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From the editors… 
 

Welcome to the third issue of Keyhole. We are particularly excited 
about this one—from the stellar art work of Sarah Stanley, to the 
memorable short stories and poetry of Joshua Diamond, Shellie 
Zacharia, Brian Brown, and the rest, this issue represents why we 
love to do what we do: to bring to our readers a fine assortment 
of contemporary literature.  

This issue features the longest piece of fiction that we have 
published to date—Tim Keppel’s masterful story Pilgrimage. For 
those of you that are writers yourselves, Keppel’s story is a 
textbook example of how to write a memorable short. Well-
developed, memorable characters, a subtle plot that doesn’t get in 
its own way, and a steady narrative and dialogue that keep the 
story progressing and the reader intrigued.  

Working on this issue got me thinking about what makes a 
good short story. I often think about this topic as I am reading 
the daily Keyhole submissions in my inbox. What am I looking for 
in a story that makes me want to publish it? What qualities make 
it stand out? Good short stories are difficult to come by. They are 
difficult to write. If you are going to tell a story in fewer than 
5,000 words, it’s tough to convey the same things that a novel 
might convey. There is no mincing of words. Not much room for 
auxiliary characters or alternative plot lines. You’ve got to get to 
the point and do it quickly. That’s not always easy to do. 

I’ve heard and read various arguments about the best way to 
write a short story. Some say that plot is all that matters—a 
memorable little tale with no real room for character 
development. Character development is for a novel. Others say 
the opposite—no time to develop plot, worry instead about 
portraying a compelling character. I have read (and we have 
published) stories that fit into both categories. I remain 
unconvinced of either extreme being superior, although I would 
argue that it is damned near impossible to present an intriguing 
plot without developing a memorable character or two along the 
way.  

Regardless, here are the things that stand out to me, that grab 
my attention and make me call the other editors and proclaim, 
“We’ve got one.” 1) The opening sentence. It needs to grab me. 
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Perfect example: read Monica Kilian’s opening sentence in “Mrs. 
Chatterjee’s Mangos,” found in this issue. It is one of the best 
opening sentences I have ever come across. I was hooked from 
that point forward. I can’t emphasize enough the importance of a 
strong start to a short story. Without one I start to wonder why I 
should be spending my time with it, likely to give up before I’ve 
even really started, and I think most readers feel the same way. 2) 
Keep it moving. This is obviously important in any work of 
fiction, but especially short fiction. If the story doesn’t 
continually build, then it loses me quickly. 3) Entertain me. Oh, 
that evil word—Entertainment. I have, in the past, proudly 
proclaimed myself to be a lover of art and a hater of 
entertainment, and other lovers of the finer things have done the 
same. Fair enough. But I can’t imagine a piece of art that doesn’t 
entertain on some level, whether it is the poetry of Allen 
Ginsburg, or a painting by Picasso. If it fails to entertain, it fails 
as art. And for me, entertainment not only includes the 
experience of the initial encounter, but also the lingering thoughts 
that a truly good piece of art leaves in my mind for hours and 
days to come. (For an excellent essay on this topic, check out 
Michael Chabon’s article “Trickster in a Suit of Lights” from his 
recently released Maps and Legends.)  

And that’s pretty much it. Of course there is plot. Of course 
there is character development. Writing style and voice. But if a 
story can do all these things, it gets me excited. The stories that 
we are lucky enough to have received for this issue have all these 
things going for them, at least in the opinions of the Keyhole 
staff. I hope you feel the same way. I hope that you read them 
with as much as excitement as we have in presenting them to you.  
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Stitch 

by Shellie Zacharia 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In fourth grade, Ruthie Fowler got hit in the head with a baseball 
bat out on the PE field. Smack, just like that. She was too close to 
the batter, or maybe she was bent low, the crouching catcher. 
Poor Ruthie Fowler, who must have howled, and the players 
must have howled, and Brian Delaney, the batter, must have 
hung his head in shame and run off to hide under the banyan tree 
out in right field.  

But I don’t know. I wasn’t there. I was inside my classroom, 
most likely figuring numbers, learning to memorize five times 
five, five times six, my voice with the others, little multiplying 
birds, peep, peep, twenty-five and thirty. And so I didn’t know 
the score of the game and I didn’t know Ruthie Fowler was 
rushed to the hospital or that Brian Delaney cried and Coach 
Wilson counted blessings and prayers.  

 
* * * 

 
The scar, of course, might not exist now. Just the ghost of a 

scar, like the ghost of a scar on my left foot from when I dropped 
the grape juice jar all those years ago, just a faint sliver, a white 
line, really not there at all. Her scar might be like that. Just 
memory and the tracing of a finger along invisible pain.  

“This is the zigzag stitch,” Ruth Glass says and points at the 
new sewing machine in front of me.  

I am staring at the machine but what I really want to do is ask 
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this Ruth, a Community Ed sewing class instructor, if she is 
Ruthie Fowler. But I don’t. I twist the dials and wonder why I 
chose sewing as my path for self-improvement. I lift and lower 
the presser foot. I try to make the machine pop and click while I 
watch Ruth walk around the classroom. She is short, round, her 
blonde hair cut in the fluff helmet of a woman who doesn’t know 
any better.  A woman who quilts and sews and paints watercolors 
on Sundays.  

Zigzag stitch spidering above her left eyebrow could be 
hidden by makeup or time.  

I am convinced.  
Ruth Glass is Ruthie Fowler, moved to Texas after fourth 

grade, baseball bat head, Ruthie Fowler.  
 

* * * 
 
Ruthie Fowler was a big girl and her hair was cut with too 

straight bangs and her clothes were solemn and lumpish and she 
seemed an old lady to us in our cutoff shorts and sunburst t-
shirts, fancy girls with pinks and purples and reds.  

She was one of the girls in Art Club after school. She sat at 
the end of the long table in the art room, alone or with April 
Lapinski, who came to school sporadically because she had 
diabetes. I rarely spoke to Ruthie Fowler—maybe just things like 
“Hand me some green tissue paper” or “Pass the pipe cleaners.” 
I did admire her artwork; it was lovely and pale compared to my 
own brash colors and imprecise lines. The art teacher showed me 
works by Matisse. She showed Ruthie a Degas book of prints.  

“But I don’t dance,” Ruthie said when Miss Nancy showed 
her the book. “I’m fat.”  

Miss Nancy, with her paint-splattered jeans and almost bare 
feet, sandaled and glittery-toed, looked at Ruthie and said, “Degas 
did more than ballerinas,” and she flipped rapidly through the 
book pointing out, “See, see, see.”  

 
* * * 

 
“Take out your patterns,” Ruth says. She holds up the tissue 

paper, the lines and arrows an apron waiting to bloom.  
Ruthie Fowler would want us to make aprons. Ruthie Fowler 
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most likely made cookies and brownies on Sundays. She made 
them with her grandmother and brought them to the church 
because that was the kind of girl Ruthie was—good and quiet and 
too old for fourth grade.  

“Look for the fold lines,” Ruth Glass says and I pull my 
pattern from its envelope. There is English and Spanish and size 
A and B and beige tissue paper spooling and crinkling in front of 
me.  

Ruth holds up a pair of scissors. “Remember, never use your 
sewing scissors for anything else,” she says and clips them, snip 
snip, in my direction.  

I try to press out the tissue, but it is like clowns in cars, 
unmanageable and tumbling. The perfect girl sitting next to me 
with her blonde bob and pink nails smiles. Her pattern is laid out 
nicely in front of her. I don’t smile back.  

“Be neat,” Ruth says and she is looking at me and I am 
thinking, you don’t like me, do you, Ruthie.  

 
* * * 

 
The day Ruthie got hit with the baseball bat, everyone was 

talking about it on the bus ride home. Our words seemed to 
grow, their volume increasing with the afternoon heat and the 
wind whipping through the open school bus windows, until Mrs. 
Belafonte, the bus driver, pulled over to the side of the road. We 
shut up then.  

Mrs. Belafonte heaved herself out of the driver seat and stood 
looking at us with her hands on her big hips. You could see sweat 
stains under her armpits when she raised her hands toward the 
rows of seats and said, “Let us pray to Jesus for little Ruthie.”  

There was some foot scuffling and uh-hums and maybe some 
other things before Mrs. Belafonte started out with “Dear Lord,” 
and I didn’t hear much else because I was Jewish. I had just 
started Hebrew School and so Mrs. Belafonte talking to Jesus 
about poor Ruthie Fowler made me feel weird. I scrunched down 
in my seat and looked to my friend Roxanne who sat next to me 
every day, and Roxanne was rolling her eyes and shaking her 
head, so I felt better.  

And then Mrs. Belafonte’s prayer was done and she plunked 
herself back down. She started the bus, and we were all pretty 
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quiet the rest of the way, except Molly Spencer who kept 
muttering, “Poor Brian, poor Brian,” because we all knew she 
had kissed Brian Delaney on a dare one Tuesday afternoon in one 
of the big tunnels on the playground.  

 
* * * 

 
“You’ll need to backstitch,” Ruth says, and she’s standing 

over me and my pathetic floral monster, one pocket higher than 
the other, too thin, crisscross, mismatch-stitched apron.  

I look up at her, look to her eyebrow, searching for the 
telltale line. She wears too much makeup, her pancake thick, her 
eyelashes like stitches themselves. “This looks like shit,” I say.  

“Yes, it does,” she says.  
She is definitely Ruthie Fowler.  
 

* * * 
 
Daredevils on the bus, a game that kept us busy throughout 

the school year, with Mrs. Belafonte sweating and praying and 
moaning in the driver seat, and us growing bigger, bolder with 
our dares as we counted the days until summer.  

“Now don’t hurt each other,” she’d shout out and someone 
would shout back, “Never ever, Mrs. Elephante,” and she’d smile 
into the mirror so we could all see her crooked front teeth.  

I dare you to burp I Love You Murphy Pennicamp. I dare 
you to lick the back of the bus seat. I dare you to flick that 
redhead in the ear. I dare you to chew that piece of gum stuck 
under the seat. I dare you to eat a page of this math book. I dare 
you to touch Ruthie Fowler’s stitches.  

“You can do it,” Roxanne told me. “Then tell me what it 
feels like. It looks puffy, doesn’t it?”  

“I can’t,” I said. “She’s in the Art Club. She’ll hate me.”  
“Just touch, Carol,” Roxanne said. “You don’t have to lick 

it.”  
It was quick. A fast tip of finger to the black stitches and I 

was back in my seat. Ruthie Fowler turned around to scowl at 
me, and Mrs. Belafonte looked into her bus driver mirror, her 
eyes narrowing, and then there was her great big voice, “Carol 
Kellerman, now you leave that girl alone!” I sank low into my 
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seat and Roxanne, all giggle and knee pat, whispered, “What did it 
feel like?” I was silent all the way home with Roxy coaxing, “Like 
a bug, like a centipede, like a zipper, like moss?”  

 
* * * 

 
After our fourth and last sewing class, we all wear our 

finished aprons and head to Bert’s Tavern. We drink beers. 
Things get loose and people speak truths. Miss Pink Nails and 
Perfect Apron tells us about a vampire sex show she saw in 
Germany. Willa of the sunflower appliqués talks about Spanish 
fly and her boyfriend with the right hook penis, and Grumpy 
Mavis with the frizzled black hair and blue fish pattern tells me—
with a heavy pat on the back—that my apron is by far the worst 
in the class. We clink beer bottles and talk about what other 
community courses for self-improvement we might take.  

“Golf.”  
“Thai cooking.”  
“Ballet.”  
“I’m thinking watercolors,” Willa says.  
It is then that I turn to Ruth Glass and say, “Are you Ruthie 

Fowler?”  
She blinks slow and says, “I am.”  
“I’m Carol Kellerman,” I say. “We went to elementary school 

together.”  
“Carol Kellerman,” she says.  
“Starmount Elementary. In Miami.”  
“Yes,” Ruthie says. She stares at me a moment then shakes 

her head.  
I pause for what seems too long. She sips from her beer. 

“That was a long time ago,” I finally say.  
“Yes, it was,” she says and smiles.  
I look down at my lap. I pull at a loose thread on my apron 

pocket. When I look up, Ruthie is still staring at me. She rubs 
fingers across her forehead and takes another sip from her beer. 



 

Blake Butler 
 
Chris Farley  
Nancy Spungen 
Sharon Tate 
Tupac Shakur 
Andy Kaufman 
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Note from the author: 
I'm honestly not sure what made me start writing about young, 
dead icons. I made one each morning for some amount of time, 
usually while still waking up—stuck between brains. I tried not to 
think about anything while I was writing. Each began with one 
sentence describing some element of the person's premature and 
unusual death. The other lines emerged from the first by 
association without much of my own intuition. Repeating the 
names felt incantatory and dislodging. I wrote quickly and did not 
edit. When I felt done, I stopped. There are other things one 
could want to say about why the dead died, what else they might 
have created had they not, what they did create via their dying, 
but I am not going to say those things. 
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Chris Farley  
 
 
Chris Farley died wearing sweat pants and an open button down 
shirt. Chris Farley watched sod grow on his childhood bedroom's 
ceiling. Chris Farley made seed fall from the sky by touching the 
bridge of his nose with a certain kind of wood. Chris Farley 
thought a hole straight through Nebraska. Chris Farley could not 
roll snake eyes. Chris Farley had a gray mark through his 
thumbnail. Chris Farley swallowed Big League Chew. Chris 
Farley wished to stand forever on the stairs down to the kitchen. 
Chris Farley watched his father become liquid. Chris Farley saw 
himself in a scene in Poltergeist. Chris Farley unpeeled orange flesh 
in an apple. Chris Farley dug through the box of Apple Jacks and 
found a small carved locket with his name inside it. Chris Farley 
paid for a car inside his mind. Chris Farley opened his front door 
before sleeping. Chris Farley paid a small man to stand at the foot 
of his bed. Chris Farley peeled the billboard. Chris Farley ran 
through a field without his legs. Chris Farley coughed up a whole 
cotton T-shirt. Chris Farley shook hands with himself. Chris 
Farley pressed his tongue against the window. Chris Farley 
reaffixed the rearview mirror with his spit. Chris Farley popped 
lightbulbs in Kansas City while in Norway. Chris Farley dove into 
the sea. Chris Farley had a small patch of acne in the crook of his 
foot from age three to seventeen. Chris Farley bubbled in warm 
water. Chris Farley caressed the button. Chris Farley folded the 
paper until it became a bedroom and then he lay down on the 
bed. 
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Nancy Spungen  
 
 
Nancy Spungen died on the floor of a hotel bathroom. Nancy 
Spungen hid a window in her hair. Nancy Spungen kept a photo 
of her father taped to the inside of her right thigh. Nancy 
Spungen swam into the egg. Nancy Spungen recited the Metro 
Detroit phonebook in her sleep. Nancy Spungen told no one 
she’d memorized more than ten thousand digits of pi. Nancy 
Spungen could not help crying while she spread the mayonnaise. 
Nancy Spungen’s liver glowed. Nancy Spungen rinsed her father’s 
blood out of the sink. Nancy Spungen held the birthday gift 
between her thumb and forefinger. Nancy Spungen scratched 
Bible verses in the dry skin of her back. Nancy Spungen sneezed 
forever. Nancy Spungen shook the child until its eyes ejected 
glass. Nancy Spungen tracked the value of her stocks via Yahoo 
Finance. Nancy Spungen chipped the building down to rubble. 
Nancy Spungen bowed the wall. Nancy Spungen found a portal 
wrapped inside her laundry. Nancy Spungen appeared reflected in 
the glass of the TV screen. Nancy Spungen watched the room 
expand. 
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Sharon Tate  
 
 
Sharon Tate died tied neck to neck with another person while 34 
weeks pregnant. Sharon Tate carried black pepper between her 
teeth. Sharon Tate felt a balloon inflated through the volume of 
her California home. Sharon Tate danced across the coffee table. 
Sharon Tate could not sign her name without a buzzing in her 
knees. Sharon Tate took the dictionary home from the dinner 
party and found its pages blank. Sharon Tate pulled sixteen feet 
of blonde hair out of her kitchen sink. Sharon Tate cracked the 
coconut with her incisors. Sharon Tate opened the front door. 
Sharon Tate spoke Spanish without having learned it. Sharon 
Tate found her mailbox full of nails. Sharon Tate turned the 
bedroom’s heat up as high as it would go. Sharon Tate tickled the 
baby until it knew. Sharon Tate ordered the white dress from 
QVC. Sharon Tate turned the light on then the light off. Sharon 
Tate exposed a vein of mold beneath the foyer floor. Sharon Tate 
ordered a side of sour cream with her lasagna. Sharon Tate 
rerecorded the greeting message on the answering machine to 
reflect a more inviting tone. Sharon Tate put a new blank sheet 
on the typewriter. Sharon Tate could hear people talking in the 
front yard. Sharon Tate could not get a sound out of the guitar. 
Sharon Tate tried to sing Happy Birthday at the party and felt her 
voice turning to wetness. Sharon Tate wrapped the lamp with 
kite-string twine. Sharon Tate could not stop the single hair 
growing out of the center of her back. Sharon Tate poured the 
entire bottle of dressing on the side salad. Sharon Tate moved her 
hand so it covered over the whole sea. Sharon Tate could not see 
through the windshield. Sharon Tate refused to sigh. Sharon Tate 
watched an obese man clean the gutters on the house next door. 
Sharon Tate tied the ribbon to the exhaust pipe. Sharon Tate saw 
a presence growing on the sun. Sharon Tate found herself 
drooling for no reason. Sharon Tate again repeated the one thing 
she’d always felt she surely knew. 
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Tupac Shakur  
 
 

Tupac Shakur died as a result of gunshot complications after 
spending six days in a medically induced coma and posthumously 
continued to release albums. Tupac Shakur had a small hallway 
that extended through his abdomen. Tupac Shakur tasted peas 
when he ate carrots. Tupac Shakur suffered from hearing loss 
that rotated from ear to ear. Tupac Shakur had a poster of Orson 
Welles in a bird suit tacked above his crib. Tupac Shakur referred 
to one in every three men as 'Joey.' Tupac Shakur witnessed the 
disappearance of a school bus full of children from a Mississippi 
back road. Tupac Shakur kissed the ridges of his fingers. Tupac 
Shakur showed a drawing of himself four years later to a woman 
who would later be reborn as his niece. Tupac Shakur sang in his 
sleep. Tupac Shakur filled the public library with sawdust. Tupac 
Shakur lifted the sofa to look for his grandfather's left leg. Tupac 
Shakur shaved the whiskers off a feline. Tupac Shakur poured 
Corn Flakes out the bathroom window into a truckbed. Tupac 
Shakur transcripted a 26-page conversations he would later have. 
Tupac Shakur wound the music box with one finger. Tupac 
Shakur returned the Hardy Boys novels to Barnes and Nobles for 
store credit. Tupac Shakur enjoyed the grounds stirred in his 
coffee. Tupac Shakur never touched a tree. Tupac Shakur 
smoothed the residue from the frozen foods case. Tupac Shakur 
mailed a notice of embargo to the minor nation. Tupac Shakur 
poured the volume of water from one glass to another in endless 
iteration. Tupac Shakur carved a small replica of his bedroom and 
buried it beside the ocean. Tupac Shakur felt a buzzing in his 
throat. 
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Andy Kaufman  
 
 

Andy Kaufman died leaving the premonition in several others 
than he hadn't. Andy Kaufman walked down the hallway and 
then down the slightly longer hallway and then stopped. Andy 
Kaufman found a beehive growing in the center of the bread loaf. 
Andy Kaufman trained the dog to bark when someone 
whispered. Andy Kaufman smoothed the lovers' initials from the 
sidewalk. Andy Kaufman rolled down the hill and up the 
mountain. Andy Kaufman bleached the tub. Andy Kaufman 
chewed the bubblegum until he couldn't feel his jaw. Andy 
Kaufman struck a match against his eye. Andy Kaufman arranged 
the store's bananas to resemble a phrase or incantation. Andy 
Kaufman licked the crying baby. Andy Kaufman said, "I never 
told a joke in my life." Andy Kaufman bit into the blintz and 
tasted something that shouldn't be there and kept eating anyway. 
Andy Kaufman traded Uncanny X-Men #265 for a bus ticket to 
San Francisco. Andy Kaufman dreamt he caught the touchdown 
and woke up choking on his pillow. Andy Kaufman exploded a 
little in his cheeks. Andy Kaufman touched the enormous 
building and watched it sway. Andy Kaufman bought all the ice 
cream in the Publix and went home and ate it all. Andy Kaufman 
curled into another shape entirely. Andy Kaufman sweated tea. 
Andy Kaufman wrote lyrics to each of Mahler's symphonies. 
Andy Kaufman spent the evening with his cheek pressed to the 
mirror. Andy Kaufman got stung by eighteen bees at once. Andy 
Kaufman misunderstood his mother's surname. Andy Kaufman 
squealed in glee. Andy Kaufman drove backwards from 
Milwaukee to Atlanta. Andy Kaufman made the high score on 
Ms. Pacman and entered the initials W-H-O. Andy Kaufman 
received a phone call from no one in particular. Andy Kaufman 
couldn't wink. Andy Kaufman hosed the insects off the 
windshield glass. Andy Kaufman took a shower with creamed 
corn. Andy Kaufman drank out of the ashtray. Andy Kaufman 
pushed the flowerbed into the ground. 
 



 

Dennis Mahagin 
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20 

Pop Song  
 
 
There's a blue note in my bloodstream 
that won't respond to anti-toxin macro- 
biotics or positive affirmations, 
 
its sound, a little hard to pin down, halfway 
between a bullet ricochet on spaghetti western, 
and the glissando screech 
 
of a starving gull, set to go dumpster diving 
in my guts, and maybe never come back 
up, again. 
 
These mood swings, like Telecaster strings  
wrapped an octave too tight, with clothes pins  
for tuning pegs on femoral arteries, shaky,  
shaky sea legs, it's bound to be  
the death of me  
 
—yet not necessarily in the key  
of Nasty Nell with nails on chalkboard,  
or Clint Eastwood in hounds tooth  
jacket, snarling: Make…M y…Day… 
 
but rather the stone cold  
phlegm rattle in Mailman's  
esophagus—one fat bubble  
of an Adam's apple piston-pumping  
in a welter of gulps 
 
as he hands over my  
test results  
by certified parcel post, ruddy Mister  
Mailman standing there amidst porch top hoarfrost  
like a mortuary sentry with clipboard at crotch  
level—waiting for me  
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to sign, while right down  
the hall in my laundry nook 
an overloaded dryer humps  
and thumps, saying only: 
 
I TOLD YOU SO I TOLD YOU SO I 
TOLD YOU SO I TOLD YOU SO I TOLD 
YOU SO I TOLD YOU SO I TOLD YOU 
SO I TOLD... 
 
Oh, Red Rubber 
Dirge Ball, floating in whirlpool of minor thirds 
like a Limbo Banshee across the spider cracks 
and accents in my Fake Book, your devilish 
tri-tone chorus does take sweet wind 
from my sails, 
 
so I rest awhile, 
dreaming 
 
of a brand new sand box—just ripe for the banging 
of beach pails and sea shells by pewter mallets lined  
with silver—and all around ring the effervescent sounds  
of playground kiddie squall and ice cream truck ditties, 
the standard gamut of calliope bells and whistles for  
different drummers of every stripe—suckers and sticklers  
lost on onomatopoeia soap bubbles and monocle milkweed  
 
spores zippered wide open on a warm summer 
day, and what 
 
would you say if I, 
say, conjured a lemon sun to wash it all 
down?—to smash these lousy thunderheads 
as metastasized blastocytes into harmless 
particle gas…yes, 
 
that’s right, if you 
want me to 
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I'll surely dream a diva 
who can flat shatter glass…now, 
 
listen! 
—and she just 
might. 
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Jacks with Creeley  
 
 
A sweaty lanyard strap  
held his eye patch fast. "For you, a handicap,"  
Bob laughed, tossing ten Flintstones Chewables  
on the tarmac; then four full vitamin bottles spilled  
from his knapsack like perfectly cylindrical knobs  
of stallion spoor. "Supplements," said Creeley, “sup-  
lements,” and with the ball in the air he deftly popped  
two—a purple Dino, and Barney all Robin’s Egg blue.  
 
When it was my turn  
to roll, I ended up with only one Wilma  
in my rhino plastic nostril hole, and the ball  
was as a sliver of Lava soap in a tub  
full of dun suds. Creeley's one eye, watering  
with mirth, winked at me; then all of a sudden  
he was ripping off two, three, 
four, five,  
six pills at a clip, vitamins were vibrating 
on the tips of his lips like veritable Neal 
Cassaday Jumping Beans… … .. . .. 
 
"OK, I GIVE! - I GIVE! - I GIVE! - I G I V E !" I  
said, picking up a shell-speckled Betty Rubble, desperately licking  
her little will-o'-the-wisp head, which flared candy apple red. 
 
"You just weren't ready for me," said Creeley. "I doubt  
you ever will be!" Then he spit out all those pills  
like hurricane hailstones on the Bering Sea.  
 
"Maybe," I said reverently, "but you are still the sickest  
hipster who ever sucked Centrum Silver from a bleach cap!" 
 
"Aye, boy," replied Bob, yanking off 
that redundant black patch, "A Y E." 
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The Flip Side Of Palmistry  
 
 
Sometimes 
in the early afternoon, 
I stare and stare and 
stare, at my own 
unnatural manicure 
 
—holding it quite still there, face-front 
in a reflective clench, loose enough 
 
like to blow on, or even 
softly buff, and what I see 
scares me 
a little—as if to say 
I mean, who's to say, really, 
who I really am? 
—and perfectly capable 
of anything, 
like Kreskin or Jesus or Jeffrey 
Dahmer, so strange the sensation, 
especially that right index finger  
with Band Aid recently removed,  
seeming to beckon and accuse, simultaneously,  
all that prune-flesh, tinged purple and lumpy  
asymmetrical in the nail bed, it's no part of me  
 
I tell you—like when I let the nails grow a little  
unnaturally long, little slivers of dirt like heliotrope  
shadows for the cuticles, my very own digits un-  
recognizable!—as so many enumerated past lives:  
 
Conquistador,  
Indian Chief, or gigolo gaffer who ran the Bar  
Code curtains backstage on Tonight Show, his facial  
pores buzzing with Benzedrine.  
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Anyway, it’s something to chew on—in this pristine early  
Spring afternoon—scent of sage, cherry blossoms and lilac  
on the wing, déjà vu limning the crisp April air that fairly  
stings with every breath, and that  
wet left thumbnail 
ripped to the quick. 
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Tim Keppel 
Interview 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tim Keppel teaches literature at the Universidad del Valle in Cali, 
Colombia. His short story “Pilgrimage” is featured in this issue.  
 

INTERVIEWER 
Blake Vandermere is quite a memorable (and extremely well-

developed) character, and it's clear that there is more to him than 
just his surface characteristics (at least that is the conclusion that 
Lee reaches at the end of the story). At times Blake comes across 
as being lovable and other times as being a bit revolting. What 
was the inspiration behind him? What are your personal feelings 
about Blake?  

  
KEPPEL 

For me, characterization is probably the most important 
aspect of fiction. To make characters interesting, it’s important 
that they have contradictions and a psychological complexity. Lee 
has agreed to let Blake join him and Julieta on their vacation 
because other than Lee, Blake was the closest person to Lee’s 
cousin Sonny when he died. Lee feels that this gives them a bond 
and that spending some time together might help both of them 
deal with their grief. (In fact, in some ways Lee would like for 
Blake to be a replacement for Sonny—at least temporarily.) But 
the more time Lee spends with Blake, the more he becomes 
aware of certain unsavory aspects to him, until he begins to 
question whether Blake’s friendship with Sonny, instead of 
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comforting Sonny as he neared his death, may have contributed 
to it. Or is he mistaken? 

  
INTERVIEWER 

Was much of Pilgrimage drawn from your own life 
experiences?  

  
KEPPEL 

I’m not a big fan of fantastic fiction, although I appreciate the 
work of some of the masters. I prefer “realistic” fiction. That 
doesn’t mean that the events need to have actually occurred,  just 
that they seem to have actually occurred. I like to feel that I’m 
reading about the lives of real people—their conflicts, their 
emotions and their decisions—which makes me reflect on my 
own conflicts, emotions, and decisions. As Raymond Carver said, 
“A good book reads you.” 

This story is one of my most personal. After the death of my 
cousin, I could think about little else for a number of months. So 
when I sat down to write every day I would take notes on how I 
felt and things I remembered, partly as a kind of therapy. I ended 
up with many more pages than finally appear in this story and 
began to whittle them down. The Blake character provided a 
needed counterbalance to the raw emotions of grief I was feeling, 
introducing an element of dark humor and intrigue. 

  
INTERVIEWER 

A big part of writing fiction is (usually) writing dialogue. 
Some writers seem to avoid writing dialogue by using short lines 
or fragments. You, on the other hand, don't seem to be afraid of 
using some long lines (or several lines) of dialogue. How do you 
tackle dialogue? How do you think of dialogue in terms of 
moving a story? 

  
KEPPEL 

I tend to think of stories in terms of scenes, where characters 
interact, generally using dialogue. Characters reveal themselves by 
the way they relate with others, by the words and the tone they 
use. In addition to character revelation, dialogue is also good for 
conveying and sustaining tension, such as when characters are 
unable to, or choose not to, say what they really mean or feel. 
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INTERVIEWER 

Based on what I've read of your stories, I'm guessing you are 
originally from America, or at least have lived there in the past. 
How did you end up in Colombia? How does teaching literature 
in a non-English speaking country differ from teaching in 
America (I'm assuming that you teach English literature, but 
perhaps that is a bad assumption)?  

  
KEPPEL 

I grew up in North Carolina, lived in different states, and 
came here to live permanently in 1995. Though I had traveled in 
Latin America and loved the culture, I knew nothing about 
Colombia. I was living in Philadelphia when, purely by accident, I 
saw an ad for a teaching job. I came here, liked it, and decided to 
stay. Except for an occasional course in Spanish, I teach English-
language literature to language students who are in their last 
semesters at the university and have a good command of English. 
So in many ways I teach them as I would teach native speakers, 
with some modifications. 

  
INTERVIEWER 

What are your writing habits? Do you have a routine? Do you 
stick primarily to short fiction? What future plans do you have 
for your stories? You've had one collection (Earthquake Watch) 
published; are you working on anything else? 

  
KEPPEL 

I prefer writing stories, but when I managed to get an agent 
for my story collection, he strongly suggested that I write a novel 
to package with the collection in order to market it more 
successfully. I don’t know why most readers prefer novels, but 
sales figures seem to indicate that they do. So now I am writing a 
novel. (Almost finished; knock on wood.) 

My routine is a four-hour block of time every day. Right now, 
that comes in the afternoon, but it wouldn’t have to; just a block 
of time when you can shut out everything else and try to enter 
into that semi-trance state where what’s happening on the page is 
more real and more important than your everyday existence. 
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INTERVIEWER 
What is currently on your reading list? 
  

KEPPEL 
I recently read The Brief Wonderous Life of Oscar Wao by Junot 

Diaz, Embers by Sandor Marai, Intimacy by Hanif Kureishi, and 
Rencor by Oscar Collazos. I also try to read anything I can get my 
hands on by Mary Gaitskill, Denis Johnson, James Salter, and 
Alice Munro. 
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Pilgrimage 
by Tim Keppel 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I wasn’t sure why I invited Blake Vandermere down to visit. Or 
rather, why I allowed him to invite himself. Julieta and I barely 
even knew the guy, having met him only once through my cousin 
Sonny on a trip to Philadelphia. Plus, nobody came to visit us in 
Colombia. The ones who had the money were too afraid and the 
ones who wanted to come had no money. Blake was the 
exception. He had the money and he prided himself on being 
fearless.  

I wrote back saying we’d planned a trip over New Year’s to 
San Marcos Island; he was welcome to come along. Why did I do 
it? Maybe because in the eight years I’d been down here, teaching 
at an under-funded public university, the only person who’d 
come to visit me was my cousin Sonny. In fact, it was Sonny who 
was supposed to be visiting us that Christmas, not Blake.  

Only Sonny was dead.  
I was still on shaky ground. I couldn’t think of the future or 

remember the past, or listen to Miles Davis because all those 
things reminded me of Sonny. But I figured that maybe Blake 
was going through the same thing. He and I were the two people 
closest to Sonny at the end.  

“Invite him,” Julieta said. “Maybe it’ll do you good.”  
 

* * * 
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Walking along the shore that morning in the balmy, salty 
breeze, I saw him lumbering toward me: a big bear of a man with 
long, blond hair, a sandy beard, and reflector sunglasses. He wore 
a tank top, which exposed his thick shoulders and arms, one 
displaying a lurid tattoo of a sneering red devil. A smaller, more 
discrete tattoo of an astrological moon on his calf provided 
counterbalance.  

Thrusting out his chest, Blake postured and strutted for two 
island girls in tiny tangas who had stopped to watch.  

“I’m glad you came,” I said.  
“I’m glad I could grace you with my presence.” Blake 

grinned, showing his strong and confident though crooked and 
discolored teeth. He was one of these guys who disguises his 
arrogance behind the pretense that it’s all a joke. But somehow 
you were charmed in spite of yourself, flattered that he’d go to 
the trouble of performing for you.  

“Hey!” he said with a sweep of his arm, grandstanding for the 
girls. “Is this all the welcome I get? Where’s Julieta?”  

I explained that the air-conditioning had gone out at our 
bargain hotel, doing wonders for her insomnia. Then I asked 
about his accommodations. He had told us to book him at the 
best hotel on the island, the five-star Isleña, built by the French. 
They gave him an oceanfront suite with a Jacuzzi and, 
fortunately, a king-sized bed. Anything less and he’d have to sleep 
at an angle, and would feel off-kilter all the next day. Back in his 
Philly penthouse, he had a California King, the largest bed made.  

At a coffee shop on the beach, Blake settled for Colombian. 
At home he drank Yemeni, eight bucks a cup. The sky was 
luminous and the ocean, as advertised, was seven shades of blue. 
Some weather-beaten fishing boats had been pulled up in the 
sand under the coconut palms, and several bare-chested islanders 
were chatting in Spanish and Creole.  

Blake waved to the girls as they strolled on their way and tried 
to break the ice with that age-old fraternal language of babes. He 
said he’d brought a condom and a Viagra for each day of the trip. 
He needed the Viagra to offset the Zoloft he took for depression, 
the painkillers for chest pain, and all his “non-prescription 
drugs.” He rolled his neck as if doing calisthenics and grabbed at 
his chest. “Stress,” he said.  

Too bad he could only be here for two days, Blake went on. 
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He was right in the middle of two high-stakes cases, both suits 
against other lawyers, his favorite kind, and a no-no in the 
profession, earning him the label of piranha among his peers.  

“I hate lawyers,” Blake said, gulping his coffee as if needing it. 
“And they hate me, because I’m so much smarter than they are. 
I’m famous among the stenographers because they can barely 
keep up, and they’re trained to type two hundred words a minute. 
They’re amazed that I never speak from notes, and all my 
sentences come out perfectly structured. When we have to read a 
document at sidebar, I finish long before all the other lawyers and 
the judge. And I retain everything.  

“You should come see me,” Blake went on, amped up, 
finishing his second double espresso. “I put on a show. Six-four 
in my cowboy boots. I have twelve pairs, made from sharkskin, 
rattlesnake, even iguana. My suits cost more than all the other 
lawyers’ suits combined. I’m usually up by myself against a team 
of corporate attorneys, but that works to my benefit with the jury. 
It creates quite an effect.” He ran his fingers back through his 
hair in a way that would have looked womanish if his hands 
weren’t as thick as a bricklayer’s. “I seduce the jury. That’s what 
it’s all about. Why don’t you and Julieta come watch me perform? 
Sonny did.”  

It was like a sudden blow.  
Sure, I should have been prepared for this moment. Wasn’t 

that the point of the trip? But instead it knocked the wind out of 
me. Maybe I’d been hoping it could all happen without words.  

Blake tilted his neck from side to side, talking fast. “Tell me 
about the funeral.” But before I could answer, he continued, 
“Actually, I did get your message in time to make the service. But 
I just wasn’t up to it.” He watched the fishermen slide their skiff 
into the waves. “Later, I tried to get some people together to 
drive up to Jersey and visit the gravesite. But it never happened. 
So I had to make this trip. As a sort of pilgrimage.”  

I saw my reflection in Blake’s mirrored shades. “I’ve been 
feeling like shit,” I said.  

“You have,” Blake said. “When Sonny found out he was 
getting evicted, he wanted to come stay with me. He was too 
proud to say it directly but I knew that’s what he meant.”  

It hurt to say the words: “Something similar happened to 
me.”  
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Blake shook his head. “Damned fool had to go and off 
himself.”  

 
* * * 

 
At the swimming pool of the Isleña, with live reggae music 

and waiters ferrying trays of cocktails, Blake drew a lot of 
attention. A nerdy kid in goggles fixated on his tattoo and asked 
if he was a Hell’s Angel. Blake laughed.  

Julieta stretched out on a chaise lounge in her yellow tanga. 
Blake peered up from the water’s surface, alligator-like, enjoying 
the view. “But don’t you think tan lines are sexy?”  

“I prefer to be all the same color,” Julieta said.  
“Then you should sunbathe naked,” Blake countered.  
And I was obliged to translate this. Julieta’s English was only 

so-so and Blake’s Spanish consisted of a few schoolbook 
formalities and some mispronounced expletives.  

Blake plunged underwater, stayed down for an ostentatious 
interval, and rose up noisily right at the feet of Julieta, smoothing 
back his baby-fine locks. He held out his arms. “Come on in.”  

Julieta’s dark eyes brimmed with cleverness. “I’m fine right 
here.”  

“I won’t bite.”  
Julieta looked un-persuaded, though her lips suppressed a 

smile.  
Blake inhaled exuberantly. “I’m glad I came down here. All 

this natural beauty is good for the soul. Hey, Lee, I thought you 
said Colombia was full of women like Julieta. Where the hell are 
they?”  

Julieta brightened, she glowed. She’d grown up in a poor 
family, one of nine kids. She thrived on attention, she deserved it.  

“I’m not a very good swimmer,” she said.  
“That’s okay,” Blake replied. “I’ll teach you.”  
Julieta padded over on the balls of her naked feet. As she 

started down the ladder, Blake stretched out his arms. In the 
brilliant sunlight his garish tattoo glistened.  

“Frankly, it repulses me,” Julieta told me later, “and so does 
his big belly, but at the same time they’re part of his charm.”  

 
* * * 
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“My friend Blake is anxious to meet you,” Sonny had told me 
when we went up to visit him the year before, a snowy New 
Year’s Eve. He’d shown Blake a picture of Julieta, and Blake had 
gone wild over it.  

“Watch out for Blake,” Sonny told me. “Don’t leave Julieta 
alone with him for a second.”  

“Don’t worry,” I said imperturbably. “Julieta can handle 
herself.” Julieta and I had been together less than a year, and 
Sonny knew it.  

“He’ll do it, man!” Sonny warned. Blake had stolen a woman 
from him once during a game of pool. She was Sonny’s new 
flame after a long cold spell; things were just heating up. Before 
they’d finished the game, Blake was leading her out to his 
Mercedes.  

As Sonny predicted, Blake swooped right in on Julieta, 
inviting her to tour his swanky law offices, Vandermere and 
Associates, in the company of her translator, of course. There he 
waltzed Julieta from room to room, introducing her to everyone: 
“This is Julieta, my girlfriend from Colombia.”  

“And who’s the guy?” people asked.  
“That’s her ex-boyfriend.”  
 

* * * 
 
Now, on Blake’s balcony at the Isleña, showered and fresh, I 

watched him roll a joint. The orange sun was sliding into the 
ocean and the sea breeze smelled of shellfish and smoke. Julieta, 
visible through the sliding glass door, lay asleep on Blake’s 
imperial bed.  

“This place is great,” Blake said. “Just like Sonny described it. 
We used to talk about it all the time. I always thought I would 
come down here with him.”  

It happened again. Like a blow to the ribs. I wasn’t sure I was 
going to be able to handle this. Maybe this pilgrimage hadn’t been 
such a good idea.  

Blake toked and passed the saliva-slick joint, and I shared his 
spit as I so often had Sonny's, who initiated me to the sport, as he 
had initiated me to so many things: women, big cities, travel, 
gambling, jazz. I felt immediately looser and sharper-eyed, though 
somewhat edgier. I noticed once again how Blake, with his 
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smoke-coarsened voice, his Philly accent, and his dry, ironic 
laugh, bore an uncanny resemblance to Sonny. Maybe more so 
now, like the son who more closely resembles his father after the 
old man is gone.  

“So,” I said, trying to make conversation, “if you don’t hang 
out with other lawyers, who do you hang out with?”  

“Well, since I lost Sonny…”  
Over the last few months, I had developed various strategies 

for dealing with memories of Sonny. Strategies of evasion, 
rationalization, and downright lying to myself. Trying to ward off 
the if-only’s. Mounting elaborate defenses to counter my own 
accusations, acting as both the prosecution and the defense.  

“Where’s your head at?” Sonny always asked me. He was the 
only person who ever asked me that and the only one I would 
tell. Over the years, before I could get serious with a woman, I 
always had to present her to Sonny for approval. And he always 
approved. Sometimes I wished he hadn’t. On the way to my 
second wedding, as we sped along in a taxi wearing newly-rented 
tuxes, I turned to him and asked: “Am I making a big mistake?” 
Sonny didn’t say yes. He didn’t say no. He said, “Why do you 
ask?” Of course, he was right.  

Sonny and I were the only ones from our family who didn’t 
follow the script, the ones who left, the ones not chosen to 
receive the family heirlooms, especially after Sonny sold a pewter 
bowl that had belonged to my grandmother. Yet for a long time I 
suspected that in a strange way the rest of the family secretly 
approved of us, lived through us, counted on us to do the things 
they would never do.  

A bunch of romantic bullshit, I know.  
Since he lost Sonny, Blake was saying, he still hung out with 

this guy Otto who, along with Sonny and Blake, had formed a 
kind of mid-life crisis coffee klatch, each man in retirement from 
wives and kids and domestic semi-respectability. Trying to return 
to a simpler time when buddies were the raft that kept one afloat, 
getting high to Pink Floyd, talking about women and death. Otto 
was a construction worker who had suffered brain damage from 
inhaling lead paint. Blake had taken his case and won him a 
million dollars, then graciously conceded to help him spend it. 
Thanks to his injury, Otto commanded a somewhat higher 
standing with Blake than Sonny did, especially when it came time 
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to pay the tab. (Blake always seemed to have “cash flow 
problems.”)  

Of course it pained me to hear all this about Sonny, having 
always seen him in a much grander light.  

My first clear memory of Sonny was from a car trip my family 
made from Virginia up to Sonny’s family’s beach cottage in New 
Jersey. I was a little punk around twelve, still speaking in a thinly 
disguised falsetto, while Sonny, four years older, was in full 
testosterone and adrenaline combustion: girls, cars, rock and roll. 
My first impression was that this red-headed, cigarette-smoking, 
“jeez”-spouting Yankee (I thought he was saying “cheese”) was 
too exotic to share my blood. I’ll never forget his absolute 
fearlessness as he wove on the slalom ski in and out of the 
concrete bridge supports, heading straight for them, then cutting 
at the last second, his girlfriend, bikinied and sexy-voiced, 
screaming with fear and delight. I remember how I burned with 
humiliation when I was unable to get up on the slalom, and had 
to settle for the embarrassing “zip sled.”  

I was shocked and thrilled when Sonny invited me to go for a 
ride up the coast. “Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of him,” he 
told my skeptical parents as we hopped in the Boston Whaler 
with Sonny’s girl (who I was in love with, as I would be with all 
of Sonny’s girls). “I want to show you something,” Sonny kept 
saying, as we sped along the shore, so far down the coast that we 
had to change tanks. It was getting late. Finally Sonny cried, 
“There it is!” On the beach a group of people were sunbathing or 
talking in groups, and all of them were naked. “A nudist beach!” 
Sonny announced. Then he tossed out the ski rope, jumped in 
the water, and asked me to pull him up. I had never driven a boat 
before. Sonny gave the word, and I shoved the throttle. Sonny 
popped right up and veered close to the shore, laughing and 
waving, his trunks, pulled down to his knees, flapping in the 
wind. The nudists clapped and cheered.  

Blake stroked back the hair on both sides of his head, 
carefully spacing his fingers like comb teeth and wiggling them to 
give a layered effect. Through the glass, on Blake’s vast bed, 
Julieta’s mocha skin stood out against her yellow tanga and—oh, 
shit!—was that a sliver of exposed nipple? At least from my 
vantage point, the rim of it was visible. Had Blake seen it? 
Apparently not. Or maybe he was being sly.  



37 

“So,” Blake said, “What’s the story? Are you and Julieta 
married?”  

I explained once again about how “free union” worked in this 
country, how it was virtually the equivalent of marriage, and how 
I’d recently made a will leaving everything in Julieta’s name.  

“Wills are easily changed,” Blake remarked.  
Then he started telling me about his “lady-friend,” Megan. 

Thirty-five when he met her, tall and blond, an endocrinologist, 
married, with a couple of kids. Blake had contacted her originally 
to serve as a medical expert in a case. Fifty minutes he had her in 
the chair. The vibes were electric. She told him afterwards that 
she “got so wet she could have mopped the floor with her 
panties.” They started meeting for lunch, followed by four-hour 
sessions on Blake’s California King. Sessions he described with a 
manual writer’s vocabulary and an adolescent’s zeal. Four years 
later things were just as hot. Only Megan wouldn’t leave her 
husband. “Her husband doesn’t satisfy her, Lee!” Blake said. 
“And I do! Why doesn’t she leave him?” What really scalded him 
was that he only got to see her once a week. Weekends, holidays, 
he was “sitting in his penthouse jerking off.” “I don’t handle 
holidays very well,” he said.  

Blake had told her several times that if she didn’t end her 
marriage, he was gone. Once he split with her for a month, but 
he went crawling back. This time would be different. “I’m going 
to San Marcos,” he told her, “and we’ll see what happens.” He 
made sure she saw the condoms.  

I asked myself again why Blake had come down here. To be 
with someone who understood how he felt? Someone who might 
help fill the void left by Sonny? And was I looking for the same?  

Just how good a friend had Blake been for Sonny? I 
wondered. “Blake is a very generous guy,” Sonny once told me, 
“with himself, that is. Everything for Sir Blake.” But on another 
occasion he said: “Blake checks on me regularly. He worries 
about me a lot.” This was after Sonny got out of treatment, 
which he’d had high hopes for but which turned out to be a bust. 
“It’s always a risk,” he’d told me going in, “that I could come out 
worse instead of better.” Which wasn’t that surprising to me, 
considering that all he did for three months was sit around with a 
bunch of other post traumatic stress patients reliving their own 
private journeys through hell.  
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Another time I asked Sonny, “How’s Blake?”  
“Fuck Blake,” he said.  
Yet later, near the end, after everything had gone to shit, after 

Sonny had lost his job and his wife and most shockingly, his will, 
he wrote me this: “I’m finally crawling out of that funk I was in. 
Some good things are happening. I’m getting close to Blake 
again…”  

They were smoking crack, is what they were doing.  
And then this: “If something happens to me, I’m telling you 

now: it was Blake.” The message was rambling, slightly 
incoherent. “I want you to know this since you’re in another 
country.” Then: “I fucked up. I stole some pot from him. He’s 
told me over and over that if I ever did that he’d kill me.”  

What happened was that Blake had given Sonny money to 
buy pot from the pizza guy downstairs. Sonny bought a lesser 
grade and pocketed the difference. Somehow Blake found out, or 
so Sonny suspected. A few days later, Sonny ordered a pizza. “I 
wasn’t thinking,” he wrote. “I was so hungry I ate the whole 
thing, even though it smelled funny. Now I’m feeling really 
strange…didn’t mean to lay all this on you, man.”  

Luckily, I didn’t check my e-mail that night. And by the next 
day, a new message had arrived: “Well, it’s morning and I’m still 
here…”  

Now, stroking back his hair, Blake told me about the last time 
he saw Sonny. (I realized now that Blake was the last one to see 
him.) Over coffee one morning at the end of August, Sonny’s 
eviction drawing near, he announced that he was moving on. He 
was sick of Philadelphia. He mentioned a V.A. acquaintance in 
Virginia, an Internet chick in Florida. He “seemed okay.” Blake 
had to go out of town for several days, and when he got back, no 
Sonny. Where was Sonny? Why didn’t he answer his calls or e-
mail? Blake waited but heard nothing…until the message he 
received from me, sent from Sonny’s ex-wife’s house in New 
Jersey, saying they’d found Sonny on the floor of his apartment, 
where he’d been lying for three weeks, his air conditioner rattling 
and his computer screen aglow.  

I excused myself to go to the bathroom. Passing Julieta, 
curled up on that enormous bed, I bent down and straightened 
her top. She gave a questioning moan.  

When I sat back down with a Cuba Libre, Blake (who 
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surprisingly didn’t drink; for him, only drugs) commenced to tell 
me his whole life story, the tragic tale of an Iowa farm boy raised 
by a tyrannical, sadistic mother and a brow-beaten, alcoholic 
father, both well-respected members of the community. Blake’s 
mother, it seemed, waged a constant war on the boy, calling him 
Dumbo even though he had a genius I.Q., whipping him with a 
belt in a below-zero woodshed, leaving him locked up there for 
hours, and one time slashing his fingers to the bone with a 
carving knife when he reached once too often for the 
butterscotch pudding. Blake responded by wiping his ass with his 
mother’s toothbrush, putting iron filings in her underwear, 
torturing animals, selling drugs, fucking his teachers, breaking 
into houses, and setting fires, all the while hoping to get caught 
so he could place the blame on her. He had decided to become a 
lawyer.  

His chance finally came when he was caught skipping school 
and called before the principal with his parents. “How is your 
home life?” the principal asked. Blake couldn’t speak. When he 
tried, he broke down. But then he collected himself and coldly 
explained everything.  

Blake used his honesty like a sling blade. I wondered again 
why he was telling me all this. A monologue and I was the 
audience. A confession and I was the priest. A therapy session 
and I was the shrink. A trial and I was the judge. Or maybe he 
was he just trying to catch me up to speed, up to where Sonny 
had been, in terms of understanding him, being his friend.  

“I tell this to the judges down at the courthouse,” Blake said. 
“They also know I smoke pot and go to Amsterdam every chance 
I get. I want them to know there’s a history behind me, a reason 
I’m the way I am.”  

In the end Blake’s parents were not prosecuted—his father 
was the head of the local school board—but Blake was sent to a 
foster home. A series of them, where he continued his high jinks. 
He was headed for jail until the judge learned that he’d scored off 
the charts on his college boards and had won a Merit scholarship. 
Blake deferred the grant for a year and took off hitchhiking.  

“Best thing I ever did. Everything that’s made me a good 
lawyer I learned that year. Mainly, how to size people up, know 
what they want you to say. I’ll tell you a little trick I use with 
juries. When I feel there’s a juror I haven’t yet won over, I come 
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to court the next day wearing the same style of clothes he wears. I 
keep doing it until he cracks.” Blake winked.  

I sipped my Cuba Libre.  
At the University of Washington, Blake became the star 

student. His senior year, he married his dream girl, a doctor’s 
daughter. He took her with him to law school at Penn and after 
that a skyrocketing career and two beautiful, smart kids.  

Blake rotated his neck and grabbed at his chest. “I’m all wired 
because I skipped my Zoloft today. Just in case I run into one of 
those babes from the beach.” He smiled.  

I asked how long he’d been taking the Zoloft. Since his wife 
left him, he said, after which he tried to kill himself.  

Then he delivered the roaring tale of traveling to Iceland with 
an elaborate suicide plan. (This right after he got the sneering red 
devil tattooed on his arm.) It was all very dramatic. He flew into 
Reykjavik, rented a car, and drove across the country to the 
Skaftafell National Park, high in the mountains. That’s where he 
was going to do it. He wasn’t even wearing a jacket, only short 
sleeves, which prompted some curious looks. He thought about 
buying a gun, but decided to throw himself off a cliff instead. 
Meanwhile he was making cell phone calls to his estranged wife 
to keep her posted on his progress. He called the number of the 
house they’d shared all those years, their matrimonial love nest, 
where she was now shacked up with her new beau, banging him 
in Blake’s old bed. The guy was fifteen years younger than she, an 
architect, and “very gentle.” For two days Blake’s “suicidal urge 
turned homicidal,” and he placed a few calls to the architect as 
well. But by the time he got to the top of the mountain he’d 
abandoned his plan.  

Though he had reconsidered it since.  
“Have you ever thought about suicide, Lee?” Blake asked.  
“No, not me. I’m afraid of death.”  
“Being afraid of death doesn’t mean you won’t kill yourself.”  
 

* * * 
 
When I opened my eyes the next morning, Julieta was 

standing at the mirror applying bright red lipstick. She had on 
platform heels, short red shorts, and an ombligera (as they call 
them because they expose the naval).  
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“Good morning,” said her reflection. The lipstick accentuated 
her full lips. “Blake called a while ago. He’s been up since five. 
Can you believe it?”  

Yes, I could.  
Julieta leaned close to the mirror, pursing her lips. “He 

invited me to go shopping. I thought, My poor baby had to 
entertain him last night, so it’s only fair that I take my turn.”  

I rolled over, searching for a more comfortable position.  
“Besides, I know how you feel about shopping. You’re fine 

for a half-hour and then you go ballistic. Right, mi amor?”  
She came over to give me a kiss, but remembered her lipstick 

and smacked the empty air. “Actually, I feel kind of sorry for 
him.”  

“For Blake?”  
“Well, the guy must be pretty lonely to come here and spend 

New Year’s with people he barely knows.”  
Julieta put on her sunglasses and a big Cuban sun hat. She 

looked fantastic. “We’ll be back after lunch. Okay, mi amor?”  
The door clicked shut. The scent of her perfume hung in the 

air.  
Sunglassed and sandaled, I wandered down to the beach. I 

ordered some coffee and opened a Bogotá newspaper. The ocean 
was blue and smooth and infinite. What a relief to be alone, I told 
myself, waiting to see if I would believe it.  

 
* * * 

 
New Year’s Eve the year before, Julieta and I awoke to six 

inches of snow and a call from Sonny to our motel in Virginia 
telling us it might be better if we didn’t come up.  

“I just called Amtrak,” I said. “The trains are running.”  
It wasn’t the weather, Sonny said. He just wasn’t really up for 

visitors.  
Sonny hadn’t been responding to my messages. Long periods 

of silence—always a bad sign.  
“Why not?” I asked.  
He said his apartment was a wreck.  
“What the fuck does that matter? You think I give a damn?” 

This was the way we talked to each other. Profanity was our 
language of affection.  
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He’d had a bicycle accident, Sonny said, and chipped off his 
front teeth.  

“That’s okay, man.” I swallowed hard. “Fuck that. If we don’t 
see you now it’ll be at least another year.”  

Sonny laughed. A laugh like giving in, like someone who 
hasn’t laughed in a long time. “I guess I’ll have to start cleaning 
up.”  

From the approaching train, the city wore a blanket of white. 
Julieta couldn’t stop looking out the window. It was her first time 
seeing snow. And riding in a train. Sonny’s cramped walk-up 
stood a few blocks from Independence Hall, near Jewelers’ Row, 
in an old, crumbling low-rise. An occasional horse-drawn carriage 
creaked by carting tourists, the driver wearing a three-cornered 
hat.  

Sonny greeted us with a hug. People in my family weren’t big 
huggers but Sonny was the exception. “The place looks good,” I 
said. It looked like shit: grimy windows, stained walls, mold 
flourishing in the tub. Sonny had always been so tidy.  

Then I noticed the huge burned place in the sofa and the 
antique mirror, one of Sonny’s treasures he’d brought from San 
Francisco, cracked and sitting out on the landing with stacks of 
newspapers and trash.  

“I’ve been cleaning up ever since we talked,” Sonny said in a 
self-consciously tight-lipped but upbeat way, really making an 
effort.  

On the wall hung a photograph of Sonny and me fishing in 
the Pacific, Sonny in his many-zippered fishing vest, looking like 
a hotshot angler. White sand, a luscious blue sky. We were 
smiling drunkenly. We thought we’d found paradise.  

My original plan, which had sustained me through four years 
of monkish university studies, was to take off with Sonny and get 
my real education. A trip across the country—even around the 
world—that might take years, or the rest of our lives. Everything 
was set. But then just before I graduated, Sonny met the love of 
his life. Sonny was always falling head first—meet one day, talk 
all night, breakfast at a diner, inseparable thereafter. I went up to 
Jersey for a while in the midst of their steamy affair, waiting to 
see if it would burn itself out. Our trip had to be postponed.  

Several years later, I made it across the country with my 
girlfriend Molly. We zigzagged all over—up to Canada, down to 
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the Alamo and then to L.A. by way of San Francisco, where 
Sonny and his lover were living. We stayed in their flat with a 
beautiful view of the bay. When Molly and I reached L.A., where 
I was starting grad school, she had to fly back to school in 
Virginia. I rented a room in Tustin—just the name sounded 
inhospitable—right beside a deafening freeway, a mattress and 
four bare walls. I tried to read but couldn’t concentrate. One full 
month before classes began. Thirty-one days. I knew no one. I 
missed Molly miserably. Flying back home was out, since I had 
no money and no desire to admit defeat, having made myself out 
as to be fearless traveler. So I called Sonny. I tried to sound 
casual, but he read right through me. “Hey, fuckhead,” he said, 
“get your ass up here.” I’ve never felt such gratitude in my life.  

“Sorry I couldn’t get any reefer,” Sonny said in his chilly 
Philadelphia apartment. “Here, take one of these.” He opened his 
fist and let something drop into mine—a large yellow pill. What 
was it, one of his prescriptions? Did he want me to share what he 
was feeling? I had never taken a pill for recreational purposes. 
But there are only a handful of people you can trust with your 
life.  

That afternoon was great. Everything was slow and easy. We 
walked down to South Street in the swirling snow. “Damn, Lee!” 
Sonny clapped me on the shoulder. “She is soooo fine. You did 
it, brother.” In the park, Sonny took pictures of Julieta’s first 
snowball, her first tiny snow-creature. It was nice to see them 
together, to see Sonny in better spirits. I encouraged Julieta to be 
affectionate with him, to not put the brakes on her natural Latina 
warmth. When we passed my favorite bookshop, I told them to 
go ahead and I’d catch up. I found them later window-shopping, 
hand in hand. Sonny was wearing a bittersweet smile.  

 
* * * 

 
This trait of trying to be the perfect host seemed to run in 

our family. Our grandparents used to organize elaborate field 
days, complete with scavenger hunts, ring toss, butterfly catching, 
you name it. How else could I explain my decision, after eating a 
red snapper bigger than my plate, complete with fried plantains 
and avocado salad, to go off looking for snorkeling equipment? I 
had only snorkeled once in my life, and that time without 
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flippers, but Blake had brought all his fancy gear so I felt a hostly 
obligation. In a strange way, I felt I owed it to Sonny. After all 
those years he’d been hyping this place, I didn’t want to make a 
liar out of him. Plus, snorkeling without a guide was just the kind 
of adventure that Sonny would have loved. I tracked down the 
Rastaman who’d sold us the pot, and who doubled as a diving 
equipment supplier. I left him a deposit and returned to the hotel. 
By three o’clock, Blake and Julieta still weren’t back. I sat on the 
balcony and drank an Aguila. Julieta’s bra hung from the door.  

 
* * * 

 
The year before, in Blake’s penthouse, with its commanding 

view of the Delaware River Bridge—the bridge Otto was painting 
when he inhaled the lead—Julieta and I, along with Blake, Sonny, 
and Otto, watched the fireworks to bring in the new year. Otto, 
reserved and watchful, loyal as a Labrador, sat silently observing 
while Blake devoted his full attention to Julieta. Somehow they 
managed to communicate without requiring my services. 
Meanwhile, Sonny slipped me another pill. He seemed distant but 
I assumed it was the drugs and his compulsive picture-taking. 
One minute he was right there and the next he was crouching 
over in the corner positioning the camera with his big freckled 
hands.  

When it came to photography, Sonny was erratic but 
sometimes brilliant. He won the camera in a poker game and had 
been addicted ever since. Some of his pictures looked as if they’d 
been taken from a moving car on a bumpy road, but the good 
ones could make your jaw drop. He had a way of catching people 
in a completely intimate, naked way. Showing them, somehow, as 
truer than they looked in person.  

I remembered Sonny’s teaching me to jump the wake. What 
you had to do, I learned, was veer to one side as far as possible, 
leaning hard until the rope was singing and popping, and the 
water shooting up in a fine, hard spray. Then, with the wind 
whistling in your ears, you had to cut as hard as you could, and 
make a straight line for the other side, hitting the wake with 
optimum speed, springing high into the air, and landing with 
every inch of your ski on the other side. The trick was keeping 
that line perfectly straight. Only the most fearless could do it. 
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Most people—including myself—would ease up, make the 
straight line an arc, thus reducing the velocity, and the peril, and 
the prize. But Sonny would keep that line as straight as a rod, 
giving up body and soul in the name of maximum lift.  

The rest of us were playing with house money and Sonny was 
playing for keeps.  

 
* * * 

 
It was close to four when Blake and Julieta got back with 

their shopping bags. They looked windblown but cheerful.  
“We saw Oscar Córdoba,” Julieta said.  
“Big deal!” Blake said. “Right, Lee? What’s so great about a 

soccer player? What about me? I make seven dollars a minute.”  
I noticed that Julieta was wearing a new necklace, new 

earrings. She was carrying a copy of The Kama Sutra, which 
Blake had bought for her.  

“Only two hours of daylight left for snorkeling,” I said.  
 

* * * 
 
“Too bad I have to leave tomorrow,” Blake said as we wove 

our way toward the point, following the Rastaman’s instructions. 
“I’d like to come back soon. Do you think we could go out into 
the campo where the war is?”  

I gave him a quizzical look.  
“Of course we’d take guns,” he said.  
I laughed.  
“I’m serious. We’ll take guns and if they shoot at us, we’ll 

shoot back.”  
Now we were entering an undeveloped area, thick with 

mangrove and vines. Not a soul around, not a building or road in 
sight. Our legs got scratched and bitten.  

Finally we reached a long pedestrian bridge, which stretched 
over to another, smaller island. At the far end, where several 
boats were moored, two young guys were painting the railing. 
When we asked about the snorkeling, they made admiring 
comments about Blake’s shades and tattoo. The sunglasses cost 
$250, Blake informed them, quickly establishing the fact that he 
was an attorney at law. The painters were impressed. They 
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couldn’t get over this blond, tattooed giant. The place the 
Rastaman had mentioned was another twenty-minute walk, they 
said, but we could go in right there by the bridge. It’s getting 
dark, Blake said. Let’s do it.  

A waist-high railing with crisscrossing slats made it difficult to 
get in the water. Blake showed me how to fall backward with the 
flippers on. Immediately I was surrounded by sea grass and my 
mask began to leak, despite the ointment Blake had given me to 
create a seal. In the slightly cloudy water you could make out the 
understructure of the bridge, with its barnacled pilings and mossy 
cables and long, sharp spikes. Occasionally a rainbow-colored 
fish would glide past, but I was beginning to feel this wasn’t the 
best place to snorkel.  

I looked for Blake but couldn’t find him. I thought he might 
be on the other side of the bridge, but I didn’t know how to get 
there. When I headed in that direction, a thunderous roar 
churned the water, blades missing me by inches. I back-peddled 
to the bridge and held on tightly, winded and shaken.  

I remembered that day ten years before when Sonny and I 
went fishing off the Jersey shore in a rented johnboat. We were 
too far out, the shoreline so distant you had to squint to see it. 
Suddenly the sky darkened and the ocean began to curl. We took 
off for land; I was driving. All at once a huge swell tossed us into 
the air. Before we could cry out, we were under water. I surfaced 
and, seeing my cap and paddle nearby, tried to grab them. Then I 
heard Sonny shouting, “Swim, Lee, Swim!” That’s when I saw 
that the boat had drifted fifteen yards and was still going. Neither 
of us was wearing his life jacket. “Swim, Lee!” Sonny cried. I 
noticed something strange in his voice, and saw him splashing 
like someone who couldn’t swim.  

I dug for the boat, my leaden jeans and sneakers adding new 
meaning to the word “crawl.” The boat wasn’t getting any closer. 
A large swell lifted me up and dropped me into a trough; Sonny 
vanished from view. My arms were exhausted. I can’t make it, I 
thought. It was like a revelation. I felt a thrill such as one feels at 
the end of a book when one sees how the story will end. But it 
didn’t last long.  

I gathered my forces for one final push. If I don’t make it this 
time, we’re done. Then I slapped and splashed until, with my last 
burst of strength, I lunged for the boat and slung my arm up over 
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the bow.  
In the car on the way back to Philadelphia, the windshield 

wipers thumping, Sonny was mute. A ribbon of mucus descended 
from his nose. He made no effort to wipe it off.  

“You saved my life,” he said blankly.  
“…the fuck you talking about, man? I was driving! If you had 

drowned I could never have forgiven myself.”  
Now, grabbing the impenetrable railing, I tried to drag myself 

out. I made several cracks at it and managed to get my chest 
above the surface but there was nowhere to plant my knee. It 
suddenly dawned on me why they had crisscrossed the railing like 
that: to prevent people from doing exactly what we’d just done 
and risking getting spiked, propellered, or seaweeded to death. I 
gave one mighty pull and was almost up when one of the painters 
came along to offer a hand.  

Bushed and waterlogged, having lost all sense of time, I 
found Blake at the other end of the bridge, gripping the edge, 
smiling sarcastically. “How did you get out?” he asked. Seems he 
had been through a little drama of his own. Disgusted at not 
seeing any nice fish, he’d veered into an area so thick with sea 
grass that he couldn’t tell where he was going and he’d had to 
drag himself on his belly across the mud thirty yards, ruining his 
cherished New Orleans shirt and losing his $250 sunglasses. 
When I told him how I got out, he reached out his hand. But as 
soon as I started to pull, I knew it wouldn’t work. He slipped 
right through my grip. Waving away my feeble assistance, he 
made a Herculean effort to get out on his own, using a 
complicated maneuver involving some kind of underwater flip, 
which started out promising but ended up looking ungraceful and 
blubbery and out of control. A way Blake Vandermere did not 
like to look.  

“How do I get out of here?” he said, simulating calm. I 
looked up and down the bridge. The painters had disappeared. 
No one was in sight.  

“This is crazy they don’t have a way for you to get out of the 
goddamn water,” Blake said. Minutes passed. Darkness was 
falling fast. Finally the painters reappeared and managed to drag 
him out, like a harpooned whale.  

“I came here prepared to die,” Blake said as we trudged back 
to the hotel, our flippers heavy under our arms. “I figure if Sonny 
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could go to another country prepared to die, I can, too.”  
I said nothing because I had no idea what he meant.  
Blake’s face was red from exertion and his shirt was streaked 

with mud. He returned to the subject of guns. He’d really gotten 
into guns lately, he said. He went to practice ranges, gun shows, 
read all he could find on the Net. “Otto and I sometimes sit 
around and talk about killing people,” he added offhandedly.  

Again we were struggling through the thick mangrove, now in 
virtual darkness. The insects shrieked and stung. An occasional 
beer can or condom grew out of the weeds.  

“I’m not easily riled,” Blake said, “but I can go off.” He 
smacked a mosquito on his neck, checking his fingers for blood. 
“I used to lie awake every night and dream of killing my mother. 
It was the only way I could calm myself enough to sleep.”  

I tried to imagine what Blake had looked like as a boy, and 
couldn’t.  

“I’m capable of killing somebody,” Blake said.  
As it was my turn to speak, I asked if he ever had.  
“I’ve destroyed people in court who have died soon 

afterwards,” Blake said. “Their careers, their savings, their self-
respect all gone, they decide to cash in their chips.” He shrugged. 
“Hey, boys and girls, capitalism is a contact sport. Why do you 
think I’m taking Zoloft?” He grinned. “But I like to win.”  

I wondered how many times Sonny had heard this spiel.  
“That crazy Sonny got it into his head that I was going to kill 

him,” Blake said, bending back a thorny branch so I could pass, 
holding it poised to be released at any moment. “The guy was 
acting all weird so I told Otto to send him some e-mails. I 
thought he needed some human contact. Sonny was so paranoid 
he read all sorts of things into those messages. But they were as 
harmless as they could be. Besides, Otto had been warning me 
for months to stop seeing Sonny because he thought Sonny 
wanted to kill me.”  

 
* * * 

 
When I reached our hotel room, Julieta, fresh from her nap, 

was lying on the bed writing in her diary. Her legs were crossed at 
the ankles and she was wiggling her toes. She had started writing 
initially to record her erratic sleep habits, but had soon branched 
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into other topics such as her general well-being and level of 
happiness. Some clothes with the tags still on them were 
scattered about. “How was the snorkeling?” she asked.  

“Looks like he bought you the store.”  
Julieta smiled.  
“He doesn’t realize that you’ve been in this situation many 

times before. That you know how to handle yourself. No?”  
“Of course.”  
“He misinterprets your natural warmth.”  
“Sí.”  
“I bet he’s imagining all sorts of things.”  
“He’s trying to convince me to do a master’s in Philadelphia.”  
“Aha! And what else?”  
“He asked me to marry him.”  
“He asked you to marry him.”  
“He said he’d fly down one weekend and we’d get married.”  
“And what did you say?”  
“I said, ‘And what about Lee? I marry you and just go on 

living with Lee?’  
“Excellent question. What did he say?”  
“He said, ‘We’ll worry about that later.’”  
 

* * * 
 
That night Blake greeted Julieta with a hug. We ordered 

shrimp and crab legs from room service and ate out on his 
balcony in the breeze as the reggae band played below. Blake, 
freshly groomed, with every hair in place, wore a pink starched 
shirt. He wore a lot of pinks, he informed us. They set off his 
rosy cheeks and blue eyes. And he always wore a bold red tie the 
first and last days of a trial. “Red is for passion.” His suits were 
mostly blues and grays, usually with a tiny, barely-perceptible pin 
stripe and just the slightest sheen but not a shine. All his suits 
were hand-made and of the finest quality. He had recently heard 
of a suit that sold for $25,000. “Imagine that,” Blake said, 
reflecting for a moment. “I want one.”  

Julieta lay stretched out like a cat in the lounge chair, looking 
on.  

“That’s America,” Blake said. “I told Julieta that with her 
looks she could do very well—as a model, an actress, whatever 
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she wanted.”  
Julieta laughed politely but not without pleasure.  
“Just listen to that laugh,” Blake said. “It’s impossible for a 

man to feel down in the presence of a laugh like that.” He smiled 
at Julieta and waited for her to smile back.  

“Julieta has a lot of admirers,” I said. “Don’t you, Julieta? 
There’s Alfredo, deputy mayor at thirty-three, a respected 
attorney. Hey, maybe you’d like to meet him, Blake.”  

“I don’t want to meet him.”  
“And then there’s Fabian, an actor, a dancer, a real Don Juan. 

Who do they say he looks like, Julieta?”  
“Enrique Iglesias,” Julieta said.  
“Brag, brag!” Blake protested.  
When I stood up to fill my glass, Blake stood as well. We 

were eye to eye.  
“Hey,” I said, “when I'm wearing shoes and you aren't, we’re 

exactly the same height.”  
Blake sharpened his gaze. “I can still kick your ass.”  
I laughed.  
Julieta stood abruptly and went to the other room. There was 

an explosion of canned laughter before she turned down the 
volume.  

Blake took out his papers and started rolling a joint. I was 
looking out at the dark, rippled ocean, thinking how Sonny could 
have come down and stayed with us, and everything would have 
turned out differently. He loved the place; he was the only one 
who understood why I was here. He could stay with us until he 
found his own place nearby. His disability checks, which always 
came up short in Philadelphia, would be ample down here. There 
was an Internet cafe around the corner that served good espresso 
and had tables outside. The owner was jovial and liked to practice 
his English. We could help Sonny get set up, introduce him to 
some women…  

Blake held out the well-licked joint. “Sonny was really out of 
it, man, at the end. Seizures, accidents…”  

“The bicycle accident.”  
“That wasn’t a bicycle accident. He walked out of a bar shit-

faced and bumped into the wrong guys. They had him down on 
the ground, pounding his face into the sidewalk.” Blake dragged 
deeply off the doobie. “He was close to psychotic near the end. 
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When I took him to the hospital he kept saying, ‘Please, Blake, 
don’t let them cut off my balls.’”  

From the distance a channel marker clanged. The running 
lights of a frigate drifted past.  

“That preacher at the funeral really pissed me off,” I said. 
“Going on and on about what a cross Sonny’s mother had to 
bear, about how Sonny had been unable to resist temptation and 
stay on the right course. God, those church people burn my ass!” 
The anger in my voice felt good. “You know what Sonny’s ex-
brother-in-law said? Somebody commented on what a nice 
service it was, and he said, ‘Better than he deserved.’”  

“Asshole,” Blake said.  
“But you know what Sonny’s ex told me? She said that, not 

counting her, there were at least three other women at the funeral 
who Sonny had slept with.”  

“Really?” Blake said, clearly impressed. He rolled his neck and 
pounded his chest twice, pausing after each thump to see if it did 
any good. “Was that damn Aurora there?”  

I nodded.  
“God, she was the worst thing that ever happened to Sonny. 

A real nut case. Threw all her money away on this medium who 
told her things like, ‘Drive to such-and-such a cemetery and leave 
two hundred dollars on a certain grave. And you have to drive 
there naked. Or just give me the money and I’ll do it for you.’ She 
was the one who got Sonny started on that metaphysical chat 
room. Sonny used to fuck her on the floor of his shop, behind 
the counter. He had a little exercise mat he kept back there.  

“Then he found out she’d been two-timing him all along and 
had moved in with the other guy, some art dealer. That really tore 
him up. I’d never seen him so low. But after a while she started 
seeing Sonny again, cheating on the other guy. She wanted both, 
and she needed both because Sonny didn’t have a dime. At the 
end she was taking money from the other guy and giving it to 
Sonny. He’d have her over to his apartment like once a week. ‘To 
get his plumbing taken care of,’ he said, but I knew he loved her. 
Damn bitch broke his heart.”  

Blake wet his lips. “I was the first one in Sonny’s coffee shop 
every single morning. For years, I was there to help him open up. 
I knew that shop was going to fail. I told him from the beginning 
it was a bad location. We spent a lot of time together. A lot of 
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time. We’d both just received our walking papers. Neither of us 
had anyone else.”  

Blake popped a knuckle. “I used to get him so fucked up, 
man. We’d laugh till we were rolling on the floor.”  

From below, by the lighted, empty pool, someone shouted. I 
was staring off at the ocean, the breeze in my face, missing Sonny 
as one might miss a lover.  

“I remember the last time Sonny visited us,” I said. “One 
morning at sun-up I found him out on the patio. You know how 
he always got up at the crack of dawn. Mornings were his best 
time—the birds singing, the light just right. He was sitting there 
on a bench, staring at the tropical garden, with this little smile on 
his face, looking content.”  

Blake was silent. Then he sniffed. I looked quickly at his eyes, 
which were red and watery-looking. At first I thought…but no, it 
was the pot.  

 
* * * 

 
The next morning at the airport, towering in his cowboy 

boots, wearing a powder blue shirt that concealed his tattoo, 
Blake shook my hand. Then he leaned over and wrapped his long 
arms around Julieta, tilting his head tenderly against hers. He held 
her like that for a five count, swaying a little. Then he turned and 
walked slowly toward his plane, his back hunched slightly and his 
flippers thrown over his shoulder.  

The great Blake Vandermere, the seven-dollar-a-minute man.  
The emissary who escorted Sonny to his leave.  
Julieta and I left on a flight at noon. She kept looking out the 

window, back toward San Marcos. A spot of green fringed with 
white in the vast turquoise sea. Julieta spent most of the trip 
staring out the window, or writing in her diary. When I took her 
hand she returned my grasp, but I sensed something distant in 
her. Not distant from me in particular, just distant, in the way any 
person is distant from anyone else.  

As for Blake, I realized with a strange sadness that we would 
never be friends. Friends are hard to come by. That’s why I 
believed, in spite of everything, that Blake cared about Sonny a 
lot more than he let on.  
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The Wrath of God 

by Rosanne Griffeth 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mary Margaret's grandmother, Moselle, stood in the middle of 
Chucky Cheese's and said, "I'm so excited about the second 
coming, I can hardly stand it!"  

Moselle's hand flew into the air, and her eyes rolled back in 
her head as she said, "Hanana, jojubu, Ha-ta-ta-ta-ta!"  

Mary Margaret froze where she sat, her slice of pizza lying on 
her bottom lip, dry and doughy like communion host. She cut her 
eyes to her friends from Sacred Heart Day School, all of them 
staring at her grandma like she was a bug or something. Mary 
Margaret’s stomach lurched when Moselle began her hoppy 
dance. Her iron gray hair spilled over the collar of her striped 
housedress and hairpins clattered to the floor like broken glass.  

A friend giggled, nervous tension overcoming fascination at 
unfamiliar religious fervor. Mary Margaret had known it was a 
bad idea bringing Moselle to her birthday party.  

The spirit consumed her grandma in a variety of embarrassing 
places. But always, her grandfather stepped in. He calmed 
Moselle and brought her back from the spiritual reaches only she 
flew through.  

That day, at Chucky Cheese's, he stopped her, just as she 
grabbed Chucky himself, in his rat outfit.  

"Rat Man! Have you accepted Jesus Christ as your personal 
savior? Are you prepared to flee the Wrath of God?" 

Mary Margaret remembered her tears and the relief when 
Grandpa John gently escorted Moselle to the dark blue Chevy 
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Impala they drove.  
"Well," her mother had said, "Momma certainly was filled 

with the spirit."  
 

* * * 
 
It was too late to save the party. They sat in their school 

uniforms, ate their pizza and sang "Happy Birthday" but it wasn't 
the same. Mary Margaret knew her schoolmates talked about her 
crazy grandma behind her back after that.  

Moselle never allowed Mary Margaret to call her "Grandma," 
or "Mamaw" or any of the other endearments other 
grandchildren called a grandmother. Moselle wanted to be called 
"Moselle." Said it was her Christian name. Mary Margaret 
accepted it, though the confused looks on her friend's faces hurt 
her. Just another thing setting her apart, different and strange.  

Jealousy surged when she attended sleepovers at houses 
where the statue of the Virgin did not have to be hidden when 
grandmother visited. Where her father did not excuse himself 
from the table—defiantly punching the sign of the cross into his 
chest. Where arguments did not arise over who could recite the 
"red" parts of the bible the fastest. Where the news was not 
shrouded in meaning of "The End Times." Where the Wrath of 
God was not a constant companion to every meal and bedtime 
story.  

Five years after the Chucky Cheese debacle, Mary Margaret 
walked with Moselle to the family cemetery to bury Grandpa 
John. Moselle insisted on wearing white that day. Said she wore 
white when God gave him to her and she was going to wear 
white to give him back.  

Moselle's head bowed, the picture of deportment throughout 
the viewing and the funeral. Mary Margaret expected the spirit to 
fill her grandmother at any minute—to throw herself in the grave 
like some Ganges widow, begging to be set aflame on the pyre of 
her beloved. But Moselle, so large in life, so full of spirit, was 
reserved and dry-eyed.  

The next morning, during a breakfast of Catholic French 
toast casserole and Pentecostal ham biscuits, brought by the 
church ladies, Mary Margaret heard the singing from the carport. 
Moselle crouched on a plastic milk crate in her nightgown next to 
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the blue Impala with a gallon of Dutchboy latex paint. Mary 
Margaret ran out in her bare feet.  

"Moselle, what are you doing?"  
Moselle wielded a fat paintbrush singing "Somebody 

Touched Me." She was painting "Prepare to Flee the Wrath of 
God" on the side of the Impala. She had gotten as far as "the 
Wrath," but was running out of room.  

"The End Time is nigh, Mary Margaret. It is nigh. We must 
flee the wrath of God. Your Grandfather has raptured and we 
have been left behind." Moselle's chin quivered and her voice 
cracked. A fat tear mixed with a smear of latex paint on her 
cheek.  

"I—," Moselle said, "I have been left behind. He left me 
behind."  

Mary Margaret dropped to her knees next to Moselle, took 
the paintbrush from her and finished painting "of God" on the 
side of the Impala. 
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The Chihuahua Cure 

by Rosanne Griffeth 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Chihuahua was already old when her daughters gave it to 
her. Pearl knew why they got it. The Chihuahua Cure was a heap 
of nonsense as far as she was concerned; if anything, the dog 
would make her asthma worse.  

It came from the animal shelter, seizing and shivering, with 
eyes almost bigger than its head. Eyes that followed Pearl like it 
couldn't stuff the whole picture of her in its tiny skull. Her 
daughter put steps next to Pearl's bed so the bitty thing could 
climb up on the bed with her.  

Pearl thought it looked like a rat.  
She came home from her chest doctor, after a day of tests, 

breathing through a tube until her chest hurt, to find her 
daughters in her parlor with it.  

"What the hell is that? I don't allow no dogs in my house."  
"Oh, Mommy, it's for your asthma."  
The dog quaked, its eyes rolling around a bit. It sounded like 

it was choking to death, struggling for air.  
"It's already taking your asthma. Lookit!" the daughter said.  
Pearl felt her chest constrict and wheezed along with the dog. 

The dog panted louder, its eyes, tiny upended teacups, bugged at 
Pearl.  

Pearl's daughter picked the dog up and deposited it in her 
lap.   

"Works better if it's closer."  
Pearl gasped, sucking air from her oxygen canula, hands 
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gripping the armrests of her wheelchair, as if she could push the 
air in and out of her lungs that way. The Chihuahua scrabbled its 
tiny mouse paws on Pearl's chest, gulping and convulsing along 
with her.  

Both she and the dog stopped at the same time and Pearl saw 
her daughters were quite pleased with themselves.  

"Worked real good, didn't it?" one said.  
The dog snuggled closer to Pearl and licked a spot of gravy 

from her blouse front. Its pink worm of a tongue touched its 
nose; it looked at Pearl and blinked once.  

"Get this thing off of me."  
An uneasy alliance developed between Pearl and the 

Chihuahua. Pearl refused to name it, or so she told the daughters, 
but she called it "Rat" when it was just the two of them. Rat 
continued to look at her with teacup eyes and went into fits on a 
regular basis. Pearl cooked Rat boiled chicken and fed it when no 
one looked. Rat used the dog steps the daughters left to climb on 
the bed with Pearl, but waited until she fell asleep. Pearl knew Rat 
slept on the bed, but Rat snuck off like a one-night stand in the 
early hours of the morning. Rat sat at his dinner dish waiting for 
his boiled chicken in the kitchen when she rolled in for her 
coffee.  

The daughters stopped by to drop off groceries and Rat 
saved particularly violent convulsions for those times.  

One said as Rat jerked and coughed, "That Chihuahua Cure 
sure seems to work good."  

"You girls need to take that thing and get it out of here. I 
don't have time for it."  

Rat ended his spasm by throwing up a pool of yellow mucus 
and bile on the daughter's shoe.  

"Ewwww."  
Pearl feigned a wheeze to hide a snort of laughter.  
The daughters closed the door behind them, and Pearl heard 

their cars start up. She wheeled her chair toward the kitchen, her 
breath whistling through her windpipe like a broken harmonica. 
Rat waddled behind her, watching her back with teacup eyes. 
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Sinners 

by Rosanne Griffeth 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

They crept up on dirty, bare feet—cutting glances in her 
direction—shy, they were, like small, feral creatures in the snow. 
Sometimes they brought gifts—bull frog tadpoles in jars, deer 
skulls and other bones, trout just caught, ducks just shot or 
animal skins.  

She examined each offering with equal interest and care, 
never favoring little Cain over little Abel. It was this quality of 
hers that drew the boys to her.  

Rawboned and rough of skin, with big spotted hands and few 
teeth, she lived back in the woods by herself with a few scraggly 
goats, cats and hound dogs. She tied her overalls around the waist 
with a rope and was barefoot more often than not, arthritic toes 
sprouting yellowed nails, covered in coal dust.  

Andy brought her a rabbit that day coming through the path 
with a March hare dangling from one hand and his .22 over his 
shoulder.  

Root Woman tucked a dip of snuff under her bottom lip and 
accepted Andy’s offering.  

“Don’t you want to take this home to your Ma to cook up?”  
The rabbit’s perfect eyes looked bright and glassy, like they 

might just blink to life. Andy scuffed the toe of his new hunting 
boot in the hard packed clay. “Nah, my Mom wouldn’t know 
what to do with it.”  

“Do you know what to do with it?” She spat a stream of 
tobacco juice off the porch and pulled a buck knife from her 
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pocket.  
Andy’s eyes grew a bit wide and he said, “Uh, no—I guess 

not. It’s the first one I ever shot.”  
He only said this because he was alone that day. A few of his 

buddies with him and he would have been all bravado and big 
talk.  

Root Woman took the rabbit, turned it over on its back and 
pricked a pinch of the soft belly fur with her knife.  

“See, you have to be careful not to cut into the belly,” she 
said.  

Andy watched as she widened the tear until it went all the 
way around the rabbit to the back.  

“Then you pull h’its skin off like a glove.” She did this and 
cut off one of the feet to give him. “Here’s a paw for good luck.”  

He accepted the grisly offering, watching as she took him 
through dressing the rabbit, pointing out the heart, the liver and 
bile ducts, the intestines and stomach. The ripe smell of fresh 
entrails filled the air, mixing with the earth smell of Root Woman.  

She finished by putting the carcass in some water. A few of 
her barn cats came up to deal with the haslets.  

“So, I guess I can expect you to come by for supper 
tomorrow to eat some of this rabbit?” she said.  

Andy felt a bit sick. “Uh, no—you can have it.”  
Root Woman said, “Well, that won’t do at all. It’s a sin to kill 

something you ain’t going to eat.”  
A big barn cat trotted up and dropped a mouse at Root 

Woman’s feet. They both looked at it.  
“See,” she said, “That cat ain’t gonna eat that mouse. Just 

brought it to be nice and all. But I tell you what, that cat’s a 
sinner.” 
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Lilly of the Holler 

by Rosanne Griffeth 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A red-tail hawk had marked her. The claw-shaped birthmark on 
her neck, under her earlobe, flushed when she got mad. Truth be 
told, redheaded Lilly was a live wire. The mark showed red more 
often than not.  

Some liked to tell the tale of her great grandmother who was 
found in a hawk’s nest and raised by the Finney family up on Sol 
Messer Mountain. Some said the mark came from there. And 
some said her mother saw a hawk take a hen out of the yard not 
three feet from her when she was carrying.  

They laughed about the time Creed Jasper took a bet he could 
steal a kiss from Lilly. Creed ate a June bug for five cents once on 
a dare, not being the brightest of boys. He never could resist a 
bet.  

Creed sidled up to Lilly after church one Sunday but before 
he could peck her on the cheek, Lilly reared back like a wild horse 
and punched him in the nose. He lay in the dust bleeding and 
whimpering, “It weren’t nothin’! Tweren’t nothin’!”  

Lilly stood with her hands on her hips—scorn on her face. 
She stomped off, green eyes flashing and birthmark flaming.  

Everyone was surprised when Frank Toomey bought Lilly’s 
pie and her “walk” at the pie supper and she consented to marry 
him. It seemed like Frank would have chosen a less spirited 
woman and Lilly, a milder man. Handsome Frank Toomey was 
mean as a snake. The two of them went together like flame and 
kerosene.  
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Lilly left a trail of broken hearts when she married.  
Jed Smith clenched his fists the first time she walked into 

Timman’s store with a fresh bruise on her face. He didn’t say 
anything, though his heart hurt sorely.  

Lilly and Frank settled in a one-room cabin in a holler near 
Granny’s Branch. In winter, they cut and hauled firewood and in 
summer, they picked tomatoes and suckered tobacco at Mr. 
Fish’s farm. They never had enough to eat come wintertime.  

Frank turned out to be something of a “no-count," spending 
his days all drunked up at Peabody’s still, drinking ‘shine distilled 
out of radiator parts. Sometimes he didn’t come home, and when 
he did, he was drunk out of his mind.  

It rained hard that night. A storm blew up from The Gulf and 
the creek swelled into a muddy blood-colored rapid. Seething, 
white-capped water covered the footlog and all manner of 
nastiness rushed downstream.  

Lilly sewed, angrily punching her needle in the quilt block she 
worked on. She’d thrown the pone and cabbage soup she’d made 
for dinner to the coonhound. The hurricane lantern flickered, 
sparking her angry green eyes.  

Frank staggered in, soaking wet and reeking of corn likker. 
He narrowed his eyes at Lilly. She sat there sewing and said 
nothing.  

“Gawd Damn, woman! I’ve had enough of you!”  
Lilly surged to her feet.  
“Don’t you take the Lord’s name in vain in my house!”  
He backhanded her and she fell against the wood stove, 

burning her wrist on the hot metal.  
She cradled her arm and watched him—green eyes narrowed.  
Frank, stinking of likker and dirty creek water, staggered to 

the bed and fell across it. Lilly sat back in her chair and picked up 
her sewing.  

She waited for Frank to pass out before selecting an 
upholstery needle and some thread. It took her about forty-five 
minutes to sew the bed sheets into a shroud with Frank 
Toomey’s body firmly trapped inside. Then she picked up her 
sewing again.  

Frank roused, half-drunk and needing to pee, thinking the 
sheets were twisted. He struggled to free himself before realizing 
he’d been sewn into his own bed. When the first blow hit, he 



62 

screamed.  
Lilly beat Frank Toomey with a stout tobacco stick. Between 

blows, she’d ask, all soft-like, “Have you had enough of me, 
Frank? Tell me, have you had enough?”  

Toward the end, she raised her voice, saying, “Because, I tell 
you, I’ve had enough of you!”  

It took Frank 12 hours to get out of the bed sheets. When he 
did, Lilly was gone for good. She’d gone back to her Momma’s.  

Several weeks later, Jed Smith asked him, “You getting’ back 
together with Lilly?”  

Frank shuddered and said, “Truth be told, Jed…I’m afeared 
of her now.” 
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Emergency Landings 

by Elizabeth Ellen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Last time I picked up the kid I asked him when he’d last been to 
the doctor and he told me he had an appointment Tuesday and 
asked did I want to take him. I said, sure. I didn’t have anything 
else to do Tuesday. Even if I did, I would have changed my 
plans. He can’t miss an appointment. They only see him once 
every three months as it is, which isn’t nearly enough if you ask 
me. Of course, no one ever does; no one ever did. Not even 
when we were married. Everything was always so secretive, 
“patient confidentiality” bullshit. I didn’t hear a diagnosis for 
three years. But you can sort of figure this stuff out on your own, 
if you want. After the second hospitalization I bought one of 
those big, fat psychiatric encyclopedias, the kind that costs 
around sixty dollars and breaks your back. It told me pretty much 
all I needed to know. More.  

He told me nine thirty and it’s nine twenty-four. I’m always 
early. It bugs the shit out of me when people are late. I can’t 
stand waiting. But he’s ready. Probably been waiting by the door 
half an hour. He wants to get this shit over and done with. I 
know that’s what he’s thinking. He always thinks like this. He 
throws his backpack in first and plants his feet on either side. The 
backpack’s tattered and worn and the Question Reality pin I gave 
him years back, back when he was eighteen and I was twenty-five, 
is rusted and barely legible, but he’s still slinging it over his 
shoulder. I’ve never known him to go anywhere without it. He 
says he likes to be prepared. This is why he sleeps fully clothed. 
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Just in case. You never know when something might happen, he 
says. He wasn’t always like this. In the beginning we slept nude.  

Ready? I ask and he nods. I haven’t been alone in a car with 
him in a year and there’s an immediate feeling of weight about us, 
like we’re already at the bottom of a lake and I can’t remember 
how to swim. For a second I have to think about my breaths: in, 
out, in, out. I make a concerted effort to keep my mind from 
drifting backward. He buckles his seatbelt, sort of makes a 
production out of it. He’s scared of my driving. This is what he’s 
telling me. He gave up driving six months ago. He let his license 
expire after some cop ticketed him for failing to come to a 
complete stop. He called and asked if he could serve time rather 
than pay the ticket. I got a lot more time than I do money, he 
told the woman who answered the phone. But the woman who 
answered the phone didn’t see it that way. She told him: time 
doesn’t fix potholes, sir, money does. So he quit driving. Stuck a 
cardboard sign in the windshield of his Saturn and sat by his 
phone, waiting for it to ring.  

I’m about a week away from eating out of dumpsters, he tells 
me. He pulls a cigarette from his pocket and rolls down the 
window. I turn up the heat and consider my response. I think: He 
enjoys this. He enjoys making grandiose remarks and waiting for 
my reaction. Last week he told me when he was living at his 
sister’s, squatting in the unused room in the attic, he nearly hung 
himself. I exhaled dramatically when he told me; said his name in 
that drawn out way that means please don’t tell me shit like this 
anymore. I have to do this a lot with him. You don’t know what 
it was like, he said, eyes widened. Every day Jenna came home 
from work and bitched for an hour while Shawn watched T.V. 
and smoked a pack of Reds. I don’t know how he stood it, he 
said. I had the rope ready. I got out of there just in time.  

I haven’t yet responded to the dumpster comment and so he 
reiterates it. I’m one check away from being on the streets, he 
says, pressing his bottom lip to the top of the glass and exhaling 
into the cold. I play along. No you’re not, I say. I start to add that 
his sister would never let him live on the streets, that I’d never let 
him live on the streets, but he cuts me off before I’ve gotten 
started. I’m never going back there, he says. I’d rather eat out of 
dumpsters.  

But you don’t have to do either, I remind him.  
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He asks me if I’ve heard anything from the Y in the two and 
a half days since we last spoke. He tells me he’s been calling and 
leaving messages for the manager but no one ever calls him back. 
Stop calling, I say. It’s only been a month. It takes at least two or 
three to get in.  

He looks unconvinced. I tell him if we don’t hear anything 
for another two weeks, I’ll call. I don’t want him to screw this up. 
It’s a habit with him: screwing things up.  

He tells me he has to get out of this town. I can’t walk down 
the street without someone harassing me, he says. Either the cops 
stop me and ask me twenty questions or some teenager in a 
pickup calls me a faggot and throws a beer bottle at my head. I’m 
not kidding, he adds.  

I didn’t think you were, I say, and for once I actually mean it. 
For once I don’t attribute what he’s telling me to some sort of 
textbook paranoia. He’s right. This town is full of rednecks. In 
the city it won’t be like this. In the city he’ll be able to walk down 
the street without some asshole with a crew cut and a confederate 
flag chucking a Bud Lite his way.  

We merge onto the highway and out of the corner of my eye 
I see him bracing, holding onto the door handle with a death grip 
reminiscent of the one he had the night I stopped for a light and 
he jumped from the car. That was seven years ago. Before the 
hospitalizations, before we knew better. Now we know, and still 
nothing much has changed. He could still jump from the car at 
any moment. He could jump, and what the fuck would I do? 
Seven years and I haven’t learned a goddamn thing.  

Still on your meds, though, right? I ask, sounding like a 
pathetic, piece of shit counselor in a pathetic, piece of shit after-
school special, and I pinch the side of my left thigh until I stop 
hearing my piece of shit voice reverberating inside my head.  

Yeah, he says. I met up with this guy I used to wash dishes 
with at Big Boy the other day. He’s on the same shit as me and he 
told me he was going to quit taking it, that it’s not doing anything 
for him anymore. I told him that’s exactly what I said the last two 
times I ended up in the hospital.  

I look over at him but he’s staring straight ahead, anticipating 
another crash, one more emergency landing. This is the first time 
he’s acknowledged a connection between his medication and his 
breakdowns. He’s been on it three years, since our son’s fourth 
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birthday. I remember asking his sister to keep an eye on him at 
the party so I could light the candles and sing Happy Birthday 
without worrying that my husband was informing our guests of 
my plans to kill him. He’d sprung that one on me the night 
before. It’d be so much easier than a divorce, he’d said. I didn’t 
have an answer for that. I was in the middle of watching Friends. 
I just wanted to find out who Rachel was sleeping with. I was too 
tired to defend myself against the charges of premeditated 
murder.  

This is when I notice his hand. What’d you do to yourself, I 
ask. There’s a large open sore on his right index finger, a cross 
between a blister and a beached jellyfish.  

Paint thinner, he answers.  
Paint thinner, I repeat, but with my voice raised at the end.  
Yeah, he says, I had to use paint thinner to take off the 

nicotine stains. The ones you commented on last time I saw you.  
Shit, I think. Shit. I make a mental note: Be more fucking 

careful what you tell him.  
I study his hand and try to remember the last time I held it, 

but all I can think of are firsts. The first time I gave him a ride. 
The first time we fucked. The first time I met his sister. We’d 
been married only three weeks. Newlyweds. We sat squeezed 
next to one another on one cushion of his sister’s couch while 
she sat cross-legged on the floor rolling perfect, pen-sized joints 
and pretending not to notice me. They were ten months apart. 
The first five years of his life he spoke only through her. He 
wouldn’t even talk to their mother. And now he wouldn’t let go 
of my hand. I could understand her reservations.  

We pull into the parking lot and he tells me I can wait in the 
car. He tells me it won’t take long, that the doctor asks the same 
five questions every time and then refills his prescription. They 
always try to make me stay for a blood test but I skip out, he says. 
He pulls from his jacket a clear, flat box. Inside it is a row of 
colored jewels: garnets, opals, aquamarines. He carries them with 
him wherever he goes. Just in case.  

Here, watch these for me, he says and I nod. I place them in 
his vacated seat and my eyes trail behind as he walks toward the 
building. I watch as he takes a last drag off his cigarette before 
extinguishing it between his fingers and stuffing it back in his 
shirt pocket.  



67 

The last time we were here he made me hand over the car 
keys before he’d go in. Then that wasn’t good enough and I had 
to go with him. It was the only time I ever met his doctor. I sat 
quietly in the corner and listened as he spoke of barometric 
pressure and its effect on his patients. I always know when the 
barometric pressure changes, he said with a chuckle. There were 
numerous travel posters on his wall. I couldn’t help wondering 
how many of his patients would be going to Ireland or France 
anytime soon. It seemed an unfair distraction.  

This time I brought a book to read but I don’t open it. I sit 
instead and watch the people as they make their way in and out 
of the building. It’s a crummy building—a sort of sickly, yellowed 
stone—and none of them seem to be in any particular hurry to 
get either in or out. There’s a woman in a car next to me, 
smoking with all four windows rolled up. She has the blank 
expression of a suckling toddler: content, unaware. Her car is 
turned off but she’s staring straight ahead with one hand gripping 
the wheel, as though she hasn’t fully realized she’s here.  

A man walks by. He’s older, slumped shouldered. Fifty-five. 
Maybe sixty. His hair is grey and dirty and his eyes are roaming 
the ground; searching for cigarette butts, loose change, a pop can: 
something he can stick in his mouth or pant pocket or grocery 
bag. His lips are moving along with his eyes. He looks agitated, in 
direct contrast to the woman in the car. I’ve seen my husband 
with both expressions on his face. I’ve seen my husband on his 
knees before our T.V., the knife we used to slice our wedding 
cake at his wrist. I’ve seen him strapped to a bed, behind a locked 
door, standing naked before a doctor and nurse, having every 
mole and scar and bruise recorded: evidence.  

He returns just in time, before the images have a chance to 
sink in, to saturate my skin.  

They get you this time, I joke. You give them any of your 
blood?  

Hell, no, he laughs without disturbing the lines of his face. 
They’ll have to catch me next time. Let’s get out of here.  

He rolls down his window as I accelerate. He exhales slowly 
into the damp air and I reach for the heat.  

Neither of us says anything until we’re back on the freeway, 
headed back in the right direction, which is any direction away 
from here.  
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* * * 
 
It’s a thirty-minute drive from my place to his. I make two 

stops along the way. At a rest area ten miles down the road I sit 
in my car with my head between my legs longer than it’d take me 
to drive the rest of the way home. Fifteen minutes after that I pull 
off for cigarettes. It’s the first time I’ve had a smoke in nine years. 
I have two more before I find my exit. 

 
 



 

Brian Brown 
 
Fire in the Wiregrass 
Looking for the Boy Who Never Grew Up 
Paddling Toward Red Bluff 
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Looking for the Boy Who Never Grew Up  
 
 
Back home a light dusting of neglect  
covers cluttered end tables, their surrendering  
to tabloids nearly complete. Your cannon  
embraces stories of two-headed calves,  
Jesus trinkets, and alien porn stars  
with black holes for eyes.  
 
Every clock now tells different hours,  
the one in the spare bedroom blinking itself  
to extinction from the last  
lightning storm. That hot rush of fear has you  
by the balls, like the first time  
you rode in the back seat of a police car.  
 
Plants brought in frantically are dropping  
their leaves, weeping in winter exile.  
The peace lily you swiped  
from the lobby of the motel languishes.  
Even the aloe is nearly extinct,  
from all the burns lighting cigarettes high.  
 
Everyone is asking what happened.  
When I find you, I will summarily explain  
you’ve withered, willingly  
I suspect, under this smothering roof.  
Licked hard by the flames of hell,  
after tasting too long the sugar of heaven. 
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Fire in the Wiregrass  
 
 
In so many harsh fields  
this earth is finished, given freely  
to the dreams of ancestors  
who reassigned land  
to the survival of family.  
 
I’m reminded again,  
like my grandfather farmers,  
that the beauty of this place  
leaps from inside  
its deepest scars,  
 
leaves no time  
for memory to startle,  
pluck you from dreams  
in dusty fieldrows,  
floured in late goldenrod.  
 
When they set fire  
to these plantations of dirt,  
eulogies will deny  
all the old curses,  
like rarely sung hymns,  
 
the breath of all  
that should have been. 
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Paddling Toward Red Bluff  
 
 
Here among nineteenth century fields  
tumbling slightly toward the muddy  
chocolate milk of the Ocmulgee,  
the sun is a currency of malevolence.  
 
As the johnboat floats past  
the scaly old fish camp,  
we startle a bed of moccasins,  
then pray like hell for solid ground.  
 
Like a prayer said pulling a trigger.  
 
We try to pray away the sun  
with the bends of the river,  
louder than the osprey's confusion  
at high water.  
 
It won't matter how hard  
we drink today, we're already  
too drunk, too stoned to care  
about answers elusive as eels.  
 
But we keep looking.  
 
As if we'll find anything  
other than our own lives  
rotting like old tomatoes,  
slowly becoming cancer.  
 
The way children think of cancer  
so easily, with no rancor,  
no fear yet evident  
in their shrieking voices. 
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Mrs. Chatterjee’s Mangos 
by Monica Kilian 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

One evening in early spring, after her husband had fallen asleep 
in front of the television, Padma Chatterjee decided she wanted 
to grow mangos.  

She shook her husband’s shoulder. "Mr. Chatterjee,”—she 
liked to address him formally whenever she wanted his full 
attention—“there's something I need to tell you."  

Her husband grunted, fighting back a snore that threatened to 
claw him back into sleep.  

"I've decided to plant a mango tree,” she said.   
Horatio Chatterjee squeezed the sleep from his eyes. "What 

for?"  
"I miss having one in the garden, like I did at home. I know 

it’s difficult to grow mangos here in Colorado, but why not try? 
Then we can have mango chutney again.”  

Her husband wasn’t partial to mangos. They were either too 
soft or too hard, too sweet or too tart, and he hated the way their 
stringy flesh got stuck in his teeth. "What's wrong with peach 
chutney?"  

 His wife jutted out her chin. "I can’t stand peach chutney. 
I'm sick of peaches. They and their furry skin—it’s disgusting!" 
Her voice grew shriller with every word, until she was practically 
shouting at him.  

Mr. Chatterjee sat up in alarm. In their seven years of married 
life, his wife had never raised her voice to him. His parents, who 
had introduced them, had assured him that Padma was gentle and 
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educated, just the right wife for a successful man. And she was. 
When he brought her home after their wedding in India, she had 
looked around the spacious new American house he had built 
and declared with a smile she’d be very happy here. She was kind 
to him, and he believed she loved him, even though he hadn’t 
given her what she truly wanted: a child.  

The first time she miscarried had been stressful for him, but it 
was a shock for her. It had never entered her mind that bearing a 
child—such a natural, almost humdrum event the world over—
would be denied to her. “What have I done wrong?” she asked 
him over and over, after each loss, but all he could do was shrug 
helplessly. They consulted specialists, both western and oriental, 
but no one could find anything wrong with her or (he flushed 
with embarrassment when he recollected the indignities he had to 
go through) with him. She was finally reconciled to never having 
children—“as long as that’s all right with you,” she said. It was 
perfectly fine with him: their life was harmonious and predictable, 
blissfully free of the chaos that children inflicted on the kind of 
ordered existence he liked.  

The only thing that irritated him—not too much to cause 
trouble between them, but enough to make him feel the distance 
she kept—was her habit to address him by his last name. She said 
it was because she thought Horatio an absurd name, but he never 
lost the suspicion that she thought him somewhat ridiculous, with 
his penchant for peaches and apples, log fires and snow-capped 
mountains.  

But now, as he looked at her cheeks flushed from—of all 
things!—her sudden diatribe against peaches, he realized he 
didn’t know her as well as he thought. Never before had she 
complained about peaches. On the contrary, for as long as they 
were married she had been eating, cooking, and preserving 
peaches, without comment. But now he was shocked to find her 
eyes blazing with resentment.  

“Of course you can grow mangos,” he said, somewhat 
uncertainly.  

To his astonishment, she leapt to her feet and wrapped her 
arms around his head. "Thank you, Horatio! I'm glad you 
approve."  

Touched that she called him by his first name on her own 
accord, he cleared his throat. "Why shouldn't I approve? It's you 
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who's going to grow the things."  
Mrs. Chatterjee planted kisses on his forehead, on the tip of 

his nose, and on his lips. His pulled her onto his lap and 
embraced her tightly. "Padma," he murmured, feeling his arousal 
at the proximity to her body.  

She pulled away from him. "I have to prepare for the mango 
trees."  

"But it's almost midnight."  
"I’m sure there’s lots of information on the Internet," she 

said and disappeared into the kitchen, where she kept her 
computer.  

Mr. Chatterjee sighed and went back to watching television.  
The next day, Mrs. Chatterjee set off to the nursery. She went 

straight to the fruit tree section and scrutinized the tags, frowning 
when she couldn't find what she wanted. She asked the manager 
why he had no mango trees and was not satisfied when he told 
her that they didn't grow well in Denver. Besides, no one had 
every asked for a mango tree.  

"Well, I am asking for a mango tree," she said. "Will you get 
me one?"  

"It'll have to be special order," the manager said. "And I can't 
give you a guarantee, seeing as they don't grow here. You need to 
give them special care. Better get more than one, just in case."  

Mrs. Chatterjee ordered three mango trees, ready to fruit that 
very summer.  

But when the trees arrived, they were barely more than 
saplings. With their soft leaves and pliable branches, they were 
nothing like the sturdy mango tree that grew in her mother’s 
garden in Mumbai.  

Mrs. Chatterjee planted the trees at the back of the house, in 
a sheltered spot between her bedroom window and Mr. 
Chatterjee’s prized peach tree. She had spent an entire week 
weeding and aerating the earth, fortifying it with fertilizer and soil 
supplements. She was glad her husband had been at work all 
week, for he would have offered to help, and she would have had 
to refuse.  

Now anchored into their new home soil, the trees looked 
forlorn and fragile in the robust foliage of her garden. A light 
breeze came up and the leaves on the new trees shivered. For the 
first time since she decided to grow mangos, Mrs. Chatterjee 
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became concerned. What if this was a bad spot? What if the soil 
mixture was wrong, the sun too strong, the shade too dark? What 
if they wouldn’t survive, despite the care she had taken to get 
every detail just right? A familiar feeling of panic clenched her 
stomach. She hastily closed her eyes and practiced breathing 
slowly and deeply, just as they had taught her at the grief 
counseling session she had attended, after her first loss. After a 
few breaths she opened her eyes again, reached out to the trees 
and stroked their leaves with her fingertips.  

“You’ll be fine,” she murmured. “Nothing to worry about. I’ll 
take good care of you.” She stood in the path of the wind, just in 
case it grew strong enough to topple her charges.  

In the evening when he returned from work, her husband 
found her sitting on a stool next to the mango trees, sipping tea.  

“I was calling you,” he said. “Didn’t you hear?”  
She smiled and gestured to the trees. “Aren’t they beautiful?”  
He looked at them. “They’re still very small,” he said and 

walked back into the house to get a beer, which he drank while 
watching the news and waiting for his wife to call him to the 
dinner table as usual, just before the sports came on. But today he 
was able to watch the entire program, including the sports, the 
weather, and the lottery numbers, and she still hadn’t called him. 
He sniffed the air. No food smells, no noise from the kitchen.  

“Padma?” he called out. “Aren’t we having dinner?” He 
sighed and struggled out of the sofa to get another beer from the 
fridge. He wondered if she wanted to go to a restaurant tonight 
and went out to the garden to ask his wife what she had in mind.  

She was still sitting on the round stool, holding her teacup 
and staring at the saplings bathed in the deep orange of the 
setting sun.  

“You want to go out for something to eat?” he asked.  
She shook her head and glanced at the mango trees. “They 

have to go to sleep first.”  
“They’re trees. They don’t go to sleep.”  
She made no move to leave. Only when the moon had risen 

above the peach tree did she go inside.  
But her husband had fallen asleep in front of the television. 

Mrs. Chatterjee quietly collected the empty beer bottles and a 
half-eaten bag of potato chips, taking care not to wake him. She 
left the television on and went upstairs to the spare bedroom, 
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where she opened the window that overlooked the garden. A 
breeze greeted her face, and she immediately worried that the 
wind may have toppled the new trees. But they stood erect in the 
moonlight, just as she had left them. She smiled. It was a good 
beginning.  

She slipped into the narrow bed and pulled the cotton blanket 
over her shoulder. As she lay on her left side she allowed her eyes 
to travel to the dark corner of the room, where a crib stood. She 
rocked her shoulders back and forth until she fell asleep.  

Mrs. Chatterjee woke to the sound of humming birds. 
Sunlight pierced through the window, bathing her black sandals 
in light so blinding they appeared colorless. She rose and folded 
and straightened the blanket meticulously. Only then did she turn 
around and step up to the window, her heart pounding. To her 
relief, the mango trees were still standing.  

She smiled at the trees stretching their branches, their young 
leaves shivering in the morning breeze. When she closed her eyes, 
she could conjure up the scent of ripe mango in her mother’s 
garden, and that was how she wanted her own garden to smell.  

When she came downstairs, her husband was already sitting 
at the kitchen table, coffee cup in hand, reading yesterday’s mail. 
A bowl with a few corn flakes floating in a puddle of milk—the 
remnants of his breakfast—stood in the middle of the table. He 
looked up when she entered. “I made some coffee. Can I get you 
some?”  

“It’s okay, I’ll do it.” She took a mug from the cupboard, 
poured herself a cup of the strong coffee he favored for 
breakfast.  

“You didn’t come to our bed last night,” he said. “I was 
going to wake you, but you were sleeping so well, I didn’t want to 
disturb you.”  

She pulled out a chair. “It was tiring planting the trees, but it’s 
worth it. I looked out this morning, and they’re doing well.” She 
smiled at her husband. "I need to put some more fertilizer around 
the trees.”  

"Would you like me to give you a hand?"  
"No, thank you," Mrs. Chatterjee said.  
The trees required more work and thought than Mrs. 

Chatterjee had anticipated. First, the sprinkler hose became 
blocked. She unclogged the tiny holes by sticking a pin through 
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them, one by one. The next day, more holes were blocked, and 
she took to them once more with her pin. A week later 
something—a dog?—chewed through the hose. She decided to 
use a regular garden hose and water the trees by hand every 
morning, just before sunrise. She didn’t grumble; on the contrary, 
she was happy to do whatever was required to help the trees 
thrive.  

One morning, she noticed that the soil around the mango 
trees had become brittle. She added new soil and took extra care 
with the watering. Her husband, tired of spending his evenings 
alone in front of the television, kept offering to help, but she 
refused, saying he needed his rest after a hard day at the office.  

Three weeks later, one of the trees started to shed its leaves. 
Mrs. Chatterjee watched in disbelief as the leaves turned pale 
yellow, then brown as if they had been scorched. Her hand 
caressed the slender tree trunk. “What am I doing wrong? Tell 
me, what else do you need?”  

She devoured gardening books, scoured the Internet for 
information. The mango trees received liberal applications of 
sheep, cow, and horse manure, and the soil around their roots 
crawled with the earthworms she introduced for aeration. But 
despite Mrs. Chatterjee’s care, the tree continued losing its leaves, 
and its once pliable branches became unyielding and snapped 
when she tried to bend them.  

She even asked the nursery manager to come to her garden to 
have a look. He simply shrugged when he examined the stricken 
tree. “No idea what’s going on,” he said. “I warned you mango 
trees don’t do well around here. Might as well take it out. It’s not 
going to recover.”  

But Mrs. Chatterjee didn’t lose hope until the very last leaf 
dropped off, and the tree stood lifeless, its branches lancing the 
air like dried quills.  

“Would you like me to dig it out for you?” her husband 
offered.  

She shook her head. “It’s my fault it died. I’ll do it.” When 
she had patched up the hole left by the dead tree, she paid extra 
attention to the two remaining trees, watering them carefully and 
shooing away bugs that wanted to settle on their leaves.  

 
* * *  
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Early one morning, just before spring turned to summer, Mr. 
Chatterjee was roused by his wife shouting from outside.  

“I can’t believe it!” Her voice rose up to him in a series of 
lamentations that soon turned into shrieks of outrage.  

He catapulted from his bed and rushed to the window. In the 
garden below, his wife was shaking one of the trees by its trunk.  

“Why are you doing this to me? You bastard! You stupid, 
horrible shit tree!”  

Still in his pajamas, Mr. Chatterjee raced into the garden. 
“Padma, please!” His eyes were round with shock at his wife’s 
invectives. 

She turned to him, tears flooding from wide-open eyes, 
looking as stricken as she had half a year ago, after her last trip to 
emergency. Mr. Chatterjee still felt ashamed that he had felt 
mostly relief that it was over, again. He loved his wife, and he 
hated how pregnancy kept making her ill with worry and, 
inevitably, sorrow.  

"I'm sorry, Padma." Mr. Chatterjee's throat constricted when 
his wife averted her face when he reached her. She let go of the 
sick tree and turned to go inside, pushing away his outstretched 
hand.  

From that day on, Mrs. Chatterjee ignored the remaining 
mango tree and hardly ever went into the garden. She started 
cooking dinners again, serving peach chutney with every meal. 
When the last mango tree started to droop, Mrs. Chatterjee didn't 
rush to it with water and fertilizer, didn’t implore or shout. She 
merely let her gaze drift over it as if it were just another weed.  

But her husband couldn't stand seeing the tree decline. In the 
evenings after work he watered the soil and checked for pests. 
The tree grew steadily, and soon white blossoms appeared: 
mangos in the making. The fruit grew, and when the small 
mangos started to blush and attract birds, Mr. Chatterjee enclosed 
the entire tree in wire mesh.  

If Mrs. Chatterjee noticed the flourishing tree with its 
budding fruit, she didn’t mention it.  

Four months later, just before breakfast, her husband plucked 
the first ripe mango off its branch and brought it to her.  

“Isn’t it beautiful? And to think you wanted to let the tree 
die." He placed the fruit on the kitchen counter. "This first one is 
all for you—I know how much you like mangos.”  
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She let her glance slide off the mango, giving it no more 
attention than if it were a pesky fruit fly.  

He leaned over to kiss her cheek, but she turned away her 
face just as his lips were about to make contact. “Time you went 
to work, Mr. Chatterjee," she said. "I know you don’t like being 
late.”  

When Mr. Chatterjee returned from the office that evening, 
he first went to inspect the mango tree. Another mango was ripe 
enough to pluck, and he brought it into the house.  

“Padma, I have another one.” He kissed the fuzzy skin of the 
mango before setting it down on the counter.  

When he sat down to dinner, he looked eagerly at the bowl of 
chutney his wife placed before him.  

“But this is peach chutney,” he said, bewildered.  
“Of course.”  
“But I thought you wanted to make mango chutney. That’s 

why you got the trees.”  
“They’re not my mangos,” she said. “They’re yours. You can 

eat them whichever way you want—just don’t involve me in it.” 
She went to the fruit bowl and selected a peach.  

Her husband was too astonished to reply. But seeing she was 
adamant about not touching the mango, he took a sharp knife 
from the drawer and carved out perfectly even slices, which he 
ate with enjoyment.  

“Good, are they?” Mrs. Chatterjee said in a way that in 
anyone else would be called jeering. But she wasn’t the sort of 
woman to use such a tone to her husband, so he merely took her 
words at face value.  

“Yes. They’re very good,” he said.  
“Better than peaches?” She bit savagely into her peach.  
“No, not better. But just as good.” To his surprise, his wife 

stared at him and burst into tears.  
“Padma, what is it?”  
“I’m so stupid! I thought I actually could manage to do 

something myself, in my own home, but nothing ever works!”  
“What doesn’t work?”  
“I told you: nothing works!”  
“But this is the first time you tried to grow mangos. You will 

get better at it, you’ll see.”  
“Shut up about the bloody mangos!” Mrs. Chatterjee was 
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shouting now. “You don’t care about anything, do you? You 
don’t care that I came here, leaving my family for you, doing 
everything a good wife should. And when I try to do something 
for me, when I try to make things the way they were back home, 
it never works! And you don’t even care that I…that we…”  

“What?”  
But instead of answering, Padma screamed with rage and 

bent over into herself, her shoulders heaving.  
Mr. Chatterjee stared at his wife. “You mean you don’t like it 

here?” He squatted next to her, but didn’t quite dare to touch her, 
shocked as he was at the extent of her anger.  

“I love you,” he said, stunning himself with the realization 
that he had never actually told her. But surely she knew that? “I’ll 
do anything you want. If you want to go back to India, we can go. 
It’s no problem.” And as soon as he said it, he realized it would 
be no problem. He had achieved so much, everything he—
they—had done revolved around him. He had proven himself, he 
had built a comfortable existence for himself and his wife, far 
away from their homeland. He loved his life as it was now, but he 
loved Padma more, and now it was her turn. “Just tell me if you 
want us to leave.”  

“Yes. I want to leave.” She looked at the mango peels in the 
sink as she said it.  

 
* * *  

 
When the Chatterjees’s house was put on the market, people 

commented, with some disappointment, at how “American” it 
was. You’d never know these people are from India. The real estate agent 
asked the Chatterjees to add “something exotic” to differentiate 
their house from all the other ones on the market.  

“Exotic?” Mr. Chatterjee sniffed. “I don’t know what they 
mean. Do you?” he asked his wife.  

Mrs. Chatterjee, who now was almost always in a sunny 
mood, simply smiled. The following morning she went to the 
store and bought bagfuls of the ripest mangos she could find. She 
made mango jam, mango chutney, mango tea, and added diced 
mango to the green salads her husband preferred. Soon the house 
was redolent with the sweet scent of mango, reminiscent of her 
mother’s kitchen in Mumbai. The house sold two weeks later.  



82 

“We got a good price for the house,” Mrs. Chatterjee told her 
husband after they had signed all the documents and were sitting 
at their kitchen table making lists of things they wanted to take 
with them.  

“Yes,” he said. “Can’t complain.” He would miss this house, 
he knew. And he would miss Colorado with its apples and 
peaches, its log fires and wide-open spaces. But then he looked at 
his wife, who was radiant with the anticipation of going back to 
her old home, and he knew he would do anything to keep her 
happy.  

“You know, Horatio, I don’t think I ever told you how happy 
I am you did this for me,” Mrs. Chatterjee said and sidled onto 
his lap. She hardly ever called him Mr. Chatterjee anymore, which 
pleased him very much. And then she kissed him more 
passionately than ever before and led him to their bed.  

 
* * * 

 
Life in the outskirts of Mumbai was much as it always had 

been. Mr. Chatterjee had no trouble securing a very important 
job, even more prestigious than the one he had in Denver, 
although he was only half as pleased with it. He missed Colorado. 
He missed their house with its fireplace and cathedral ceilings, 
and the garden with the peach tree.  

If Mrs. Chatterjee noticed her husband’s occasional sigh, or 
the wistful look in his eyes when their life in America was 
mentioned, she didn’t dwell on it. She would never admit it—in 
fact, she hardly was conscious of it herself—but being back in 
India failed to give her the peace of mind she had so craved.  

Nothing had changed, yet everything was different. The 
fragrance of the garden was not quite as rounded as she 
remembered. The food, the sounds, the density of the air. Her 
sisters, her friends, even her mother: their words, their gestures, 
their embraces weren’t as familiar and comforting as she had 
imagined. Everything was just a little, well, off. But Mrs. 
Chatterjee resolved not to dwell on it. She would become 
perfectly content, she was sure, as soon as the baby was born.  

Though she hadn’t known it, Mrs. Chatterjee was seven 
weeks pregnant when she boarded the plane for India. With all 
the work involved in moving from one continent to another, she 
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had lost track of time and had forgotten to check her calendar 
and mark the passing of yet another month.  

But as soon as she arrived at her mother’s house, she noticed 
the familiar heaviness in her breasts and the sudden bouts of 
tiredness. For a moment she panicked. Would her return home 
be marred by the despair of yet another loss? Sobbing, she told 
her husband that she was pregnant again and that she was sure it 
would end the way it always had before. He held her in his arms 
and comforted her, but didn’t dare tell her that this time he was 
suffering as much as she was, because this time—this time he 
longed for a family.  

But all went well, and seven months later the baby was born.  
From the moment Padma cradled her son in her arms, she 

knew there was something odd about him. She couldn’t quite put 
her finger on it, and she didn’t tell her husband for fear of 
alarming him, but she felt compelled to sniff the air around her 
baby whenever he lay snuggled to her breast. He smelled—
different. Milky and sweet the way all newborns smelled, yes, but 
there was also another scent, foreign yet familiar, and so fleeting 
she thought she must be imagining it.  

Finally she knew: he smelled like peaches. Just the way the 
garden in Colorado had smelled when the sun slowly ripened the 
young peaches. When she kissed her son’s soft head and breathed 
in his scent as he slept curled up next to her, she realized that she 
was finally ready.  

She reached for her husband’s hand. “Horatio,” she said, 
“let’s go home.” 
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Pumpernickel 
by Joshua Diamond 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Plant your feet shoulder-width apart. Bend the knees slightly. A 
little more. That’s it. Then just swing the bat like there’s no 
tomorrow.  

“No, not like that. Here, let me show you.” She took the bat 
from me, and our hands touched for just a moment, mine 
clammy with sweat. I imagined her dropping the sweaty handle in 
disgust, but she didn’t. “Like this, are you watching?” Her stance 
was awkward. The bat rested limply on her left shoulder. Her legs 
locked straight, knees almost inverted, she leaned back to support 
the weight of the Louisville Slugger. She twisted her torso and 
raised the barrel slightly off her shoulder. “Bang!” she shouted 
and swung out in front of her in a slow, clumsy arc that fell with 
a thud to the ground. She looked down through her straight black 
bangs at the head of the bat, buried in the dirt.  

“Your hands, they’re upside-down.”  
“Huh?” She quickly switched hands and held the bat erect in 

front of her face. “These ones are a lot heavier, huh? The wood 
ones.”  

“Yeah, but it’s the only one I’ve got. It’s my dad’s.”  
“The metal ones are better for sure.”  
“You’re not really left-handed, are you?”  
“My brother is.” She let the handle of the bat fall in the dirt, 

kicking up dust around her milky-white calves. “He says the 
world’s gonna be ruled by left-handed people someday.”  

“And you’re trying to be like him?”  
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“If I work at it I can fool them into thinking I’m left-handed 
too. You see? Then they won’t make me a slave.”  

“What are you talking about? That would never happen.”  
“See what I mean? Only a right-handed person would say 

something like that. I may not really be left-handed, but my heart 
is.” We walked to the top of the grassy hill overlooking the field. 
She sat in the grass with her arms folded across her bent knees. I 
could see her hot-pink panties under her plaid miniskirt, her 
thighs pressed together. I sat down beside her. I knew I shouldn’t 
stare at her bare legs like that, but I couldn’t stop. “Hey, what’s 
your name anyway?” she asked.  

I looked up, expecting her to be staring at me staring at her, 
but her eyes were on the field. “Michael.”  

“I’ll call you Miko-chan, okay? It’s cute, right?”  
“Sure, I guess.”  
She turned toward me, her eyes bunched up in a smile. 

“Miko-chan, it’s perfect for you.”  
“So, what’s your name?”  
“Makoto.”  
I slowly mouthed Ma-ko-to in repetition. 
“See, it is perfect, Miko and Mako.” She turned on her side 

laying her legs, one on top of the other in the prickly grass. “Like 
it was meant to be.” She grabbed a wad of my shirt in her fist and 
dragged me down beside her. She loosened her grip and draped 
her arm across my chest, hugging my left leg between hers. She 
smelled like cigarettes and hand lotion. “Don’t you see Miko-
chan? We were made for each other.”  

The cries of the umpire floated over us. Makoto—head on 
my chest, knee pressing against me—was silent. I matched my 
breaths to hers. My pants tightened against Makoto’s knee. She 
didn’t seem to notice. All I could do was lie there and stare at the 
sky.  

 
* * * 

 
“Yo, Mikey, how was the game?”  
“Six-to-four, we lost.”  
“This is gonna be a rough series.”  
“Yeah.”  
“Hey, would you take this marble rye over to Old Lady 
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Ackerman’s for me?”  
“Yeah, I guess.”  
“Well don’t sound so enthused about it.” Dad handed me a 

plastic bag, bulging with two loaves of still-warm bread. “It’s only 
bread, you know.” I could hear Sylvie laughing in the back with 
the TV on. I smelled popcorn; it mingled with the scent of the 
baking dough. I hoped that she would choke on it.  

I opened the door and the little bell dinged above my head. I 
turned back to my father, but he was already in the other room.  

 
* * * 

 
Old Lady Ackerman lived only three blocks away, and you 

had to ride past the creek to get there, so I didn’t mind. When I 
was younger the Douglas twins would throw rocks at me and the 
other neighborhood kids and chase us out of the creek with their 
big, barking dog, but they were in high school now and didn’t 
seem to care anymore.  

It was warm, and Old Lady Ackerman was sitting out on her 
front porch in a wooden rocking chair. I was glad, because her 
house smelled like wet dog and mothballs, and I hated going 
inside. As I walked my bike up the cracked, concrete drive, a fat 
gray squirrel scurried up the birch tree in the front yard and 
disappeared, sending a few anonymous leaves floating to the 
ground.  

The old woman sat on her porch with a heaping bag of 
peanuts in her lap. She hadn’t seen me walk my bike up the drive 
or notice me creak up the porch steps, so I watched her for a 
while. She would plunge her shaky, arthritic hand into the bag 
and toss a peanut out into the yard toward the birch tree. Then 
she would rock back and forth and, eyes closed, suck the salt 
from her knobby fingers.  

“Uh, Mrs. Ackerman?”  
She peered up at me through a cloudy left eye and took the 

finger out of her mouth. A thick string of saliva stretched out and 
hung there between her lips and fingers, like bread dough 
between my father’s hands. Thick grayish-brown hairs stuck out 
at the corners of her mouth like moist whiskers. The string 
glistened in the sun for a moment before breaking and falling on 
the wind-blown billows of the thin, plastic peanut bag; the sound 
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was like falling in bed, and for some reason I thought of Makoto.  
“Little Mikey, Jr. is that you? How big you’ve gotten, and you 

brought me my bread too.”  
“Feeding the squirrels, Old Lady—uh, I mean—Mrs. 

Ackerman?”  
“No, I’m just luring them to Charles with these peanuts.” 

Charles was a fifteen-year-old bloodhound with cataracts. The 
droopy old dog was lying in the shade of the birch tree. From the 
porch I could see the wrinkles of skin bunched up around the 
back of his neck; his loose jowls lay in a droopy puddle in the 
grass. “Those squirrels have been clawing at the lovely paper bark 
of my birch,” she said. I looked out at the tree. The squirrel 
paused, upside-down in the middle of the trunk. In bursts he 
scurried to the closest of the peanuts and stopped again. Charles 
lifted his head, yawned, and plopped back down, his droopy jowls 
flowing over his front paws. With claws like hands the squirrel 
picked up the peanut, put it in his mouth and darted back up the 
peeling white tree. “See? The damn rats are tearing it to shreds.”  

She set the bag of peanuts on the creaking floor next to her 
rocking chair and turned to me, her thin, shaking arms 
outstretched. “Well let’s have a look at what you brought me.” I 
could feel the heat of the bread rising from inside the bag, 
embracing my knuckles. With a wet hand—the hand she had 
been sucking on—she grabbed my wrist and peered into the 
open bag. Her eyes wide, she reached in and pulled out the egg-
shaped loaves, hugging them to her chest. “They’re still warm,” 
she said. She set them in her lap, one on top of the other, held 
the top one close to her face. She breathed the warmth of the 
bread into her throat with gurgled mucous. It sounded like water 
boiling. “Are you going to play ball like your father?”  

“I don’t know…I’m not that good.”  
“He was something else, Mikey. He would have made it to 

the majors, you know that?”  
“Yeah, yeah.”  
 

* * * 
 

“Here, I brought you a present.”  
Makoto tossed me a clear glass bottle with Japanese writing 

on it. “What’s this?”  
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“Ra-mu-ne, try it. It’s kinda like 7UP.”  
I peeled the plastic, pulled off the cap, and raised the bottle to 

my lips, but nothing came out. “It’s blocked. How do you get it 
open?”  

“Like this.” Makoto took the bottle from my hand. She 
popped the center out of the cap and tossed the plastic ring in the 
dirt. “There’s a glass marble stuck in the top.” She inserted the 
stem of the cap into the hole and pressed it down with her 
thumb. The marble dropped and rested in the thin, tapered waist 
of the bottle. The liquid inside fizzed up to the top, but she kept 
the cap pressed down tightly. “You see Miko-chan? You have to 
pop it the first time.” She laughed and raised her eyebrows and 
bit her bottom lip with a smile. She was giggly, giggly with a 
secret.  

When the fizz died down she took the cap out and handed 
the bottle back to me. I lifted it to my lips once again, but barely 
got a mouthful, just enough to sting my gums, before the marble 
slid back into place. Makoto was covering her mouth with her 
hand, trying to keep her laughter bottled up, like carbonation, but 
little high-pitched peeps bubbled out through her fingers. “Hey, I 
don’t see what’s so funny. How are you supposed to drink this 
stuff anyway?”  

“You see that little groove on the side of the bottle? You 
have to drink it from that side.”  

I examined the bottle and found the groove. I tilted the bottle 
up. The marble stuck, and the cool Ramune slid down my throat. 
It did taste like 7UP, kind of.  

“You see, Miko-chan? You just have to find your groove.”  
Makoto pulled a bent cigarette from the pocket of her ragged 

jeans. Something was written in black ink on the side, in 
Japanese. She lit the cigarette with a red, plastic lighter and 
walked over to the fence near the baseball field. “What does it 
say?” I asked.  

“Huh?”  
“On your cigarette.”  
“Oh, that. Anytime I don’t like something about myself, or I 

want to stop doing something, I write it on one of these and 
smoke it. Then I have to stop doing or being whatever it is that I 
wrote. This one says ‘asagohan.’”  

“What’s that supposed to mean?”  
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“Breakfast, I haven’t been eating a good breakfast since I 
moved here with Kenji. It’s the most important meal of the day, 
you know? Back home we’d have steamed rice and miso soup 
and grilled fish—”  

“Soup? Fish? For breakfast?”  
“Yeah, sure, it’s not like it is here.” She gripped the links of 

the fence. If you stood in the right place you could see home 
plate from there. “My brother’s up to bat; you wanna see?”  

I peered through the fence and saw him. He was left-handed. 
His stance was perfect. Then the pitch came; he raised his right 
leg slightly, tightened his grip on the bat. The crack sounded as if 
it had come from right next to me, from Makoto, from inside 
her. I couldn’t see where the ball had gone, but I knew anyway. 
There were a few sparse claps from inside, a few more boos. I 
watched him jog across home plate. I turned to Makoto, leaning 
with her back against the fence, her cigarette half-smoked 
between her smirking lips.  

 
* * * 

 
When I got back home, the bakery was closed, so I went 

around back. Dad was asleep on the couch in the living room, 
and I could hear Sylvie singing in the shower downstairs. Dad 
had started remodeling the upstairs bathroom three years ago, but 
the last time he set foot in there was last year—he put up a brand 
new door to hide the bare drywall and broken tiles, but it didn’t 
quite match the other doors in our house. The shower he had 
installed in the basement was supposed to be temporary, but he 
never opened the oddball door to finish the job.  

I set the baseball quietly in a clean, glass ashtray on the coffee 
table and walked into the bakery attached to our house. There’s a 
panel in the storeroom that pops out of the wall where the water 
pipes run up from the basement, so there are no floorboards. 
Last year I discovered that you could look straight down into the 
shower stall from there. That’s when Dad was dating Valerie. She 
was okay, but she left because she was still young at twenty-five, 
and didn’t want to live with a baker and his son.  

Sylvie was only twenty-three. She was meaty with big breasts 
that were now lathered with white soap. The water made her 
reddish-brown hair look black and clumped. Her eyes were 
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closed. Her thin, pursed lips lost their redness, turned the color 
of the rest of her skin. I hated her, but I still wanted to touch her. 
I wanted to open that shower curtain and bury my face in her 
breasts. I would whisper to her, “I watch you; I touch myself.”  

I felt the sneeze in my nose when I was about to come. The 
steam that rose up from the shower condensed on me, made 
everything warmer, and I couldn’t stop. I came. I sneezed. I 
looked back down, and the shower was empty, but the water was 
still running. I heard the fleshy slap of Sylvie’s barefooted 
scamper on the concrete floor.  

I wanted to run away, but I couldn’t move from my place on 
the floor of the storeroom. I couldn’t think. Couldn’t stand. 
Couldn’t zip up my pants or wipe the stuff off my hands. And 
after a while I heard Sylvie’s muffled voice coming from the 
other side of the wall. I crept to the door that led into the house 
from the storefront and cracked it open.  

“He’s just a kid, Sylvie, it’s not that big a deal.” I couldn’t see 
Dad or Sylvie through the crack. All I could see was the cracked 
plaster of the archway that led to the dining room and the old 
grandfather clock that had belonged to Dad’s Uncle Eugene.  

“He was spying on me, Mike. He was sitting up there with his 
little dick in his hand, spying on me.”  

“Look, I’m sure he’s sorry about it. He’s just a kid for Christ’s 
sake.”  

“So you’re not going to do anything about this?”  
“You want me to go talk to him?”  
“I want you to beat his little ass.”  
“Why don’t you just go in there and shove your tits in his 

face. That would really freak him out.”  
“I’m just gonna go, alright?”  
“Really?”  
“Yeah, you know…really.”  
“Okay, if that’s what you want.”  
“Yeah…see you around, Mike.” Sylvie was a blur for a 

millisecond through the crack. I heard the front door unlatch and 
open and the screen door springs creak. Her heels sounded 
hollow on the wooden steps, and the screen door creaked again, 
clapping shut. It made me blink, sounded like thunder.  

 
* * * 
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“Let me draw on you, Miko-chan.”  
“Why?”  
“Because I feel like it.” Makoto was wearing a dark plaid 

miniskirt with key rings slid into the fabric. Mini Sharpie 
highlighters hung by the cap from each ring. She had every color: 
yellow, blue, green, pink. She pulled one of the blue ones off her 
skirt and said, “Take your shirt off and lie down. Close your eyes 
too, alright?”  

The marker tip was cold and wet, rough like a cat’s tongue. 
“What are you drawing?”  

“Lots of things.” Makoto traced circles around my nipples, 
ran moist, colored lines along the ridges of my ribs. Her black 
bangs hung down and tickled my chest. “You getting a stiffy?”  

“Why don’t you just stop already?”  
“It’s okay, Miko-chan. I like you too.” I opened my eyes, but 

I couldn’t see Makoto’s face through her hair. “I drew a kitty on 
your chest, Miko-chan; it’s Doraemon. Your nipples are his eyes.” 
She straddled me. The grass stuck up from between the fingers of 
her left hand. With the other hand she traced the blue lines on 
my chest. Her thighs—cold against my sides—were covered in a 
fine black down; grass and dirt stained her knees. She ran her 
fingers through my hair and pressed her body against mine. I 
could feel her breath, in pulses, inside my ear as she whispered, 
“Just one last thing, okay? I have to leave my mark.” Makoto 
cradled my head in the bend of her arm, her fingers still 
intertwined in my hair. She pushed a spot on my neck with her 
tongue, put her mouth around the spot, and pinched the skin 
between her lips. Then she started sucking, sucking hard, sucking 
with her teeth. I dug my fingers into the earth. I felt the dirt slide 
up under my nails. She stopped, made a popping sound when she 
pulled her lips from my neck, sounded like the crack of a bat. “I 
left my mark. That means you’re mine now, understand? You’re 
mine until the mark goes away.”  

 
* * * 

 
The bakery was empty when I dinged in, empty except for 

Dad sitting on his stool behind the chilled glass display case, 
reading the paper. He looked up from the sports page and 
followed me with his eyes until I disappeared into the storeroom. 
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I knew he was looking at the blue and green lines on my arms 
and legs, the neon pink heart on the side of my face, the spot 
sucked raw on my neck. I came back out to the storefront with a 
piece of pumpernickel I had ripped off the loaf. I liked 
pumpernickel; it was bitter and made me feel grown up to eat it.  

“What’s all that, Mike?”  
“It’s nothing.”  
“Who did that to you?”  
“Just some crazy girl. It’s no big deal.”  
“A girl, huh? So, you like this girl, Mikey?”  
“I said it’s no big deal, okay?”  
“So, how’d we do today?”  
“We lost again.”  
“Man, they’re really handing it to us this series.”  
“They got this guy; he’s just too good a player.”  
“The Japanese guy? I read about him in the paper.” Dad 

stood up and plopped the paper down on the counter in front of 
me. A picture of Makoto’s brother took up the front page of the 
sports section, her brother in mid-swing.  

“He’ll make it to the bigs for sure.”  
“Yeah, it looks that way.”  
“She’s his sister, you know.”  
“Huh?”  
“The girl, the one that wrote all over me. She’s his sister.”  
 

* * * 
 
Makoto wasn’t at the field the next day or the day after that. 

So I rode my bike up and down the same old streets just like any 
other boring summer day, except that it seemed to take forever to 
get from one place to another. Blocks turned into miles, and 
miles into light years, and I kept circling back around to the 
ballpark, hoping to see her lying in the grass or jogging the bases 
at the run-down middle school field across the street, arms 
outstretched, free. But I couldn’t find her.  

When I got home I found Dad sitting on the counter in the 
bakery in his old uniform. He jumped up when he saw me, and 
punching the inside of his well-worn mitt said, “Wanna throw the 
ball around?”  

The grass in our backyard was brown for the most part and 
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crackled underfoot. It sounded like crumpled plastic. Dad stood 
across from me, a featureless silhouette against the setting sun. 
He looked plastic, like a statue, and everything looked plastic and 
fake, even the sun. But I knew at least the sun was real—despite 
its citrus-red blush—because I couldn’t see a thing when I looked 
into it.  

“Can we switch places?” I asked. “The sun’s in my eyes.”  
“You think the right fielder can switch places just because the 

sun’s in his eyes?” And with that he pulled his arm back until it 
disappeared in the sunlight. But I lost the ball before it left his 
hand. I missed the next throw too, and after the third caught me 
in the shoulder, we switched places.  

“Where’d you get this ball?” He asked, “It’s a regulation ball.”  
“I found it.” I didn’t care about respect at this point.  
“You found it. Where?” But he didn’t seem to notice the 

irritation in my voice.  
“Market Street.” I was angry. I didn’t even know why, but I 

was angry and growing angrier with each throw.  
“Outside the park?”  
“Yep.” After all he was a plastic father with plastic girlfriends 

and why shouldn’t I be angry?  
“So someone hit this ball over the right-field wall and out 

onto Market Street?”  
“Uh-huh.” I threw harder; he didn’t seem to notice that 

either.  
“That’s incredible.”  
“It was him.” I wanted to hurt him. “The Japanese guy.” So I 

threw harder still. “It was her brother.”  
“You know she’s going to have to leave soon.”  
“Yeah.”  
“You’re going to have to say goodbye.”  
“What’s your point?”  
“It’s hard to say goodbye sometimes, that’s all. It’s hard to be 

a man.”  
I gripped the ball tight in my fist. “And what would you know 

about it? And why are you talking to me like this? You never talk 
to me like this.”  

“I just don’t want to see you get hurt, Mikey.”  
“I won’t.”  
“I know you like her; I’m just worried about you.”  
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“Well just stop.” And with that I let the ball fly. My arm 
ached instantly with the repercussion of what I had done. I felt 
regret, fear. What if it hit him for real? What if he didn’t catch it 
and it hurt him? But he did catch it, effortlessly, with a cool 
sweep of his glove.  

“Oh, you wanna throw the ball like a man, huh, like in the big 
leagues?” And he drew his arm back with all the poise and 
ferocity of a Double-A right fielder with something to prove. 
And I flinched. I cowered. I covered my face with my arm and 
glove and compacted myself to the smallest size possible standing 
on one foot. But the pitch never came. The pain that I had so 
intensely prepared for never came. I lowered my arms and peered 
out from behind my glove. Standing on two feet again, I let my 
muscles go lax. The ball sat across from me, atop the burnt tan 
grass, and he—Dad, Father, Michael, that was my name too—
was already opening the door.  

 
* * * 

 
“Where have you been?” My voice sounded pinched and a 

little harsher than I had intended, but I was still angry from last 
night. Makoto turned and looked at me from the fence, her 
fingers interlaced in the chain link. “Around,” she said and turned 
back to the field.  

Something was different about her today. An aluminum bat 
was propped up against the fence beside her. “Where’d you get 
that?” I asked.  

“It’s my brother’s old one.” She didn’t so much as glance 
down at it. “He used it back in Japan.”  

“Wanna show me your swing?”  
“Not really, I don’t feel like it.”  
I walked to the fence and stood next to her, and she rested 

her head on my shoulder. I wanted to hold her in my arms, but I 
couldn’t. I couldn’t stop thinking about Dad and what he’d said. 
Of course she had to leave, and she’d be leaving soon too; I just 
hadn’t thought about it until last night. I hadn’t thought about 
what that meant.  

“Come with me someplace,” she said, her voice nearly a 
whisper. I fought the urge to ask where. She smelled like her 
cigarettes, a smell I used to hate but now loved because it was 
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hers. “Okay,” I said.  
She grabbed my wrist and the end of the bat handle and 

dragged us both from the fence toward the buzz of Market 
Street. After a couple blocks she released my arm and we walked 
in silence, in single-file, away from the ball field and to wherever 
she was taking me. She dragged the bat behind her the whole 
time, her fingers barely grasping the knob of its handle. It scraped 
along the gritty sidewalk, a grating sound, hollow and metallic and 
on and on, and I asked, “Do you want me to carry that for you?” 
But she didn’t say anything, didn’t turn around.  

We walked for blocks upon blocks until the light turned blue-
gray and downtown thinned out and grew trees. And she didn’t 
say a word. We passed the ice cream stand and a couple of bars 
where the seats outside were filled with angry-looking men in 
leather vests and Harley Davidson t-shirts. And I was 
embarrassed to walk so close to her as she dragged the aluminum 
bat-head across the concrete in front of Scary Larry’s Tavern 
because all their eyes were on her, on us.  

“Why don’t you just let me carry that?”  
“I don’t think so.”  
“Why not? I mean, that sound is pretty annoying.”  
“I like it. Besides, I couldn’t let you carry it anyway.”  
“Huh?”  
“It’s my brother’s, remember?” And with that she dragged 

the bat for two more blocks, faster now, so that it bounced across 
the pavement, pinged against the occasional loose stone, and 
skittered along the road at the crosswalk. Caught in that awkward 
place between a walk and jog, it was hard to keep up and look 
normal at the same time. But I just followed the bouncing head 
of the bat; I would follow it anywhere—five more blocks, fifteen, 
to the next county. And then the bat was at my feet, and we were 
stopped in front of the used record store.  

She stood there a moment as if deciding where to go or what 
to do. She peeled the plastic off a brand new pack of cigarettes, 
pulled one out and let the crumpled wad fall to the sidewalk. Two 
guys—high school age—watched her light up. The better looking 
of the two walked over to us and asked, “Hey, can I bum a cig?” 
She pulled another one from the pack and lit it in her mouth 
before handing it over to him. My stomach churned and I felt the 
bile rise in the back of my throat.  
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He walked back to his friend, and quickly, decisively, her 
mind made up, Makoto turned and entered the store. I followed 
her and the bat and the trail of smoke like an afterthought leaving 
her head almost at the same moment that it had entered.  

She barely beat the guy behind the counter to the first bin of 
alphabetized vinyl. He walked up behind us, low-rise black jeans, 
chrome-studded belt, one-size-too-small Clash t-shirt and said, 
“Uh…you, like, can’t smoke in here.” I turned back to the record 
I had randomly pulled out to look busy—Fragile by Yes. Someone 
had put it in the wrong place.  

I could feel her move next to me, but I didn’t dare turn 
around. I knew what was going on anyway; she was looking at 
him with those empty Makoto eyes and her straight black hair 
and that cigarette dangling from her lips, and how could anyone 
fight with that?  

“Where can I put it out at?” She asked.  
“And that, you can’t bring that in here,” the counter-punk 

said as if he hadn’t heard her. And at this I turned around, turned 
around fast and angry because I thought he was talking about me. 
But when my eyes found his face, he was looking down at 
Makoto’s hands, an outstretched finger pointing to her brother’s 
baseball bat. She looked down too. And her hair fell around her 
face in that special way that was sad and exciting all at the same 
time. Her fingers had moved from the knob of the handle and 
were gripping down hard now, hard enough for me to hear the 
friction squeak of her squeeze on the leather grip.  

“I’m gonna have to ask you to leave.”  
She didn’t move at first, just stood there. I thought I could 

see her shaking, thought I could feel the trembling of it from 
three feet away, through the floor. I looked at the bat handle 
caught in her white-knuckle grip. I looked back up at the counter-
punk who slowly turned his head toward the door as if following 
something out with his eyes, and I realized that Makoto wasn’t 
standing next to me anymore. She was already out the door, and I 
was alone.  

I found her out on the sidewalk. She took a long drag of her 
cigarette and threw it, skittering, on the ground. It stopped at my 
feet and I stamped it out. The two high school guys were still 
standing outside sharing Makoto’s cigarette. I started to follow 
her again. The setting sun was at our backs and cast my shadow 
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long at her feet. She turned around, her face pinched, and asked, 
“Why are you following me?”  

“What are you talking about? You brought me here.”  
“I let you go, way back, by the baseball field.”  
“If you didn’t want me to come along you should have said 

so.”  
“I didn’t want you to come along.”  
“Well it’s a little late for that now.”  
“I don’t want you to come any further.”  
“Why? Where are you going?”  
“You have to learn when to let things die, Michael.” And that 

was it. I wasn’t Miko-chan anymore. She took a deep breath, and 
I watched her chest expand, pulling her tight shirt even tighter 
around her small breasts. “Tomorrow’s the last game.”  

“I know.”  
“The series is over.”  
“I know.”  
She raised the bat high above her head, her face, relaxed, 

placid now, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, to 
raise a bat to someone. And I cowered, cradled in my own arms, 
and I thought of my Father and the baseball sitting in the dead 
grass. And I looked up, but she was already walking away, and the 
bat was bouncing off the concrete, clanking that hollow 
aluminum sound.  

She walked over to the two high school guys. They were all 
smiles and nicotine breath. Makoto gave them each another 
cigarette, and they walked off together, the three of them, down 
Market Street. And they weren’t the Douglas twins, but they 
might as well have been.  

 
* * * 

 
That night I couldn’t sleep. I lay in bed, in the dark, for 

hours. My intestines formed a tight fist in my belly, and I couldn’t 
stop thinking about what had happened with Makoto. 
Somewhere, far off, someone was pounding nails with a hammer. 
The sound grew more metallic with each strike until I was sure it 
was Makoto’s brother hitting baseballs over the right field wall 
and out onto Market Street with his aluminum bat, dinged up and 
pitted from being dragged for blocks and dropped on the 
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sidewalk. But the hits stopped, and the roar of the crowd faded. I 
was in the middle of the ocean, floating on a cardboard box-flap, 
flowing with the waves, and all I could hear was Makoto’s voice 
through the clouds, saying, “You’re gonna miss the first pitch.”  

When I opened my eyes, Dad was sitting at the edge of the 
bed, gently shaking me by the shoulder and saying, “You better 
wake up, or you’re gonna miss the first pitch.”  

“What time is it?”  
“Eleven-thirty.”  
“I don’t know if I’m going.”  
“But you haven’t missed a game all season.”  
“I don’t think I feel like it today.”  
“You know, it’s hard to watch the ball when it’s coming at 

you at ninety miles an hour.”  
“Huh?”  
“But you have to, you have to watch. You can’t duck and run. 

You have to be able to watch that ball coming before you can 
swing the bat. You see?”  

I didn’t see, not exactly. I wasn’t much of a ball player.  
“If you can do that, then it’s all up to you. Do you swing the 

bat or not? What are you gonna do, Mikey?”  
“I don’t know.”  
“Well just remember, there’s nothing worse than to strike out 

looking.”  
Dad got up and left the room. I followed him to the doorway 

with my eyes and noticed the bat propped up in the corner next 
to the door. I jumped out of bed, threw on yesterday’s shorts, 
and grabbed the bat on my way out. I knew that if I ran I could 
make it there in twenty minutes.  

When I reached the field Makoto wasn’t there. She wasn’t 
lying in the grass or peering through the chain-link fence. She 
wasn’t drinking Ramune by the parking lot or smoking a cigarette 
with hieroglyphs on it. I jogged over to the middle school, and 
she wasn’t there running the bases, kicking up dust around her 
beautiful white legs, or spinning in circles till her skirt blew up 
and she sank dizzily to the ground. And I ran down Market 
Street, past Scary Larry’s with its deserted outdoor seats. I ran 
into the record store where the counter-punk sat with his feet 
propped up, reading Rolling Stone. But she wasn’t there.  

I walked back to the field, dejected, pissed off. I could care 
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less about baseball, and I was proclaiming it to the entire business 
district as I walked two-dozen blocks dragging behind me an 
aluminum baseball bat by the knob of the handle.  

When I got back I walked up to the fence and propped 
Kenji’s bat against it, but it clattered down the chain links and fell 
in the dirt. I didn’t pick it up, just peered inside the field. It was 
the eighth inning, and number 19—Grant Sidelberg—was up to 
bat. He had been the cleanup hitter for our team three years 
running but hadn’t hit anything more than a base hit the whole 
series. He chased the first pitch way outside, and the second 
fouled off the tip of his bat. The third pitch left the pitcher’s 
hand like a rocket and blew right past Sidelberg, low and inside. 
Nothing worse than to strike out looking.  

I watched the game for a while. Kenji was third at bat in the 
top of the ninth. He hit an RBI double right over the shortstop’s 
head. When he was sliding into second, that’s when I heard the 
flick of a Bic lighter behind me—an all too familiar sound now. I 
turned and there she was, her head bent down, surrounded by her 
straight black hair; the flicker of the lighter’s flame shown on her 
face like a lamp in a cave. I had no idea how long she had been 
standing there.  

“Hey,” was all I could say.  
She blew out a puff of smoke that wrapped around her head 

and dissipated in the wind. And she looked up at me. With those 
empty, black, Makoto eyes—Ma-ko-to—except they weren’t 
empty this time; they were filled with something, with substance, 
brimming, about to burst, and she said, “I’m sorry, Miko-
chan…about yesterday.” Then she turned and walked toward the 
parking lot.  

And I thought, this can’t be it; this can’t be how it ends. And 
I thought of Dad and what he’d told me: it’s all up to you. Do 
you swing the bat or not? Makoto walked at a fast, determined 
pace; a pace that told me not to go after her, but I wanted to go 
after her—what are you gonna do, Mikey?—I needed to. So I 
ran. Fast. As fast as I could. And she was already to the parking 
lot when I caught up with her. I grabbed her by the shoulder, 
spun her around, held her by the arm just above the elbow. I 
pinched the cigarette between my fingers and pulled it out from 
between her lips as I wetted my own. I brought my mouth close 
to hers but hesitated in the smoky air between our tongues. She 
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didn’t hesitate. And the wet warmth of her tongue filled my 
mouth, contrasted with the coolness of her lips. And she pulled 
away from me.  

“You have morning breath, Miko-chan.”  
“But it’s afternoon.”  
“Well then it’s afternoon breath.”  
“Sorry.”  
“It’s okay, I don’t mind.” People were already filing out of 

the ballpark and into their cars, and their cars were already filing 
out onto Market Street, and Market Street was already filling up 
with traffic. I looked down at the cigarette, still smoldering, in my 
hand. Turning it in my fingers, I noticed the Kanji—that’s what 
she called those letters—scribbled on the side. I offered it to her, 
but she waved it away, said, “I don’t need it anymore.”  

“What does this one say?” I asked.  
“‘Smoking.’ That’s my last cigarette.” She guided my head 

gently, to one side with the tips of her fingers. “The mark’s gone. 
You don’t belong to me anymore, Miko-chan.”  

I felt the spot on my neck where Makoto had left her mark 
days earlier. It wasn’t tender anymore.  

“I want you to have a good time, Miko-chan. Kiss a lot of 
girls, okay?” And she walked away again, between the lines of 
cars that crowded the parking lot. She didn’t turn around. I stared 
down at the cigarette, its ash tip, its smoke and its penmanship, 
and when I looked back up she was already yards from me—
yards like miles.  

 
* * * 

 
I stood there for a long time and watched the cigarette burn 

down, watched the parking lot empty itself. I put the cigarette in 
my mouth to see if there was any trace of Makoto left on its tip. 
There wasn’t, but it felt good just to know that it had been 
between her lips. I let the smoke fill my mouth. I breathed in and 
let it fill my lungs. But it made me cough. I waited until it burned 
down past the last swoop of the last foreign letter before 
stamping it out on the asphalt.  

I walked to the top of the hill where we first touched and sat 
down there where she had pulled me to the ground and I had 
grown stiff against her knee. I sat there imagining the 
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impossibilities: the longer kiss, the parts of her I’d never get to 
see, and more. I imagined her running up the hill and holding me, 
telling me she’d never leave, that she couldn’t. And I wondered if 
Dad did this too while he sat in the bakery with the sports page, 
waiting for the next batch to come out of the oven. Did he 
imagine Sylvie or Valerie or one of the others coming back to 
him, ringing through the bakery door and into his life again? I 
wondered if this was how he felt all the time. So I picked the bat 
up out of the dirt and ran home. 
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And the War Raged On  
by Elizabeth Ellen  
 
 
-for R. B.  
 
 
And while the war raged on  
We drank into the night,  
Sleepwalking in satin pajamas  
With buckets of pre-made mix in our hands;  
Bottles of gin and tequila at our fingertips.  
 
We stirred and poured and mixed,  
While naysayers like yourself thumbed your noses,  
Burying them in newspapers  
And blogs,  
Affecting no change  
But refusing to enjoy the ride all the same.  
 
We lingered on outdoor recliners,  
Moved inside for the storm.  
Clinked glasses in slippers and robes,  
Playing the parts of Nick and Nora,  
A loyal lapdog at our feet.  
 
Zelda and F. Scott could have done no better  
At dodging the war in our basement;  
Friends splayed drunkenly on countertops  
And emerald green felt,  
Passed out beneath signs that read:  

War is over!  
And in smaller letters,  
If you want it  
(A la John Lennon.)  
(A la Yoko Ono.)  
 
We wanted it to be  
And therefore it was.  
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But war is never over.  
Somewhere a fire always burns,  
Whether we know who’s playing or not,  
Whether we hear it fall or we don’t.  
 
Peace is what arrives between bullets.  
The silence you hear between firings.  
Peace is the whole house standing still,  
After your father’s fist connects,  
Before your mother wails.  
 
Spare me your cries of war.  
Your insistence that I shed a tear,  
For every boy shot dead,  
Every native hung up by his neck,  
Every woman raped,  
In our name or theirs.  
 
This is my war no more than it was yours  
The night my mother and I fled,  
Nightgowned and barefoot,  
From our two-bedroom apartment in Phoenix.  
 
You may have read about it in the papers the next day,  
If you were paying attention.  
Did you shed a tear at the mention of blood on the walls?  
The blood belonging to my mother?  
The walls that marked my growth?  
 
Or did you go home to your wife,  
Make yourself a martini and steak,  
Because no war was being waged  
On your behalf  
That evening.  
 
Pick your battles,  
Pick your torment.  
The sky is eternally falling,  
The world is ever after coming to an end.  
Spare me your lecture then,  
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Friend.  
Spend your last days as you wish,  
And leave me to spend mine:  
Head-buried,  
Drunken and disorderly,  
In peace.  
 
Free of the judgments and sentences  
Handed down by rule-enforcers such as yourself.  
Free of this bullshit you call  
“doing something.”  
 
We’ve met Martin Luther King, we knew Martin Luther King.  
You, sir, are no Martin Luther King.  
You, sir, are no John Lennon.  
You, sir, are no Bobby Kennedy.  
You, sir, are no Yoko Ono.  
 
Write an interesting song and I’ll sing it.  
Lead a mass of dissidents and I’ll march along.  
Place the stem of a flower in the gun of a soldier  
And I’ll snap a picture.  
 
But don’t piss and moan and expect me to follow.  
Don’t sit in front of your laptop  
And expect me to give a shit.  
Or even to put down my glass  
To join you in your self-indulgent groveling,  
Your overemphasized suffering.  
 
Be the change you want to see.  
And when you’re through,  
Pass me the bottle. 
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