hissing of  insects. I 

would stop, but it’s never less than acceptable.  

I came from a place of  no history to a place where history has no place for me. It’s 

my own fault, don’t think I don’t know that.  

 I was buying substances one night. A clerk asked me whether I’d ever heard a church 

bell toll. I told her no, feeling violated. Then I left. I was already in my car when I realized 

that she was probably just making conversation.      

The man who bolts the cattle recently told me that he was quitting. I told him his 

body was a galaxy, his eyes stars, some real low down corn-pone to flatter him. I also 

complimented his detachment when killing. He asked me to send his last paycheck home. I 

nodded and smiled politely, but secretly, I was damning the distance of  men. 

 I admit to having a lover here. She was so good hearted, too, so composed and 

calculated. One day she found herself  a bird that could talk, and set herself  apart from me. 

Eventually, she lost the will to do anything except listen. I don’t know where she lives now. I 

did hear that the bird had died, though.   

 Not long ago I took a vacation, and rode the train. Such a pretty, impoverished view 

I had. The soil recoiling from the broken buildings, the farm machinery all rusted out, the 
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trees transfigured by their kudzu cloaks. Under an overpass, several afflicted but affable 

things seated on a sofa enjoyed a cracked conversation. And later a toilet, alone on a hill,  

patiently waiting to fulfill a purpose. Further along, in a ditch, a man lying face down, his 

arms splayed in victory. That night I dreamed what that dead man was thinking: wait, wait for 

me. I’m but an old, outraged thief.  

 I often wake with my face turned to the sneering sun. This might surprise you, but 

it's usually easy for me to fall back asleep.      

Some things to remember: never call a lover while in disguise, never have a little 

something on the side, never hail from the country, never hail from the city, never hail ever, 

never move where they don’t like you, never look for someone when they’re already gone, 

never keep pretty dresses in your closet—for  when you die your relatives will raid your 

room and judge you.  

I have something in my eye, I might as well go ahead and tell you. It’s no bigger than 

a grain of  sand. It doesn’t impair my vision, but it is aggravating. My doctor, may God grill 

him, told me that science had caught up with my problem, and suggested a risky procedure. I 

agreed, signed the papers. I stipulated that if  I was accidentally killed, they would have to 

bring me back to you and lay me by your side. He agreed, but the procedure was 

unsuccessful. Something was driven further into my eye.   

 If  I was ever given money to make a movie, I would get an actor, not tell him 

anything about the project, then fly him to the moon. I wouldn’t pay him, wouldn’t feed him 

any lines, I would just film him thinking.     

Sadly, I’ve been driving drunk around town, floating through stop signs, taking 

generous turns. I reason it this way: either I’ll go, or there’ll be one less good old boy on the 
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street. But sometimes I think that’s too generous to them, and I’m only generous to those 

who worm their way into my heart. I was the one who wanted the plug pulled on you, after 

all.  

 You’d think that in my year here, I’d be able to, just once, catch a spider biting me. 

It’s never happened. It’s always the sweet patter of  little legs, the vanishing act, the welt, the 

scratch, but never the moment of  puncture. How do they do it?  

I’ve been writing good number of  essays on various subjects. Here’s a small sample: 

In all my various travels through our great land I have seen an extraordinary variety of  dead 

things along the road. Most recently I saw a vulture on its back, its claws curled upward 

toward the sky while the asphalt cooked him. The world would be a better place if  I learned 

how to die like that vulture. And I don’t mean the moment before death, which is terrible, I 

know. I mean the finished product, the handsome corpse. The sign to the living: it isn’t so 

bad. The end. 

I can’t prove this, but somewhere, here, in this town, outside a bar, there’s a man in a 

bad panama hat and a wrinkled suit dancing with a friend, whose head is crowned with 

greasy curls. They sway and sway, under the streetlight they sway. The man removes his 

panama hat and suddenly releases his friend to the ground. I can’t see blood from his head 

wound, but I can hear it trickling.    

I had another lover; I’m sorry. She was an artist, in a way. She could have been 

famous in her time. She offered to draw my face for free. An old face haunted by nothing, she 

said. I told her I would like to live within her. She told me that she had another. I told her I 

would be willing to live between her, her and the other. She said loving me had grown her a 

conscience, and could I please leave her. 
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Here’s an unfinished joke: have you ever woken up with your fist missing, only to 

find it on the end of  your wrist again? As I said, it’s unfinished.  

All the cattle low until the final day, the one they can feel coming in their blood. 

Then they begin to moan. Isn’t that terrible?   

I would love to believe that God is both massive and passive. Did you ever make up 

your mind about that? 

I might join the military. I need someone looking over my shoulder again, hunting 

me with my permission. I might try to become a hardliner, You know, spit in the eye of  evil? 

Carry heads home in a sack?  

Recently, I peered in the mirror, was surprised to see my smiling face. I decided that 

it couldn’t be my face, that I must have acquired a new one during the night.  

This is a beautiful story: when my mother died, they measured her brain and found 

that it had doubled its size. It wasn’t even something she wished for, it was just given. 

There are good woods near my house. They’ll be developed next year, but for now, I 

can walk within them. At night, I walk within them and look up to the moon. I say, hey you up 

there, ooze a little silver tear my way if  you have the time.  

I’ve been sleeping outside lately. I wake up covered in ants, with moths perched on 

my eyelids. They adore me out here.  

You might like this town where I am. There is so much room for development. 

 My last fortune cookie: if  you don’t believe us, raise the blinds. I didn’t eat the cookie, I’ll 

have you know.  

 This is me keeping my chin up, by the way.   
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The title of  the children’s book I am writing is “Where the Flames Reign.” 

I buy a lot fancy ties. Not to wear. To run the silk through my fingers, between my 

legs. A nice tie is a nice tie, as far as I'm concerned. 

Another lover, he was cold as a fish, but his skin was beautifully blue. He told me his 

love would change me, would prickle unknown zones. He fell asleep in my car one night, 

and never woke up.  

If  all of  history is held within the present, I don’t think it’s unfair to assume I will be 

failing the future.    

I put an ad up for myself, selling my potential. Nothing fancy, just a picture of  me in 

a jacket looking vaguely bored, threateningly curious. 

It’s only you I miss, you know. The people here don’t do anything for me. 

It's not that I didn't agree with your decision to leave the world. This is not a 

judgment. At the same time, I do wish that you had finished the job.   

I visited a psychologist only once. He tried to get me to remember a time when I was 

tickled as an altar boy. I told him there was no altar and I was never a boy. I told him my 

uncle once said, Do go luridly into that gold light, about a year before he married a man twice his 

age. Then I told him that people were meant to live bottled up, rubbed raw. Until the Great 

Ventilation, of  course. On that day it’s our earned right to leak as we ascend.  

I accidentally had an orgasm while watching footage of  a dictator being hanged. I 

hadn't meant to watch it; I'd simply flipped on the news. Oceans away, he swung something 

through me. To each his own special goneness, I suppose. 
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I received a message from your father today, telling me, perhaps you are already 

aware, that they plan on sending you on. Life support isn't the bargain it used to be, 

apparently. After I heard the message, I fell fast asleep. Then I woke suddenly again, and 

thought with a strange, pannicky hope: I’m going to be happy amid all this soul-robbery, you fuckers. 

One bright morning I’ll stand above the herd and make my voice heard. Then I wrote a spiritual I will 

never sing: 

I’m thankful you gave mankind its brains, 

 Its ability to breed. 

 I’m accepting my words are all for naught, 

 For I know you cannot read.   

(trumpet solo) 

 It was then I wished you could carry my body back to the west, where you are. I’d be 

alive, I’d keep myself  alive, I promise, I just want to be carried, that’s all.  

Here are some last recommendations: always keep to the middle of  the road, always 

stop for the freights, always keep a sharp look out, always keep a blade in your pants, always 

wear shoes you can run away in, always write your will before traveling, always thank the 

buzzards as they carry you off, always leave a little for the next day, always say goodbye with 

your face already on the other side.          

 I’ve been getting steadily drunker, and I’m now going to tell you a story: Once, a man 

and a woman had a conversation on a stone bridge. The river beneath the bridge was green, 

polluted, toxic in places, but the water had some place to go; it ran swiftly through the city 

on its way to somewhere else. As for the two people, the lady was sickly and pale and the 
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man was not so sickly or so pale, but neither could one, upon seeing him on the street, say, 

“That man is healthy.” Although they had not met before this afternoon, both had ruined 

their health looking for things that they were unable to find. The woman, whose speech was 

often interrupted by a raking cough, had lost her child, a boy, who had fallen off  this same 

bridge when he was young, which was many years before. The man, his loss less severe, had 

dropped his gold ring into the river as he adjusted his tie, crossing the same bridge several 

weeks before. “What will you do when you find your child?” said the man. “I’ll teach him 

not to disappear,” said the woman. “I might even keep him in a jar.” “What will you do if  he 

leaves again?” said the man. “I’ll teach myself  to disappear,” said the woman. “What will you 

do when you find your ring?” “I’ll return to my life,” said the man. “I’ll re-unite with 

everyone I’ve pushed aside.” “What will you do if  it leaves again?” said the woman. “I’ll drag 

them all along with me,” said the man. Both unsatisfied with the answers to their questions, 

the man and woman tried to impress one another with miraculous visions. “Look,” said the 

woman, “I see seventeen angels skimming over the water.” “Look,” said the man, “I see a 

bicycle cycling with no rider upon it.” “Look,” said the woman, turning bashfully to the man, 

“I see a child sleeping in the river with a ring around its finger.” “My ring is not in the river,” 

said the man angrily. “Neither is my child,” said the woman. So the woman went her way, 

and the man went his way, and only once did they look back at to see how the other was 

getting along. The water beneath the bridge did not show any sign of  having known it was 

the cause of  their sorrow; it kept flowing. The man and woman are still alive even today: 

mad, wretched, and searching.  This is not the usual way in which this story is told. It is 

usually presented as a riddle: A child sleeps soundly with a ring around his finger. He knows every 

secret, every one. And if  he is not in the river, where, then, is he hiding?
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Whoring 

Once, on payday, a young man named Pate and a young man named Larsen sat on the edge 

of  Pate's unmade bed, eating dinner in Pate's apartment. Neither of  the men were handsome, 

though Larsen was the cleaner of  the two.  

 “This food is pitiful and nasty,” said Pate.  

 “I like spending time with you, Pate,” said Larsen. He stopped eating and put his 

food box down on the bed.   

 Pate lifted his food box and tilted the rest of  its contents into his mouth. “Sometimes 

you make me feel like a rose bouquet,” he said. “But that being said, I will never fuck you.” 

 “I know,” said Larsen. 

 “The thought sends me positively wriggling.” 

 “You don't have to explain.” 

 “If  you woke up tomorrow with the body of  a woman, but somehow kept your 

winning personality during the transformation, we might be able to work something out. But 

as it stands now, no way no how.” 

 “We don't need to sleep together to have a good time.” 

 “Good,” said Pate. “So what the fuck are we going to do tonight?” 

 Larsen stood up from the bed and sat down on the floor, next to Pate's legs. “Well,” 

he said, “There's the bar. We could start there, have a few drinks, figure out where to go 

next. ”
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 “But we were there last night, and the night before. The whole place is one big shit 

smear, if  you ask me. It's payday, for God sakes. I want to whoop it up.” 

 “We could go see a movie. There are a couple playing right now that I would 

consider seeing.” 

 “Movies put a hole in your head. Jerk your emotions around.” 

 “We could go have coffee at a coffee shop,” said Larsen. 

 “If  we go to the coffee shop,” said Pate, “we might as well go to the god-damned 

bar. At least at the bar we can whoop it up and nobody will look askance.” 

 “Or, we could stay right here and talk,” said Larsen. 

 “Talk about what?” said Pate.  

 “We could reminisce,” said Larsen. 

 “Fuck that,” said Pate. “Let's focus on the present.” 

 “What do you want to do, then?” 

 “I say we go a-whoring,” said Pate. 

 “Couldn't we just go to the bar? You could find a girl to hook up with there.” 

 “There's a god-damned difference,” said Pate, “between hooking up and a-whoring. 

You don't go to the bar with the intention of  hooking up. You go with the intention to get 

yourself  drunk and be among the community. The hooking up occurs on account of  

lonesomeness. Now, when you go a-whoring, you go to the whorehouse with the express 

intention of  sleeping with whores. If  you get a little tipsy while you're there, well, that's just a 

little peripheral bonus. No way you've forgotten the feeling of  walking into a whorehouse, 

seeing them whores all in a row: like eating cake for breakfast.” 

 “It's been a long time since we went a-whoring.” 
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“Haven't been a-whoring since Sonny got himself  a girlfriend,” said Pate. “Those 

were the good old days. Me, you and Sonny, a-whoring till dawn.” 

 “I miss Sonny,” Larsen said. “The old Sonny, I mean.” 

 Sonny had met Bessy at the bar and had fallen in love. He refused to see either Pate 

or Larsen now apart from her. At the bar, he and Bessy sat in a booth. They drank the same 

drink out of  the same glass with two straws.    

 Pate rose from the bed and took off  all of  his work clothes, then walked naked into 

his closet. Several minutes later he walked out in casual clothes. “I'll bet we can rouse 

Sonny,” he said. “Sonny has whores in his future.” 

 Pate drove them in his car to Bessy's house. She lived several miles outside of  town 

in a cabin paid for by her brother, who was very rich. Pate and Larsen got out of  the car and 

walked to the cabin. They stopped under the window, where the blinds were raised a crack. 

They could see part of  the bed and part of  the floor, and a leg that dangled off  the bed but 

did not touch the floor.  

 “Makes me sick,” said Pate. “Probably spooning.” 

 “Whose leg is that?” said Larsen. 

 “Fuck does it matter?” said Pate. “Either it's a leg belonging to a man that's about to 

go a-whoring or it isn't.” 

 “How do we get him out here?” said Larsen.  

 Pate thought for a moment. “We talk to Bessy first.” 

 “Why?” 

  

 “We convince her that Sonny needs to go a-whoring to get it out of  his system, then 

she goes inside and prods Sonny for us. We talk to Sonny first and he'll refuse outright, out 
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of principle. Then we'll have a real scene on our hands. Now what would make a lady come 

outside before a man?” 

 “A baby crying?” said Larsen. 

 “That's it,” said Pate. “Make that baby cry noise you do so well.” 

 Larsen began to whimper, then lifted his voice into pealing cries. They watched the 

leg right itself  on the floor. Then another leg came down to meet it, and the legs walked 

themselves to the door. 

 “Keep it up,” said Pate.  

 They heard the screen door open and close, and Bessy appeared before them under 

the window. She wore a thong and carried a bottle of milk. She was beautiful. 

 “You always greet crying babies with thongs?” said Pate.  

 “Hi, Pate,” said Bessy. “Hi Larsen. I heard a baby crying out here, where is he or 

she?” 

 “Just us babies,” said Pate. He and Larsen laughed. Larsen made the crying noise 

again.  

 “I've heard Larsen's impression before,” said Bessy. “This was different.” She poked 

around in the weeds and in the ditch, looking for the baby.  

 “We wanted to ask if  Sonny could come out with us tonight?” said Larsen. 

 “Sonny's no prisoner,” said Bessy. “Where are you going?” 

 “A-whoring,” said Pate. “I believe in honesty first.” 

 “You boys use protection when you go a-whoring?” said Bessy. 

 “Of course,” said Larsen. 

 “Always” said Pate.  
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 “Well,” said Bessy. “Seeing as a-whoring is just about the only thing Sonny and I  

can't do together, it'll make it all that more special for him.”  

 “Can you go inside and prod him?” said Pate. 

 “Sonny doesn't like it when we prod him,” said Larsen. 

 “I'll prod him and send him along,” said Bessy. “You boys have fun tonight.” 

 Pate and Larsen said good bye to Bessy and walked to the car. Pate told Larsen to sit 

in the backseat. They sat in the car together with the heater on, waiting for Sonny.  

 “Bessy is really considerate,” said Larsen. 

 “Immodest, though,” said Pate. He honked the horn.  

 After a while, Sonny appeared in the headlights. He wore a fur coat, and was slightly 

better looking than his friends. He sat down in the passenger seat.  

 “Howdy stranger,” said Pate. He started to drive to the whorehouse. 

 “Hello Sonny,” said Larsen.  

 “Bessy tells me we're going a-whoring,” said Sonny. 

 “Sure are,” said Pate. “You know what day it is, don't you?” 

 “Bessy has me all turned around,” said Sonny. 

 “It's Friday, for your information,” said Pate. “Friday and payday. What kind of  shit 

coat is that?” 

 “It was a gift from Bessy,” said Sonny. “I like it.” 

 “I guess it's good to have you back,” said Pate.  

 “It's good to be back,” said Sonny, yawning.  

 “Are you too tired to go a-whoring?” said Larsen. 

 “Oh, no,” said Sonny. “I'm just waking up from nap. How are the both of  you?” 

 “Same old,” said Pate.  
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 “You been going a-whoring without me lately?” 

 “No,” said Pate. “Hasn't been the same.” 

 “How's your life, Sonny?” said Larsen. 

 “All in all,” said Sonny, “pretty terrific. Bessy and I are very happy. We're even 

thinking about getting married.” 

 “You do that,” said Pate, “and you say goodbye to a-whoring forever.” 

 “I don't know,” said Sonny. “Bessy is very open minded.” 

 “Once that ring slipped on,” said Pate “the hammer comes down. Ask Larsen.” 

 “There is a good chance that's what she'll do,” said Larsen. 

 “What makes you and Larsen authorities on women's ways?” said Sonny. 

 “Because me and Larsen are smart,” said Pate. “What the hell do you think they pay 

us at work for, anyway? They don't pay us to stay ignorant, that's for sure.”  

 “Well,” said Sonny, “if  you really think Bessy will lock the gate on me, I won't wear 

protection tonight.” 

 “Not even the thin ones?” said Pate.  

 “Just me and the whores,” said Sonny, “close as can be. It'll be a proper farewell.” 

 “Aren't you getting your share of  intimacy with Bessy?” said Larsen. 

 “Certainly,” said Sonny. “We're as intimate as a whisper. But we certainly aren't 

close.” 

 “Bessie wants you to wear protection,” said Larsen.  

 “I'll wear protection for her any time after tonight,” said Sonny. “It'll be part of  my 

daily wardrobe.” 

 “Please think about it,” said Larsen. 
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 They arrived at the whorehouse. It was twenty stories high, with a whore's face in 

every window. They parked in a space near the dumpster.  

 “Why do you they need such a large dumpster?” said Larsen.  

 “The spent protection,” said Pate. 

 “It feels good knowing I won't be contributing to more trash,” Sonny said. “With the 

environment like it is.” 

 “Any way you might reconsider about the protection?” said Larsen.  

 “No,” said Sonny. “No there isn't.” 

 “Let's whoop it up, then,” said Pate. 

 The men agreed to meet each other a few hours later on the front steps.  Then they 

went inside and whored for a while. Later, Pate and Larsen met on the steps outside the 

whorehouse. They were tipsy and tired. 

 “Where's Sonny?” said Pate. 

 “Still a-whoring, apparently,” said Larsen. 

 “Having a hard time letting go,” said Pate. 

 The gave Sonny another hour. Larsen began to nod off  on the steps.   

 “Did you see him in there while you were a-whoring?” said Larsen.  

 “Once,” said Pate. “He was on all fours, whooping it up.” 

 “Was he using protection?” 

 “Couldn't tell from my vantage point.” 

 “We promised Bessy he would,” said Larsen. 

 “We told Bessy that we always use protection,” said Pate, “We didn't make any damn 

promises about Sonny.” 
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“You're right,” said Larsen. “But I do think we owe it to her to tell her that Sonny 

won't be home for a while. I'm exhausted.” 

 “Me too,” said Pate. “I'm fully unloaded.” 

 They drove to Bessy's cabin. She was sitting in her thong on the porch, combing her 

beautiful hair. 

 “Hello boys,” she said. “Where's Sonny?” 

 “Sonny's still a-whoring,” said Pate. “We're tired and want to get some damn sleep.” 

 “You boys use protection tonight?” said Bessy.  

 “Sure did,” said Pate. “Why do you care?”  

 “I'm not an idiot, boys,” said Bessy. “I know where whore babies come from.” 

 “You're talking over our damn heads,” said Pate. 

  “I know that when a man and a whore are intimate, without protection,” Bessy said, 

“that a whore baby is made. What the world does not need is more whore babies.” 

 “Hadn't considered that,” said Pate.  

 “Do you remember, earlier tonight, when I was sure I heard a baby crying out here?” 

 “That was just Larsen,” said Pate. Larsen made the noise again. 

 “Actually,” said Bessy, “you're wrong. After you took Sonny away, I heard the crying 

again, so I walked in the direction of  it. Sure enough, there was a whore baby splashing 

around in the creek, crying his head off. It was the fourth one this week.” 

 “Who did it belong to?” said Larsen. 

 “Nobody,” said Bessy. “It was a whore baby. I gave it some milk and sent it on its 

way.” 

 “I've never seen a whore baby,” said Pate. 

 “Nor I,” said Larsen.  
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 “Of course you haven't,” said Bessy, “They're invisible to men who go a-whoring. 

May I borrow your car, Pate?” 

 “What for?” 

 “I'm going to get fetch Sonny.” 

 “Best of  luck,” said Pate. “A man a-whoring is a man hell-bent.” He handed Bessy 

his keys. “Can Larsen and me catch forty winks in your cabin?” 

 “No,” said Bessy. “I don't trust either of  you enough.” 

 “We won't search for incriminating things,” said Pate. “We're too damn tired for 

that.” 

 “My cabin is messy,” said Bessy. 

 “I don't feel well at all,” said Larsen. “I really need to lie down.” 

 “Allright,” said Bessy. “But no fucking.” 

 “Never was a possibility,” said Pate. “Was just telling Larsen tonight, no way no 

how.” 

 “Poor Larsen,” said Bessy. “Larsen never gets what he wants.” 

 “You're doing a good thing,” said Larsen, “trying to keep more whore babies from 

being born.” 

 “I know,” said Bessy. “It's a thankless job.” She let them in the cabin and drove away 

in Pate's car.  

 The cabin was furnished with two chairs and a bed. The only place to sit down was 

the bed. Bottles of  milk took up every other inch of  the place. 

 “I need to lie down,” said Larsen. He flopped down on the bed. Pate sat at the edge, 

next to Larsen's legs. 

 “You think she's telling us the truth about the whore babies?” said Pate. 
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 “I don't know,” said Larsen.  

 “Makes me thankful I always use protection,” said Pate. “Hate to think I was a 

Daddy without knowing it, to an orphan whore baby no less.” 

 “I'm feverish,” said Larsen. “Help me get out of  these clothes. 

 Pate took off  Larsen's clothes for him, and stared Larsen's body. It was covered in 

lumps. 

 “Motherfucker,” said Pate. “You got the lumps.” 

 Larsen looked at his body. “I can't believe it,” he said.  

 “You sure you wore protection?” 

 “I doubled up,” Larsen said.  

 “They say it isn't foolproof,” said Pate. “Boy, are we never gonna fuck now. Sorry, 

Larsen.” 

 “I think I'm dying,” said Larsen.   

 Pate took off  his own clothes and checked himself  for lumps. “I'm clean,” he said. 

“Thank you, Jesus.” 

 “I'm glad it was me instead of  you,” said Larsen. 

 “You think the lumps are doing you in?” 

 “No,” said Larsen. “It's just general deterioration. I've known about it for a long 

time. I just didn't want to worry you.” 

 “What a relief,” said Pate.  “I'd hate to give up a-whoring on account of  some killer 

lumps going around.” 

 “You'll be fine,” said Larsen. 

 “Can I get you anything?” said Pate.  

 “I'd like some milk, actually.” 
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 “Sure thing,” said Pate. He lifted one of  the bottles to Larsen's lips.  

 “Lie down next to me,” said Larsen.  

 “I'll sit with you,” said Pate. 

 Pate took off  his clothes and sat down next to Larsen. He was careful not to touch 

him, letting both his legs dangle off  the bed. Pate fell asleep. Hours later, he awoke to a 

crying noise coming from outside. Then he heard laughter, and Bessy and Sonny walked into 

the cabin. They were drunk, knocking over milk bottles before they found the light and 

turned it on. Sonny was dressed in a tuxedo. Bessy wore a white gown.  

 “Hello Pate,” said Bessy.  

 “Hello Pate,” said Sonny.  

 “Hey,” said Pate. “You hear that crying outside?” 

 “No,” said Bessy. “There was no crying. Sonny and I were looking at your legs 

through the window, laughing.” 

 “Why were you laughing?” said Pate. 

 “We expected you to be fucking,” said Bessy, “and when we saw your two legs on 

the floor, we knew it wasn't happening. We were laughing at Larsen's misfortune.”  

 Pate pointed to Larsen. “Little fella didn't make it.” 

 “What got him?” said Sonny.  

 “General deterioration,” said Pate. “The lumps are unrelated.” 

 Bessy noticed the empty bottle on the bed. “That milk was for the whore babies,” 

she said.  

 “Was Larsen's dying wish,” said Pate. “Couldn't really refuse him.” 

 “Fine,” said Bessy. “We have plenty.” 

 “You get married?” said Pate.  
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 “It's official,” said Sonny. 

 “The same night you fathered whore babies?” said Pate. “You make me ill.” 

 “I wore protection after all,” said Sonny. “It just didn't feel right without it.” 

 “Sonny and I have been talking,” said Bessy. 

 “And?” said Pate. 

 “Would you like to get intimate with us?” said Bessy.  

 “One last romp before the honeymoon?” said Sonny. “Might be interesting.” 

 “Fuck no,” said Pate. “I'm going a-whoring.”  

 He took his keys from Bessy's hand and walked out to his car. He drove to the 

whorehouse, walked inside, and was never heard from again. After they buried Larsen, 

Sonny and Bessy went on to have and raise normal babies. They lived happily in the cabin 

until the end of  their lives. And I don't mind telling telling you another story, but first you'll 

have to pay for more time. 
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Happy New Year 

On New Year's Day, under the Okeh River Bridge, near downtown Hernville,  my new 

acquaintance and I were sitting on my raggedy but comfortable couch, watching the trash 

sail by. When I'd first moved under the bridge, there was no place to sleep or simply pass the 

time, and I spent most nights tossing and turning along the rocky river bank, so you can 

imagine my surprise and gratitude when, one day, on the bridge above me, there was a head-

on collision between a truck carrying furniture and a truck carrying explosive materials, and 

as a result of  the tragic accident, a brand new leather couch was tumbled down the 

embankment, end over end, until it came to rest, right side up, at my feet.  

 At first I thought that the couch's arrival might have been a bad omen, but after 

sitting down on the green leather for a while, and feeling how plush it was, I was absolutely 

sure that it was a gift from above, and meant to be enjoyed. It became my home base: I 

would eat, sleep, and think on it, and most nights I had all three cushions to myself.  

 There was nothing special or particularly strange about how I met my 

acquaintance—whose name was Moany—other than the fact that it was on New Year's Day. 

It was early in the morning, and I was taking a bath in the Okeh River in the nude. Moany 

was walking along the bridge when he saw me, and became so interested in my private 

business that he risked walking down the steep embankment to talk to me.  

 Moany was thin and little. I would like to do him more tribute in my description of  

him because of  how nice a person he was, but in truth he was quite ugly. The blue bandanna 

he tied around his head had a unique pattern, though. 
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 “What are you doing?” he said.  

 “Just taking my bath for the day,” I said. 

 “Didn't look like bathing to me.” 

 “Oh, don't pretend to know anything about my morning routine.”  

 “Looked like frolicking,” he said, “from where I was standing.” 

 “That's because you were on the bridge,” I said.  

 I wish I could better describe the bridge. I should be able to, considering I lived 

under it for such a long period of  time. I know it was constructed of  concrete and was spray 

painted with messages like “A TRULY LIMITING LIFE” or “RUB DICK THAT IS 

SIGNAL,” depending on the time of  year.  

 “I still say you were frolicking,” Moany said. 

 “What gave you that impression?”  

 “You were singing a song and waving your hands.” 

“I wasn't singing.” 

 “Sure you were,” he said. “Your verses were all about the magic eyes of  Jesus, and 

the chorus said how the Devil would die if  he would only look at one of  those eyes in the 

eye.” 

 Moany had me, in some respects.  I wasn't aware that my voice could carry that well. 

“Maybe I was just happy at the thought that we were about to have a new year upon us.” 

 “What does it matter?” he said. I could see that his only possession, beyond his 

clothes, was a little glass jar full of  clear liquid, which he kept tucked under his arm. 

 “I had a pretty fun night last night,” I said. 

 “I sure didn't,” he said. “What happened to you?” 



25 

 

 I told him then that I would talk a lot more candidly if  he would give me a moment 

to put on my outfit, which is what I called my jeans and my jacket. If  it was winter, I would 

wear the jeans as they were designed to be worn, and then I would zip up the jacket, and 

there you go. I would also wear shoes when I could find them, but cardboard wrapped in 

yarn was what I depended on most of  the time. In the summers, I would simply roll the legs 

on my jeans up until they resembled long shorts, and then I would unzip my jacket and let 

the world see my chest, which it could not fault for being flabby, on account of  my meager 

diet.  

 I just realized that I might have, so far, been painting a kind of  rosy picture of  abject 

poverty, and that is the last thing I want to do. Even though I was happy that new year's 

morning, or in a mood that wasn't exactly unhappy, most of  the time I was dead broke, and 

very hungry, and in a mood that I would call beyond suicidal, because if  someone is suicidal, 

they actually believe that they still exist as a person, a living, breathing, being that the world 

would miss if  they suddenly ended it all. I felt much lighter than that, most days.  

 After I was dressed, I invited Moany to join me on the couch. He offered me a drink 

from his jar, which was full of  tepid tap or perhaps river water. I drank one sip and then told 

him that I would be fine for a while. I was pretty particular about my drinking water. 

Actually, I had a real penchant for bottled water, which was usually easy to come by in 

recycling bins around the city. If  I couldn't scrounge any bottled water, I would often go a 

day or so without drinking anything until I could find some. It might have been my mother 

that instilled such a love for bottled water in me. Or it could have been an Uncle, or maybe 

just a friend of  my father's. I don't know. One thing that I do not like about life is that our 

memories grow increasingly difficult to access. I am chasing a memory of  a memory of  a 
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memory with this bottled water talk, and I suppose it's unimportant, but maybe now you'll 

understand why I helped myself  to a small sip of  Moany's water, and only out of  politeness. 

 “I'm getting cold,” Moany said. “You better hurry up and tell me about your New 

Year's Eve.”  

 Moany was right about the weather. It was brutally cold, though I had passed the 

point of  noticing it. “I was downtown for the festivities,” I said. “Usually I stay here under 

the bridge during holidays, because they tend to get me a little down. But last night, I 

couldn't sleep because of  the fireworks, so I walked downtown to Big Square. There were 

crowds of  people there, all dressed in costumes and acting out of  character in a fun way, and 

a band that played rocking song after rocking song. A stranger gave me a paper bag with a 

party hat, a noise maker, and a warm bottle of  beer.” Moany's face began to redden when I 

described the contents of  the bag, out of  jealousy, I supposed. I started to think twice about 

continuing with my story. He was, after all, in pretty bad shape. 

 “Go on,” he said. “It's fun for me to live through your fun.” 

 As long as he was willing to hear it, I was willing to tell it. “Well, by the end of  the 

night, I was up on people's shoulders, and they were telling me that they were going to make 

me their king, and all sorts of  other friendly promises that I never really expected that they 

would make good on. I had a lot of  fun.” 

 Moany didn't make any real effort to hide his frown. “That sounds like a good time,” 

he said. “Have you ever had a girlfriend in your life?” 

 “I don't know,” I said. “There was an old woman who used to lean over the bridge 

and show me one of  her breasts every day for a couple of  weeks, but I'm not sure if  that 

counts.” 

“I wouldn't count that, no way,” said Moany.  
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 I sensed a sad story coming on, and shifted my hips a little lower into the couch to 

get more comfortable.  

 “While you were out with the crowds,” Moany said, “my girlfriend and I were 

roaming the streets, doing our dancing act for anyone who would watch us.” 

 “I've always wanted to dance professionally,” I said. That I haven't yet is one of  the 

major regrets of  my life.  

 “It was just a dance. I would lie on the concrete, my girlfriend would press play on 

the boombox, then she would climb on my back and sway. When I couldn't take her weight 

anymore, I would tap her ankle and we would switch.” 

 “Moany,” I said, “I am not a dancing authority, but it seems like this dance was very 

simple.” 

 “We tried the more elaborate stuff  before,” Moany said, “but no one donated. So we 

settled on the dance I just told you about. Ugliness is in, anyway. And we did well last night, 

until the boombox broke. After that, we started to head for home.” 

“Where do you live?” I said. I wanted to make sure he still knew that I was interested 

in him and his story.  

“My girlfriend and I live in Balltank, not far from here. We live under a bridge, pretty 

much the same as this one. Last night, my girlfriend and I were walking home after making 

that good amount of  money, and we passed by a shop, where we saw the most magnificent 

dog in the window. I asked my girlfriend several times how much she thought the dog cost, 

but she assumed I wanted to buy the dog, and told me that we needed a new boombox 

before we went ahead and got a pet. But that wasn't what I wanted at all. I just wanted to 

know the price of  the damn dog, just to get an idea. She told me if  I went into the shop, she 

was going to leave for the electronics store without me and start shopping for a new 
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boombox. I didn't believe her, and went in the shop, and I found the manager in the back. 

He had more dogs around him, but none were as good as the one in the window. I asked 

him how much the dog was, and he kind of  sniffed at me and told me I couldn't afford it. I 

told him I didn't want to buy it, but that I wanted to know the damn price. He told me 

fourteen dollars. I was satisfied, for the moment. When I left the store, the streets were 

empty, and I found my girlfriend at the electronics store a couple blocks away. She was 

talking to a clerk and choosing between two boomboxes. She asked me for my opinion, but 

I didn't want to give it. I was just thinking about the dog. I told her that even though the 

manager at the shop sniffed disdainfully at me at first, he quoted me a price of  fourteen. She 

still thought I wanted the damn dog, even though I told her again that I didn't. Then she 

held up two boomboxes and told me to pick, and I told her I'd rather get the money we 

made that night and take it back to the shop and just show the manager that we could afford 

the damn dog. She told me that if  I went back to the shop with the money that she would 

leave me, and I could find my own way home. Like a fool, I ripped the money out of  her 

hands and ran back to the shop, which the manager had closed, and was locking up. I 

showed him the money and proved that my girlfriend and I could afford it, but he told me 

to put my money away because he'd just sold the damn dog to a loving owner, and when I 

asked him if  he could see that I could have afforded the damn dog in the window, he told 

me that he didn't give a damn. He made me very upset.” 

“Some people really don't want to get to Heaven,” I said, though I felt bad about 

casting judgment on a person who was only real to me as a character in Moany's story.  

“You're right about that,” said Moany. “But it gets worse.” 

“Things have a way of  doing that.” 
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“When I got back to the electronics store,” Moany said, “my girlfriend was gone, 

and so was the clerk, and by the time I made it back to the bridge in Balltank, they were 

already done making love, and were talking sweet to one another. I knew I had no say, and 

the whole thing was my fault, so I gave the money to my girlfriend and started walking. I 

made the Hernville county line just as the sun was peeking up, and then I heard you singing 

that nice song as I was crossing the bridge.” 

“What did the dog look like?” I said. 

“The dog in the window was beautiful and proud,” he said. “I'd seen others that 

good in my life, but not for a long time.” 

 “Moany,” I said, “Tell me the truth. Did you really want to buy that dog in the 

window?” 

 “No.” 

 “It's ok if  you did. Sometimes I want things that I shouldn't have, like a big brass 

bed, for example. It think that's pretty normal.” 

 “I didn't,” Moany said, “and what made me leave my girlfriend was I realized that no 

matter what, no matter how long we stayed together or how many people we entertained 

over the years, I knew I'd never be able to convince her that I didn't want that damn dog. 

Now, if  someone would have given me the damn dog for free, I certainly would have cared 

for him, but I just couldn't justify spending money on him, beautiful as he was. ” 

 “What do you do now?” I said. 

 “I don't know,” said Moany. “I don't know, and I don't really care what happens.” 

 “You're depressed, aren't you?” 

 “I guess so.” 

 “The doctors at the clinic will give you free trials of  medicines,” I said.  
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 “What clinic?” 

 “The one in Big Square.” 

 “I like medicines,” Moany said, “when I can get them.” 

 “Now, they don't always tell you what the medicines do, so you have to be careful, 

but I'm sure they could give you a couple of  free trial packs to experiment with until you find 

the one you like.” 

 “How many medicines are in a trial pack?” 

 “Two or three tops,” I said. I was happy to have gotten him off  the subject of  the 

dog. “When they run out you can go back to the clinic, and if  they have any more trial packs, 

they'll give them to you, no problem.” 

 “What if  they don't have any more of  the medicines that I like?” 

 “Well, doctors and drug companies are always working hard to develop new 

medicines, so they'll have something comparable, I bet.” 

 “What do you take?” said Moany. 

 “Oh, I don't take anything at the moment. I pray instead.” 

 “You sure know a lot about medicines.” 

 “Well, when I get really really hungry and broke, and when my prayers take a little 

longer to get answered than I had originally expected, the clinic lets me take out their 

garbage and re-stock the paper towel dispenser for a little change. The doctors try and push 

those trial packs on me, but I always tell them that trial packs don't pay the bills.” 

 “So are you saying I should pray, or go to the clinic for medicines instead?” 

 He had me in a tough spot again. I had been given a lot of  medicines from doctors 

after I had been abroad, and they did work pretty well, until the clinic had to shut down for a 

while because of  a malpractice suit, and I had to learn to live without them. It was hard, but 
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I made it through, thanks to prayer. When the clinic reopened I didn't need the medicines at 

all, just the money they would give me for my janitorial work.  

 “I guess either some praying, or some medicines, or a combination of  both would be 

good for you,” I said. I wish I could have been more helpful to him, but at the end of  the 

day, people just have this sad private pain that is impossible for anyone else to access. That's 

exactly why I get so excited about Heaven and its promises.  

 “The more I think about it,” said Moany, “the more I realize how much I wanted 

that damn dog in the window. I don't know why I couldn't be honest with myself.”  

I wanted to respond, but thought there was a good chance that my words would be 

cruel, so I started looking at the river again, just watching the trash swirl around. When I 

turned back to look at Moany again, I was surprised to see that he'd taken a knife out from 

his pants. I thought there was only about a three-percent chance that he was going to use it 

to murder me, given how little I had, but I didn't want to offend him, so I got up from the 

couch and casually pretended that an insect had bitten me under my jeans. But then Moany 

just kind of  dragged the knife across his own throat, until he bled so much that he lost his 

balance, and fell off  the couch and onto the rocky bank. It was all over quickly. I really hope 

that was the most non-sensational way to tell you about the death of  Moany. It was a 

surprising moment for me, and I wanted to make you feel my surprise, but not to the point 

that you thought I enjoyed talking about it. It was a terrible thing to see. 

I buried Moany and the knife behind some shrubs that were growing along the bank. 

I really didn't know what to think. I had just met this man about an hour before, and we had 

had a nice conversation, and now, there I was, throwing the last of  the topsoil over his bald 

head because his bandanna had fallen off. I began a prayer over his grave, a long and sweet 

one, because I thought that Moany, especially because he was able to admit his desire for the 
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dog, deserved to get to Heaven. About three-quarters of the way through the prayer, though, 

I got this spooky feeling, and I decided to stop, because the last thing I wanted to happen to 

Moany was for him to wake up one fine morning in a place that he never wanted to at all. 

Some people are scared of  Heaven, and you have to respect that.  

I tried to go about my day as I normally would. I took another bath in the river, 

rinsed the blood off  my hands. After I dried off, I got back on the couch and thought about 

New Year's Eve, to take my mind off  the image of  Moany's eyes just staring at the dirt over 

him. I knew his brain was not getting oxygen anymore, but for some reason, I really believed 

that his eyes could still see. New Year's Eve had really been a fun time. I had just about 

danced my legs off  in Big Square. I fell asleep thinking about my new year's resolutions. 

They were: 

1. Have more fun.  

2. Spend less time on the couch. 

3. Establish better relationships with people. 

I don't want you to think that Moany had a nefarious effect on my life. I had seen 

plenty of  death and suicide in my time spent abroad, when I visited more savage countries. 

Nor did I think that it was significant that Moany's death happened on New Year's Day. 

Actually, looking at it one way, although the relationship hadn't been given time to develop, 

I had already made a good start on keeping my third resolution. Really, all I mean to say is 

that Moany's death was certainly sad, but I was sure it didn't have any symbolic meaning or 

anything silly like that. To the living, death doesn't bring symbols when it comes, it just 

brings death. But I also don't want to suggest that his death was meaningless, as some might 

argue. It might have been meaningless, in the grand scheme of  things, but even now I find it 
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hard to refer to Moany's sudden death that way. I'll say it this way: the meaning of  Moany's 

death has yet to become clear to me, but I know one day it will.  

 When I woke up from my nap I heard a man calling to me from the bridge. “I love 

you,” he said.  

 “I love you too,” I said. During all my years I lived under the bridge, I found that it 

was never a bad idea to respond in this way. 

 “I am the mayor and I want to speak with you,” he said.   

 It isn't everyday that you get to meet a mayor, so I climbed up the bank and met him 

on the bridge. He wore a suit and tie, but he tucked his mouth under his shirt—on account 

of  the dust, he said—and spoke to me from there. Next to him sat a magnificent dog, and I 

immediately thought of  the dog in the window. It might have been how striking this dog 

was, or it might have been the fact that Moany's death was still fresh in my mind. It would 

have been an incredible coincidence if  the same dog that Moany had seen in the window was 

not only owned by the city mayor, but was also standing before me now, in all its glory, so 

soon after Moany's death.  

 After I introduced myself, I asked about the dog. “That is a beautiful dog,” I said. “I 

wonder how long you've had him.” 

 “Several years,” the mayor said.  

 “Oh,” I said. That just about settled it. It wasn't the same dog, unless the mayor was 

a liar, and I don't think that he was, given how upstanding he appeared. But even if  the 

mayor were a liar, I realized that it still might not have been the same dog. You might call 

this some sort of  epiphany on my part. 

 “Are you a citizen of  this country?” asked the mayor. 

 I nodded yes.  
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 “Are you a resident of  this state?” 

 Again I nodded yes, but was less sure. 

 “And you live full time in this county?” 

 I nodded again. 

 “Are you happy with the life you lead in this city?” 

 I shrugged. “I had fun downtown on New Year's Eve.”  

 “Do you know I'm running for re-election in the spring?” 

 I nodded no.  

 “Do you know why I think you should vote for me?” 

 Again I nodded no. 

 “Prepare for my stump speech,” he said. 

“I have a couch down there,” I said. “I don't own it, but I think of  it as mine, and I 

would be a lot more comfortable listening to you if  I could sit on it.” 

He agreed, and we walked down the embankment together. I held on to his arm out 

of  politeness, because he was pretty old, and because, as I've said, the incline was surprisingly 

steep. When I was good and settled on the couch, I told him I was ready. He gave me his 

stump speech. It was like a prayer, a prayer better than any one I could have dreamed up, 

even if  I had been given all the time in the world. I pledged my vote to him then and there. 

As repayment for listening to his speech, the mayor agreed to help me unbury Moany, just to 

see if  his dog had any reaction to his corpse. But after all our digging, we found Moany's 

grave empty, and I realized with joy that he'd gone to Heaven. Then, wouldn't you know it, 

right there under the Okeh River Bridge, the mayor gave me a job in his re-election 

campaign, where I was paid to stand behind him at his rallies, representing a hopeful, new 

kind of  voter. After he was re-elected, I had his ear for the first part of  his new term, and 
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made sure that the New Year's celebration that year was even better than the one before it.  I 

want to end this positively, on my uplifting time with the mayor, because I know that these 

kinds of  moments are the only things people remember from the stories that they hear. I 

want to leave you feeling good. But however you feel, good or bad, for some reason, right 

now, I feel the need to tell you that, selfish as it might seem, the most important reason why 

I am telling this is because I want you to remember me. 
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Last Seen 

A mother and her son sit at their kitchen table. They are ruined people, both in appearance 

and spirit. Financially, they are not well off.   

 There was, and still might be, a brother to the son, a son to the mother. Who 

disappeared from their lives not long ago. He took the dog for a walk one bright Saturday 

and never came back.  

 We sympathize. We really do. So would he. Pity is easy for us; it's empathy that we 

find difficult. But we'll give it a try.  We give all people one or two or possibly three chances.  

 It's late afternoon. The light is ugly and yellow and violating the darkness of  the 

kitchen as it streams through the blinds. At least that's the mother's opinion. Everything has 

become awful to her; the light, the dark, the modest house in which they live, the people 

they encounter on a daily basis. Except of  course her son, whom she loves. The son has not 

yet reached his mother's stage of  evacuation. But, to be fair, he does have some hateful 

seedling already growing in his heart.  

 The son is only nine, but has the face of  an old man. It has been a difficult three 

months. The days have passed slowly. The son doesn't know this yet, but he will have to 

learn to live with his face. He believes he will shed it in adulthood. He is so sweet and 

wrong.  

 They, the mother and son, channel different frequencies of  pain. Neither knows 

exactly what the other is feeling.  This is a condition invented long ago by a pervert. To each 
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his own private horror, the pervert says. Grief  will be unending and barely endurable. Lay all 

your troubles on you know who.

 It seems unrealistic that one family should suffer so much, we think. Awful statistics, 

we say. Random accidents. (A plan, he says. A developing plan.)  

 There are some woods near the house, a square mile at the end of  the street. Bring 

on the deforested future, we say. Less places to get lost. What is a child's safety to a little lost 

wood? 

 The son has a notebook, on which he's written the facts of  the case. He doesn't fully 

understand what he's written. He just writes what he hears, what he reads or sees on 

television. His mother stares blankly, angrily at the window and the light seeping through it.  

 I want to look for him, says the son. 

 Why? says the mother. 

 We've let other people look for us.  

 They have been over this many times. The son still believes that his brother can be 

found.  

 Why don't we look for him? 

 Where would we look? 

 The woods, says the son.  

 We've looked in the woods.  

 Somewhere else then.  

 The world is too large. 
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 Why do you want to forget him? 

 I can't forget him.  

 The mother is right, of  course. Oh, that we could forget everything, we say. 

 Why don't you care? says the son.  

 But I do, says the mother. I'm trying to accept his absence. I hope you can too.  

 But he's not gone. He's missing.  

 Really? Do you really believe that? 

 Come look for him with me, says the son.  

 The mother turns her face toward him. Her expression is haggard, furious.  Think 

for a moment, she says. What do we know? 

 About what? 

 What are the facts?  

 Why? says the son. He looks at his mother with his poor hopeful face. 

 I'll help you if  you answer me, she says. 

 Ok.   

 Where was he last seen? 

 He was last seen at the trail head.  

 By whom?  

 He was last seen by an elderly couple at the trail head. 

 Our neighbors. Who are decrepit cunts. 

 Why would you call them that? 

 Tell me what they saw.  

 They saw him talking to a gray-haired man in a gray truck. 

 And?  
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 They took down the license plate of  the gray truck and walked away.  

 Decrepit cunts.  

 Why would you call them that? 

 A decrepit cunt has a keen sense of  danger but not the courage to locate the source 

of  the danger, for they are too decrepit. Hence the taking down of  the license plate without 

actually intervening. 

 So he was last seen by our neighbors, an elderly couple, who are a pair of  decrepit 

cunts.  

 Yes. Read me what else you have.  

 Our dog was found in the woods, walking alone without a leash.  

 And what did we do with the dog? 

 We had it put to sleep.  

 And why did we do that? 

 Because it was an unbearable reminder of  my brother.  

 Yes. What else do you have there? 

 The police were able to find the truck, because of  our neighbors.  

 What did they find in the truck?  

 They found two things, says the son.  

 Which were? 

 They found a dog leash. 

 And whose dog did it belong to? 

 Ours.  

 And where is our dog? 

 In the ground.  
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 Good. What else did they find?  

 They found something that wasn't there.  

 What was it? 

 They found that the seatbelt had been cut out.  

 Good. And what did police find in the dumpster behind the super market? 

 They found the missing seatbelt. 

 And what was special about the seatbelt? 

 It was bloody.  

 Did it match your brother's blood type? 

 Yes.  

 How does this make you feel? 

 Scared. How does it make you feel? 

 Angry.  

 Why not scared? 

 I'm not scared of  anything. What did the police not find? 

 The gray-haired man and my brother. 

 And why haven't they found your brother? 

 Because the haven't found the gray haired man.  

 And why haven't they found the gray haired man? 

 Because the police are limited?  

 Yes. Any other reason? 

 Because the gray-haired man is wily.  

 Yes. How does this make you feel? 

 Angry. Stop asking me questions.  
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 Why? 

 You're making me scared.  

 Ok. 

 Do you remember your sister? 

 Yes.  

 What happened to her? 

 She was killed by a car.  

 And what happened to the perpetrator? 

 He went to jail.  

 Do you remember your father? 

 Yes.  

 And what happened to him? 

 He died of  cancer.  

 And what happened to the cancer? 

 It died with him.  

 Good. Do you see how these things happen? 

 Yes.  

 Do you believe your brother is dead? 

 No.  

 Why not? 

 Because he is still missing.  

 But the facts.  

 I know.  

 Do you believe that the gray-haired man is guilty? 
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 Yes.  

 And what has happened to him? 

 Nothing.  

 What do we need to do? 

 Find my brother. 

 No, says the mother. What do we need to do? 

 I don't know. 

 Who do we need to find?  

 The gray-haired man.  

 Yes. Why?  

 I don't know. 

 Will he bring your brother back? 

 No. 

 Why do we need to find the gray-haired man? 

 Because he can tell us what he knows.  

 Good. But will what he knows bring your brother back? 

 No. 

 Why? 

 Because my brother is probably dead. 

 Good.  Then why would we care to listen to the gray haired man? 

 I don't know. 

 Because the gray-haired man will have interesting things to say.  

 Since when do we care about hearing interesting things? 

 We are starting today. 
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 I don't want to. 

 Do we have anything else to look forward to? 

 Why do you keep reminding me that my brother is dead? 

 Because grief  has made me strange.  

 Me too. 

 I'm sorry. 

 Are you making an excuse? 

 Yes. Is it a good one? 

 Yes.  

 She takes her son's head in her hands and kisses him. Do you know why I love you? 

 Because I'm your last one? 

 No.  

 Why then? 

 Because you will never die.  

 I hope so. 

 Do you still want to look for your brother? 

 Yes. 

 Get your coat, then.  

  

 We might have made a mistake. The world is too big and full of  life to dwell here, we 

think. Broad parody, we shout. They don't resemble anyone we know. The mother? Sadism 

drives her. The son? Delusional, traumatized. Write him off. Write them both off, we say. In 

fact, write off  the house, the neighborhood, the neighbors, the woods, the whole town, 

everyone is clearly complicit.  
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 Here is a scene we would much prefer: a mother and her son sit at the breakfast 

table. The mother serves the son pancakes, the son eats them with gratitude. The son is 

getting ready for school, the mother talks to her son about the coming day. (Have 

compassion, he would say. Honor those beneath you with your attention. The mother is the 

very picture of  endurance, the son innocent, incorruptible.) Fine, we say. Just get them out 

of  the house, into the sunlight, the fresh air. Please just get them out of  the house! 

  

 The mother and son begin to look. They leave the house, the mother closing the 

door behind them. Outside, autumn and its acute sadness. Piles of  fallen leaves. The air is 

cold, beautiful to breathe in.  

 The mother takes her son's hand. They don't speak, making their way to the woods. 

This would be an appropriate time to pull away, we think. To be left with this image. Two 

wretched people strengthened only by each other. But we are feeling better outside.  

 We don't dare search their thoughts, yet we stay with them. Our own motivation 

escapes us, sometimes.  

 The mother and son are at the trail head now, looking. They enter the woods, the 

pine trees tall and teetering slightly in the wind. The son points to places off  the trail, a 

hollow trunk, a branch, the dirty stream, and they search them all. They wind their way 

through the square mile, sometimes on the path, sometimes off, until both believe that 

they've exhausted every hiding place. When they reach the trail head the mother stops and 

squeezes her son's hand.  

 Are you satisfied? says the mother. 

 Yes, says the son. 

 Did you see the gray-haired man? 
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 No. Did you? 

 Yes.   

 Where was he? 

 He was high up in a tree.  

 What was he doing? 

 Looking. 

 Did he see you? 

 Yes, says the mother. 

 What did he do? 

 He regarded me. 

 What did you do? 

 I regarded him.  

 Should we tell anyone? 

 No.  

 Why not? 

 He's not going to hurt us. 

 How do you know? 

 Because you can't hurt someone high in a tree.   

 Shouldn't he be punished? 

 I don't know.  

 Why didn't you tell me? 

 I didn't want you to be scared. 

 I wouldn't have been scared.  

 Do you want to see him now? 
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 No, says the son. Did you see my brother? 

 No. Did you? 

 Yes.  

 Where was he? 

 He was high up in a tree.  

 Did he see you? 

 No. 

 I'm sorry. What was he doing? 

 I don't know.  

 Was he dead? 

 Yes.  

 Why didn't you tell me? 

 I didn't want you to be angry.  

 I wouldn't have been angry. 

 Do you want to see him now? 

 No.  

 Why not? says the son. 

 I remember him alive, says the mother.  

 Do you want to go home? 

 Yes. 

 Good.  

  

 We walk them to their door, but only out of  courtesy. At last the sun has fallen, the 

putrid light blessedly gone. The neighborhood dark, the woods darker. The mother and son 
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deranged beyond help, the victim and killer high up in trees! We've seen enough. We are on 

the wrong side of  town anyway. We have families to return to, healthy children to care for. 

We've certainly tried, and that is what matters. Will matter. (He will call us weak-stomached, 

infantile, rational, graceless.) Let him. Let him threaten us vaguely with eternity. There are 

worse things. We don't believe him anyway. Let them tell it themselves, we say:  

 

good morning son good morning mother did you sleep well yes and you yes I made you 

some pancakes i would love some come sit down i will are you still satisfied yes are you yes 

do you know why i love you because i will live forever yes and because you are my last one 

will you live forever yes so will I do you miss the rest of them every one of  them do you 

every one of  them but we are getting along we are getting along will you answer the door yes 

hello sit down please sit down please we are listening yes we are listening what do you have 

to say please tell us what you have to say you dont need to explain or apologize or say why 

even just tell us what you have to say.
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The Fast Meal 

During a time of  great wealth in the country, a number of  those who had plenty took to the 

forest, where they lived in self  inflicted poverty in the hopes that they might get back to the 

marrow of  experience, which had long since vacated human life. One day, a widower, who 

lived in the city with his three middle aged sons, decided such a change might be beneficial, 

so he sold the house and all of  their belongings, liquidated his mutual funds, gave his monies 

to several pet charities, and, in order to symbolically finalize this severing, pushed the family 

vehicle over a nearby cliff. When he had finished, he wiped his hands on his slacks and said 

to his sons, “I fondly remember in hallucinatory fragments the essence of  human life, which 

you were both born too late to know. We will go to it now, and feed upon it.” 

 The sons, who had grown quite comfortable in middle age, became very moody, and 

voiced their misgivings. Although none worked, all had busy schedules, and so they said to 

their father, “You elders with your mad and flickering visions. You will drive this generation 

to ruin! It is only you who fear time’s passage, only you who inhibit our fun. Why not let us 

live the life promised to us as wealthy citizens of  this country?” 

 “The forest still holds revelatory potential, no matter how debased our dealings with 

it have heretofore been,” said the father. “Furthermore, what kind of  father would I be if  I 

denied my sons the access to the wisdom of the ages? I would be the kind of  man that the 

Good Lord, his infinite mercy notwithstanding, would not, and should not, let die.” 
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 “Very well,” said the eldest and youngest sons, who were sympathetic, in a sniveling 

way. “We do not hear what you say, but we hear the way in which you say it, and we wish to 

remain in your good graces, because we love you.” 

 “Brothers, your appall me,” said the middle son. “If  you follow our father to the 

forest, you will never again be able to order a fast meal. Therefore, I will stay behind, with 

some close friends, and curse the three of  you while I enjoy fast meal after fast meal.” 

 “Then you shall be dead to us from this moment on,” said the father. “We will think 

of  you as we think of  all the dead that infuse our every moment: bitterly.” 

 “Yes,” said the two other brothers. “While we do recognize the virtue of  your 

argument, we have never really liked you, and will therefore say goodbye.” 

 So the widower and his two sons began walking until they came upon a store 

teeming with outdoor goods. Inside, they piled their shopping carts with breathable clothing, 

backpacks, bug repellent, soft fleece jackets, sleeping bags, rods with which to fish, and a 

variety of  dehydrated foods. The father happily walked along the aisles with his sons, sipping 

a cola he intended to pay for upon leaving. At the checkout counter, the sons assumed looks 

of  wishfulness, smiling at their father in the hope of  financial assistance. Their father 

examined his pocket, but then remembered that in his haste to prepare for the essence of  

human life, he had thrown his billfold into a garbage can.  

 “You.” said the father, pointing to his younger son. “Though perhaps not without 

ambition, you have proven in your years to possess the weakest manual dexterity, which 

might disincline you to forest living, so you shall stay behind and work menially for this 

establishment until the sum is paid off. Keep your backpack handy and I will, if  necessary, 

send for you.” With that, the father signed an IOU, packed the equipment, and set off  for 

the forest with his eldest son.   
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 After several days of  walking, the father and his eldest son became submerged in 

foliage, and were it not for the passing voices of  similar travelers, both would have thought 

they had left the world completely behind. Their days were spent walking with their heavy 

loads and their nights were spent cooking their meals over a little stove. One night the father 

noticed that, as he watched the lentils boil, his eldest son carried a very gloomy expression 

on his face.  

 “Son,” said the father, “give me a digestible version of  your troubles.” 

 “I miss so many things,” said the son. “I miss the city and the pretty girls, our home 

and our car and the smell of  gasoline.” 

 “I might remind you that this here is the essence of  human life,” said the father, 

tasting a lentil. 

 “However,” said the son, “I could forever go without these things and only cling to 

their memories, if  only I could eat a fast meal again. It’s insufferable, waiting for these things 

to boil.” 

 “Just one fast meal?” said the father. 

 “One more,” said the son, “and I will be quiet and perennially grateful.” 

 “And if  I should refuse for the sake of  purity?” 

 “I will abandon you and rejoin society. Much as the idea of  you wandering alone 

creates a dull and nameless ache in my chest.” 

 “You have convinced me,” said the father. “Tomorrow we will cross a paved road, if  

my memory is honest with me, and if  we follow that paved road but a mile, we will come to 

a place that sells an acceptable fast meal, and you shall eat one.” 

 The eldest son became quickly happy, but his expression soon fell. “But father,” he 

said. “We haven’t a penny for a fast meal.” 
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 “I am currently forming a plan,” said the father. “In the morning I will strip from my 

outdoor clothes, and I will cover myself  in brambles and leaves and smear my face with 

earth and at the place that sells the fast meal I will pretend to be impoverished and insane. 

There being still an abundance of  sympathy among men, they will not deny me a meal.” 

 The next morning they reached the crossroads, and there the father stripped off  his 

outdoor clothes and pressed his face into the mud and rolled about in the leaves and 

brambles. He went on down the road, affecting a limp, while the son waited with both of  

their packs. “How quickly I’ll savor my fast meal,” the son said to himself.   

Very shortly after, the father returned with a paper bag leaking grease and a cold cola 

in a paper cup. 

 “And you have eaten none of it?” said the son, beside himself  with joy. However, 

even through the caking of  mud on his father’s face, the son could detect a reddening in the 

cheeks.  

“It’s true I have a certain predilection for cola,” said the father. “In my excitement I 

may have imbibed three sips.”  

 The son embraced his father and ate his fast meal so quickly that his father did not 

even have an opportunity to ask for a bite. Satiated, the father and his son began walking 

back into the foliage. Soon, however, the son began to feel ill, for his fast meal contained 

sour meat, which bored holes in his insides, so he began digging a hole in the forest floor 

with a small spade. He continued digging until he had before him a hole six foot by three, 

and then the eldest son lay down in the hole and quietly died.   

 Mournfully throwing earth upon his son, the father said a short prayer, which the 

Good Lord did not hear, for He was sleeping. An angel was keeping watch, however, and 
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noted the sudden suffering of  the old man in a ledger, which was full of  the names of  

individuals in the world undergoing similar bereavement.  

 The father, leaving the shallow grave, dressed in his outdoor clothes, washed his face 

in a little stream, and returned carrying both backpacks to the outdoor store, where his 

youngest son had been promoted to middle management, and was not so pleased to see his 

father. 

 “Your backpack is packed,” said the father. “Your brother has perished. Won’t you 

leave everything you love and give me the pleasure of your company as we discover the 

essence of  human life?” 

 “You say my brother is perished,” said the youngest son. “Why should I follow you 

into the forest?” 

 “You have no health insurance,” said the father. “You have no pension plan. I have 

reason to believe that you will climb no higher than middle management. They will fatten 

you with flattery and employee discounts, and when you become too old to lift the goods to 

the shelves they will slaughter you with a pink slip.” 

 “You humiliate me on such a grand scale,” said the son, “that I cannot help but be 

convinced by your insight.”  

So after several days of  walking, the father and his youngest son were submerged in 

foliage, and were it not for the passing voices of  similar travelers, both would have thought 

they had left the city completely behind. Their days were spent walking with their heavy 

packs and their nights were spent cooking their meals over the little stove. One night, the 

father noticed that his eldest son carried a very rancorous expression on his face as he 

watched the chickpeas boil. 



53 

 

 “Son,” said the father. “Tickle my old ears with gently phrased complaints. I 

emphasize gently.” 

 “How did my brother perish?” said the youngest son. 

 “He was served ill meat by a local establishment that serves fast meals,” said the 

father. “About a mile from here.” 

 “Oh, what I wouldn’t give for a fast meal right now,” said the son. “Never in your 

ears would I ever again complain, if  my belly could be full with a properly prepared fast 

meal.” 

 “Your brother felt the same,” said the father. “And that earned him death.” 

 “Certainly I won’t be eating the same meat,” said the son. “I will gladly take that 

chance.” 

 “And you promise to stifle any future whinings before they dribble from your lips?” 

 “I will be the son you desired when you saw fit to impregnate our dear mother the 

third time.” 

 So the father told his youngest son about the crossroads and his disguise, and the son 

was filled with happiness. The next morning, they arrived at the paved road and the father 

once again stripped of his outdoor clothes and rolled about in brambles and smeared his face 

all over with mud.  “I will order you a different meal than your brother,” the father said, 

walking down the road with the affected limp.  

 “How appreciatively I’ll eat my fast meal,” said the youngest son to himself. Very 

soon after, the father returned with a large paper bag that was all spotted with grease and 

two plastic cups full of  cola. A delicious smell wafted toward the youngest son, who was 

seated on both backpacks.  
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 “I was unable to discuss your brother’s fate with the management,” said the father, 

“because my disguise might have been easily detected.  However, so pathetic did I appear to 

them this time, the tears I have cried for your brother having surely mined new wrinkles in 

my face, the clerk showed extraordinary pity, sending me off  with not only your meal, but a 

small side of  beans and a drink for myself.” 

 Both ate their meals at the crossroads, and before they were even thirty paces back in 

the foliage, the son began to feel ill, for his fast meal contained old meat, which thundered 

through his insides, and he set to digging a hole in the forest floor with a small spade. He 

continued digging until he had before him a hole six by three, and then the youngest son lay 

down in the hole and quietly died.  

Dejectedly throwing dirt upon his youngest son, the father said a lengthier prayer, 

which the Good Lord did not hear, for He was pondering larger matters. The same angel 

was keeping watch, however, and with his pen poised above his ledger, ready to record the 

sufferings of  the father, he suddenly decided to alert the Good Lord of  the father’s 

uncommon level of  suffering. He queried the Good Lord for his advice, but it was clear by 

His deep, musical sighs that He did not wish to be bothered.   

 The father, leaving the shallow grave, changed into his outdoor clothes once again 

and washed his face in a little stream. Then he began to wander the forest, but before long 

the air grew cold and the night fell quickly over the land. After many hours of  walking, the 

father, caught in an abrupt downpour, came to a clearing where there dwelled many people 

of  means from the city. They reclined in padded folding chairs under a blue tarp encircled 

around a roaring fire. Over the rain and wind the father could faintly hear a man and woman 

trading verses from a song: 

 “How nice to be so warm and snug 
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 With children and a wife. 

 Come join our circle as we enjoy 

 The essence of  human life.”  

 

The father, hearing their words, rushed into the tent and began doing violence to 

anything near his feet. He was quickly subdued by broad shouldered men and women and 

children, whose muscles had grown taut from forest living. They stripped the father of  his 

outdoor clothes, emptied and feasted upon the contents of  his backpack, dragged him 

through the mud, tossed him in thorny brambles, and then sent him on his way.  

 He walked all night until he reached the crossroads, and he then took the paved road 

out to the establishment that served fast meals. “I will order the fast meal and join my sons,” 

the father said stoically to himself. In his misery he forgot to drag one of  his legs behind him 

as he walked.  

 At the counter, the father had scarcely caught his breath, when the clerk spoke.  

 “I know you from not long ago,” said the clerk. 

 “You absolutely could not, for I am destitute and insane,” said the father. “I have no 

home but the hearts of  my fellow man, and have walked impossible distances. I have no 

money, yet I hunger for a fast meal.” 

 “I have no fast meal warming under my lamps for you,” the clerk said. 

 “Bad meat,” the father said. “Bad meat will suffice.” 

 “Neither good meat nor bad of  mine shall you ever eat,” said the clerk, “for this 

establishment has a strict policy that does not condone charity beyond two occasions. Yours, 

sir, are used up.” 
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The father then wandered alone in the forest for many years, cold and impoverished, 

eating what he could of  the berries that grew from the bushes and drinking turbid water 

from the little streams. On the day he was certain he would die, he spoke aloud a rambling 

and rather unrehearsed prayer, which the Good Lord did not hear, for He was busy feasting. 

The same angel, although he’d recently discarded his ledger because it had grown so 

overstuffed and inky, heard the prayer, and taking pity on the father in his frozen 

wanderings, he went straightaway to a local weaver, giving her specific instructions for the 

garment he had in mind. At twilight that very evening, the angel flew down to the father and 

wrapped him in the blanket the weaver had woven, which was embroidered in gold stitching 

the words “the essence of  human life.” 

 “Get thee to the city,” said the angel to the father. “Stand outside the outdoor store, 

and proclaim what you have seen.” 

 The father, however, was beyond admonishment, only gazing silently at the angel 

with unfocused and dimming eyes.  

 “Very well,” said the angel, who then stretched his glowing arms around the father, 

and lifting gently, carried him up into the night sky and beyond, into the crowded and 

somewhat dank bosom of the Good Lord, where the father was greeted coolly by his wife 

and two sons. Expertly prepared fast meals were the featured item that night at the Great 

Feast, and the father consumed one after another, until he forgot that he had ever hungered 

at all, and then the angel took him gently by the arm and led him to his appointed room.  
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Nurse at the Front 

A nurse was serving on the western front of  a popular war. She went out one morning, into 

a smoking field that was strewn with the dead and dying of  both sides and began to 

administer to those who were in need. She walked until a male soldier called to her, whose 

blood seeped slowly from both his eyes.  

“Medicine,” he said. “I need medicine.” 

“I have no medicine,” said the nurse. “How about a vision?” 

“A vision will do.” 

She sat down in the mud beside him and cradled his head in her arms. “Though we 

might not perceive the tower through the smoke and ruin,” she said, “there it stands just 

beyond our vision on a high hill, shining in the dark, encrusted with diamonds and bedecked 

with lights. Its boiler room houses the not yet born, its offices the living, its attic the dead, 

and its tower the nests of  eagles. The tower is never in danger of  falling.” 

“Thank you,” he said, and died.  

The nurse walked on until a female soldier tugged at the hem of  her dress. The 

soldier’s blood seeped slowly from both her ears.  

“Water,” the soldier said. “I need water.” 

“I have no water,” the nurse said. “How about a song?” 

“A song will do.” 

She knelt and began to sing:  

“Take my hand, I'll lead you away,
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Outside the fracas, above the melee 

Where the fruit is ripe and the water is clean 

Won't that do wonders for your self  esteem?” 

 

“Thank you,” the soldier said, and died.  

The nurse walked further across the smoking field until a little drummer boy waved 

to her, blood seeping from the stumps left when his hands were blown away.  

“Medal,” he said. “I need a medal.” 

“I have no medals,” said the nurse. “Shall I make you one?” 

“Making one will do,” he said. 

The nurse went searching across the wide field until she found one of  the drummer 

boy’s hands. She brought it back to him, and kneeling, pinned it to his shirt. “Handsome and 

manly,” she said. 

“Thank you,” said the drummer boy, and died. 

The nurse suddenly became tired, and wished to be back home across the ocean. She 

walked a little further until she reached the edge of  the field and entered a grove of  

blackened trees. She was then approached by three wolves, who walked on their hind legs 

and lolled their tongues at her.   

“What are your intentions?” said the nurse. 

“We wish you would turn back,” they said. 

“I am returning to my homeland,” she said. 

“Please stay a little longer,” they said.  

“My tour is over,” she said. 

“Ohhhhh,” they moaned, “How we'll miss watching you work.”
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The Vengeful Men 

Not long ago in another country, a civil war raged between the governing party, who 

believed mankind descended from the stars, and the multitudinous poor, who believed 

mankind descended from oxen. One day a man and his wife, both of  whom were poor, 

received news that their only son had been captured and subsequently beheaded after a 

skirmish in the south. After many nights of  uninterrupted grief, the woman suddenly roused 

her husband and said to him, “Where might we go to avoid death ourselves, to live quietly 

and somewhat ambitiously?” 

 “Though being a vengeful man,” said the husband, “we will leave this loss behind us 

and move to another country, where we will open a little store.” 

 “What will we sell?” the wife said. 

 “We will stock our shelves with chintzy goods and sweet tasting snacks,” said the 

husband. 

 Within a week they had sold their home and all possessions save clothes and a few 

toiletries, and arrived here. If  they had not arrived here, this story would have no reason for 

being told, for what is significant only happens within the confines of  our great borders.  

So after several weeks of  language training, the husband and wife soon opened a 

little store in the downtown area of  a little city. The day they swung their doors outward to 

the public, their shelves were fully stocked with plenty of  chintzy goods and sweet tasting 

snacks. The little store did quite well, for there was plenty of  foot-traffic downtown, and no 

citizen of  a great civilization can resist spending his pocket money on throwaway things, as 
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long as they be properly advertised. One very cold afternoon, during a particularly busy shift, 

the store was suddenly darkened, and the wife noticed through the window an old desiccated 

man sitting in a wheelchair in front of  the little store. The sun hovered almost directly 

behind him and threw a looming shadow over the little store and all its shoppers, who 

quickly filed out. For many days this was repeated during the afternoon when the sun was 

low, and the little store suffered greatly in profit. When both the husband and wife realized 

the great harm he was causing them, the wife opened the door and spoke to him.  “Who are 

you?” she said. 

 “I am a fifth generation resident of  this town,” said the man. “But injured in a war, 

without home or friend. I carry with me at all times the missed connections section of  the 

local newspaper, and suspicious beliefs concerning outsiders. I warn you, I am a highly 

bigoted and vengeful man.” 

 “The shadow you cast is scaring away our customers,” said the wife. “Will you 

hurriedly come inside where it’s warm? Or never pass this way again?” 

 “I might,” said the man. “Though I won’t pretend to enjoy myself.” 

 “My husband and I had a son who was killed in a war. He was younger than you, and 

it wasn’t your war.” 

 “I will come inside,” the man said dejectedly. 

 Soon enough the old desiccated man had made himself  quite comfortable next to the 

register, and the shadow being gone, the customers began filing back into the little store. 

With a twinkle in his eye, the old man regaled the passing shoppers with stories from his 

history, and when in the presence of  the husband, told little offensive jokes about foreigners. 

The customers, secretly hateful at relying on foreigners for their disposable trifles, laughed 

and laughed. 
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 “Who is this decrepit old man sitting beside you, who so deftly conjures up our 

basest feelings?” they asked.  

 “I do not know him,” replied the husband angrily. “He carries with him a terrible 

shadow.” 

 That evening, as the husband and wife began to close the shop, the husband 

approached the old man. “The hour is come for you to leave,” he said. “Go away and do not 

pass this way again.” 

 “I will spend the night and all future nights in your little store,” said the old man. 

“You may plug me in to one of  your outlets, and I will snack from your well-stocked shelves. 

If  you turn me out now, I will surely die in the cold, and will make a point of  doing so in 

front of  your little store, for I am a highly vengeful man. Your customers will see me 

slumped there in my chair, overturned in the gutter and frozen to the bone, and they will 

suspect foul play or at the very least a niggardliness of  charity, and they will condemn your 

little store and you and your betrothed will go bankrupt and be forced to wander.” 

 So the old desiccated man got his way, and the husband and wife plugged his chair 

into their outlet and locked him in the little store. Later that evening over dinner, the wife 

detected her husband’s misgivings about the old man. “It is a difficult situation, I know,” she 

said. “But we are unfamiliar with the codes and customs of  this country, and it might be best 

to wait and see.” 

 “We have seen our homeland torn apart by sectarian violence,” the husband said. 

“The graves of  our ancestors looted for their gold as if  they were no more than a lowly bank. 

The body of  our only son, I needn’t remind you, has been buried apart from his head. So 

now we are here, and an old abject man wishes to deprive us of  our profits. If  we let this pass, 

we are a shame to our people.” 
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 “What would you see done?” said the wife, who placed a hand over his. 

 “Tonight I will surprise him in the little store and cut off  his head,” said the husband, 

and abruptly left the table. The husband then procured himself  a blade from the garage, and 

kissed his wife goodbye and left for the store. All night the wife tossed and turned in her 

bed, for her husband had not returned. When the violet rays of  dawn came falling on her 

window, she heard the front door open, accompanied by the noise of  stamping footsteps 

and a high-pitched, mechanical buzzing. The wife entered the kitchen, where there kneeled 

her husband with the old desiccated man seated in his chair. Both regarded her seriously. 

 “We have come to a remarkable understanding,” said the husband, passing his wife 

the blade, “that this problem is more ours than yours.”  

The old dessicated man began nodding solemnly, and then both men suddenly 

bowed their heads. “We only ask that you make it quick,” they said. 
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If  We Should Ever Meet 

PLEASE READ: I want to tell you before you begin that any words you see in italics are 

more about my family than the strange thing that happened to me, and if  you’re in a hurry, 

you can skip over them without losing very much of the story. These thoughts only occurred 

to me as I started typing this out. Thank you. 

 

I came in on a bus from the north. In my previous town, I worked in a building that was so 

tall that people used to jump from the roof  when they became so sad that they wanted to 

commit suicide. One day I was sitting at my desk next to a window when I felt this shadow 

fall across my face. It was only there for a second, and I really didn’t think much of  it, but 

then someone I worked with came into my office and told me that somebody had just 

jumped off  my side of  the building, and asked if  I saw it. I told him I had, even though I had 

only felt the shadow, and I became so guilt ridden about saying this that I took a long time 

off  work, just laying around in bed trying to figure out if  that dead person was angry with me 

for making a memory out of  him that wasn’t true. When I finally decided that the dead 

person was probably furious with me, that I would have to live my life with the lie just eating 

at my heart as a punishment, my work called to tell me I was fired. So getting off  the bus in 

my new town, I made a vow to myself  that I would try and view each new situation as 

independent from all the previous ones, and make no judgments because although I had 

visited once before, I was unfamiliar with the people and customs. When I was very young I 

drove through the same town with my brother, and we saw a pretty good movie at one of  



64 

 

the theaters and had a nice affordable dinner after, which included dessert at no extra charge. 

When my brother got home from the war, before they sent him out again and he got killed, at dinnertime my 

father and mother and my brother would all gather around the table, and before we started eating, my brother, 

who was a lot older than me, would lead us in a song he wrote called If  We Should Ever Meet, which became 

a little controversial within the family because the lyrics were vague and a kind of  ominous, and nobody could 

ever understand why he was singing about a meeting with strangers when there we were, all of  us around the 

table, a family and not strangers at all. This is what I brought with me in my suitcase when I came 

to town alone: a toothbrush and a comb, a notebook and a pen, a dressy shirt for a job 

interview, casual clothes for hanging around, and all the money I had left, which was around 

five hundred dollars in cash that I kept in my shoe to confuse anyone that tired to rob me. 

In my previous city I had often worried about being robbed with a gun in my face, and my 

plan, should this have happened, was to tell the robber that I had a good bit of  money, then 

take off  my shoe and dump the cash onto the ground. While the robber was confused and 

stooping to pick up my money and poking around in my shoe for more, I would very quietly 

run away. My first couple weeks in my new town I stayed in a motel under the freeway 

across from a veteran’s hospital, which wasn’t so glamorous I admit, but they offered weekly 

rates for travelers on a budget. In fact, the only ugly thing I found in the motel was a pretty 

big bloodstain under the bed, which I noticed while looking for a cracker that I had 

dropped. But the way I saw it, if  I’d just been a little more careful in lifting the cracker to my 

mouth, I never would have discovered the stain. I remembered my vow, and left it at that. 

The motel made a pretty good effort at being fun. Out front it had a pool in the shape of  a 

heart overlooking the expressway, which I would have liked to dip a toe in had it not been 

November. The jacuzzi was initially inviting, but I never got a chance to use it because it was 

cordoned off  by police tape after only my second night in town. I managed to live pretty 
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frugally for breakfast and dinner on cheese and crackers and oranges for the vitamin c. 

Finding a job was the only thing I thought about; I studied the classifieds like they were 

sacred texts, and even did fake interviews with myself in front of  the mirror for practice. In 

the mornings I would shower and shave with a disposable razor and soap, which was 

sometimes difficult because I tend to grow hair at inordinate speed along different parts of  

my face. The motel had complimentary toilet paper, so I was able to staunch any of  my cuts 

with little folded scraps before I left my room. One day though, I was in such a hurry that I 

cut myself  so bad under my nose that I had to ask the manager nicely for a band-aid, which 

he gave me. People gave me pretty nasty looks on the bus that morning, and I only figured 

out why, when, after I had filled out an application at a coffee shop and was using the 

bathroom in the back, I noticed that I had a pretty sizable amount of  blood in my teeth, 

which I wasn’t able to taste because of  the cinnamon gum I was chewing. My brother’s song 

went something like: If  we should ever meet, I will kindly take your hand. If  we should ever meet, I will 

cudgel every lamb. If  we should ever meet, I will wear my cleanest gown. If  we should ever meet, I will set fire 

to this town. If  we should ever meet, I will deny those close to me. If  we should ever meet, I will feign to 

disagree. My first couple of  weeks, I applied to about eighty percent of  the town’s businesses.  

I submitted applications at restaurants, toy stores, electronic stores, video stores, 

supermarkets, office buildings, bars, shoe and watch repair shops, cell phone stores, music 

stores, banks, home furnishings stores, department stores, and money lending stores. During 

this time, when I was still really new to the town, no matter where I was at noon, I would try 

and find a family restaurant to have some lunch. I would sit at a table for an hour, studying a 

map of  this town, highlighting any streets I had not yet seen. I’d eat as much as I could. 

Most didn’t allow you to take food out, so I had to eat things from the buffet table that 

would stay in my stomach the longest. My brother used to tell me that eating was one of  the 
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saddest things for a person to enjoy because it is impossible to keep filling yourself  after your 

stomach is full. Cheese sticks, or a rare chicken fried steak seemed to work the best. I never 

saw many actual families in the restaurants, but there was never any shortage of  seniors. 

Most of  them didn’t speak to one another; they just ate and puffed on their cigarettes and 

sometimes coughed for long stretches. Before I began any meal at those restaurants I would 

say a prayer in which I thanked God that I wasn’t so old yet, and still had some traces of  

ambition and the pleasant good looks my parents gave me. My mother didn’t speak that often to 

me when I was young, but one day I remember her giving me a pretty mild smile and telling me that some 

people were naturally transient, and she was pretty sure I would be one of  them. She said she was basing her 

assumption on the fact that my father gave me half  of  my blood, and he couldn’t stand to stay in the same 

room for longer than a few minutes. My father used to come home once or twice a year, usually out of  money 

and needing a shave pretty bad. He used to draw me up in his lap, even when I was a teenager, and whisper 

homely stories about boxcars and what he called ladies of  the night. The places I applied were always 

willing to give me an application, even if  the business didn’t have any customers milling 

about. I had a fancy pen that I kept from my old job, and I used it to carefully fill out my 

applications. I would print my name but leave the address box blank, because I didn’t really 

feel comfortable telling anyone that I was living in the motel. I did, however, list the hotel’s 

phone number, and next to it in parentheses I wrote to ask for me. I always made up my 

references, because although I’m sure some of  my previous employers in my previous cities 

and towns would have gladly recommended me, I never did keep track of  their phone 

numbers, so I figured it was better to list an imaginary person with a plausible number than a 

real person with no number at all. The owner of  a laundromat told me that I seemed like a 

smart person, but he said that they weren’t hiring, and wouldn’t be until the worms were 

eating him six feet under ground. He also said he had reason to believe that there might be 
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no available jobs in the town at all, because everyone was living longer these days. I did 

wonder why he didn’t tell me that until after I had taken the time to fill out my application, 

and thought he was being pretty pessimistic for a guy with a pretty good job. My mother 

worked all her life in a bank and she died in her bed. My father lived on the road and died on a railroad 

trestle. That’s what the letter said, so who knows. The only thing left to do, after I applied, was to 

relax in my motel and wait for the calls. I took a lot of  showers at night, which was pretty 

good for my complexion as long as I didn’t make the water too hot. There was a soda 

machine just outside my door, and it took a lot of willpower not to spend my money on a 

coke or something refreshing. The tap water wasn’t bad, though it was cloudy and smelled a 

little like sulfur. I didn’t watch much television, because when I do I forget time even exists 

at all, and once I turn it off, I’ve never liked the feeling that not only has time passed, but 

that it has done so without me being really present for it. During my job search, I found this 

little paperback braced under a dumpster where a wheel was missing. The book was a 

remainder, so it had no cover or back—even the title page was missing. The book was a 

collection of  stories about dogs, which was, I thought, a pretty original idea for a book. My 

favorite story was about a dog who was loved very much by his owner until he got some sort 

of  illness and died. The story didn’t really bother to explain the disease, which was OK with 

me, but it did go on to talk at length about how the dog had, during its short time on earth, 

managed to have a positive effect on many people in the community, so the line to view the 

casket streamed all the way out the door of  the church. I stayed in the motel during business 

hours all that week, waiting for the calls for interviews. I sat on the edge of  the bed with my 

posture as professional as I could manage, reading that paperback and listening for the 

phone, which I kept within arm’s reach.  I ate my cheese and crackers and my oranges in this 

position and even urinated in the ice bucket to be on the safe side. On Friday I called the 
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manager to ask if  he’d forgotten to give me any messages concerning possible interviews. He 

told me he hadn’t, and that I was behind on rent by a week. I was pretty tired of  sitting in 

the motel, and a little frustrated at not getting an interview, so I put on my dressy shirt and 

some newer jeans and started walking toward downtown. The motel was along an empty 

expressway, which was surrounded on both sides by chain link fences and no sidewalk, so I 

did my best to kind of  stroll quickly along the shoulder of  the road. To make sure the 

passing cars would see me I waved both arms above my head like the insane do, and they 

gave me a wide berth. I reached downtown after about an hour, and walked into a pretty 

fancy bar that named their drinks after celebrities, which made them kind of  fun to order. 

The only patrons in the bar were gathered around a video game machine, having a pretty 

good time. As I said, I was a little frustrated at the fact that I hadn’t received any calls for 

interviews yet, so I had about eleven drinks myself, mixing and matching types of  alcohol 

just for variety’s sake. Then I got to feeling that someone was holding a blow-torch to the 

back of  my head, and so I excused myself  and went to the bathroom and ran my head under 

the faucet and dried off  on the sanitary towel. Then I started introducing myself  and asking 

the patrons if  they knew anyone who was hiring. I was being really friendly, buying them 

drinks when they asked me to, but the only lead I could come up with was the pound, and 

the guy who told me was laughing pretty hard and putting his hand up a woman’s shirt when 

he recommended it, so I wasn’t so sure. Once on the road my brother took me to a burlesque show 

and he cupped the dancer’s breasts in his hands and pushed them up and down, like he was a scale. I don’t 

remember him smiling. Then I remembered that I had already applied there, and I thanked him 

anyway. I walked back on the same side of  the expressway, putting my arms up high, but not 

in a needy way. A convertible pulled onto the shoulder, and a man in an Eskimo kind of  

jacket asked if  I wanted to make a hundred dollars. I told him to wait a second, and I took 
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off  my shoe, and I admit I wasn’t too surprised when nothing, not even a few coins came 

jingling out. So I said that I did, and he told me to get in his convertible. We got going up to 

about ninety, which was definitely breaking the law, and I asked him if  he wouldn’t mind 

putting the top up, because I had only my dressy shirt, and he had his fur lining. He didn’t 

do that, so I slunk down really low in my seat and tried to avoid the wind. I evidently fell 

asleep, because when I woke we were still screaming down the expressway, and the man had 

his finger pinching the sensitive part of  my neck, directing my head toward his jeans, where 

he was kind of lazily wagging his penis at me. He dropped me off  in a pretty dark part of  

town and directed me toward the mission. I tried to explain about my motel under the 

freeway but he told me to get out of  his car in a not so nice way. I was familiar with dangers 

of  shelters, having stayed in them in other towns, so I smartly tucked the hundred-dollar bill 

back in my shoe. The walk was cold, though, and I kept stepping on broken glass, which is 

kind of  interesting at first but then kind of  painful if  your soles are bad. Nobody was in the 

streets, and as far as I could tell nobody was watching me from all the dark buildings whose 

windows were all broken. The mission was on a corner under another freeway, and I was 

surprised to find upon arriving that it was completely cordoned off  by police tape, but there 

weren’t any police or police cars in sight. The front door was open so I did a kind of  limbo 

under the tape and walked inside. There was a young woman about my age behind the desk, 

who was crying, and behind her there were the bodies of  about fifteen or so homeless 

people, all dead and very bloody and lying in pretty unnatural positions on the floor. She told 

me that the mission was closed, and that a group of  seventeen or so people had come in 

earlier that night and killed every homeless person who happened to be staying in the 

mission, and later set fire to the unemployment office. My brother was shot by people in his own 

squadron, who thought he was the enemy. The army said he died too quickly to have last words. I asked her 
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where the police were, and she said that the police only showed up in that town to put tape 

around crime scenes and leave, because funding was low. She was pretty attractive even with 

the dead behind her, so I asked her if  she’d like to come back with me to my motel, where I 

only had an orange or two left, but I told her she was more than welcome to them. She said 

she would love an orange or two, and so we called a cab and rode in the back together until 

we got back to my motel under the freeway. The cabbie told me that the total fare for two 

passengers was one hundred dollars, and I got the bill from my shoe and kind of  dejectedly 

handed it to him, one because it was the last of  my money, and two because I didn’t have 

enough for a tip. The woman wouldn’t tell me her name, and she sat eating both my oranges 

in front of  the television without taking their peels off. When I came back from brushing my 

teeth, she was gone, but luckily hadn’t taken any of  my things. I slept about thirty-seven 

hours until late Sunday evening, and then I went out and walked to the convenience store 

away from downtown holding my arms in the air. The clerk was out front smoking, and I 

had just enough time to stuff  a few candy bars in my jeans before he came inside. I browsed 

in the dirty magazines for a while, just to throw him off, and then I walked out. When I got 

to the expressway, I started to run. At the motel I found my suitcase sitting on the curb, all 

packed, and my room locked tight. I rang the night bell for the manager, but no one came to 

the window. In frustration I ate the remainder of  the candy bars, and then laughed a little at 

how rash I was acting. Once when my brother and I drove across country trying to not to think about our 

dead parents or get in a car accident, sometimes I would break a pretty long silence by asking him a question, 

usually about mileage or where we were going to stay that night. He would always get a little angry with me 

and tighten his knuckles around the steering wheel and tell me that words are infernal things that should 

never, under any circumstance he said, be used loosely. Then I would start to laugh, because my 

brother was always so serious and because I figured it didn’t really count as words, and then 
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he would tell me that all laughter is derisive because there is always an object that is the 

target of  your laughter, even if  it’s only yourself, and that is terrible. I started walking toward 

downtown with my suitcase in my hand, and I felt so terrible that I didn’t even bother to put 

up my free hand. After about and hour I came to a park, which was not locked, and although 

it was pretty cold, I thought it might be a decent place to spend the night. Before I could 

even select a bench a group of  about seventeen men dressed in rags and some old tattered 

flags came out from behind the trees and surrounded me and told me they had a proposition 

for me. They said: “You see, one of  our boys is losing his will and is growing demented in 

his old age. No one has suffered more than this man, and so we, being his friends, wish to 

help him in easing his pain. Several weeks ago, when you arrived in town, our boy saw you 

walking near the hospital with your arms up in hopefulness, and he smiled at you for a while, 

but in that smile lurked a terrible feeling because he recognized your face from a picture your 

brother used to carry in his wallet when they were employed together in the same squadron. 

This was before our boy shot him by accident, which although is many years in the past, the 

memory has deformed him, and he’d now like nothing better than to have a duel with you, 

don’t ask us the reason, it’s just what he wants.” I did try and make a run for it at this point, 

but they circled in closer around me and kicked me with their boots. They told me that if  I 

managed to get away, they would hunt me until the day I died, no matter the town I decided 

to settle in. “Just as we have made it impossible for you in this town in terms of  

employment,” they said, “so it will be in any future town if  you do not comply.” Then they 

lifted the man from behind the bushes, who smiled at me, but not in a sweet way. He looked 

pretty bad. The bandanna he wore was all sooty and crusted with old blood. He handed me a 

silver pistol and told me to stow it away in my pants and he showed me that he had already 

done the same. Then we squared away at thirty paces, and one of  the seventeen shouted, 
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“draw” and I drew and it seemed like he didn’t even try to unholster his pistol before I got 

him in the shoulder and he kind of  crumpled to the ground. I felt pretty bad about this, so I 

ran over to where he was and tried to staunch his hole with a piece of  my dressy shirt that I 

had torn off. The seventeen all gathered around me, whispering to one another. Then they 

closed in and wrapped their fingers around my hand that held the pistol and helped me level 

it at his head. I pulled the trigger and it was done. They all thanked me individually, each 

shaking my hand and bowing, and told me I was in no danger and free to leave. Once their 

boy stopped twitching on the ground, they pulled him away with his heels dragging along the 

concrete. I looked around for some warm things to cover myself, and found a couple 

newspapers and some cardboard. I lay down in the middle of  the park, feeling not so good. 

My father, when he was home and I was sitting on his knee in the kitchen, once asked me to fill him in on 

an adventure I had had while he was away. I started to tell him about about something important from my 

life but he stopped me in the middle of  the story and told me that I was a bad teller, and that I should 

probably just go ahead and join the military so I could be useful, which I didn’t want to do because I didn’t 

want to die. He said I hobbled around in the silly parts and didn’t get around to telling the real stuff, which 

he thought was in the violence. His death was not peaceful, so I do hope it was at least interesting for him. I 

awoke as the sun rose with my feet pretty cold from where the cardboard wasn’t long 

enough to cover and I stretched and did a little jog around the park to warm up. I saw a man 

walking a tiny dog, and I approached them and acted like I was going to pet the dog, but 

instead I picked it up and draped it across my shoulders like a mink and I sang my brother’s 

song to him in the voice of  my brother, and then I lied and told him that the song was mine. 

He took off  one of  his walking shoes and shook out several hundred dollars, and I went 

directly to the bus station and took the first bus here, to this town. I have a lot of  

applications out, and the people at the mission are pretty good about delivering messages, so 
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who knows. The public library has been nice about letting me use their computers. I have a 

long list of  e-mail addresses that I’ve found just poking around on the web, which I’m going 

to send my story to, and tell them to pass it along to whoever might be interested. One last 

thing: if  we should ever meet, maybe you might take me in for a short while, help me get 

established in your town. I promise to be a gentleman and not try anything funny. I’ll be as 

quiet as I can.
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Contemporary Country Music: A Songbook 

Title: SUPPORT THE TROOPS  

Lyrics:  could it be john walking though that door / at long last our son is home from the 

war we all still strongly support it is him isn't it / come give us a kiss and a hug all around / 

don't forget me john I'm your sister and I love you / did you see the banner we hung across 

the lawn the one that said welcome home John we are proud of  you the whole state of 

alabama is proud of  you / that uniform is as pristine as the day you left us john it sure is 

spiffy / I kind of  expected it to be speckled with our enemies' blood john why not / oh of 

course they let you wash it I wasn't thinking john forgive me / what was it like over there all 

we had were our imaginations / we understand you don't have to talk about it if  you don't 

want to but did you get the care packages we sent / your mother worked so hard on those 

packages john in fact it cost us a fortune to ship all that food even though I tried to explain 

to her that it wasn't as if  there weren't grocery stores where you were there were grocery 

stores weren't there john / did you get the letters I sent john did you get the get all those 

letters from my classmates there were a lot of  them / you must have been busy John but we 

were hoping you would write once and a while but I'm sure you were too busy defending 

and spreading freedom but none of  that matters because you are home and the army can't 

legally force you to return for another tour and now you have some pocket money and 

college is awaiting if  that's what you still want to do / john wants to eat everyone gather 

around the table while we say a long an thankful prayer
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Title: WE DON'T HAVE MUCH MONEY BUT WE HAVE A FAITH CALLED JESUS  

Lyrics:  before we all devour we have to give thanks to the man who is responsible for all of 

our business here who knows when you are sleeping and given to idleness and when you are 

supremely alert / we don't have much money never had much money / you could say that 

economic factors forced you into war but that would deny your individual choice dear john 

you understand you strong independent man son of mine / I guess you picked up the habit 

of  not praying but just ask your sister she prays by her bedside every night and expects 

results so I don't think you can walk in here having forgotten all religion and expect us your 

dear family to understand when you deny the fact that jesus lord is upon you even when you 

least expect it / there are some principles which we all share surely you haven't forgotten the 

power of  shared principles John you know you always carry the blood and beliefs of  those 

who made you don't you john / I had a good day at school today yes we know honey but 

john is just freshly home from the war / here john have a piece of  this steak you know how 

poor we are so it isn't everyday we eat steak but here take a piece of  this and put it in your 

mouth it's tender isn't it / john likes that steak you can tell he likes it when he smiles that 

way / have another piece john you are too thin what did they feed you over there / you did 

not eat fear john is making a joke come on everyone laugh at john's joke / it's been a long 

time since we laughed in this house but we can laugh again with impunity because our boy 

the thing we made from scratch is here in the flesh and hungry 

Title: THE WORLD IS FULL OF MANY PEOPLE THOUGH WE REMAIN 

PROUDLY IGNORANT OF WHAT THEY DO 

Lyrics: yes john you can smoke in here your mother quit this year and I pretended to quit at 

least on account of  your sister's asthma but go right ahead let me get the ashtray / something 

has been bothering us John now correct me if  I'm wrong but your mother and I were 
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thinking that the people you were trying to spread freedom to are people who don't actually 

want it and correct me if  I'm wrong maybe I was born yesterday but I don't see how any 

person wouldn't want to be free we here in this country take it for granted but you can bet if 

someone wanted to step in and say no more freedom for you I would cut off  his head and 

run for the hills where a man can still live free / I understand if  you don't want to talk about 

it but it's just bewildering to me to think that there are certain people out there in this world 

who don't want what we have / all this is just to say that we know how tough the job must 

have been trying to give something to people who don't want it or maybe I have it all turned 

around I do all right john / well we can talk about this later right now is time for basking in 

your glory and not much else so I'll just drop the whole thing but I think we'll have to stay 

there a hundred years so these people will finally realize that they actually do want the thing 

they don't think they want right now let me have a drag of  that don't tell your mother 

Title: TECHNOLOGY IS OVERWHELMING BUT FUN 

Lyrics: we could go sit in the family room and watch television together if  you want to john 

/ no you do what you want we're just happy to have our son home our hearts can begin 

beating again / yes we have a computer here John / but how are you really are you feeling 

well you don't look as good as we expected but granted we remember you as you were a year 

ago when your second deployment began but really we still imagine you as the same boy you 

were for your senior portrait come see it look at it we're still displaying it proudly on the 

mantel / you want to go on the computer rather than talk to your family well if  that's your 

decision not one of  us can stop you / yes we bought a computer we were influenced by all 

those advertisements which suggested that if  we did not purchase a computer we would be 

dooming your sister forever because she would be retarded in terms of  her peers what was I 

to do in the face of  such an argument / yes just log in under the family name here it is / I 
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didn't know you had a personal website that's very interesting john / why didn't you write if  

you had a page that was devoted to yourself  and your life it would have been as easy as 

typing out a message and clicking the send button but I know you were busy with your 

business killing the enemy / mom and dad don't like the computer they feel that the second 

coming is nearby / I've never seen you so interested in something john I like it when you 

smile john it is wonderful to see your hands work overtime even at the computer which is a 

lonely pursuit  

Title: CAN'T FORGET ABOUT OUR BUDDIES AT THE BAR 

Lyrics: no john we realize that you need a place to go a man needs a place where he can kick 

back and unwind / where are you going well I suppose that really isn't any of  our business 

but since we have you here since you are under our roof  again we just want to know where 

you'll be so we can sleep better tonight of  course your father will be up late drinking coffee 

and cleaning that rifle of  his and thinking man thoughts but that's just what he does he is a 

man and a proud parent and jealous sometimes but a man's got to do / maybe he can come 

with you no all right john we understand you want to relax with your buddies or maybe you 

need to be alone hopefully there will be a band playing and you can have a few drinks / if 

you need a ride john call me I just got my learner's permit / take the ford yes john she still 

runs good she's american made after all / we are so proud of  you you will never know the 

extent of  our pride and and our gratitude that god spared you out there in the desert he truly 

works in mysterious ways and I don't begin to understand his plan but your safe return all 

tells us that his plan is at the very least sympathetic to a family's fears / I know a lot of  your 

buddies didn't make it and what about their family's but still the point remains that you were 

spared for some purpose and so our faith remains as resolute as ever / have a good night 
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john / goodbye john / I don't think many of us will get any sleep after all but you should 

unwind it's only fair I think you should relax a little you seem a little tense we love you 

Title: EVERY MAN MAKES MISTAKES IN HIS LIFE AND AS LONG AS HE 

ACKNOWLEDGES THEM HE IS FORGIVEN 

Lyrics: hey john welcome back you're looking good have a shot / have another its great to 

see you see that piece of  ass over there what do you say we go hit her up for a little mano a 

mano / john tell us a story / the last time you were in here you'd just gotten back from your 

second tour and my god what a story how one night you lined a whole family up because 

you just knew deep down they were holding terrorists and you just lined all of  them up and 

pretended that you were going to kill them but instead you fired a few shots in the air and 

then took them inside and gave all of  them the old alabama slammer that was a good story 

honestly john because we all were thinking that it was going to end in bloodshed but you 

found a way to work off  some steam another way and any time bloodshed can be diverted 

you've done a good job / you don't have to tell another story if  you don't want to john but 

you know nobody's got loose lips around here we're all friends here have you listened to the 

band yet they're not bad they play here all the time why don't we just kick back here's 

another shot on the house relax and unwind I know that's what you came here to do   

Title: OCCASIONALLY WE REQUIRE THAT OLD TIME MOUNTAIN MUSIC 

Lyrics: well john it isn't as if  I can just kick the band off  the stage just because you don't like 

what they're playing I mean it's what the people want look at them they're having a good 

time / it isn't people having a good time that makes you angry is it john I mean look at them 

they're drunk and happy and blowing off  a little steam / everyone has to blow off  a little 

steam once and a while you wouldn't disagree with that would you john / I realize you like 

the old time sounds a little more than this contemporary stuff  but listen for a moment they 
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are singing songs about real people and their problems I mean maybe they gloss over some 

of  the bigger issues at play I admit and it does seem that every other song they sing is about 

learning lessons which maybe you would disagree with because you never struck me as a 

lesson type of  man but still / I know you came here tonight because you remember that we 

used to have an old time band here on this night but you've been gone a year and we run a 

business john and nobody showed up for that old time stuff  so I'm sorry the band is almost 

done with its set hey did you get look at that baby over there sitting all by herself  I know you 

aren't exactly in as good a shape as you used to be but I'd bet good money she'd take you 

home that spiffy uniform holds a lot of  clout around here you know  

Title: HOLD ONTO YOUR SMALL TOWN VALUES WHEREVER YOU GO 

Lyrics: nice to meet you john yes I love that uniform I was admiring it from across the bar 

I'm twenty two you want me to guess your age well I don't think I should what if  I get it 

wrong and guess too young and then offend your pride or what if  I overshoot it and you feel 

like an old man no I'm not going to do that / no I'm not saying I oppose the war necessarily 

but I've been getting my degree at the community college and one of  my professors well he 

brought up some issues that I wasn't aware about the war no I'm proud of  what you're doing 

as I said I support the troops / you should really think about giving college a try I'm not 

suggesting it would change your mind you haven't really told me what your opinions are I 

feel like I'm doing all the talking but think about college its been the best experience of  my 

life my young life anyway I expect to have even better ones once I get out of  this town / 

small towns are a little poisonous don't you think me I've always pictured myself  in Nashville 

because I like the music so much that comes out of  there no I don't know the old time stuff 

as much as I should but I think I'd like it if  I gave it a try do you have any recommendations 

/ no well do you want to dance with me not sure well have a nice night and thank you again 
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for all that you've done without you who knows I might not even been alive to go to college 

the whole country might have been up in smoke though one never knows the indirect 

consequences of  any action my professor told me that yes I'll leave you alone 

Title: AS GRANTED BY THE CONSTITUTION EVERY CITIZEN HAS THE RIGHT 

TO BEAR ARMS 

Lyrics: no john all the pawn shops are closed and wal-mart wouldn't sell you a gun with that 

beer on your breath no not even in that uniform I think you should just have a coke or 

something let me get you a coke at least the band went away I don't personally even like 

them but you can relax now that they're gone / I would john but I have to wake up early 

tomorrow no a long drive does sound good there's really nothing like a long nighttime drive 

to really blow off  some steam but I think you've probably had too much to drink to really 

enjoy your drive and frankly I'd worry about your safety and with you just getting home and 

all / can I call your home who can I call who will be up / I woke everyone in your damn 

house up but your sister's coming to get you she's a good looking girl / she's going to be a 

knockout in a year or so you watch you'll have to shadow her unless you want the boys 

climbing all over her but she's on the way now you just sit back and relax 

Title: FOCUS ON THE FAMILY 

Lyrics: oh john here help me get him in the car there you go John now sit back and relax I 

can't promise this will be the smoothest ride because I'm still learning what are you thinking 

about John / you don't have to tell me if  you don't want to but I'm your sister and I want to 

know what's bothering you but if  you don't want to talk I understand here just sit back I'll 

turn on the radio do you have a favorite station there's this song I want you to hear it's about 

a man who gets home from the war and cant make sense of  his surroundings and I'm not 

suggesting that this has happened to you I think everything makes perfect sense to you but 
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the man in the song has just come home and his wife has given birth to their child while he 

was overseas and so he's going around the town feeling sad which we all do sometimes even 

I get depressed it's only natural / so he's driving around and he gets so depressed that he 

thinks about maybe enlisting again because life was exciting over there and in another part 

he thinks about actually killing himself  but he gets over that pretty quickly when he sees his 

wife rocking their child one night very tenderly and he has this moment when he realizes 

that god has put him on earth to be a good father and not dead or overseas and then the 

song ends / I don't want you to think though that this applies to you at all / for all I know 

you are planning on going back for another tour or you want to die but I just you might like 

the song because it had a soldier as the main character I think it feels good to hear those 

songs because they are about real life and music is so important because I think it shapes 

who we are and what we think and in the south especially music is even more important 

than most places the music reinforces our values I'm not suggesting that music is the only 

thing that helps make us what we are but I think it's important do you mind if  I turn on the 

radio
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The Lonesome Vehicle 

Not long ago, a young man with a keen sense of  injustice lived in a house all by himself  in 

the country. The place in which he lived, however, was not so remote that he couldn't see his 

neighbors’ houses when he stood on his balcony and drank his tea. Below the young man’s 

balcony sat a little driveway in which he parked his car. His car was very old, and would 

sputter and cough each time he turned the key, and one winter day, the young man’s car 

finally failed to start, and he bitterly told it goodbye and had it towed away to the junkyard, 

where he knew it would rot and become estranged from him.  

The next morning, while drinking his tea, the young man noticed a very lonesome 

vehicle parked in the same place, where his old car used to rest. The vehicle and all its many 

windows were painted entirely black. From his balcony the young man looked left and right 

and then straight ahead, and thought that perhaps the lonesome vehicle belonged to one of  

his neighbors. So after much pondering the young man walked to the west and knocked 

upon his neighbor’s door, where an old woman greeted him.  

“You are the young man who idly stands upon his balcony,” she said.  

“Yes,” said the young man. “Do you own the ominous vehicle which rests in my 

driveway, where my old car used to sleep?” 

“What color is the vehicle?” said the old woman.  

“It is black as the asphalt in Colorado,” said the young man. “Does this ring a bell?” 
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“I have been twenty years blind,” said the old woman. “I only asked so that you 

might paint a pretty picture for me.”  

So the young man walked to the north and knocked upon his neighbor’s door, where 

an old man greeted him.  

“You are the young man with more time than the Lord,” he said.  

“Yes,” said the young man. “Do you own the lugubrious vehicle which rests in my 

driveway, where my old car used to sleep?”  

“What are the dimensions of  the vehicle?” said the old man.  

“Wide as a dinghy, long as a shark,” said the young man.  

“I’m afraid you shall have to try again,” said the old man.   

“Spatiality eludes me,” said the young man. “It looks like any other vehicle, save for 

its blackness and inherent sadness.”  

“I drive a high, threatening vehicle,” said the old man. “But her color is blue.”  

So the young man walked to the west and knocked upon his neighbor’s door, where 

a little child greeted him. “You are the young man whom I have worshiped from afar,” it 

said.  

“Yes,” said the young man. “Do you or your guardians own the vexing vehicle which 

rests in my driveway, where my old car used to sleep?”  

“Fool,” said the child. “Can’t you see that myself  and my guardians haven’t the 

money for vehicles?”  

“But you live in such luxury,” said the young man. “Your house looms large.”  
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“There is nothing beyond this exterior,” said the child, rapping upon the door frame. 

The young man returned home and began to inspect the lonesome vehicle, all the 

black windows, all the wiring beneath. He pulled on the four doors but the four doors were 

locked. In frustration he called the authorities and read them the license plate.  

“The vehicle belongs to somebody,” replied the authorities, “but unfortunately we 

collect information rather than dispense.”  

In frustration the young man called the towing company, who sent someone out to 

inspect the lonesome vehicle.  

“I can’t haul this vehicle,” said the towing man, “for it was I who towed the vehicle 

from the forest, on the orders of  a little man who said he lodged with you. It is highly likely 

that you stood upon you balcony contemplatively drinking tea while all of  this was going 

on.”  

After the young man had sent the towing man away, he began to violently search the 

entirety of  his house. He knocked over tables, scattered sofa cushions, and put his fists 

through lampshades. Then he looked beneath his bed, where there lay a little man with 

fearful eyes.  

“Ah,” said the young man, “you must be the owner of  the loathsome vehicle which 

rests in my driveway, where my old car used to sleep.”  

“I am,” said the little man.  

“Why are you under my bed?” said the young man.  

“Ostracized from my dwelling in the forest,” said the little man, “I sought refuge in a 

country home. I noticed you on your balcony one day, unhurriedly drinking tea, and thought 
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I might incur very little of  your wrath should you discover me. So I stayed here under the 

bed until night, when I nibbled at little leftover morsels, and even took a bath while you 

slept. I conducted myself  quite nobly when you brought a woman home from the tavern and 

you said immaculately vile things to her while in bed.”  

“The only thing that concerns me,” said the young man, “is that an upstanding little 

man such as yourself  should be ostracized from his community. You may lodge with me as 

long as you wish, but tomorrow we will drive to the forest and together we will raze your 

little community until nothing is left, because if  there is one thing I cannot stand, it is 

injustice.”  

“Agreed,” said the little man, and they both slept, the young man on his bed, and the 

little man beneath. That night snow began to fall, and the next morning a heavy layer 

blanketed the ground. The young man and the little man entered the lonesome vehicle, and 

although the little man’s legs hardly reached the pedals, they were soon on their way. But on 

the interstate, they hit a stretch of  black ice and were soon in a little accident in which the 

young man was killed. News of  the accident spread quickly, and soon all the young man’s 

neighbors arrived upon the scene, followed by the authorities and the towing man. The little 

man gave his statement to the authorities and watched the towing man pull his vehicle to the 

junkyard. He was then placed in chains and returned to the forest, where his community, 

having heard news of  his coup, welcomed him as a hero.  
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The Defecting Reflection 

One day, a young man stood adjusting his tie before his mirror, which he kept immaculately 

clean. Because he could think of  nothing else to say, he said this to his reflection: “When I 

move, you move. When I smile, you smile. When I laugh you contort your face along with 

mine. If  you should ever leave me, I will hunt you down and force you back into your proper 

place.” The reflection mouthed wordlessly along with the man as he spoke, and as the man 

left the room, the reflection also slid quickly from the the mirror.  

 The next morning, the man again stood before his mirror, adjusting a different tie. 

“Have you taken my words to heart?” said the man, but the reflection eyed him coolly 

without moving its lips. “Mime,” said the man, but his reflection would not comply. “It will 

be a long and torturous day at work then, for I leave now without knowing how my true face 

appears.” As he left the room, he noticed that the reflection did not slide from the mirror, 

but stayed.  

 On the third morning, the man decided to surprise his reflection, so he removed his 

shoes and quietly padded toward the mirror. He thrust his face to the glass, and saw that his 

reflection had turned completely around. “While you do me some good in revealing a 

forming bald spot that was heretofore hidden from me,” said the man, “I would very much 

like to see my old familiar face.” But his reflection did not comply, and began walking away, 

further and further into the mirror, and when it was very far away, it began to run. The man 

kept his promise and jumped head first into the mirror, which shattered and gored him. 
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 In a hospital room the man lay dying, and a kind nurse asked him what he might like 

for a keepsake, to take with him to the grave. “A new mirror,” replied the man. The nurse 

kept a small compact in her purse and handed him. With trembling hands he opened it, and 

found his old reflection staring back at him, unharmed and adjusting a tie he had never 

before seen, nor could have ever imagined.
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The Great House 

Once, in the east, a newly married couple shared a great house on a large plot of  cleared 

land, which was skirted all around by a dark forest. The couple had no children, and would 

often conspire with one another after exercising or lovemaking that they would never change 

their minds in their decision to have no children. The forest beyond the house was 

populated with the destitute and abject, and so to keep them from the great house the 

married couple employed several of  them to build a fence that circumnavigated the property 

and hired several others to stand watch, and equipped them with large firearms. The great 

house featured a long wrap around porch, and often on summer nights, when the couple 

would entertain, their guests would become frightened by the drumming and chanting 

emanating from deep within the forest. One by one, as the days passed, the guests failed to 

accept their invitations, and so it passed that the couple was left, save for the guards, to 

themselves.   

 One night over dinner, the husband, who had swallowed several glasses of  wine, 

suggested to his wife that they might have some children to brighten the empty rooms of  the 

great house.  

 “When the forest has overtaken our great house,” said the wife, “then we will have 

our children.” 

 The couple soon retired to bed for lovemaking, but the husband in his 

disappointment and the wife in her portentousness could only manage an awkward embrace, 

and soon they fell fast asleep. 
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 The next morning the husband walked down to the property’s edge and approached 

a guard who stood shouldering his rifle toward the woods.  

 “Let me ask you,” said the husband, “how much has the forest moved today?” 

 “Not a grain of  an inch,” replied the guard.  

 “Very well,” said the husband. “Have there been any sightings today of  the 

dwellers?” 

 “Not a coattail of  a garment,” replied the guard.  

 The husband kept this information to himself  that night at the dinner table. “How 

was your day?” he asked the wife. 

 “My day passed as any other,” she said. 

 “In time we might change that,” he said, lovingly patting her hand. 

 The next morning the husband returned to the same guard, whom he now favored 

for his honesty. “How much has the forest moved today?” he said.  

 “Not a hair’s width from yesterday,” replied the guard.  

 “Will the forest ever subsume my great house?” the husband said. 

 “Perhaps in the time of  your grandchildren’s grandchildren’s grandchildren,” replied 

the guard.  

 “Very well,” said the husband, who was about to return home, but hesitated as a 

faint noise caught his ear. “The drums,” he said. ‘The drums and the loud lamentations. Do 

they seem closer to you?” 

 “I hear no drums nor loud lamentations,” replied the guard.  

 “Very well,” said the husband, and he returned home.  
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 That evening, the husband and wife sat down to dinner. “How was your day?” said 

the husband. 

 “My day passed as any other,” said the wife, “except that I suddenly was able to 

perceive the distant drums from within the confines of  our great house.” 

 “I thought so,” said the husband.  

 The next morning the husband again spoke to the guard, who appeared slightly 

nervous at his post.  

 “The noises are becoming louder,” said the husband. “How do you explain this?” 

 “There must be celebration within the forest,” said the guard. 

 “But the sound is so mournful,” replied the husband. 

 “They are very sad people,” replied the guard.  

 “Is that not them dancing just behind the first row of trees?” said the husband. 

 “My eyesight is leaving me,” replied the guard. “You might need to hire another.” 

 “Very well,” said the husband, and he returned home. 

 That evening the husband and wife sat down to dinner. “I learned the origin of  the 

noises today,” said the husband.  

 “Yes?” she replied. 

 “The people of  the forest are having a party,” said the husband.  

 “You know it makes me sad to hear that word,” said the wife, bittersweetly patting 

his hand.  

 That night the couple said a prayer in which they thanked a higher power that they 

had each other and a great house to live in, and the next morning there was an uprising 

within the forest, and by noontime the destitute and abject had armed themselves, and 

although the guards were sympathetic to the forest dwellers’ cause, they were slaughtered 
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and the great house was overrun.  Easily captured, the husband and wife were paraded about 

the compound in chains, and fed rainwater and grubs of  the forest for their meals. By 

nightfall they were tried for malfeasance and found guilty and sentenced to hang at midnight, 

side by side, from a beam above the wrap-around porch. As the nooses tightened around 

their necks, the husband said: “The forest has overrun our great house. Certainly now we 

might have our children.”  

 The wife looked out over the crowd of  hateful faces. “Yes,” she said. “But these will 

not do.”
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Warning Sign 

I was seated comfortably in a bright room, surrounded by cameras and microphones and the 

people who held them. On a table before me, just as I had requested, they'd placed a glass of  

spring water and a plate of  decadent cheeses. I had contacted every major news outlet I 

could find the day before, telling them—should they offer enough money—that  I would 

consent to a taped interview on the subject of  the perpetrator. Normally I would have tried 

to  abstain from capitalizing on an atrocity, but I was unemployed at the time, and a bit 

frustrated with the direction my life had taken, and so, after considering the exorbitant sums 

that they offered I decided that it would be suicidally prideful to turn them down.  

 They began the interview. “It’s hard to believe that only twenty-four hours have 

passed since the atrocity,” they said.  

“Yes,” I said, “when I close my eyes, all I can see are the faces of  the dead and 

missing.” This was true. I had found it difficult to sleep the night before. 

“It will haunt us all for many years to come,” they offered. 

“Something new will replace it,” I said. 

“Tell us how you knew Buddy.” 

“Buddy was my roommate.”  

“We understand that you and Buddy had other roommates…” 

“Oh yes,” I said. “But they lived in different parts of the house. Have you spoken to 

them?”
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“They’ve agreed to talk,” they said. “But you’re our first, among those who knew 

him. We were told you knew him the best.” 

“I knew him fairly well,” I said, “But we had different schedules.” 

“So you shared a room with Buddy?” 

“Yes,” I said. “Our beds were on opposite sides of  the room, next to our desks.” 

“Was it your decision to arrange the room this way?” 

“I suppose. I guess that it was.” 

“Did you see Buddy yesterday morning?” 

“Do you mean the morning of  the atrocity?” I asked. 

“It will be difficult for us to continue this interview if the word ‘atrocity’ is repeatedly 

used. Many of  us have friends who have friends who have friends who perished in 

the…yesterday.” 

“I’ll try and work around it,” I said.   

 “You seem a bit detached given the trauma of  the last twenty four hours.”  

 “My grief  and anger are packed so tightly inside me,” I said, “they might take a few 

minutes to loosen themselves.” I was telling the truth here as well. 

 “Take us through yesterday morning.” 

 “Well,” I said, “when I opened my eyes from sleep, Buddy was performing jumping 

jacks in the middle of  the room. He liked to do them very slowly. He would raise his pale 

arms and clap them together. He was very steady. Are you familiar with the paleness of  his 

skin?” 

 “It is very pale,” they said. “What else.” 

 “Sometimes, during his jumping jacks, his hands wouldn’t meet each other and his 

wrists would slap together.” 
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 “There seems something symbolic in that action,” they said. “The hands flopping 

into each other, eager for something to do. The circle enclosing then reopening. The very 

hands that would later that day... How did you fail to pick up on it?” 

 “I suppose you have a point, but I was just noticing the beauty of  his movements, 

nothing more. Is that acceptable? I feel as if  I’m on the witness stand.” I was trying to 

stretch the interview as long as I possible, because several of  them had offered to pay me by 

the minute instead of  a lump sum. At this point in our conversation, beneath the table on 

which my water and cheese lay, I had opened my knife and was cutting little lines into my 

skin. 

 “Please don’t get upset,” they said. “If  we sometimes sound harsh and insensitive, it’s 

only became we aim to find out the truth of  yesterday morning.” 

 “I'm doing fine,” I said.   

 “And besides, appreciation of  beauty isn’t really relevant to the facts as we know 

them,” they said. “There was, in fact, nothing beautiful about his actions yesterday.” 

 “I’m aware of  that.”  

 “Are you also aware that at the jailhouse where they are holding him, he routinely 

asks—on the hour—to be executed?” 

 “Yes. Out of  curiosity, what manner of  execution is he requesting?” 

 “A public hanging. He has stressed several times that it must be public.”   

 “It’s not so good to hang a man,” I said, feeling a little bold. “The rope leaves a 

hideous bruise. And don’t even get me started on the soiled trousers.” 

 “So you are intimately familiar with the hung?” 

 “Oh yes,” I said. “My brother went the way of  the rope a long time ago.” Again I 

was not lying.  
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 “That’s very sad. Very interesting and sad.” I saw several of  them dab handkerchiefs 

at their eyes. “Does suicide run in your family?” 

 “Oh no,” I said. “My brother committed an atrocity and was justly punished for it.” 

 “How is it,” they said, “that you have managed to avoid this kind of  fate yourself? 

You carry your parent's genes, after all.” 

 “I was adopted,” I said. Also true.  

 “Here it seems appropriate,” they said, “to ask how it was you came to know 

Buddy?” 

 “I answered his ad for a roommate.”  

“Do you remember what the ad said?” 

 “Oh yes,” I said. “‘Happy man needs likewise creature to sleep on other side of  

bedroom and pay half  his rent until the day when he is no longer present among the willing, 

and at that point the roommate will be forced to pay the rent in totality.’” 

 “So you might admit that right away, the warning signs were there?” 

 “I find people very difficult to read,” I said. “I admired his honesty in saying that 

there would come a day when he’d be gone. I can’t tell you how many roommates of  mine 

have skipped out without any notice.”   

 At this point a door on one side of  the room opened, and several more of  them 

walked in, carrying cameras and microphones. Some very handsome ones approached me 

and offered outrageous sums—whispering in my ear—for the chance to record the rest of  

my interview. I agreed. I signed several contracts with my non-dominant hand, because the 

other one, which I kept beneath the table, was bleeding fast from where I had cut too 

deeply.  
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 “Now,” they said, “Did you have a conversation while he performed his jumping 

jacks?” 

 “No,” I said. “I knew enough not to disturb him when he exercised. However, when 

he was finished, he came and sat at the edge of  my bed and leaned over me.” 

 “The memory must be chilling now, considering what he was doing only hours 

later.” 

 “I felt it was nice of  him to devote time out of  his day. He whispered a song in my 

ear, and yet I pretended to sleep. Besides, he always sang, and to interrupt that would have 

been a deadly sin, his voice was so gorgeous.” 

 “Tell us the nature of  the song,” they said. 

“Well,” I said, “the melody was rather rudimentary, babyish almost. Were it not for 

the lyrics, it could have been children’s music. He sang ‘Farewell endless toiling, farewell old 

shambling frame. I’m attending to my second self, re-acquiring my good name. Please regard 

me joyfully, as you listen to me sing. I have an appointment in America, for to kiss the king’s 

fat ring.’ Then he went on to rhyme ‘atrocity’ with ‘paucity,’ which I thought was especially 

clever.”  

“And how did you interpret that?” they asked. 

 “ I didn’t,” I said. “I thought it was a spiritual of  some sort.” 

 “Do you realize,” they said, “that he was spelling out exactly what he was going to do 

later that day? The second self? The fatalism in those farewells? The fat ring of  the king? It 

couldn’t be more obvious.” 

 “Well, now that you mention it. Maybe Buddy wanted to tell me in his own way. He 

was quite a man.” My heart ached a little for him just then. 

 “In what way?” 
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 “Well,” I said, “yesterday morning, after his jumping jacks and that apparently clue-

ridden song, he disrobed in front of  me, and stood there in his glory for several minutes 

before I told him to get in the shower or risk getting me a little hot under the comforter. 

Buddy was gifted with the proportions of  statues. Big statues, I should say. I’m sure you 

know; you have access to pictures and medical records, correct?”  

 “Yes, but this is news to us that the two of  you had a relationship.”  

 “Oh not at all,” I said. “We were perfect platonic roommates. Only it had been a 

good number of  months since I’d had a chance to ravish someone, so I was definitely ready 

to go. I’m sure everyone here can relate.” 

 The room suddenly became silent. With my non-dominant hand I attempted to 

staunch the flowing blood. Finally, they spoke. 

 “We are,” they began, “so deeply saddened by the…events yesterday, that it seems 

impossible, at this moment, to either empathize or fail to be offended by your sentiment.” 

 “I apologize,” I said. I was using sarcasm. “Could I ask a favor?” 

 “You may.”  

 “I‘m feeling a little tickle in my lungs as I talk, and if  it isn’t too much to ask, I’d like 

a towel to expel the culprit into.” 

 Then the door opened and one of  them left. We all sat in silence. Some of  them were 

crying silently and shifting the cameras away from me and onto themselves, into which they 

mouthed the word “why?” over and over again.  

Then the door opened and an assistant entered, making his way down the aisle. He 

handed me the rag. I coughed several times into it, and then placed it in my lap for the actual 

reason I had requested it, which was to make a tourniquet for my arm.   

 “Though it pains us to ask this,” they said, “you became aroused?” 
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 “That would be putting it lightly.” 

 “And though it perhaps breaches matters of  good taste,” they said, “did you act on 

these feelings of  arousal?” 

 “I touched myself  beneath the covers after he entered the shower,” I said, which was 

a lie. In truth I had taken him in the shower, where he had cleaned every area unreachable to 

me. It was not the first time, though we were practically strangers. It was just something we 

did once in a while.  

“Do you value your life?” they asked. 

 “Certainly. I’d like to accomplish many things before I die. I’d like to see a solar 

eclipse or the northern lights, and/or hunt a grizzly bear. There are others, but I don’t 

imagine you’re interested in them.” 

 “Does it worry you that, in light of  these new revelations, you might be charged with 

aiding and abetting the perpetrator of  this…?” 

 “Those who charge me would be mistaken,” I said, and I was being truthful again. 

“I’ve done nothing wrong. He clearly led a double life. It’s not so rare. The Buddy I knew 

was smart, intelligent, playful, funny, mischievous, playful, easy going, sensitive, playful, and 

considerate.”  

 “What time did he exit the shower?” 

 “Nine fifteen.” 

 “What time did he leave the apartment?”  

 “Around ten thirty.” 

 “And the…, excuse us, was committed at eleven o’ clock. Did you have any more 

interaction with him in the forty five minutes after he left the shower and before he left the 

apartment?” 
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 “Yes,” I said. “He dressed and put on his backpack, and stood over the breakfast 

table where I was drinking coffee and watching television.” 

 “Do you remember what program you were watching?” 

 “It was the news.” 

 “And what was being reported?” 

 “Something certainly paling in comparison to the atrocity,” I said. As I said, I was 

trying to prolong.  

 “I apologize for using the word atrocity,” I said. 

 “Try and remember. Maybe something he was watching set him off.” 

 “They were reporting a story about a cat stuck in a tree somewhere in the ghetto, I 

think, and no fireman would try and save it because they feared the people that inhabited the 

ghetto. So the people that inhabited the ghetto fed it by means of  a long pole for several 

days, and the cat was fat and happy up on his perch. The story was going to be continued 

the following day.” This was a complete lie. I couldn’t remember what I was actually 

watching.  

 “Did he say anything to you while you sat at the table?” 

 “Yes,” I said. “Yes, right before he left, he stood over me and put his hand on my 

shoulder and said—“ 

 Before I could begin, though, the door opened again, and another one of  them came 

in. He was dressed like the others—nicely, in a crisp suit—and he whispered in the ear of  the 

person nearest to him. Then the person who received the initial message whispered in the 

ear of  the one closest to him, and so on and so on until the entire room sat up very straight 

and began to fidget.  
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 “We apologize for interrupting,” they said, “but we have just received word that a 

mob has broken into the jail and done unto Buddy what he has been clamoring for all day. 

Please continue, but do make it brief. We have lined up interviews with several of  the mob 

members.” 

 I was not ready, at that moment to begin considering what this all meant. Buddy was 

a fine acquaintance, but nothing more. So I said, “He put his hand on my shoulder and said, 

‘Goodbye dear roommate, I’m leaving this place, striking out for new country. Goodbye 

good roommate, I’ll remember the long lost ribbon in your hair. Playing gourd and hatchet 

with you in the gazebo long ago, oh roommate of  mine. Though we didn’t even know each 

other; didn’t know each other’s minds. It’s such a shame, that we might have lived for so 

long together and been ignorant of  our second selves. But goodbye oh roommate, and may 

the good lord keep a nice nasty watch over you because I’m leaving you. I am feeling so 

mournful, so solemn, sweet roommate. I want to believe in the future, oh roommate, but I 

can’t see beyond my watch. I want to bite from the essence, the true root. I want to ride 

through the city in a caravan at dawn. I want the drums to encircle me, the vultures to wheel 

over me. I want the bitter bile of  betrayal to flee from me. I want the warm expansive 

language of  joy to radiate around me. Recall, oh roommate, that fine fellow down the hall 

who used to show his skin to anyone who’d cross their eyes for him. Recall that evening sun 

that set golden golden golden then red in the west. Recall how we once shared this dim 

corporeal property together. Goodbye my sweet devil with roses in your eyes, you who saw 

everything as it should be instead of  as it was. May there be some endless noble path shining 

somewhere for you, and to all my sweet darlings plunging from rooftops, to all my good 

ghosts forever ascending fearless: goodbye.’ Then Buddy left me and went on to commit the 

atrocity.”  
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 This was a bald lie, but it felt right somehow. Buddy had actually said nothing, had 

really just abandoned me there. They understood that I was finished, because they began to 

gather their belongings and then rose from their seats. But I felt angry, and slightly hurt, and 

so, on a sudden whim, I walked quickly to the door, before any of  them could leave, and 

braced my back against it. I decided to leave at least one of  them breathing, so that there 

would be someone left to go before the cameras and report, but in the heat of  it, when I 

neared the very last of  them, it grieves me to say that I simply forgot.



 

102 

Murder Ballad 

Can you hear me calling you? Here I am, calling you: can you hear me? 

 

Barely, yes. Faintly. Is it really you? 

 

Your sugar baby; your true love. Don't I sound the same? 

 

You're a little hoarse.  

 

Well, you sound the same. 

 

Where are you? 

 

Baby, you know me. You know where I am.  

 

I'd hoped not. 

 

You are missing out big time; the flames are so beautiful! They dance and dance into the 

night sky! I wish you were with me, baby, just walking the grounds. Arm in arm, and baby 

too...I'm on a short break, actually. Just wanted to touch base.
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He gives you breaks? 

 

The Devil's so generous, sweetie. He encourages exercise, plenty of  rest. Do you want to 

know what he told me last night? 

 

No. 

 

I just couldn't sleep last night, on account of  thinking of  you! So I went out walking the 

grounds, and was kind of  perusing the fence that hems us in, when I saw the Devil, stooped 

over with his cutters, making a hole in his own fence! 

 

Just to torture you. 

 

You'd think so, wouldn't you darling? But no; he told me I could leave if  I wanted to, 

anytime that was convenient for me. He said it's a great misunderstanding that one has to 

work eternally, baby. He tries telling people the truth, but they don't listen. Do you know 

why they don't listen? 

 

I have to go. 

 

They don't listen to what the Devil's telling them because they're so happy here. The 

warmth, the job, the sense of  community. Shared purpose, shared goals. 

 

That sounds terrible. 
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Well, the Devil's said some not so nice things about where you are.  

 

He would. 

 

He said that the Lord likes his creatures nice and docile, so he keeps them on a short tether. 

Hey, tell me, have you managed to stay young? Kept your good looks? 

 

I'm trying not to listen to you. 

 

Pretend to hear me anyway. 

 

I don't know how I look. When I try and catch my reflection, say, in a pond, the only thing I ever see is the 

blue sky behind me.  

 

You sound bored, baby. 

 

Honestly, I want for nothing. 

 

Tell me all about yourself. 

 

I'm going to stop listening to you. 

 

What can I do? I'm still in love. We were parted so suddenly, honey.  
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It was sudden. 

 

And I leave you alone for just a little while and you forget about me? 

 

How long has it been? 

 

Don't know. I've been shoveling coal, pulling long hours. My hair's almost gone gray. They 

have mirrors here, so many mirrors, so I have proof. My face even started to wrinkle!  

 

So you've lost your looks? 

 

I think I'm pretty distinguished, actually. You'd still like me.  

 

How were you able to reach me? 

 

I'll be in touch soon. 

 

Don't. 

 

*** 

 

 

Can you hear me calling, a little clearer? Just a little bit clearer? 
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A little clearer, yes. I can hear you. 

 

Tell me baby, would you take it all back? 

 

Take what back? 

 

All those mean things you said? 

 

No.  

 

I don't believe it. 

 

I would say them again. 

 

You're pretty dramatic, given how comfortable you say you are.  

 

I am comfortable. It's just that it's been so long. I was planning my life without you. 

 

I was so sad today. Do you ever get sad? 

 

Not here.  

 

I was thinking back today, remembering how poor we were. Do you remember how little we 

had? 
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You weren't a good saver. 

 

Not true, honey. Not true at all. We tried to make it work, but our jobs just didn't pay!  

 

I've been meaning to ask you something.  

 

Go ahead.  

 

Were you really fired, or did you just quit? 

 

Well, since it doesn't matter anymore, I'll tell you the truth. I quit, baby. I told them to shove 

it, that I just wasn't cut out to be a janitor. 

 

Your upbringing spoiled you, I think.   

 

How could I stand such a menial job? It was so degrading. For you, I can see how it might 

have been different. You started with nothing, so you had no standards . 

 

I fell for you, didn't I? 

 

Don't beat yourself  up. And anyway, you did love me. 

 

You were all I had. My mother dead and my father ailing. My sister and I working to keep the laundromat 

in business.  



108 

 

You were so beautiful when you worked. Hair pinned back, sleeves rolled up, slopping those 

clothes in the drier. I fell in love with that image.  

 

Just a college boy getting his kicks. Washing his clothes in the bad part of  town. I see it all now, your smug 

tourism.  

 

This is so unfair. I dropped out of  school for you, to bring myself  down to you. I'm going to 

go. 

 

Tell me it was good. Or at least worth it.  

 

All of  it. Every moment.  

 

That's been bothering me.  

 

It's that doubt of  yours.  

 

What about it? 

 

It's the only reason you can hear me.  

 

I am happy, though.  

 

Thats all I ever wanted. 
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That's a lie. 

 

Baby, all I ever wanted was for you to be happy. And also, I'm not ashamed to say it, to fuck 

you in the morning. So nice when we took all morning.  

 

But then you quit your job, and I was still stuck working those mornings. And we lost that balance, which is 

so necessary.  

 

Do you remember the hole in the curtain? How the sunlight would fall through it and lie 

along your hip? So beautiful. 

 

If  I don't remember it's because I was sleeping. 

 

I was watching, baby. That's important. Remember how I would kiss your hand? Every 

chance I had I would kiss your hand? 

 

Pacifying me.  

Did I tell you I got my singing voice back? I sing all day long now, as I shovel. Let me sing 

you our ballad. You remember our ballad, don't you? 

 

I couldn't handle that.  

 

One song.  
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Just one.  

 

Oh, two lovers in love. They love and love and love. They love each other so much that they 

threaten to engulf  each other. They formulate a plan in love, and arrangements are lovingly 

made, and with love the plan is carried out, until everything gets fucked up, because 

someone comes to doubt.  

 

I remember that melody. The lyrics you've changed, of  course. It's terrible.  

 

You're a tough critic. 

 

Your voice twists me all up. Goodbye. 

  

 

*** 

 

 

 

Can you hear me calling, clearer still?  

 

Your voice is stronger. I thought you might have taken the hint.  
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You dropped no hints, baby. Besides, have you ever known me to take one? Listen: I was 

shoveling today, thinking about you. The flames were so warm on my face. They felt good. I 

even worked up a sweat. Then I realized something.  

 

What? 

 

I realized that I've kind of  been dominating our conversations, and I felt bad. I want to hear 

more from you. Tell me what it's like there.  

 

Do you really want to know? 

 

Of course. Heaven is hard for me to visualize.  

 

Its practically empty. I can go several hours without seeing anyone at all. We have meadows and lakes and 

ponds and streams and rolling green hills.  

 

I always thought the congestion would be terrible. Do you recognize anyone? Any of  our old 

friends? 

 

 

We had no friends. You drank with those men at the bar, but they weren't our friends. I wasn't allowed to 

know them.  

 

You could have come! You never asked. How was I supposed to know you cared? 
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That's what a husband does: he knows. Didn't you feel how damp my pillow was when you came home? I 

cried every night , near the end. You could never get your shoes off  without waking me up.  

 

I took off  my shoes to do my part. To keep the house clean!  

 

I kept the house clean. 

 

You kept such a clean house, honey. Sometimes, when you weren't looking, I'd see the 

kitchen tile shining bright, and I'd drop right to my knees and give it a good lick. You never 

answered my question.  

 

There are only two types of  people here.  

 

I know, honey, the righteous and the saved.  

 

The only people here are babies or those murdered. 

 

But you weren't murdered! 

 

Someone decided that I was.  

 

What about our baby, honey? The poor thing you brought with you! 
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We haven't crossed paths, though some have seen her. The babies move so slow here; all of  them crawl. One 

day I'll meet her, I know that. Its inevitable, given the lack of  any time restraints. But I'm not hurrying. 

She's not getting any older, and neither am I.  

 

Have you met Jesus yet? What a treat that would be...  

 

Not yet. They say He'll arrive at such and such place at this time,, but the terrain is pretty interchangeable 

here, so I've never caught Him. Granted, it is beautiful landscape, but after a while, a perfect lake or a perfect 

meadow tends to lose a little of  it's excitement. I do want to meet Him, though. They say he's very personable.  

 

You think he remembers what we used to say about him? 

 

I don't know what you're talking about.  

 

I'll bet you do. In the final stages, when we finally decided to go through with it. You 

remember, sugar.  

 

We were so young, though. Your books gave you the saddest, ill-formed ideas. Loving you, I made myself  

believe them. What else could I have done? I made your beliefs mine.  

 

Name one. You don't remember them.  

 

Oh, that all effort was useless, that life had a cold black center, that hell cared more for the two of  us than 

anything in the world. Do you know what the worst part was? 
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That they were all true? 

 

That you took pleasure in feeding me these lies. That was the worst; that you enjoyed yourself. My time here 

has given me a chance to consider how you've wronged me.  

 

Is that what you do there? Open old wounds? 

 

It's actually quite amazing what we do here. When you arrive, your entire memory is given back to you, from 

the day of  your birth to the day of  your death.  

 

So you've been spending time with me after all? 

 

I guess.  

 

I'm sorry angel, I'm going to have to go.  

 

It's been good to hear your voice. 

 

Well, it's good to hear you say that! It won't be long.  

 

***  

Can you hear me calling from the canyon?  
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I hear you. I have some big news.  

 

What happened, honey? 

 

I found our daughter today. She was crawling through a meadow. She has your strange neck, but her eyes are 

all mine. She's on my hip right now.  

 

Give her a kiss from me! Have you been missing me? 

 

I don't know.  

 

Were you worried when I didn't call? 

 

I assumed you were working late.  

 

Actually, baby, I've been on the move. I was talking with the Devil the other day, and he's 

got such a honey tongue. He said that the only thing separating me us is a canyon, that we're 

both on the same plane. Isn't that wild? 

 

He tells you what you want to hear. Besides, I'm free to walk. I would have discovered it.  

 

He also said that your good master blinds you to this. You can't see it, baby.  

You have no idea what you're talking about. 
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Do you know what's keeping me going on my little hike? Thinking about our goodbye. You 

remember that place. Under those big trees? 

 

I can't. 

 

Do you mean you won't? 

 

I don't know. 

 

Do you remember tripping through the tall grass? We were gone on wine, angel. Lovers in 

love; we were very much in love.  

 

I remember the tall grass, but I never tripped. I walked tall. It was you who fell, who hit your head on that 

rock.  

 

But your legs were so long and slim, darling. They tangled.  

 

I'm nothing like that now. I practically float over the plain.  

 

Remember those dappled shadows of  the trees? 

 

There were no shadows; the sun had fallen too far.  

The dress you wore, that pretty stitching? 
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I've been given new clothes here. 

 

Such a pretty gun we carried. Two bullets.  

 

You were so proud the day you bought it.  

 

So romantic, we were, walking under those trees in our fancy clothes.  

 

I wish we would have picked a nicer stream to sit by. The water was so dirty.  

 

Remember the image we held to, angel? The one we placed before us? 

 

Husband, wife, and child—all together. The Devil preparing three places.  

 

We were so brave! But something happened to you, when I put the barrel to your hair... 

 

Everything we ever said seemed impossible, silly... 

 

And you stopped loving me. 

 

I screamed for you to stop, but the bullet passed through me, and I arrived here. I started walking, and 

haven't stopped since.  

Baby, I never heard you scream! I saw your eyes widen with fear, though, and I knew I had 

lost you. I just couldn't go through with it knowing I had lost you.  
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You were afraid.  

 

It wasn't fear, honey, so much as hurt feelings.  

 

You knew you were a murderer.  

 

I was feeling so down, I cried three tears, right there. One for me, one for you , one for 

baby. Then I sank you in the stream and rolled a boulder onto your back, so you wouldn't 

rise.  

 

Please stop.  

 

I left you there, wondering if  there was anyone out there in the world for me. If  there was 

anyone out there to share my hopes and dreams with. I wanted to start over. To have a new 

family. I called your sister, but she never cared for me. I put up ads for myself. I went back 

on the dating scene. But no one wanted to be with me. Except the police, of  course, who 

had me under surveillance. They even barged in our house one morning, tramping all over 

that clean tile with their boots. But I managed to evade them. As I was fleeing, my mind was 

racing, and I thought maybe—just maybe—I'd made a mistake. That maybe I hadn't lost you 

after all. That you hadn't meant to scare me the way that you did.  

 

You'd lost me. 
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But I was willing to take the chance. Anything seemed better than the penitentiary. So I 

returned to the trees, to the stream where I had hid you. I dredged you up, and lay down 

beside you. Little fish had taken your soft parts, honey, but you were still beautiful. And 

that's how I left the world: by your side, looking at you. Then I arrived here, and made a life 

for myself. Happy growing old, you know, but missing a little something... 

 

You're just a sick old man. 

 

We all grow old here, honey, but the Devil keeps us working. Actually, I saw your father 

recently. He works in the mines: a foreman. The poor guy. Looked like his bones had gotten 

tired of  propping up his skin. Pretty scary sight. But he works hard; he's appreciated down 

here.  

 

I wish you would leave me alone. 

 

Some sweet day, angel. Some sweet day I'll die again and turn to dust. But for now, there's 

work to be done! 

 

Goodbye.  

 

Honey, I'm nearly there. The canyon's steep, but I'm motivated. Dodging the bones of  the 

others, like me, but without my agility. Where will we meet?  
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***  

 

Can you hear me calling you? It should be perfectly clear. 

 

 

*** 

 

On your side now. Have the wind carry your voice to me.  

 

*** 

 

 

I've just met your colleagues, honey. Such a sad, pallid lot. All gone in nostalgic reverie. But 

they were helpful; they know how lonely it gets. They've directed me your way.  

 

*** 

 

 

I see you across the stream, both of  you. I'm waving from the other side. You recognize me; 

you do. Why would you look away? Honey angel baby sweetie darling sweetheart—my last 

kind words. See how baby reaches for me? It's ok, give her to me. I'll toss her up and catch 

her. Listen to her laugh. A laugh must be so rare in this sanctified place. Don't cry, please. 

You'll have a job soon, you'll be useful again. We'll have our own place, a place in the 

comforting flames, a little apartment where we can raise her. And we'll laugh together. We'll 
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learn how. When you ask me how my day went and I ask you how your day went we'll both 

just laugh and laugh and laugh until the flesh falls from our bones and we'll be two skeletons 

in love.  

 

Come on, open your eyes and see me. 
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I Shall Not Be Moved 

My lover walks me to the Golden Lantern, dressed impeccably in his suit and suspenders. I 

am in my usual leather, my lover's favorite.  It is a lovely, slightly overcast Saturday morning, 

and the heat is as it always is in August: wet and persistent. My lover and I live in a shotgun 

in the Marigny, so our walk is an easy stroll west on Royal Street into the French Quarter. 

Were it any other day, the street would be full of  sweet, silly men out with their tiny dogs, 

meticulously cleaning up behind them. Today, however, there are only a few, but they're 

busy packing their belongings into their cars, with grim, distracted looks on their faces. I 

would say that the mood is slightly anxious, were I not several gin and tonics into my 

morning, and therefore immune to such sensitivity. 

 I take another crisp sip. Because my arms are slightly crippled, I keep my drink in a 

plastic cup in the crook of  my right arm, raising my elbow aloft when I feel the need to 

imbibe. My lover notices that I'm attempting this, and he puts a gentle hand on my back to 

slow me, while with his other hand, he takes my drink and lifts it to my lips. He knows that I 

am perfectly capable of  drinking on my own, but he is trying to soften me up. I thank him 

anyway, not caring for the actual cause of  his kindness.   

 We are in a disagreement, but the disagreement will pass; it must pass. A love like 

ours is rare. I tell him this, how rare our love is.  

 “Yes,” he says, “but I still think we should leave. I want you to be safe.” 

 “I can take perfectly good care of  myself,” I say. 

 “I want us both to be safe.”
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 I tell him that the Lord will keep us safe, which I don't believe, of  course, but my 

lover is a believer, and I know that my calling upon the power of  the Lord will make him 

uncomfortably question the extent of  his faith. I feel regret almost instantly; my lover 

becomes not unlike a small child when forced to think about the Almighty's limitations.  

 “It's not for me to know,” he says, “just who the Lord wishes to keep safe and 

whom He doesn't. I think that if  a the hurricane does hit the city, He will be busy trying to 

care for all of  us at once, and, not by his own fault, of course, probably overlook a few of  us. 

We need to go, Derrin, Derrin baby. Please tell me we can leave tonight.”  

 I shake my head and frown miserably, a look that, ordinarily, would make him mad 

with desire.  

 “Please baby,” he says.  

 This morning, the Times-Picayune confirmed that a rather large storm was working 

its way toward the city, set to begin doing its business tomorrow morning. They even gave it 

a woman's name, a Russian woman's name. I think that's darling. I would like to have the job 

of  the man who names these storms. They would summon me a few times a year, by 

telephone, and I would invent exotic, fanciful names. Thank you Derrin, they would say. We 

don't know what we would do without you.  

 My lover is not acting irrationally when he speaks of  what might happen. And it isn't 

as if  I don't understand the potential for disaster, it's just that I cannot possibly be bothered 

to re-locate. Last year we joined the evacuation caravan to Houston,  for the storm named—

rather crudely, I thought—Ivan, only to find out when we arrived, some interminable hours 

later, that it had decided to go another direction.   

 I will not be separated again from the city I love. Here I have found, if  not complete 

acceptance of  who I am, certainly an environment in which I am able to exploit the odd 



124 

 

dimensions of  my body to achieve something resembling a normal life. My lover and I have 

even worked out our routine: from Monday to Saturday of  every week, he walks me, just as 

he does now, to the Golden Lantern before leaving for work. While he works, I sit on the 

bar and drink with my friends. At five in the evening he drops by to pick me up, ordering a 

soda and catching up on what he has missed. Then we walk back home, and I lightly fuck 

my lover until I climax or become too tired to continue. Sundays, on the other hand, are 

relaxing days. My lover goes to church, and I sleep all day long. I do not touch a drop out of  

consideration for his religious beliefs, though that is perhaps the only concession I will make 

for him. I am, admittedly, a bit stubborn. But beyond that, the stress from evacuating would 

put an unnecessary strain on my heart, which is already and, I should say, naturally, a bit 

overworked. My lover does not know this, and I don't want to worry him with something he 

can not alter. For all his supposed interest in little people, though, he has no idea of  the very 

real medical problems we daily face. 

 We reach the Golden Lantern. My lover kisses my cheek and hands me a hundred 

dollar bill. It is an unusually high sum.  

 “I want you to get whatever you want,” he says. “I want you to get as drunk as you 

possibly can while I'm gone.”  

 “So that you can kidnap me and take me to Houston?” I ask.  

 “Oh, Derrin,” he says sarcastically, “you've figured out my plan.” 

 “Yes I have,” I say, “and that is why I will only drink soda until you return.”  

 “If  you do that,” he says, “I won't ask you to evacuate ever again. But only if  you are 

sober. If  not, I'll ask you when I come back, I'll ask you as we walk home, I'll ask you long 

into the night and all of  next day, when landfall is predicted, and I'll even ask you when our 

house becomes flooded.”  
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 “Promise me something,” I say, buttoning my leather vest with an important air, 

“that if  we stay, and we find ourselves in the situation where we are both hungry, and 

surrounded by water, with no help in sight, I want you to promise that you will eat me to 

survive.”  

 “Don't joke about that,” he says.  

 “Promise me. ”  

 “I won't.” 

 “Then at least promise me that after I am dead, and you have thoughtfully buried 

me, that you will enlist the services of  a woman who will have your child, and once he is 

born you will name him Derrin, after me, after the little man you once knew.” I nibble on 

my lover's palm. 

 “I won't eat you. I don't want children either.”  

 “But dear,” I say, “don't you know that if  the city is destroyed, and our house is 

underwater, and the Golden Lantern is closed indefinitely, and you are going hungry right 

before my very eyes, don't you know that I would want you to eat me?” 

 “I'll see you after while,” he says. I give him my empty cup to throw away. 

 The Golden Lantern is a fifteen by fifteen foot square room, smoky and intimate and 

not for the feint of  heart. Occasionally a curious tourist will poke a head into the bar, and, 

finding the assortment of  tawdry queens and hustlers not exactly what he or she had in 

mind, quickly run in the direction of  Bourbon Street, where the straight and vacant dwell. 

Today it is very quiet; there are only two people in the place: Jimmy, who tends bar, and a 

handsome young boy I do not know.  

 “Hey, little daddy,” says Jimmy. He comes to my side and lifts me up on the counter, 

where there is always a space cleared for me to sit. Jimmy is in his seventies and speaks 
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through voice box in his throat, and he is by far the most courteous person I know. I believe 

he beat his cancer simply because he never thought death might be required of  him. I am not 

exaggerating when I say that Jimmy will live forever.  

 He pours me a gin and tonic in a plastic cup and sets it in the crook of  my arm. “I 

have a reward waiting for me if  I stay sober,” I say.  

 “What might that be?” 

 I take a long swallow of  the gin. “He says that if  I keep to the soda today, he will 

stop asking me to evacuate.” 

 Jimmy points to my drink. “Do you want me to get rid of  that for you, sweetie?” 

 “Absolutely not. I can pull myself  together in time for his return. You're staying, are 

you not?”  

 Jimmy does not hesitate before depressing the button on his voice box. “Yes, 

indeed,” he says.   

 “I wish you would speak to my lover. His mind is all but made up.”  

 I lay the hundred dollar bill on the counter next to me. Jimmy looks imploringly at 

me. “It's from him,” I say. “Let me buy you a drink. And the handsome young man over 

there, buy him one too.” 

  The young man can be no older than seventeen. He possesses the longest eyelashes 

I have ever seen. To my delight, the blue t-shirt he is wearing has the quite original phrase 

dairy master printed across the chest. I notice that he is scribbling furiously with a pen on 

several napkins.  

 “Little dear,” I say. “Young man.” He glances up from his work.  

 “What?” he says. “What do you want?” I do believe he's trying to sound tough.  

 “I want to know what you'd like to drink.” 
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 “I don't fuck for just a drink,” he says.  

 “And I don't buy drinks for handsome young men to fuck them,” I say. “I will be 

getting my money's worth just watching you enjoy something.” 

 Jimmy reassures the young man with a gentle nod of his head.  

 “Red Bull and vodka,” the young man says. Ah, the youth and their cheap thrills! 

 “What are you writing?” I ask.  

 “Just a little poetry,” he says.  

 “Will share some with us?” 

 “You'll laugh.”  

 “We will not. Please, immerse us in beauty.”  

 “All right,” he says. “May I have the drink first?” 

 Jimmy pours the young man his request. The young man takes it down, and is 

revived.  

 “This is called, 'Young, Scared, Happy.'” 

 “It sounds wonderful,” I say. “Is it autobiographical?” 

 “I don't know,” he says. “I'm going to start now.” 

 “Wonderful,” I say. 

 “I dance in the dark,  

   Without a stage.  

   I twirl in sexual revolution,  

   Without  protection.  

   My heart is exposed, ,  

   My heels dug in.  

   And the people protest,  
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   They rage,  

   They stand erect.  

   Yet I shall not be moved.  

   I shall not be moved.”   

 Jimmy and I applaud. It is a shame that the city of  New Orleans should lavish so 

much attention on its music, when there is clearly an equally vital poetry scene. I, for one, 

have always wanted to put my complex feelings into lines. I ask the young man if  he's staying 

for the storm.  

 “I moved here two weeks ago,” he says. “I don't know what to do. The news is 

scaring me, though. What are you doing?”  

 “I don't want to leave,” I say, “but my lover insists that we go. I am in a bit of  a 

bind.” 

 “More drinks, then,” Jimmy says.   

 We all three pleasantly fill the time. There is small talk about business, about drama 

from the previous night, about the largest we have ever taken. I am quickly catapulting to a 

place beyond inebriated. I check the clock on the wall, and find that its a little past one in the 

afternoon. All three of  us have graduated to taking shots of  hard alcohol, still on the 

hundred dollars my lover gave me.  

 “What could we do to commemorate this day?” Jimmy asks.  

 The young man has a secretive thought in response to Jimmy's question, and he 

whispers it in his ear. Jimmy smiles naughtily. 

 “Well, little daddy,” Jimmy says, “Are these the last days?” 

 “We would be the last to know,” I say. “Can you please help me down?”  
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 Jimmy lifts me from the counter to the floor. I walk toward the ghastly but familiar 

bathroom in the back of  the bar. If  there is one aspect of  the Golden Lantern that stands to 

be criticized, it is the lack of  a sanitary place to relieve oneself. A small quibble, but the urinal 

is practically mossy. I utilize it anyway.  

 I am thinking of  my lover, drunk and thinking longingly of  my lover. I think about 

the night we met, when I was fresh off  the bus, trying to find a place to sleep. I walked to 

North Rampart, where I was told of  a shelter there, but it only served youths, unfortunately, 

and I was directed toward the mission. Perhaps it was because of  my exhaustion from the 

long bus ride, or perhaps, more likely, I admit, it might have been the loneliness that comes 

when one realizes that one has made a life-altering decision without giving it much thought, 

that I practically broke down right there on the street. I cried for  a long while until I noticed 

that a Mercedes had pulled up to the corner, driven by none other than my future lover, who 

had a proposition for me.   

 I didn't love him at first, of  course, but he paid for my meals and let me stay for free 

in his home, as long as I fulfilled a certain duty at the end of  the night. I was happy to agree 

to this, though I found him rather cloying and unimaginative. Over time, however, and I 

think it truly mysterious how these things happen, I came to see him not as my benefactor,  

but rather the person I was destined to love, and to test his own attachment to me, I 

approached him one night, and asked him how he would feel about my leaving. He 

admitted, with tears filling his eyes, to falling in love with me. He had not meant to, he said, 

but he could do nothing about it, and therefore offered me anything I wanted as long as I 

stayed. Sensing my opportunity, I chose the Golden Lantern six days out of  the week. I think 

of  my lover as he must be this moment, meticulously nailing plywood to his office windows. 

I wish he was with me, that he loved to drink as much as I.   
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 The bar is as dark as a mausoleum as I leave the restroom. I keep the bathroom light 

on just to understand what is what. Someone has closed the door of  the bar and lowered the 

blinds. I can, however, make out what is happening. The young man sits nude, on the bar 

counter, as Jimmy sits on a barstool, fellating him. I want to look away, but I am too 

intoxicated not to be interested. The young man notices me.  

 “I've never had a dwarf  before,” he says. 

 “Oh no?” I ask. 

  “I've also never had a man that couldn't talk through his mouth before, either. It's a 

day of  firsts for me.” 

 Jimmy presses his finger to his throat. “Derrin, he says, “give me a hand with this 

horse.”  

 I have forced the fluid from a thousand members in this bar in all my years here, so 

this is not a shocking invitation. I am aroused within my leather pants, and I think again of  

my lover. I have a lover who accepts my many whims and even encourages them, who 

knows for a fact that I have engaged in lewd conduct in this bar and has hidden his jealousy 

and contented himself  with the fact that, at the end of  the day, I am his. I see him again, 

boarding up his office, preparing his mind to leave the place that he too loves. At this 

moment I want only him, long to be deep inside only him.   

 “Three's company,” says Jimmy.  

 I am only a man, though, at the end of  the day, but I do believe that certain 

boundaries should be set. I believe it is the Lord of  scripture who says that one should be 

neither hot nor cold, to exist nowhere in the middle, but I am afraid that the man who wrote 

that did not spend one moment in the world that he created. It is, in fact, very advantageous 

to find a compromise between extremes.  



131 

 

 I decide to stand beside Jimmy as he pleasures the young man, happy to simply 

watch. I put on a face that suggests that I am acquiring maximum enjoyment from the scene. 

And I certainly am; it is quite beautiful. I furrow my brow and form my mouth into an o. I 

make low sounds in my throat. Both Jimmy and the young man are in ecstasy. The young 

man has reached a point of  drunkenness in which he has forgotten the aged face applying 

suction to him, and Jimmy is thrilled to be making a boy fifty years his junior lose control. 

Let the storm come now, I think, let this be their eternal pose. I encourage the young man to 

ejaculate onto my chest, which he does so with all the vigor and strength of  his age. He is 

grateful and redeemed. He slips from the bar and dresses. Jimmy hands me a fresh bar towel 

for cleanup, then raises the blinds and opens the door of  the Golden Lantern. The clock tells 

me it is now just after two, and my lover is still away.  

 I take my remaining money and walk down the street to Verti-Mart, where I 

purchase a gallon of  drinking water, a chicken salad sandwich, and a tin of  breath mints. 

While in line, I notice a ribbon of  jissom on my leather vest, just above the breast pocket. 

Sweet remembrances. I wipe off  the souvenir with a complimentary napkin from the deli. 

The clerk carries my purchases back with me to the Golden Lantern. When I return to the 

bar, there are at least five more men seated at the stools, and Jimmy is listening intently as 

they converse. The young man sits at the far end of  the bar, alone, scribbling his beautiful 

poems on napkins. A man I recognize but can not name lifts me to my place on the counter. 

He is dying of  something; the liver spots on his face tell the story. He feeds me my sandwich 

and lifts the container of  water to my lips, stroking my hair. An angel.  

 Someone says, “A man on the radio was telling everyone to leave. Mandatory my 

ass.” 
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 Another says, “Even if  she drops down to a category three, they expect catastrophic 

flooding.”  

 I imagine my lover and I on the rooftop of  our little shotgun, the water rising all 

around, the music from an invisible orchestra playing dramatically. Our neighbors paddle by 

in boats, waving to us, wishing us well. Some offer us a seat, but we say no, we will not leave 

our home, not until we are forced to swim. Just as the water rises to our necks, when my 

lover and I are standing, but for our heads, fully underwater on our rooftop, we kiss, and as 

we do, the waters recede, defeated by the power of  love. My increasing sobriety is giving me 

quite an imagination. 

 The patrons are chatty, frightened and chatty. Promises are made, vows are forged. 

Meet me here at x time, my friend has a generator, and he has a place for you to sleep, we 

live on the highest ground in the city, yes we have a few weapons, he's comfortable with me 

bringing people home, we'll paddle through the city, we will be the royalty of  the new 

Atlantis, no, the cats will be safe, we'll store them in the attic, I won't leave and neither 

should you.  

 Why should it be that this should ever end? I wonder. These people have found this 

place, they have traveled across the entire world to find this place, the place that they have 

searched for their entire lives. What kind of  prude, I wonder, would bring his fist down and 

smash it? 

  

 My lover arrives at four in the Mercedes; I watch him, now completely sober, from 

my perch on the counter. The urgency of  his mission apparently requires that he park on the 

curb. I realize with horror that the sedan is packed full of  our belongings.  



133 

 

 He is, of  course, in quite a state. His shirt is unbuttoned at the top, his tie has fallen. 

He is sweating terribly, entering the bar. “Derrin,” he says, “We need to go.”  

 I point to the nearly empty jug of  water. “Don't you have something to not ask me?” 

 “There isn't time,” he says. He lifts me to the floor. 

 “So we are staying. Wonderful!” I shout. 

 “We can't stay, baby.”  

 “You promised me that if  I was in my right mind, you wouldn't ask me to leave. 

Here I am, in my right mind.”  

 “I'm sorry. We need to go.”  

 “What has happened?” I ask.  

 My lover thinks for a moment. He is troubled by everything. He is sensitive to every 

living thing at every moment. It is why I love him. This realization does not dampen my fury 

at being taken advantage of, however. “I couldn't live with myself  if  something happened to 

you,” he says.  

 “What made you suddenly disregard our agreement?” 

 “For some reason,” he says, “I couldn't stop imagining the neighborhood under 

water, and your body floating in it.”  

 “But don't you understand that if  I were floating in the flood, the sight of  our 

neighborhood, preserved under water for all time, would make me happy? I don't want to 

leave. What will all these boys do?” 

 “They will be all right. I hope the Lord will keep them safe.”  

 “I don't understand why you think the Lord would discriminate in who He saves and 

who He does not. I would think that, you being a believer, and me being at least a partial 

acknowledger, that we would stand a fairly good chance.” 
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 “We live a life of  sin,” my lover says. “You know it, Derrin. We need to look out for 

ourselves.”   

 My lover and his Catholic guilt! I feel an erection stirring. He is making my favorite 

face. He becomes a fearful altar boy before my eyes. Still, I feel the need to hold my ground, 

though I don't know yet how to go about this.  

 “I'm going to the restroom,” I say. I hand him the remaining three dollars of  the 

hundred he gave me. “Why don't you order a soda and say hello to Jimmy?” 

 I once again make my way toward the back of  the bar. Instead of  entering the 

restroom, I slip into the shadowy part of  the hallway and lean my back against the wall. 

From here I can see everything, all patrons, though they would have to look hard to see me. 

I watch my lover as he makes his way to the bar. There are several open seats, but he 

chooses the one next to the young poet. My lover is oblivious as the young man sizes him 

up. Perhaps noticing my lover's elegant taste in apparel, the young man puts on the face at 

once pensive and passionate, if  such things are possible, and it is only after Jimmy has 

poured my lover a soda that my lover finally notices the young man's efforts. He engages the 

young man in polite conversation, and it is obvious, by my lover's body language, that he is 

quite attracted to the young man. My lover puts two fingers to his own lips when he is taken 

with something, as he does now. I am not jealous. My lover is a born caregiver, above 

anything, and if  there was ever someone who exuded fragility, albeit knowingly, it's this 

young man. Watching my lover now as he momentarily puts all of  his fears and worries aside 

so as to share a pleasant moment with the young man, I find it impossible to stay angry with 

my lover. His manners are absolutely impeccable. I walk to him, and, pulling on his sleeve, I 

ask that he accompany me outside. He thanks the young man for the conversation, and 

follows me out.  
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 “I will go with you on one condition,” I say, leaning against the beautiful sedan.  

 “Tell it to me,” my lover says. 

 “That we will take one of  these people with us.”  

 “There isn't room in the car, Derrin.” 

 “Throw out my possessions, then.” I am not sure I completely mean this. 

 “Why do you care, baby?” 

 I lift one of  my arms in the air magnanimously. “I care if  for no other reason than 

you attempted to take advantage of  me,” I say, “and since you decided to go back on your 

word, I feel that I have the right to request just about anything I want. Therefore, if  this 

storm is going to be as deadly as you say, I would like to save the life of  someone else.”   

 He smiles. He knows I  have won. “Who would you like to bring?” he graciously 

asks.   

 I walk into the bar, to the young man, and tug on the sleeve of  his shirt.  

 “I am offering you a free ride to Houston,” I say.  

 “I can't afford a hotel,” he says.  

 “My lover is a lawyer,” I say. “He has promised to take care of  everything. I suggest 

you go home and pack a bag.”  

 “I don't have a bag,” he says.  

 “The car is waiting outside, then,” I say.  

 I tell my lover of  our new passenger, and he clears space in the back seat for the 

young man. Just as he finishes, I inform my lover that I will be riding in the back with the 

young man. “You are an evil one, Derrin,” my lover says, holding back a smile. He picks me 

up and carries me into the bar, and we say our goodbyes. I kiss Jimmy on his precious lips.  
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 We drive, up to our ears in all that we own, down Royal, up Conti to North Rampart, 

and North Rampart to Canal. I look at my lover's face in the rear view mirror. He listens to 

the radio, as if  it held a kind of  secret, cursing sweetly, taking the three of  us to the freeway. 

The young man has brought with him his pen and a stack of  napkins. He is already 

composing a new poem. When he finishes, he hands it to me, and I read it aloud. It is called 

Three Strangers:  

 “A man met another man, and formed the bond of  love.  

 Then they met another man, and formed the bond of friendship. 

 A hurricane makes them both lovers and friends.  

 In Houston there waits the loving arms of  Mother. 

 All lovers and friends await the loving arms of  Mother.” 

  

 My lover and I applaud. We are gridlocked in bumper to bumper traffic on Interstate 

10.  Seeing the faces of  the others, I begin to feel a little better, knowing we are not the only 

ones fleeing. The young man passes me the napkin, pressing the pen into my palm. 

 “I cannot write,” I say. “My condition prevents me.”  

 He takes them back.  

 “I will tell you one instead,” I say. I think for a moment. I watch my lover in the 

mirror. I am overcome.   

 “I am in love with a man. Who tilts my glass for me. Who works long hours for me. 

Sometimes he tricks me. But he does love me. He drives me in his sedan, away from danger. 

I am in love with a man.”  

 My lover's mouth mimes a thank you in the mirror. The traffic is unceasing, the 

brake lights stretching for miles before us. The young man, interested only in his work, 
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scribbles rather brutally on his napkins. He and my lover will get along fine, I am convinced. 

My lover will need someone to look after, one with the same appreciation for beauty as I. 

The only thing that troubles me, at this moment, is the knowledge that one day, sometime 

soon, when my heart begins its slow explosion, I will be required, against my wishes, by the 

decree of  some madman, to leave all this. 
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Repenting 

Braines lay in prison, repenting. When he was finished, he thought of  his friend Handy, who 

was in the adjacent cell. Handy was a co-conspirator, and Braines' best friend. He crawled to 

the hole he had dug to Handy's cell, and peered in. His eyes met Handy's through the hole. 

 “Thought you might be up,” said Braines. 

 “Knew you were up,” said Handy. “Didn't hear you kicking.” 

 “Quit it,” said Braines. “Didn't hear you chewing.” 

 “Kicked it,” said Handy. 

 “Prison's got a way of  flaying away the habits,” said Braines. 

 “Sure does,” said Handy. “I'm a shell of  my self. Been a while since we spoke.” 

 “Sure,” said Braines. “I ain't been inclined.” 

 “Me neither,” said Handy.  

 “How about Churn?” said Braines. “Any contact?” 

 Churn was the other co-conspirator, and Braines' other best friend. 

 “Churn ain't been inclined neither,” said Handy. 

 “And how do you know that?” said Braines. 

 “Ain't seen him,” said Handy. 

 “What you been up to?” said Braines.  

 “Little of  this, little of  that,” said Handy.    

 “Slim few things a man can be up to in the wee hours,” said Braines, “especially in 

prison.”
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 “I've been repenting,” said Handy. “Don't you go judging me.” 

 “Hush now,” said Braines. “Nothing wrong with repenting. Was doing a little of  it 

myself  tonight.” 

 “It don't feel too good to repent,” said Handy. “Us being killers and all.” 

 “All part of  the plan,” said Braines. 

 “Say what?” said Handy.  

 “Repenting's like falling down a well,” said Braines. “Whole time you're repenting, 

you're falling, but there's a bottom to the well, you bet. You know what happens when you 

hit the bottom?” 

 “No,” said Handy. 

 “You're dashed against the damn stones, and you're nothing but a shell, but you 

gather your strength, and by and by you get fired up to commit more crimes.” 

 “How far have you fallen?” said Handy.  

 “Must say the bottom is pretty nice,” said Braines, “if a little dank.” He laughed his 

old laugh. “You catching what I'm wafting?” 

 “Caught it,” said Handy. He laughed a similar laugh.  

 “How far down are you?” said Braines. 

 “Pretty close,” said Handy. “Could use a little extra gravity.” 

 “Go repent a little more,” said Braines. “I'll wait here.” 

 Handy slid away from the hole. He crossed his legs, closed his eyes, and started to 

murmur. Then he opened them again. “What's the plan?” he said.  

 “That it?” said Braines. 

 “That's it,” said Handy. “I told you I was close.”    

 “Good man,” said Braines. “You fired up?” 
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 “Melting,” said Handy.  

 “What about Churn?” said Braines. “Churn up?” 

 “Let me check,” said Handy. Handy crawled to the hole in the opposite wall, and 

then crawled back. 

 “He's reading,” said Handy, “Ain't no telling how far he's fallen.” 

 “What's he reading?” said Braines. “Ain't but one book I know of  here.” 

 “Couldn't tell,” said Handy. “He looked engrossed.” 

 “Better not be the Good Book,” said Braines. “If  he's reading that, he's got a ways to 

go.” 

 “You never know with Churn,” said Handy.  

 “True,” said Braines, “Muteness is mysterious.” 

 “What do you want to do?” said Handy. 

 “Well,” said Braines, “I was thinking the world might've forgotten about us. That it 

might be time again to remind them who we are.” 

 “Don't know about the forgetting,” said Handy. “Our crime was downright 

heinous.” 

 “If  you couldn't remember your damn alibi on the stand,” said Braines, “how do you 

expect to know whether the world can or can't remember what we did?” 

 “You didn't remember your alibi too well either, as I remember,” said Handy.  

 “I played my part,” said Braines. “I was supposed to be the dumb one, remember?” 

 “Churn didn't fare so well either,” said Handy.  

 “You'd think that a mute wouldn't give nothing away,” said Braines. “But Churn was 

as obvious as a hospital visit.” 

 “That's all in the past, Braines,” said Handy.  
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 “You're right,” said Braines. “Besides, Churn's indispensable to the group.” 

 “What are you thinking?” said Handy.  

 “One thing's for sure,” said Braines. “If  I repent any more, I'm gonna immolate 

before I even make it back to the world.” 

 “Me too,” said Handy. “So?” 

 “Give Churn the sign,” said Braines. “I'll call the guard.” 

 “Guard's not going to be happy about us leaving,” said Handy. “Gonna miss kicking 

us around.” 

 “Never laid a hand on me,” said Braines. “I painted pictures for them in my spare 

time.” 

 “What kind?” said Handy. 

 “Renditions of  the crime scene,” said Braines. “Extra ghastly.”  

 “Glad you were treated fairly,” said Handy. “That's rare.” 

 “Don't you worry about me,” said Braines. “Me and the guard are on good terms.” 

He laughed his old laugh again.  

 “Where should we meet?” said Handy. 

 “You really have to ask me that?” said Braines. “Where's the only place left where a 

man can be free? In this region, at least?” 

 “Don't know,” said Handy. 

 “The woods, Handy,” said Braines. “The woods are still wild.” 

 “Free seems to me the best way to be,” said Handy. “See you in the woods.” 

 “Repent some more in the mean time,” said Braines. “I need you good and ready.” 

 “Best of  luck,” said Handy. “If  we don't meet, you'll know they got us.” 

 “Worse ways to go,” said Braines. “You'll make it. You and Churn.” 
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 “Churn's unsteady sometimes,” said Handy.  

 “Churn'll find his legs,” said Braines. “I'm tired of  jawing.” 

 “Allright,” said Handy. “See you in the woods.”   

 Handy's eyes left the hole. Braines lay back, and thought about what he would miss. 

Nothing, he decided, and he started repenting, though it was just for show. After a while, he 

called the guard, who came to the door.  

 “Yes, Braines?” said the guard. 

 “Time to make good on our special relationship,” said Braines.  

 “I'll miss you,” said the guard.  

 “You'll miss my ghastly paintings, is what you'll miss,” said Braines.  

 “I will,” said the guard. “But mostly I'll miss jawing with you.” 

 “Open up, now,” said Braines.  

 His cell door swung open, and he walked into the empty hallway. Handy and Churn's 

doors were also ajar. He saw all the other prisoners in their cells, either laying back or 

repenting. Braines laughed his old laugh as he passed out of  the prison, and jogged the 

hundred miles to the woods.  

  

 He found his co-conspirators in a clearing, on a picnic bench. Handy was watching 

for passers-by. Churn was reading by starlight.  

 “How's the weather on the coast?” said Braines. 

 “Coast is sunny and clear,” said Handy. 

 Braines approached them, and gave Handy a quiet high five. “Any problems?” he 

said. 

 “Had to drag old Churn out of  his cell. Wouldn't leave without his book.” 
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 Braines inspected the book. “Damn it all,” he said. “It's the Good Book.” 

 “You remember reading that when you were littler?” 

 “Fairy tales,” said Braines. “Childhood sugar dreams.” 

 “We could try and wean him off  it,” said Handy.  

 “Wean him with what?” said Braines. “You got another book in your possession?” 

 “Something will turn up,” said Handy.  

 Braines put his hands on Churn's shoulders. “Churn,” he said. “This isn't gonna 

work. Got to put down the book. Got to put the book down or Braines and Handy aren't 

going to be best friends with you any more.” 

 Churn put the book down. He looked bereft. 

 “He always listened to you before me,” said Handy. 

 “Hell,” said Braines. “Look at him.” 

 “Brutal sight,” said Handy. 

 “I can't look at him,” said Braines. “When I do I see the person that I am and never 

wanted to be. Now Churn, if  we let you keep reading your book, do you promise to do the 

dirty work for us, just like old times?” 

 Churn blinked.  

 “We got a deal,” said Braines. “Get that book out of the dirt.” 

 Churn picked up the book and dusted it off. He opened it and smiled.  

 “Braines,” said Handy, “if  Churn is still reading the Good Book, how can we be sure 

he's hit the bottom?” 

 “Unsolvable problem,” said Braines.  

 “So what's the plan?” said Handy.  
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 “Something'll turn up tomorrow,” said Braines. “These are happening woods. We're 

bound to find some victims.” 

 “You want to ditch the prison jumpsuits?” said Handy. 

 “God no,” said Braines. “Less you're comfortable going a la carte.” 

 “But what about the element of  surprise?” said Handy. “The victims won't even give 

us the time of  day if  they see that we're repented and escaped prisoners.” 

 “Good point,” said Braines. “Can't have victims without the time of  day. Let's turn 

'em inside out.” 

 They turned their uniforms inside out. Handy held the Good Book while Churn 

turned his.  

 “I'm hungry,” said Handy. 

 “I'm downright feeble,” said Braines.  

 They heard something cry in the trees. Churn picked up a stick, and threw it in the 

direction of  the crying. The crying stopped. He put down the Good Book, and walked into 

the trees. He came back with food in his arms, and dropped it on the picnic table. Then he 

picked up the Good Book again.   

 “There's old Churn,” said Braines. He bent down and took a bite.  

 “Maybe Churn never had to hit the bottom,” said Handy. He bent down and took a 

bite.  

 “What the hell are you talking about?” said Braines.  

 “Maybe Churn never felt the need to repent,” said Handy. “because he doesn't even 

know he committed a heinous crime.” 

 “I've had about enough of  your epiphanies,” said Braines. “There's food on the table. 

Ain't that enough?”  
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 “I guess,” said Handy. “Churn, bend down and get some of  this.” 

 Churn kept reading.  

 “He's a natural man,” said Braines. “No doubt about it.” 

 Braines and Handy ate until they were picking bones.  

 “I'm swole up,” said Braines. He lay down in the dirt, closing his eyes. “Bedtime.” 

 “Come to bed, Churn,” said Handy. 

 Handy and Churn lay down in the dirt, next to Braines.  

 “All together again,” said Handy. “Feels nice.” 

 Braines fell fast asleep, and started kicking Handy and Churn. Handy slipped off  to 

sleep, then started to chew. Churn lay on his back, reading the Good Book by moonlight. 

 

 They awoke in the daylight. Two men stood over them. “Get up,” said one of  them.  

 Braines shielded his eyes from the sun. “Get up Handy,” he said. “Get Churn up too, 

while you're at it.” 

 Handy got up. So did Churn, but he started reading.  

 “Morning men,” said Handy. 

 “Good afternoon is more like it,” said the other man.  

 “We overslept,” said Handy. “Damn.” 

 “My name is Tone,” said the first man. “Sorry to have woken you so suddenly.” 

 “My name's Mace,” said the other. “I don't know the word sorry.” 

 Braines rubbed his eyes and looked behind the two men. He saw a third person near 

the trees, but couldn't tell if  it was a man or not.  It had very long hair, and wore a dress. A 

straw hat hid its face.  “Who's your partner?” he said.  

 “Please don't you worry about him,” said Tone. 
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 “So it's a him?” said Braines. He rubbed his eyes again. “You sure about that?” 

 “Don't think you're in position to know,” said Mace.  

 “What's his name,” said Braines. “Surely he's got one.” 

 “He hasn't told us,” said Tone. “If  he tells you, let us know.” 

 “Sure is nice to meet you both,” said Braines. 

 “I'm Handy,” said Handy. He stuck out his hand. No one shook it.  

 “Did you say your name was Handy?” said Mace. 

 Brains shot Handy a look. “No,” said Handy. “I said my name was Randy.” 

 “I could have sworn you said Handy,” said Tone.  

 “Randy's the name,” said Handy. “And these are my friends Bane and Chum.” 

 Braines shot Handy another look. Churn kept reading. 

 “The radio's been talking a lot today about a Handy, Braines, and Churn,” said Mace. 

“And, of  course, it's also talking about the end of  the world.” 

 “Radio's always talking about the end of  the world,” said Braines. “Can't never 

stomach more than five minutes at a time, myself.” 

 “Why are you worried about the end of  the world?” said Mace.  

 “Don't like to think that we all gotta settle up eventually,” said Braines. 

 “Why does that worry you?” said Tone. 

 “I'm having too nice a time amongst my friends, I guess,” said Braines.  

 “Are you boys vacationing?” said Handy. “I hear these are happening woods.” 

 “We are not,” said Tone. “We met a few vacationers today, though.” He and Mace 

laughed a hollow laugh. “What are you doing here?” said Mace.  

 “Vacationing,” said Braines.  

 “Really?” said Tone. “Where are your tents?” 
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 “We like to rough it,” said Braines.  

 “Then where are your canned goods?” said Mace. 

 Braines pointed to the bones on the picnic table. “We like to rough it,” he said.  

 “Where's the remains of  your campfire?” said Tone. 

 “Chum here likes to read his book by the night sky,” said Braines, “so we don't never 

light one.” 

 “You believe our story?” said Handy. 

 Braines shot Handy a look. 

 “You believe the story we're telling you?” said Handy. 

 Braines shot Handy another look. 

 “You believe the justification for why we're here?” said Handy. 

 Braines shot Handy one more look.  

 “Hush now,” said Mace. “We try and believe everything.” 

 “We're very open people,” said Tone. 

 “What do y'all do for a living?” said Handy. 

 “Move around,” said Mace. 

 “We used to be the same way,” said Handy.  

 Braines did not even bother shooting Handy a look.  

 “Well, what changed that?” said Tone.  

 “We had to get nine to fives,” said Braines.  

 “Must be nice to take a vacation like this,” said Mace. 

 “You bet,” said Handy. “In such a camping spot to boot.” 

 Braines looked again at the long-haired man in the hat and dress. He thought he 

recognized him. “Do you mind if  I talk with your friend?” he said.  
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 “Please give it a try,” said Tone.  

 Braines walked to the third man, but the third man turned away. “Do you know 

me?” Braines said. The man did not answer. Braines walked back to the others. “Bashful, 

ain't he?” 

 “Sometimes,” said Mace. 

 “He's tougher than he looks,” said Tone. 

 “Not with that hat, he ain't,” said Braines. 

 “You must think you're funny,” said Tone. 

 “What?” said Braines. 

 “You and Sandy,” said Mace. “You like to make jokes, don't you?” 

 “Never judged a man for laughing,” said Braines. 

 “Your jokes must be very important to you,” said Tone. 

 “Jokes are a perfect escape,” said Mace.  

 “Never thought humor was my specialty,” said Braines. 

 “It really isn't,” said Mace. “So don't worry.” 

 “He's right,” said Tone. “Do you know why?” 

 “No,” said Braines. “Not sure I care to.” 

 “Because when you're funny, you can make up for deficiencies in your story,” said 

Mace.  

 “We should be getting along, Bane,” said Handy. “I don't like the way they're talking 

to us.” 

 “We met a lot of  people today,” said Mace.  

 “Yeah,” said Tone. “The vacationers all pretended to be criminals, and all the 

criminals pretended to be on vacation.” 
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 “Been nice meeting y'all,” said Braines.  

 Mace turned toward the third man in the hat and dress, who was curling his hand 

toward the trees. “Randy,” said Mace. “Our partner wants to introduce himself  to you.” 

 Handy looked at Braines, and Braines gave him the sign. Then Handy started jogging 

away from all of  them, as fast as he could. Tone and Mace drew weapons, and shouted at 

Handy, who froze. “Allright,” he said. He began walking toward the third man. Braines 

watched them walk together into the trees.  

 “Chum,” said Braines. “I need you to put down the Good Book and look at these 

men.” 

 Churn put down the book. He looked at the men. He smiled.  

 “What the shit, Chum?” said Braines.  

 “How are you Churn?” said Tone.  

 Churn said nothing, because he was mute.  

 “Y'all know Churn?” said Braines. 

 “Churn here used to do our our dirty work,” said Mace. 

 Churn smiled broader. Braines saw the long-haired man in the hat and dress come 

back to the clearing.  

 “Me and Churn and Handy all repented in prison,” said Braines. 

 “So you were in prison?” said Tone. 

 “Now seems like a time for honesty,” said Braines. 

 “Why?” said Mace. 

 “Don't know,” said Braines. “Sometimes a man just knows.” 

 “And you did a lot of  repenting there?” said Mace. 

 “Sure did,” said Braines. “Handy too. With Churn I can only guess.”  
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 “Repenting's a wonderful thing,” said Tone. “Not many are willing to do it.” 

 “It's such a nice gesture,” said Mace. “But your crime wasn't really that bad.” 

 “It was heinous,” said Braines. “I'm just happy you fellas remember it.” 

 “It must have been heart wrenching,” said Mace, “being falsely imprisoned like you 

were.” 

 “We had a fair trial,” said Braines. “We deserved every bit of  that punishment.” 

 “You can believe what you want,” said Tone. 

 “If  it makes you feel better,” said Mace. 

 “I don't feel good at all,” said Braines.  

 Braines saw the third man begin curling his hand toward the trees.  

 “He wants to get to know you,” said Mace. 

 “Please don't keep him waiting,” said Tone.  

 “Me and the Devil are on good terms,” said Braines. “He'll recognize me.” 

 “Good for you,” said Mace. He and Tone put their weapons in Braines' face. “But 

our man's no devil,” he said. “He's worse than that.”  

 “Tell me one thing,” said Braines. “Would I have been safer back in prison?” 

 “No,” said Tone. 

 “We were headed there next,” said Mace. 

 “What if  I hadn't repented so much?” said Braines. 

 “Would have meant a thing,” said Tone. 

 “So there was nothing I could have done differently?” said Braines. 

 “None,” said Tone. 

 “You did as well as anybody,” said Mace. 

 “Will you take care of  Churn for me?” said Braines. 
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 “No,” said Tone. 

 “Churn is next,” said Mace. 

  

“Let him come with me,” said Braines. “Please. He's got no friends. All he's got is 

that damn book.” 

 “Our partner takes one at a time,” said Mace.  

 “Hell,” said Braines. “Goodbye, then.” He started walking toward the long-haired 

man in the hat and dress. Then he looked back and waved at all of  them, though it was just 

for show. Tone and Mace didn't wave, and Churn had gone back to the book.  

 Braines took the third man's hand, and let himself  be led out of  the clearing, into the 

trees.  

 “Do you know me?” said Braines. 

 The third man lay Braines down in the piles of  the others, then closed Braines' eyes 

for him. His question was not answered.  
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Happy Birthday 

As you know, we did a lot of  drinking today, in honor of  your birth. I hope you enjoyed 

yourself, and had a chance to reflect on the milestone you've now met. It has been such a 

wonderful day, I've decided to keep drinking, to extend the celebration. 

 I've turned off  all the lights, so you can sleep more soundly. If  you hear any 

clattering, smile in your sleep. Dream of  me, but don't wake. I might be caught 

compromised. 

 I have a queer question jerking in my brain: why have you, so young and pretty, 

fallen in love with me, who is so old and raggedy?       

 I'm flattered that you decided to spend this day, your most significant day, with me. I 

hope I showed you just how grateful I was, though I know I can never really do enough. 

How could I ever hope to repay someone who has decided to love a man as old as me? 

 I have been yours forever, but you have been mine only a short while. But you are 

young, and had to have your fun before you settled.  

 I feel the road coquettishly calling, not because I intend to leave you, but because I 

am a tourist. Traveling is in my blood.     

 Did you mean what you said today? That I have shattered the stereotypes you have 

clung to all your life? It is the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me. 
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 I called you this morning and told you I loved you. That I had amassed a stock of  

alcohol for the occasion, that you should drive here and help me drink it. I did this because I 

know that all college students love to drink, and because it would trick you into loving me 

more.   

 I admire that you are from a town that is positively drowning in its own past. I love 

that you can trace your family name, that you can visit your deceased grandmother. I am a 

little jealous, you see, having no  history myself.  

 My heart swelled today when you agreed to shoot my guns with me, in the afternoon 

light. Thank you so much.  

 This town, your hometown, is very nice. So flat and stately. I could settle here, 

perhaps, and hide from touring a while. You could continue indefinitely with your studies, 

and be close to your family. What a wonderful thing it is to plan! 

 I came to your town, because it was at the end of  the line. I took the job at the 

slaughterhouse because it paid slightly more than the Chinese restaurant, and because 

tourism is an expensive pastime.   

 I enjoy going to the bars with you, where we meet my friends from the 

slaughterhouse and your friends from the school. I do wish there was less enmity between 

the two groups, though; the conflict has become quite straining.    

 It was nice of  you to stay at my shack tonight, even though it's your special day. That 

probably says very much about your nature, though I am not certain just what.   

 I never thought I would love a local. I thought maybe, down the line, I would meet a 

feeble tourist like myself, who was headed in the same direction, and we would live distantly 

through each other for a short amount of  time. You have shaken my presumptions to their 

very foundations.  
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  My, what you are learning in school: how the stricken are stricken, because they do 

not recognize that they are stricken. How those that recognize their strickenness, yet do 

nothing to ameliorate their condition, are accursed, and their numbers are very few. Even 

fewer, however, are those that recognize that they are both stricken and accursed, and keep 

these these uncomfortable truths at bay through ingenious distraction, and these are the 

lame. Fewer still, are those who recognize that they are stricken, accursed, and lame, and 

wish to transcend all three. These are called fools. Tell me: where do I fit in, my dear?  

 It was wonderful to have met your mother at the Chinese restaurant. She handled my 

age well, I thought. If  she was upset, she has a granite deadpan. The food was overpriced, 

though, for what it was.  

 I love sitting on the bleachers, watching you play sports with your friends from the 

college. So full of  ironic zest. They mask their despair, and in doing so, master it. I apologize 

for crying in the stands. There is nothing, I know, more dispiriting than seeing an old man 

weep.  

 I originally had big plans for your birthday. I dearly wanted to throw you a party, in 

the form of  an orgy, held here, at my shack, with my friends from the slaughterhouse and 

your friends from the school. I wanted everyone to finally unite in lust. I created the 

invitation, but never sent it. What kept me from doing so was the realization that, all told, we 

associate with an odd number of  people, so I knew that when the orgy began, and the great 

train formed, someone would be left, on the end, with only themselves. And at my certain 

age, I am not in business of  making orphans.  

 This is all I really know, and it has served me well: there are good people, and there 

are bad people. God made all of  them, and he lives in Heaven, a place forbidden to the likes 

of  me.     
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 Did you mean what you said today, that you might not be able to sustain your smile 

for long?  

 I do hope we never marry. It would be painful to see you dressed so formally, set 

against me, in my perennial rags.   

 I hit the bottom once, before I met you. It was bright and blue and clear. I didn't like 

the bottom, and neither will you, when it comes. But that is many years away for you, and a 

crystalline memory for me.  

 I loved shooting my guns with you today in the yard. You are not yet a good shot, 

but these things take time. You handled the kickback well. The gun looked toy-like in your 

mannish hands. 

 When I last saw my shady grove, she was sitting on the banks of  the sea. With a little 

.44 in her hands, and a banjo on her knee. How I love the music of  your people!   

 Your debt might prevent us from moving to certain places. I realize this. I have debts 

of  my own, though they are not of  this world. But simple debt should never govern what 

two people can and cannot do. Debt is the debtor's problem, not ours. One day, we'll just 

kiss our debts goodbye, and move far away. 

 I loved going to church with you on Sunday. The worship band was spirited and 

good looking. I was even charmed when the pastor asked me to play a wise man in the 

Christmas pageant. Still, promise me that we'll never go back.  

 I admire your erudition, your pliable language. Your schooling has been worth every 

penny, expensive as it is.  

 I rue the night we slept together at that party, in front of  both of  our sets of  friends. 

That was the night we lost favor in their eyes, I think.  
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I live to make you smile, even if  your smile is tainted by your knowledge, that you 

will, barring anything ghastly, outlive me.  

 Did you mean what you said today, that even though you are young, and today was 

your day, that you found it impossible to pull yourself away? From me?  

 I have contracted, as you know, many diseases in all my travels. I thank you for you 

maturity in seeing them inconveniences, rather than deserved pestilences.     

 Meeting your father was difficult. I felt a little uncomfortable in his presence, 

knowing you did not love him. During our conversation, he never did put down the pickaxe.       

 Maybe, in our new town, we could live together, and surrender our wills to each 

other. It would save us some money, at the very least. I might even learn to love your 

bedraggled dog, whom you thoughtfully left at home today. I hope he is all right being alone.   

 If  we leave this town, I promise to put down my camera forever. It cost a lot of  

money, but I would leave it, here, in your honor.  

 I am so proud of  the education you are getting. One day, you will be able to talk 

circles around me. This is the dream of  all: to place the ones we love beneath us.  

 I've just discovered the secret to our future happiness: you must stay convinced that 

I say what I mean, and I must stay convinced that you mean to say more than you actually 

do.  

 Because of  our age difference, sometimes, when we are out on the town together, I 

feel as if  I'm your benefactor. This vision becomes exploded, of  course, when I have to rely 

on you to pay for most things.   

 I was wrong, today, to ask you to commit to shooting me. That was too much. But 

thank you for still staying with me tonight, this special night. I'd like to explain my behavior: 

I have never been in love before. I was overcome. I assumed our love would not last, and I 
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wanted to die happy. What I did not realize, of  course, was that you thought the relationship 

could develop to something greater. I was wrong, and am sorry. I will fellate you tomorrow, 

to prove it can only get better. And the next day, I hope, you will return the favor, to show 

me that the betterness can only build. And on, until one of  us dies naturally, and the other is 

devastated. 

 When I die, I don't expect you to be there, but I would appreciate if  you you paid 

enough for quality hospice care, and also pretty nurses.  

 I will never tell you the date of  my birthday, and you should never ask.   The answer 

would raise the hairs on your neck. 

 We'll leave here with some pleasant memories. They will be with us forever. We can 

summon them, sparingly, in moments of  crisis.  

 Really, I wish I was not so old. You should not love an old man like me. You should 

love a child, instead—any child—because their youth will be a constant balm.   

 There are so many new towns to choose from, if  and when we decide to leave. There 

are big ones, small ones, progressive, and decrepit ones. Then there are those firmly in 

between. I was thinking we aim for the more progressive, because they are more likely to 

survive in these difficult times.  

 I know you have an Aunt in the west, with hip problems. Perhaps we could move in 

with her. But that would mean traveling back to the west, to the place I came from. As a 

tourist, it would be a step back for me, visiting the same place twice.   

 Your school work is too difficult, I think, and aging you unflatteringly. I don't have 

to worry about my appearance, because tourism long ago leathered me.  
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 You know that I'm responsible for holding the cattle steady before their souls are 

bolted beyond. What you may not know: every bovine I cradle makes me think of  your pale, 

impossible neck, and how it must one day be surrendered to He That Requires All Necks. It 

is tragic, I think.  

 Did you mean what you said today, that the fit was frighteningly tight? I will do what 

I can to pare myself  down.  

 If  we were to stay, here, one of  us might become insane. This is a very small town, 

and you are growing, and I am born to roam. If  you became insane, it would be harder for 

me to love you. I would try, but the insane never resemble the people they used to be. That 

being said, I would still try.  

 We could get right, you know. You might take out a loan from the school, I could 

save my killing money diligently. We could stop drinking and live rigidly. That is how the 

other fourth lives, isn't it? 

 My parents wanted the best for me, and that is why, if  they were alive, you would 

never meet them. They would never have forgiven your hair color. They also would have 

mistaken your vivacity for cunning. 

 Did you mean what you said today, that you understand that my tourism is guided by 

a desire to understand decrepitude? I thought your question very perceptive, but I have no 

answer. This town is beyond decrepit.    

 Today, some small amount of  years ago, you were just a twinkle in either of  your 

parent's eyes. Then they burned the contraceptives, and you entered the sphere. They must 

have been decent, generous people then.  
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 I want you to continue to become the person you are becoming. Actually, I retract 

that prayer. Do what you will, become anything you you wish, and I will try and react with 

tact. 

 You have broken through to me, fattened the flat images I have been cultivating of  

locals since I began my tour so long ago. Well done.   

 Why, dear, have we not yet had our fortunes read? Are we really that carefree?  

 I thought about taking you on a picnic today, at the lake. But I couldn't bear the 

thought of  us alone, on the shore, staring at the beautiful blue water. It simply felt too 

profound a setting, on  what should be such a light, leisurely day.  

 I meant to tell you this today: I fear my vacation is nearing its end.       

 Maybe we could both tour, and travel to Europe. Or Africa, perhaps. You could 

study abroad, and I could follow at your heels. Americans aren't as popular as they once 

were, but I don't think we should completely rule this out. I myself  have never left the states.  

 Heaven, to me, is a dim, perfectly absurd vision, one I can see only in the fringes of  

my mind. That is why we should eventually aim for Heaven, wherever we are.    

 This is what we should utter as we move away from this town: may the Lord leer his 

lurid eye over all that you do, and forever keep you from realizing your plight. We are going 

somewhere far away, where the souls are a little less soiled. Something pretty like that.  

 When you dance at the bars, careening thinly through purple smoke,  it seems that 

no one else is around. I wish I could dance with you, but you know that alcohol has such a 

sedentary effect on me. 
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 You didn't really mean what you said today, did you, that the touch of  another is 

merely a tourniquet for lameness, but not a cure? You have made me a believer in the 

restorative powers of  love.  

 Before we met, I used to make love to the thought of the color blue. Now it is green, 

though it often resembles you. Don't let the rhyme distract you from the very real sentiment. 

 You know that you could do better, in terms of  lovers, than me. What keeps you by 

my side, I know, is that you know you could do much worse. You are very pragmatic.  

 When you do that special trick in the bedroom, I feel like the embalmer of  the world. 

Promise me you'll never stop doing that trick, wherever we go. 

 There is no gambling in heaven. There is no lying in heaven. There is no dying in 

heaven. Why on earth don't you want to go?  

 It is a shame we won't be able make a child, and I take all the blame, on account of  

my age.  But I think it's for the best.  You've been very supportive.  

 I know you would like to marry me. I would like to offer an alternative: let us both 

wait until one of  us gets health and dental benefits. The slaughterhouse has promised them 

soon.  

 You probably know very little of  me, and your ignorance is truly brave.        

 I have always felt, felt without really knowing, that death is only our estuary.  

 Wherever we go, if  we go, I would like to, one day, make enough money so that I 

could throw it, guilt-free, at you.  

 I have realized this: my friends and I from the slaughterhouse fill ourselves with 

nothing. We will be humiliated in the Grand Scheme.  You and your friends from the school 

fill yourselves with facts. You will be scalded, all, by the Bland Steam.    
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 I wish we could have held the intensity of  our first meeting at the slaughterhouse. It 

was a nice moment: I was sweeping offal into the gutter, you were stepping over it, 

performing research. You batted your eyelashes, I shuddered beneath my rags. We 

exchanged conversation. Then we kissed, and the pitiless world immolated itself  around us. 

 We shouldn't have killed so many people, dear, on our way to being together. The 

downed corpses have made it near impossible to walk.    

  You are snoring now, brutal, beautiful. 

 When I look at you, I think of  death, and when I think of  death, I think of  Heaven. 

That is why I will always look at you.  

 Perhaps it is your smile, it's baldness—that scares me. I'm still unconvinced, but it 

will have to suffice tonight.  

 It's true: I am a sentimental, unwieldy bundle of bones. But you, dear, are the 

bundler. Happy birthday.  

 Please make room for an old man. 

 


