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ABSTRACT

A Look to Burst the Brightest Neon Hearts is an inquiry, via constellation of stories diffuse in
structure and subject matter, into the various (and really weird) phenomena comprising
contemporary American existence. Cumulatively, the stories seek to: (1) kick up, like bottom
feeders searching biogenous sediment, an underlying value system, and (2) explore how
language both breastfeeds and like, weans this value system—e.g., what dark matter is it that
tethers bromances to reality TV? Quantum mechanics to pop music? How can a country be
responsible for both the world’s highest incarceration rates, and OKCupid®? These stories also
explore various American conceptions and embodiments of love, plotting out a strange attractor’

of cultural reflection and refraction.

! Created by the dudes, Harvard men all, responsible for SparkNotes—SparkNotes, people! how’s it happen
that you go from study guides to online dating? what’s the guiding principle? and like, why’s the Author’s
profile so neglected? What’s he doing wrong?

(clears throat) Where were we?

Oh. Yes. OK. SparkNotes was itself later sold to Barnes and Naoble. It’s this we’re driving at. This sort
of thing, teensy startups (run actually by members of elite institutions) that sell out for big bucks, is a lovely
example of a distortion of that classically American ideal of class mobility, and “pulling oneself up by one’s
own bootstraps.” And too, when you consider the product, the fact that SparkNotes is most often used by high
school/college students too lazy to read the actual book that the SparkNotes is meant to supplement, you might
think about the complex interplay between the contemporary culture of convenience (the Author’s dependence
on Wikipedia for ALL of the above a pretty concrete case-in-point) and the country’s deeply rooted Calvinist
heritage. Or, you know, whatever.

2 Culture’s a dynamical—constantly morphing; effluviating variables like it’s consumed some rancid
crabmeat—system. It’s just got to be significant that strange attractors, those structures which describe the
chaotic, or seemingly randomized, behavior of dynamical systems, are often Mdbius-like, twisting and weird
but unbroken loops.



“You’re probably doing your own thing right now. Not really sure where you’re going but doing
all the things you need to to cover all the bases. This is good, don’t slip up, there, but remember
to enjoy the ride. Don’t go so fast that you missed the gains of the journey once you’ve gotten to
3

your destination.”

—L Jahi James, October 28, 1988 — July 2, 2011

% From a handwritten note addressed to himself, unearthed five months after his death.

iv



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Where O where to begin! Family? OK! Parents, sister, little brother, step-siblings: Thank you for
allowing the occasionally irritating and oft-silent heterophenomenonological existence of a
certain pale and lanky Author to impose on your own respective existences! This dense hot
collection of atoms is forever grateful! DWL members, Madison Bernath, Brendon Barnes, Sean
Ironman, Dianne Richardson, Allie Pinkerton, Nick Rupert: you’re like, the absolute brightest
constellation, winking pulsars in the sky-fabric, twerking electrons on the quantum grid,
navigating with the Author—and more often than not tugging him along—the cosmic wash of
this program! And to Jamie Poissant, Terry Thaxton, Jocelyn Bartkevicius, thank you thank you
thank you for not just putting up with the bullshit and baggage, with moods and neuroses and
questions and weird emails and more than occasional awkwardness, but, for real, for believing in
the work here attempted. Lou Mindar, for being, or for so consistently pretending to be, the fella
this indecisive Author would like to be someday, the standard candle by which the light from
distant galaxies is measured. Andrew Forbes: thank you for looking at some of these stories
when they were just so much primordial stew. If all you people were somehow constituted in a
smartphone/tablet app, the Author would with great zeal head for Best Buy this instant and
purchase a smartphone/tablet on credit (or maybe a monthly payment plan, if that’s an option)

and download you so hard!



TABLE OF CONTENTS

DUMPSTERS ...ttt r e 1
ARE YOU FROM/ARE WE? ...ttt 13
BEFORE THE HURRICANE CAME AND RIPPED US ALL APART ..o 35
BRUCGES LIFE ..ot bbb 47
GRIEF #L ... s 87
DESOLATION ROW ..ottt b et nne e 89
MAJESTIC CREATURES ...t 110
A LOOK TO BURST THE BRIGHTEST NEON HEARTS. ... 134
GRIEF #2 ... 168
LITTLE SUNS ..o 175
GRIEF #3 ettt b et b e 201
SIMART AR ettt bbbt b et e e bt bt bt et 209
LOOKING FOR LANDON TRUJILLO ..ottt 420
APPENDIX: READING LIST ..o 458

Vi



Our heads, they pound!
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Our hearts, they ache!
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Shine a light, kid.



DUMPSTERS

—On 18" somewhere I don’t know. Front of 693 sorta near Atlantic but going the other
direction. The route’s toward Commercial.

—693’s the one you worked at? Well what time was it? I heard things we’ll just say it like that,
quote-unquote things about that store.

—What things?

—So this was early in the morning you said? You said you and Ronnie and Bugballs did the
overnight ahead of inventory?

—You just heard me say it. | just said that right here, right in front of you. Hey. What are you
writing. And like what things about 693.

—I’m writing your story down. You said it was a weird thing.

—What things about 6937 Jesus why is this like pulling teeth with you?

—693. Only that everybody’s fucking everybody. Only that somebody’s fiancée fucked that
same somebody’s employee in the bathroom in the back by Produce. Only that you all can’t get
your shit together. That every, well the past few inventories you all’ve been nearly a hundred
grand off. It’s a dead-end store | guess.

—Yeah.

—Yeah? What do you mean yeah?

—Fuck what do you think what do I mean ‘yeah’? I mean you’re right. I mean it’s shit. Yeah.

Can I get back to the story or...?



—You’re the one who.

—The bus. Early morning to set the scene. Think about the sun in the morning like that. Like it’s
just like barely you know? Like it’s soft. Anyway there were two people on it when | got on, a
dude dressed like the Grim Reaper with a six-pack in his lap and—

—What’s the six-pack of? You remember?

—I don’t know it’s that important? Say Magic Hat. Say Number Nine. You need a pen? No you
know actually say Pabst Blue Ribbon.

—This one’s...yeah. This one’s done I think. Thanks. PBR you said? The philosopher’s beer.
Wittgenstein of beers.

—Other person on the bus is a girl, a teenager, probably fifteen sixteen. The fuck Wittgenstein of
beer?...The girl looked ’bout it. Small jean skirt where her legs were basically popping out of it,
and a white top that stopped a few inches short of her belly button, and that you could see she
was wearing a pink-push up bra through it. Her tits all pushed together. Little stud in her belly

button too.

—What are you writing.

—XKeep going, I'm listening.

—I1 wanna see what you got so far. How you put it.

—Just some notes. You’ll see when it’s done.

—Just let me see let me look...‘soft and innocent in the early morning light...across the interior
of the bus in a rusty sort of bronze?...revealed handprints on the windowpanes, urgent and sad...’

—Don’t have to read out loud.



—‘city flaked away from us, peeling itself back...beach...’

—You said this come on enough fuck give it, thank you. Jesus. But, so, what was I, oh yeah, you
said this was Halloween?

—You got pretty penmanship.

—Your mom taught me.

—Mom jokes really? Haven’t heard that shit since I was twelve.

—Just gonna say it was Halloween.

—This was the day after Halloween, actually. Early morning of day after.

—What’s Grim Reaper doing?

—We’re driving along in silence for a while. Everybody’s looking out windows I think. I know I
am. Every once in a while I turn around to sneak a look at the girl’s tits. The A/C’s cold as hell in
like the bus, I remember. And well one time the girl straight catches me. Checking on her tits.
—Ha.

—These things let me tell you were man I don’t know, illegal. They were just...

—So you’re like truly a pedophile.

—No law against looking. And fuck you sir.

—The last time you even got laid was when.

—Anyway so she comes over and sits down next to me.

—She what? She doesn’t. No she doesn’t.

—She gets up I see she’s wearing these like little white angel wings with gold trim.



—Give me that look man. She sits right seriously she sits right next to me and says let me see if
I, don’t want to mess it up oh yeah okay she says, ‘Theoretically,” seriously she says
‘Theoretically, like if you were my ex-boyfriend, would you rather come across me’ let me see
‘come across me hanging from the ceiling or, or with a bullet in my head?’ She says, ‘Be
honest.’

—Be honest. I don’t believe any of this. Be honest, sure. So you were honest I’'m guessing.
—Well | was a wee bit drunk.

—Thought you said you worked the overnight.

—Wow look at that smile. Glad to see that smile clearly confirming the rumors | heard about
693. Ronnie didn’t say shit?

—It was Ronnie’s idea. It was his idea. Since his wife left him he’s been kinda a lot more fun.
Depressed as shit, but more down you know. Down to do stuff | mean.

—What’d you say? To the girl on the bus?

—And by the way we still finished counting all the birds all the backstock on the wall and all the
specials. And we blocked the whole fuckin store ’cause whoever closed did about the shittiest job
you’ll ever see.

—The girl on the bus.

—1I said I don’t know hanging I guess. She was leaning in because the bus was loud. Looked
right down that shirt. Shit in heaven on that one. Grim Reaper chimes in that the girl’s
infuckinsane. Says ‘What’s fuckin wrong with you?’ to her. Like that. What’s like fuckin wrong

with you?



—What’d the girl smell like? She smell like anything?

—Look who’s the pervert now.

—For the story fuckface. All I got’s dialogue from you so far. All I got’s you and ho and Grim
Reaper sitting on a bus talking.

—Well that’s because mostly we were just sitting on a bus talking.

—Hardy-har.

—Fuck man I didn’t ask you to write it down.

—I’m gonna say lilac. No actually I’ll say deodorant. Deodorant and some kinda fruity shampoo.
Like she just got out of the shower.

—Say whatever you want.

—What color’s her hair. I'm picturing her looking like Taylor Swift.

—I don’t know brown hair. She was Latina. She had like an accent. Say Eva Mendes. No better
yet say Penelope Cruz.

—You remember that one girl that Bugballs...?

—Which one.

—The one I don’t know the one who worked at I think, Off the Hookah. Hang on hand me the
computer. I’ll show you her. I think Bugballs is still friends with her on Facebook.

—Didn’t that place move? Off the Hookah I mean? Didn’t they move it?

—This girl now look at her she looks like Taylor Swift. She’s who I’m thinking of for some
reason when you’re telling me this story.

—L.isten pass the—yeah. Thanks.



—That girl Taylor Swift junior you remember, she, Bugballs’ story about the time he went over
while she was taking the shower.

—This show that’s coming on right now man, Catfish is ridiculous. Watch. People get these two
guys yeah look, look those guys right there to like investigate the people they’ve been having
online relationships with. Investigate as in see if these people are who they say they are which,
hint hint they never are.

—Yeah it looks, but you remember that story don’t you. Bugballs goes over there and lets
himself in and hides behind the door and when she comes out with just a towel on he, grabs her
from behind and rips off her towel and puts a hand over her mouth and says, he says | think
‘Don’t scream don’t even think about fuckin moving.” And this such stupidly stupid girl stayed
with him even after that.

—1 was about to say. | remember. And these people too man, these people gotta be the stupidest
people though. I mean it’s really sad to me this show. It’s like against all, all the evidence they
still believe or want to believe anyway that the online people are who they say they are. And
most of the time it’s somebody like a friend or something fuckin with them.

—But that’s why I’m thinking Taylor Swift.

—That’s why what? You want any of.

—Good for you. Helps your anxiety.
—You even ever experienced anxiety, fuck. And fuck that’s...
—Let it out.

—Where are we even. On the story. On your story.
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—My story. You want another beer.

—You’re on the bus. Come on.

—Well so, okay, okay let’s see...Grim Reaper calls girl infuckinsane and says what the fuck’s
wrong with you, with her | mean, and she says back to him, ‘It’s people like you.” Then turns to
me and says it. ‘It’s people like him, you know?’ she says to me and I'm like, ‘Is this a joke? Is
this whole thing a joke? Like what’s even happening here?’

—And so you all were where at this point?

—Jesus I don’t know. Probably right around where 56™ intersects 18". And so the girl could you
pass me that, that rolling paper? The girl thanks the girl says to me, ‘Say it’s between hanging
and slitting my wrists.” I remember we were definitely at 56" then because the bus—

—Not on the computer fuckface come on! All that shit’ll go into the keyboard—

—Chill. Here hold it for me for a minute then. But so yeah | remember we were definitely at 56™
because the bus stopped and out the window there was a fatass crossing guard who was wearing
like one of those orange vests, and sipping at her coffee and when the bus stopped she waved
hello at us.

—This is a, here you go, this is a weird story.

—Just even wait. She tells me she’s going over to her ex-boyfriend’s place. She says, ‘He said if
I ever showed up again he’d kill me with his bare hands.’

—Why?

—That’s what I said. I said ‘“Why?’ and she just like shrugged. She said he’d thought she’d been
cheating on him. She said though she hadn’t been. The Grim Reaper was getting off the bus

during this part, | remember. Without saying shit. Holding onto his six-pack like a football. And
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finally there was, there were four or five new people who got on. And the girl said, ‘I can see
how it might have been construed that way, | can see how he might have thought that, but it was
honestly all very unfair to me.’

—Slow down on that shit man. No, no thanks no. Seriously chill.

—What I’m...what I’'m trying to do. It’s my day off.

—Thought you were saving for a car.

— What’s, so but how’s the saving coming. I thought you said you were saving for a car.

—I figure if I save a hundred, hundred ten a week plus my dad says he’ll chip in a grand at
Christmas, I’ll be good by June. And plus there’s the inventory bonus. Christmas bonus.
Dividend check.

—Even with your all’s inventory being fucked up, you all get a bonus?

—7Yeah it wasn’t much. About a hundred. One oh seven fifty seven. I put it in the bank the other
day.

—This, what is this show?

—1I told you already man. It’s where people get these two guys to investigate their relationships
they’ve been having completely online.

—So that fatass bitch was lying to that poor fucker, saying she looked like that?

—1I’ve seen this one. They really for real get together at the end.

—Oh man don’t do it you’re a young man. And oh I wanted to say remember Stephanie?
—Stephanie the girl that like constantly flaked on you Stephanie?

—She Facebook messaged me couple days ago.
8



—Saying what?

—Basically saying sorry and that she wants to get back together. She said sorry like three times
in the message. Gave me some excuse about how she accidentally archived my messages and
didn’t see them till that day, the day she messaged me.

—Ha. Bullshit basically.

—Bullshit basically yeah. I just don’t know why she would even message me though. It’s been
more than five months.

—Probably she just broke up with somebody and’s looking for a quick rebound fuck and you’re
the chosen one.

—Could be. I don’t know.

—Don’t do that man. She’ll fuck you over again believe me. You didn’t respond to her yet did
you. | say just fuck her and walk away. Seriously. You made that mistake how many times with
her.

—Believe me | know. Believe me [ know. I’m starting to think she’s not even real. That I'm
being messed with like the people on this show.

—You didn’t respond to her yet did—

—Oh and by the way Rand and Lewis are officially Eskimo brothers.

—Who.

—Michelle. Few nights ago.

—That girl, man. Sure you don’t want...?

—1I say finish the thing about the girl on the bus. She’s going over to her ex-boyfriend’s to do

what exactly?



—That I don’t know. I think she wanted me to say to her ‘Don’t go over, don’t kill yourself” or
something. She said she wasn’t pregnant or anything. I just said I said, ‘Listen don’t kill yourself.
There’s better ways to get your boyfriend’s attention.’

—And what’d she say?

—She patted my arm and said ‘Ex-boyfriend.” Like that.

—Oh shit.

—She was quiet for a little while after that. The bus was on Commercial by then. There wasn’t
really any traffic. | was real tired by then and | remember | was thinking about pretty much all
the shit that had gone wrong or that | fucked up and doing like a What If thing with it. Like
trying to figure out where I’d be if [ hadn’t fucked up so much. And then I thought about this one
thing. When | was going into work around ten the night before, there was a dead cat in the
bushes on the side of the building. Did | say that already?

—1I don’t remember any mention of dead cat. No.

—Yeah so there was a dead cat. All stretched out and its eyes bugging and its mouth wide open.
Looked like the thing had been choked or something by some crazy homeless motherfucker.
Orange cat like what’s that comic that famous, they made a movie—

—Garfield.

—Garfield yeah so the thing really like, it really like got to me for some reason. I took it by the
tail and tossed it in the Dumpster right there. And so the reason I’m mentioning it is because on
the bus I was feeling sorta guilty about it. Like was it okay to, you know. So I turned and said to
the girl ‘Listen hey, you think throwing a dead cat in a Dumpster is a bad thing, or should it be

buried.’
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—She said what to that.

—Nothing. She was crying. She was like almost sobbing actually. Let me see what you.

—Why are you so—

—Come on let’s see ‘Thinking about all the ways I’d let myself down...from there to my recent
plans for redemption?...discovered a dead cat in a shrub already transformed through rigor
mortis...nearly broken down staring at it...” You make me sound like a huge pussy man.

—1Is it accurate or what.

—You should say like some Penthouse shit. Say she starting rubbing on me. Took my hand and
put it on her tit. Say she licked my face and tried to unzip me—

—None of that sounds all that profound. None of that sounds all that literary.

—Mister Writer over here. Some Great Gatsby shit. Next like what’s-his-face dude that shot his
head off with a shotgun.

—Hemingway but seriously what’d you say to her. Or did you not say anything.

—Well I said ‘Look bitch.” No I’m just kidding. I just put my arm around her and said ‘It’s okay
it’s okay it’s okay,” and she’s crying and apologizing. And I was starting to feel like I don’t
know. I was still pretty drunk okay. I started to just sorta wish we’d swerve into oncoming traffic
and collide with a semi or something.

—You what?

—The fuck man. Why?
—Because—fuck just because. Because I don’t know. Because I felt like I was doing something

right for once. Because I had this thought that I’d never be a better person than I was right there
11



and then. | felt like, I felt like I don’t know this is hard to explain. I felt like heroic. Jesus Christ
man please just write that I fucked her. Second thought don’t write anything. Let me, let me see
that—

—Get out of here. Chill out man. Relax okay. Tell you what no one else’ll see this. This is just
me and you talking now. You really want to see it here. Take it seriously. But at least finish your

story.

—Come on.

—She says ‘I’m really not pregnant I just don’t know what to do.” She’s telling me she loves
him. Like that. ‘I love him I just love him so much.” And I just, all I could say was ‘I know I
know.’ I said ‘Love.’ I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

—That’s it?

—No well she pulled out a pill bottle and held it so I could see and asked me if I’d buy them off
her. She said she was gonna use them to, you know. She was gonna swallow them down right
before she knocked on her ex’s door. I said no thanks. I mean we were on the bus with people
watching. But she kept telling me she’d give them to me for half what she paid. | told her I only

had ten and she said okay. | was her angel, she told me. She said | was saving her life.
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ARE YOU FROM/ARE WE?

Kale came for the raw yellowfin tuna with its 1 to 4 ratio in grams of protein to body
mass and its lovely selection of omega-3 fatty acids and minerals and its near-impossibly teensy
calorie count, making it pretty much the perfect food for tired muscles worked anaerobically and
deprived of oxygen four times weekly and crusted with lactate. That was, anyway, the original
plan. But now he stands six-foot-seven or seventy-nine inches or 2.0066 meters in full
impressive height in the parking lot of the Albertson’s at the X of Dixie and Commercial
speaking to a beautiful young woman of unknown identity. The late afternoon sun offers a rich
and softly multihued glare that seems to hush the deep black of the freshly tarred and painted lot
back into two dimensions, so that Kale again feels like he’s standing on top of it, rather than the
dizzying and uncomfortable sensation of within it.

He has this idea, does Kale, of himself as an essentially hearty soul that doesn’t at all—
the idea—mesh or gel or keep step with or even live within the same miserable stretch of solar-
charred concrete as himself. He’s been described as gentle and placid and sort of cute in a
lumberjackish way and lord, how tall are you? and Jesus that young man should be strapping on
pads and putting a custom-ordered helmet over that brick structure of a head and knocking the
limbs from their sockets of less developmentally endowed boys (this back when he was thirteen
and had, in just ten months, sprouted to a pinch over six feet from a previous height of five-foot-
four—resulting in a few nasty bone and joint issues that never quite went away—along with an

improbable thirty-two Ib. weight gain fueled almost entirely by an assortment of Little Debbie
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brand snacks). But he’s never been described as hearty. He’s hoping, re beautiful youngish
clean-smelling woman, to soon move from identity unknown to origins unknown, and maybe, if
some heartiness can soon be mustered up, from origins unknown to that ever-elusive-to-Kale
origins discovered.

The Unknown Identity holds her sunglasses up to mouth, nibbles on the right stem, and
watches Kale load her groceries into the powder-blue SUV. Kale has caught every little motion
of hers, e.g. the fluid way she flipped open the cell phone she’d plucked from the purse hanging
off the nook in her left arm, and how she’d elegantly lifted her tiny right foot containing Kale
can only hypothesize the petitest toes imaginable to rest on the back of the bottom rack of the
cart, and the odd little thing she’d done where she’d made a fist of her right hand for no reason
and squeezed until her knuckles had turned white. She wears a perfume that Kale’s nostrils suck
up and his brain processes in a little miracle of convergence among the anterior olfactory
nucleus, the olfactory tubercle, the high and mighty amygdala, the piriform complex, and the
entorhinal complex, which involves a number of his olfactory sensory neurons and axons
projecting into and out of different lobes in a procedure slower than the processing of light but
faster than your average sport utility vehicle, which UI’s SUV looks to be less powder-blue on
second thought than sky-blue—the scent of Ul then processed as clean and airy and light. That
little sunglass-nibble thing she’s doing just about drove him crazy when she started doing it.
She’s beautiful in a classical actress kind of way, despite the fitted pantsuit and jacket and lilac-
colored blouse she sports. Kale can imagine her at the center of a Greek tragedy, or as the face of
some 1950s ad campaign for whatever perfume she’s wearing cross-marketed with the brand of

her sunglasses, which brand Kale can’t figure out because the logo is probably on the stem that’s
14



being nibbled on. She’s not quite young, in the way Kale originally had perceived, i.e. twenty-
four to twenty-eight range, but rather somewhere between thirty-two and thirty-eight, estimating
conservatively. And can’t be more than 5°2”, a buck-ten at most. Kale himself is a solid two-
forty-two Ibs., or 109.769 kgs metric, much of it in thick cords of muscle that give his taut skin
the appearance of stretched latex, though not the feel of it, thankfully. He’s almost painfully
conscious of his size at all times, and even more so around women. This particular one he towers
over in every conceivable dimension, despite attempts, both conscious and not, to hunch and
shrink and appear less physically imposing than he is. Grotesque is the word Kale secretly uses
for it, though he knows many people would brutally murder to have and use a body like his.

Kale has to maneuver the grocery bags around a golf bag filled with he can’t help
noticing a number of mud-caked, corroded-looking clubs, the most prominent of which, a
strangely majestic looking Callaway driver with an obscenely oversized head, is in the worst
shape of all, bent at an angle not at all conducive to playing golf with any handicap beneath like
sixty. The Unknown Identity refuses to remark upon what Kale can only consider the puzzling
presence of a set of golf clubs that look to be as tall or taller than her, and but so he dutifully
arranges the plastic grocery bags around it, making sure the bread and eggs have some breathing
room, all the while feeling the Unknown Identity’s classically beautiful hazel eyes at his back.
His swelling panic at the thought of successfully engaging her up to origins-discovered level
causes a predictably sharp upsurge in body temperature, so that he can feel patches of heat within
the pillows of his cheeks and along the ridge of his forehead, along with a directly correlated

drop in perceived heartiness levels.

15



“You’re, like, my hero,” the Unknown Identity says from the blind spot to his left. Kale
just goes on putting the finishing touches to the job, smiling and offering a short ha he’s hoping
the Unknown Identity will perceive as humble and deflecting of her praise, though not, he hopes,
at all dismissive or curt or rude. The back of her car smells like pine needles and body odor. An
irradiant heat oozes around him, pours forth from the SUV in an odd lingering wave. Kale is
officially sweating in a big way. He doesn’t want to wipe the sweat from his brow in front of
Unknown Identity and risk triggering some sort of disgust/repugnance impulse. The position
now becomes especially precarious for Kale, because he’s finished loading the groceries into the
back of the car, and he doesn’t know whether to just turn around and let the Unknown Identity
witness his face washed in a grotesque and profuse glaze of sweat, or wipe it off and alert
Unknown Identity to sweat’s presence, plus have that nasty sweat stain just sitting there on his
sleeve for her eyes to linger on as they natter on in a polite post-kind-gesture (i.e. Kale’s offering
to help with the grocery loading in an extraordinarily rare and quickly fleeting moment of
spontaneous maximum heartiness, the subsiding of which, of these moments, always leaves Kale
depleted and vaguely resentful that he can’t somehow maintain maximum heartiness and like,
kill it, socially, all the time) conversation. He half-turns then simply freezes, stuck in place,
looking for all the world as though he’s just thrown his back out. Either Kale’s spindle neurons
have stopped mid-fire in the anterior cingulate cortex or the clustered neurons of the striatum
have blown a fuse or more broadly the flow’s been halted between the rational frontal lobes and
the instinctual/emotional brain components, depending on particularities of theories of the
neuroscience of decision-making still being hashed out. Most likely a number of neurons have

paused to consider among a number of different cerebral fronts—coalition rather than
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compartmentalization being key in the majority of brain functions. “Are you okay?” Unknown
Identity asks, moving closer, now well within sweat perception range. Kale has disgust/repugged
himself right into a paralyzing dilemma the outcome of which he couldn’t overstate the
significance of, since it’s not all that often that he engages or is engaged by a woman, and even
less often is the engagement anything more than a quick tight smile or a soft embarrassed hello
or a kind of half-wave thing to one of the four girls who stand at the front desk of the gym he
frequents—the gym itself a safe haven for Kale and his painful shyness, since it’s stocked mainly
with old guys wearing bandannas and sleeveless Harley shirts and young guys with thready arms
who steal awed looks at Kale through the big mirror that wraps around the gym as they place
their ten Ib. dumbbells back on the rack, a safe haven except for those fraught few seconds as
Kale is coming or going, during which it’s pretty much mandatory for him to make eye contact
with at least one of the girls up front, every one of them Unknown Identities, except for those
rare times that come around once every few months, when Kale tries to psych himself up into at
least asking the girls their names, since he sees them four times a week: on those rare times, the
extra-intense psychic pressure exacts a hugely exhausting toll on Kale’s mental fortitude and
keeps him from even being able to share a gaze with any of the up-front girls.

So this here’s like crunch time for Kale, in a bigtime way. He’s spent the majority of his
adult life dreading/hoping for a situation like this one, a classic case of a pathological shyness-
exhibitionism, in which a subject attempts to overcome or compensate for a self-perceived
essential ‘boringness’ or ugliness by acting out in peculiar ways, which typically results in a
second helping of alienation, reinforcing pathological shyness—really it’s just a vicious cycle,

though kind of elegant if you stop to think about it. Unknown Identity places her hand on Kale’s
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over-developed, thuggish back (from shoulder to massive shoulder an astounding 23.2 inches or
58.928 cm), and says, “Does it hurt?”” Kale shakes his head, feels globules of sweat flop off and
ting the plastic grocery bags.

With an electrochemical jolt his brain again commences the surreptitious flow of
neurons. The path is laid and he just, he thinks, needs to man up.

So decides, does he, does Kale, to act this thing out. It’s pretty much the heartiest thing
he can think to do. He wrenches his neck at a truly painful angle to bravely meet Unknown
Identity’s classically beautiful hazel eyes, notes with pleasure their alarm, and says, “Maybe—
shit—maybe if I, if we—if we can just move—fuck, yeah, that hurt, a little softer, maybe—
there—there we go.” He’s now sitting on the trunk’s threshold.

Often, along with the pathological shyness comes an OCD parading as a kind of silent
narcissism, in which the subject views his social inferiority with a smug disinterest, considering
himself ‘above the fray,’ so to speak, of all human interaction, viewing the whole ‘society’ thing
as an artifice, a construct, a Matrix-like false reality which only he seems to be able to pierce
through and see the truth of. Bordering on megalomania, though clinically distinctly different.
Often first deployed as defense or ‘coping’ mechanism. Neuroscience nowhere near psychology
in terms of explaining so-called mental ‘disorders’. In Kale’s case, the OCD manifests itself as a
fanatical and diligent observation of any and all women coupled with emotional isolation, the
combination of which has brewed in many a psychopathic stalker. Kale compares and contrasts
these women and, if they’re accompanied by a man, he compares himself—most often
favorably—to that poor, unsuspecting schmuck, constructing hugely detailed fantasies of what it

would be like if Kale and aforementioned any-and-all woman were to initiate a relationship—
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while at the same time tricking himself into believing he’s doing this with a cold disinterest—
constructing these fantasies, most of which conclude in happily ever after-type scenarios, though
some, admittedly, are more realistic, ending with vicious arguments that, as Kale imagines them,
gets him kind of steamed up below the belt—all of this, remember, done for women who don'’t
even know Kale exists, though he suspects they’ve grabbed eyefuls when he wasn’t watching,
and certainly like what they see, and perhaps they even now pine for this unusually tall fellow
with the complex (asserting, in his convoluted thought process, a kind of ‘willing suspension of
disbelief’ technique in regards to his perception of his body as grotesque in its excess size and
definition) musculature who’s unaware he’s being observed (another classic psychological case,
this time of projection), and etc., etc. At this certain moment Kale likes to think as he looks away
to scan the parking lot that Ul with her classically beautiful eyes tilted all the way to the left to
get as much of Kale in her periphery as possible is studying him and assessing and possibly
constructing fantasies involving their two naked bodies conjoined.

Unknown Identity gingerly moves her fingers around Kale’s back, searching for that one
tender spot. “How’s this?” she says, and “Does this hurt?”” and “What about here? Here?”” and
Kale just grits his face and clamps his eyes shut and shakes his head, inwardly counting down
through six, five, four, and so on ginger finger prods, until she lands on a spot mid-low and
slightly to the left of his spine. Then he lets out a little—hoping it doesn’t come out creepy-
sounding—grunt of pain, and spasms his back. Kale’s lying or ‘acting’ here involving a self-
projection from true context to alternate context; that self-projection neurologically engaging his
pre-frontal and medial temporal-parietal lobe regions in an assortment of tasks all adding up to a

sort of ‘mental time-travel.’
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“Jesus I’'m sorry,” Unknown Identity says.

“Tsokay,” Kale pushes out.

Unknown Identity is so close that Kale completely forgets the sweat dilemma, torn all up
on the inside by that fragrance of hers, like a slightly fancier and more subtle version of a just-
out-of-the-shower scent. He can see a few beautiful pores blossoming on that fleshy area of
upper cheek that’s untouched by blush or eyeliner. He has the odd thought that maybe she really
is famous and he just doesn’t know it. She again nibbles on the stem of her sunglasses, this time
the left stem, and what Kale wouldn’t give to be that shapely piece of designer co-polyamide.
This is, by far, the most successful he’s been with a woman in nearly a year, unless you count the
time months ago when he was at Fat Cat’s downtown with Jimmy and Sutton and that one girl
came up and looked at him for a second and gave him an unexpected and kind of unpleasant hug
for the tightness and duration, which had turned out to be accidental because she thought he was
someone else—Kale had been counting that but not anymore. And meanwhile, Unknown
Identity’s hand is again at Kale’s back, the look on her face all business. He inwardly thrills at
her touch. “Just breathe easy,” she says, as she again zeroes in on the imaginary sore spot. This
time, she places the heel of her palm against it and gives a soft, gradual push. Kale moans he
thinks convincingly for the amount of time she takes to do this. “I’m thinking,” she says, taking a
couple of seconds to nip at her lower lip with her upper teeth in a totally sexy and kind of
inappropriate considering the circumstances way, “I’m thinking,” she says, again halting to this
time nibble on the right stem of her sunglasses and place a warm hand on Kale’s back near
alleged injury, “that maybe it’s a strained muscle. Like maybe you put too much torque into that

last motion. I don’t know.”
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Kale shrugs, grimaces. “This hasn’t ever happened before,” he says.

“Happens with big guys occasionally,” Unknown Identity responds. Kale doesn’t really
know what to say to this. In the heartiest of ways, he’s overjoyed to note UI has observed the
size and shape of his frame and has summed it up in a tidy concise way, her tone not revulsed
upon pronouncing the word ‘big’ but rather factual, an it-is-what-it-is type of tenor to her throaty
yet somehow light and effeminate voice, the voice of someone who’s smoked exactly the right
amount of cigarettes. This small victory soon followed by the terrifying thought that maybe Ul is
masking or hiding her revulsion in an attempt to be polite. Kale begins to catalogue the size
differences between them in terms of ratio—a 1.6, maybe 1.7 to 1, say, if we’re talking thighs,
and probably a whopping 3 or even 4 if he’s flexing to 1 in the whole bicep/tricep area, and a
more manageable—though the physics of possibly trying to kiss her without lifting her into the
air confound him—1.15 to 1 in terms of head size. This mental action particularly complex for
Kale, because he has to coordinate self-projection and calculation, large swaths of his brain
absorbed in the task even as he perceives Ul again making a fist out of her right hand.

“What’s your name, hon?” the Unknown asks.

“It’s Kale.”

“Kale?”

“Like the vegetable, yeah. K-a-1-e.”

“Kale like the vegetable. I’d recommend you hightail yourself over to a chiropractor, any
chiropractor. Because this seems serious. Kind of really serious.”

The sun, at this time of the day, offers a palliative radiance, no real need to squint or head

indoors or root around in the center console for sunglasses. Unknown Identity tucks hers into her
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professional attire button-down shirt collar, rolls up her sleeves a couple of notches, revealing
even-more-than-expected fragile looking wrists, giving Kale a headache in reconfiguring
projected size-difference ratios. Cars rocket down Commercial through the X and bang over the
railroad tracks just directly beyond on their way to US-1 or the beach, or else get stuck waiting at
the light as other cars move along Dixie. Kale is ecstatic to realize that all this recent sitting has
dried the sweat from his face. He feels hearty enough, despite the ambiguous ‘big guys’ previous
comment, to request UI’s name, and he does so, in a way he hopes she perceives as casual,
merely for informative and polite purposes—and in that way, she now becomes Isabella-or-just-
Bella of unknown origins. He feels it might be pushing it to press for origins.

“Where’s your car? You think you can get over there?” Isabella-or-just-Bella asks.

“Maybe,” Kale says. He fakes an attempt to stand, gets about two-thirds of the way to full
standing position, and then pretends to suddenly feel a flash of breathtaking agony, before
collapsing again into a sitting position. This lying/acting thing really starting to give him an
adrenal thrill for how easy it is.

“Jesus,” Isabella-or-just-Bella says. “I mean, you’re legitimately hurt here.”

“Yeah,” Kale agrees, prodding at his own back.

“It’s kind of painful just to watch you in pain,” she says.

“It’s no picnic,” he says, grunting. A few more exchanges of empathy, Kale believes, and
he’ll have his opportunity to shift, conversation-wise, toward origins. Origins, of course, opening
up a whole new bracket of personal inquiries and opportunities to really get to know her and
have her get to know him beyond the grotesquely transfigured physical body. Just being

comfortable enough to ask someone where they’re from is a big, big thing for Kale.
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“I wonder if you lean on me, if we could get you to your car that way,” Isabella-or-just-
Bella says. She’s poking around in her purse, and finally comes out with a cellphone, which she
takes a quick look at and promptly buries again.

“I don’t know,” Kale says.

“Worth a shot,” she says, her face momentarily darkening in a way Kale doesn’t like the
looks of. To point out the obvious in the scenario, that he, with all that bulk, would easily
overwhelm her with those flimsy wrists, and that most probably they’d both end up falling to the
ground, tweaking Kale’s supposed back injury even more, not to mention possibly injuring
Isabella-or-just Bella, depending on how they fall, would, unfortunately, also be to draw
attention to previously mentioned size difference, the projected ratios of which Kale has so
patiently reconfigured and which he’s not especially keen on having Isabella-or-just-Bella
focusing on and eliminating him as a possible sexual partner because of the circus-freak show
they’d be between the sheets. He wants badly, in this moment, to take a gander at her chest area,
but forces his gaze elsewhere at each approach. The porn Kale watches is not particularly
adventuresome or kinky or fetishistic. He likes missionary and he likes reverse cow girl and
sometimes blowjobs. It’s honestly never occurred to him to seek out the nastier stuff. In
masturbatory fantasies he typically wears a hat or black socks and often performs that little
number Tom Cruise did in Risky Business, which sometimes get him off-track in odd and un-
analyzable ways.

“Come on,” Isabella-or-just-Bella says. She stands, takes his massive arm (with a wince
now recalling the 20.3 inch/0.51562 meter circumference of his bicep region, which he’d

measured and been secretly thrilled/worried about, i.e. It’s big/is it too big? just a couple of
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weeks ago), puts it around her shoulder. Kale perceives he doesn’t have much of a choice in the
matter. As he stands, he grunts and grimaces and does quick-inhale type things to signify
different levels and types of pain. Again with the self-projection brain functions needed to
pretend. They move off in the direction of his car, which he can see from where they are: it’s that
close. Kale leans heavily on Isabella-or-just-Bella, probably if he were to estimate with about
half of his body weight, with an over/under of three maybe four Ibs. He displaces just enough
body weight, in other words, to force her to visibly struggle beneath it, but not enough to actually
tip the two of them over. “Jesus come on tough it out,” Isabella-or-just-Bella says from under his
arm. Kale just grunts, looks down at his size thirteen shoes, and then at her petite size like,
honestly, twos, and hopes to god she hasn’t already mentally eliminated him as a possible sexual
partner. Doing a pretty good job of ignoring/repressing feelings of grotesquery, he feels. Each
step brings a new, intriguing angle to her scent, his olfactory sensory neurons zinging around
now with extra vigor. They walk in the awkward manner of infants. Kale is, at this point,
cautiously optimistic on the heartiness front. He’s pretty sure that when they reach his car and
tuck him into the driver’s seat and have their final terminating exchange, he’ll be able to steer the
conversation without much effort toward origins and maybe he’ll be able to wrangle a promise
out of her to look him up on any of the social media sites, he’s on pretty much all of them—Iike
most pathologically shy people, Kale usually does a lot better job of projecting heartiness/humor
through the written word, and’s been known to frequent and contribute to certain workout and
training blogs and chat rooms in a style that’s both witty and self-deprecating.

The newly-tarred parking lot is pleasant and smooth to drag a foot over. The sound of

someone blasting hip-hop from a poorly-equipped sound system comes and goes unseen in the
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manner of a train approaching and retreating. Cars’ paint jobs flicker as loose constellations of
cirrus clouds twist into and out of the sun’s light like ribbons dragged along a tile floor. As Kale
and Isabella-or-just-Bella reach the middle of a particular column, a Ford pickup halts gently and
one burly fella wearing a like state-of-the-art gray muscle tee with contrast mesh panels for
ventilation and quick-dry fabric for moisture management and even UV protection—the sort of
shirt Kale’s seen in the gym and has felt pangs of jealousy about but ultimately eschewed as a
kind of tourist or poser piece of workout equipment—comes jumping out of the passenger side
and says “What’s the issue? Need some help?”

“Actually,” Isabella-or-just-Bella says, and here Kale can again feel the heat in his cheeks
spike and only hope it’s not a visible blush. The fella in the muscle tee has thick hairs sprouting
from his shoulders that trail off as they reach his upper arms and again leaf wildly on his
forearms all the way to his knuckles. His build somewhat in the strapping department, albeit with
very little tone, Kale after a few tense seconds deeming him a non-threat. The fella seems to be
making a serious effort to appear somber, thoughtful, but goes on grinning in spite of himself,
the muscles beneath the skin on his face now doing a little twitchy jig, causing the fella to squint
about ten or fifteen times in quick succession and in a truly odd moment curse all this fucken
sunlight, wondering aloud where’s all these fucken hurricanes he kept hearing about when he
and his buddy—here he gestures up at the man in the driver’s seat—first threw all their shit in
the bed of the Ford and drove cross-country from northern TX. He looks almost mournful
afterwards. Two or three cars pile up behind the Ford and let out long angry honks, and the fella
in the driver’s seat just lays into his own horn, really holds it down. Kale says, “I think we can

manage here, actually. But thanks.” He pulls himself up quite a bit, so that now Isabella-or-just-
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Bella is having to carry practically none of his weight. Still, she says, “If you wouldn’t mind—
what’s your name?”

“Steve,” the fella says, still halfway stunned at his own little outburst. Kale’s brain now a
total dark mystery—although certain regions do flicker in the limbic system—the question of the
origins of emotion pretty much the crux of the debate between psychology and neuroscience. It’s
pretty clear, though, he feels threatened now that Isabella-or-just-Bella has requested fellal’s
name.

“Steve,” Isabella-or-just-Bella says, “If you wouldn’t mind, we could speed this little
thing along. I’'m sure Kale here—,” At the mention of his name, Kale goes through the roof with
joy and possessiveness, “—wants to get to a chiropractor ASAP. And | know my perishables are
just about to perish, from all this heat.”

At this moment one of the cars about six deep hazards a honk, and fella2 again goes to
town on his own honker for so long that Kale begins to fear hearing damage. Fellal waves at
fella2, who gets out of the pickup and comes over and says, “What’s the problem? You guys
need some help?” His hands are at his hips as he looks from one to the next to the next and back
again, and quickly wheels around to give not the index, ring, or pinky finger to another car that’s
dared to honk. The man seems particularly on edge and ready to avenge any perceived insult.
He’s much smaller than his counterpart. Kale very probably can squat the weight of both of them
probably 6-8 times, his glutes the size of hams you see in holiday commercials. Here, he can do
nothing but stand and feel the faint flickers of a migraine-level headache approaching from all
this stress. He rubs his tongue all up and down the roof and walls of his mouth, which has dried

terribly, and rubs his lips together in a discreet way, not daring to reach into the pocket of his
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size 30X36 jeans for the extra-strength with SPF 40 sun-blocking protection lip moisturizer he’s
stashed there. Heartiness approaches critical, like historic-level lows. He’s unaware of the
direction of Isabella-or-just-Bella’s classically beautiful gaze, too nervous now to look, and he’s
kicking himself for not being suave or confident or hearty enough to just straight up person-to-
person tell I-or-just-B—he can’t even think her name at this point, is how much psychic baggage
he’s already carrying about the whole thing—about how he feels she’s got classically good
looks, and she must get this all the time but he’s interested in her in a non-platonic way, and if
she can bear to be around him for like thirty more minutes maybe they could head over to the
Denny’s across the street and have a cup of brew and get to know each other. Kale’s worst fear is
ending up alone, and not in like the traditional say-it-but-don’t-really-believe-it-will-happen-
way, but in an existentially overwhelming to the point of stomach knotting and forehead
sweating way. Like he fears it because he knows 100% it’s going to happen, because he doesn’t
have the mojo/confidence/whatever to just go up and ask a woman out, to the point where the
thing has become a self-fulfilling prophecy, and he senses women can sense his fear of them,
somehow, and are completely repulsed by it, and choose to offer the gift of coitus to lesser-
deserving specimens reluctantly, hoping—these women—that Kale will man up and ask them
out so they can ditch the losers, which in turn, this weird paradox-thing he twists himself into,
typically triggers the smug disinterest ‘coping’ mechanism thing, where he pretends he doesn’t
care but’s really obsessively fantasizing about any woman who crosses his eyeline, etc.

Kale is really cerebrally cruisin’ for a bruisin’ here.

Allostatic load just reaching the tipping point, so to speak, his brain’s ultimate response

to this high level of stress unknown. His thoughts more a cloud than a process, not taking up
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much of traditional linear time, so that all this occurs between the moment the last consonant ‘p’
in help is pronounced with an interrogative lilt by fella2 and the first syllable ‘lis’ in listen is
uttered by the deadly beautiful Isabella-or-just-Bella of unknown origins: “Listen,” she says,
leaning forward to meet fella2’s eyes, “If you’d just come around here and get up under his arm,
and Steve, if you’d take the other arm, then we can get him to his car pretty easily, I think.”

“What’s the issue?” fella2 says. “Some sort of leg thing? You slip and fall?” Fellal gives
fella2 a horrified look, as though the man’s just committed some appalling social faux-pas.
Kale’s back is at this point starting to ache a bit in the other oblique, from being tilted ever-so-
slightly all this time toward the side I-or-just-B is holding up. No matter how often he wets his
lips, they just seem to not stay moisturized without some external lip-moisturizing help. He’s
also, due to all the jostling, begun to sweat again, though at this point that’s the last of his
worries.

“It’s his back,” I-or-just-B says. “Look, guys, we’re in kind of a hurry here. If you don’t
want to help, me and the big lug will just continue on our merry way.”

“Who says we don’t want to help?” fella2 says. “Just curious was all. It’s not something
you see every day, is all.” He steps around Kale and officially commences the switch-over. Kale
is handled gingerly and his full 80.5-inch or 204.47-centimeter or just a shade over 2-meter
wingspan is opened and then wrapped around two burly, hairy shoulders, and now I-or-just-B of
unknown origins is practically trotting away back in the direction of her sky-blue SUV and the
groceries Kale had so carefully arranged around the mysterious golf bag filled with damaged
clubs—she’s trotting away, calling out “Good luck, hon!” and the full blunt force of the

termination of the encounter in failure just annihilates Kale, brain-wise. Axons launch like
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miniature nuclear missiles and bring about a fiery psychological/neurobiological apocalypse. The
view, if mapped out on a brain-scan using state-of-the-art (fMRI) neuroimaging software, would
be breathtaking and to risk pun mind-blowing. Kale shuts down. His entire nervous system
ceases to function in a single glorious transcendent instant. His body lurches forward and then
reels back as if stricken, and drops to pavement with a magnificent thud. The back of his skull
fractures and the impact jars him into a sleep-paralysis-type state, his eyes open and roving
inside the sockets but his limbs unresponsive, though in this case from shock rather than actual
sleep paralysis. He’s in true physical agony, now.

“Holy flying fuck!” fella2 cries out.

“I thought you had him,” fellal says.

“I thought you had him,” fella2 responds.

“I thought I had him too,” fellal admits.

Kale looks up at the two guys and can’t quite comprehend. He’s still within the realm of
consciousness, but drops and lifts through different degrees, struggling at first to lift his head and
elevate his thoughts to a crystal-clear timbre before finally settling for a degree-removed
impression. It’s like he’s just below water trying to hear, or behind a thin curtain, or squinting
and holding his hands clamped over his ears—an out-of-body experience if ever there was one,
though the weirdness of the situation eludes him in his foggy mental state. His limbs are flailed
at angles you’d typically only see in chalk outlines on crime-procedure TV shows, and he makes
zero effort toward corralling them in, as the staggering physical pain doesn’t quite recede but
transforms into a not wholly unpleasant numbing sensation and Kale moves almost seamlessly

from shock to detachment. His ears toll at a vicious monotonous pitch. The woman is there
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again, standing over him, peering down, but he can’t for the life of him locate her name
anywhere in the left temporal lobe where he’d believed he stored it. He closes his eyes and feels
the asphalt smooth and agreeably warm on his back and someone nudges him with a sneaker for
a second before being admonished by someone else. His vision is shaded from all the gathering
bodies. He can hear not one but two distinct voices disseminating the news loudly for other
presumably curious passersby. Another person suggests an emergency 911 call. The air tastes
strangely metallic, like blood. His lips dry and papery. He can’t remember how he got here, like
at all, but he’s not especially worried about it. The woman is whispering “Kale? Kale?” in close
proximity to his right ear, at each pronunciation of his name releasing a small puff of air that
tickles his ear and smells vaguely minty and causes him to smile, still with his eyes closed. He
has quite the nasty concussion, is the crowd’s consensus. Ten or so people surround him now,
and the group grows by the minute, as more people step out of their cars to see what’s the holdup
on this unusually long backup, or else leave the grocery store pushing their carts or with bags in
hand and hear the crowd and let natural curiosity get the best of them. Kale has yet to move. The
crowd’s consensus begins to schism. A few people are seriously worried for this young man’s
life. One child in particular begins to sob uncontrollably and has to be taken away by her mother,
who doesn’t realize her own ill foreboding is what caused the child to cry in the first place,
children being, for the most part, unbelievably empathetic and emotionally twitchy, albeit
without the nuance of different shades of emotion. Bella sits Indian-style at Kale’s side and
watches his lips curve upward into a slight smile as she whispers his name. She chokes down the
anger that’s begun to well in her chest, tries to direct it, as per therapist Willa’s request, into a

productive or at least non self-destructive emotional response. She takes Kale’s huge and gnarled
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hand and gives it a squeeze, but gets no response. Her other hand a fist without her realizing,
squeezing and loosening rhythmically. Wonders, does Bella, where on God’s green
motherfucking earth is that ambulance. She wants this thing taken off her shoulders. Her
performance up to this point has been damn near flawless, so far as she can tell. She’s been
impossibly patient with just about every curve thrown her way. Not a single fuck or shit or
sonofafuckingbitch uttered out loud. Of course, of course, these unbelievably shitty things had to
happen to her on the one day she wakes up and decides to go ahead and attempt to be a
reasonable and patient human being. Therapist Willa hammering away at her, at Bella, for weeks
about a possible resolution for the whole flying-off-the-handle-often-and-always issue perhaps
lying not in some dormant childhood trauma or deep dissatisfaction with the husband, Rodney—
the sheer, startling fact of him being able to hold down a job, much less a 120K a year gig plus
out-of-this-world benefits at a high-profile Miami accounting firm pretty much an open-shut
argument for the competence Bella’d denied him having—but deep within Bella’s
psychosomatic self, an essential function gone haywire, so to speak, which, with much self-
conscious and directed thought and action, could be fixed. ‘Fixed’ not therapist Willa’s word, of
course. But Bella’d been willing to give it a try, especially since homicidal urgings had become a
tad ridiculous, e.g. the one Sunday evening when, out of the blue, she’d had the impulse to not
just hack Rodney up into tiny little pieces but to actually dice him up really fine and season the
pieces with some fresh garlic and toss him in a pot with chickpeas and onions and leeks and
carrots and cabbage and tomatoes and potatoes and some parsley and cook it all down and make
a nice olla podrida stew. She’d actually gone on the computer and looked up the recipe. So Bella

figured it was time to take a taste of humble pie and throw herself at the mercy of therapist Willa,
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who’d seemed not so much delighted as mystified and a bit skeptical that a formerly difficult and
‘uncomprehending’ advisee (never patient or client) would suddenly overnight be on board with
the whole program.

Kale’s hand is moist to the touch, and it takes every ounce of goodwill in Bella to
continue to hold on to it and give it periodic squeezes. Her other hand continues unbeknownst to
squeeze itself on her opposite side. The man’s eyes are positively locked shut, giving him an air
of deep thought or constipation. It had been nice of him, Bella had to admit, though unnecessary,
to offer to load her groceries into the Lexus. She was astonished to discover a gratefulness rise
up in her, astonished but pleased, despite impulse towards contrariness. She’d watched his
muscles work beneath his long-sleeve tee with a little naughty thrill. Rodney, after all, had never,
even in college, from what she’d seen of pictures, looked like that. Nor had he ever been
particularly chivalrous or kind, which had suited Bella, who found his insolence and
unwillingness to compromise even on the stupidest little thing like storing loaves of bread in the
fridge for longer shelf time invigorating, and a solid match for her own ill temper. Therapist
Willa had found that little informational tidbit especially compelling and relevant and from the
look on her face quite sad.

The crowd’s collective body heat is an exponentially rising thing, and Bella’s doing her
best to breathe deeply and not feel irritated about feeling so hot and boxed in. Occasionally a leg
pushes up against her back and she does her very best to not wish that particular appendage a
brutal mangling. Her hands squeeze now at the same pace, about a 62 squeeze/per minute rate, or
half her heart’s current rate. Her wrists burn. She tries to be totally up front with herself about

her failures or lapses, so as not to forget she’s a flawed human being, as suggested by therapist
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Willa. Kale’s making little unidentifiable noises, and Bella’s immediately pulled back into the
present, to the seriousness of the situation. Wonders where’s that goddamned ambulance to come
and relieve her of what she sees is her duty to stay by the poor guy’s side. His lips move slightly
but the noises he makes sound like they come from some other place. Therapist Willa had also
suggested, in times when Bella’s really itching to explode on someone, to try and project herself
into the mind of the opposing combatant/victim. Looking down into the somewhat attractive face
of this overgrown human being, Bella just blanks, empathy-wise. She imagines him in terrible
agony, but this doesn’t seem quite right, considering the small smile that’s still affixed as he tries
to speak or something. Really, these noises are kind of disconcerting. Like something between a
burp and a gurgle. Bella then thinks maybe the poor man is kicking himself for even trying to do
a nice thing for someone, like he thinks, she imagines, that this is what he gets for once stepping
outside of his own problems and issues and attempting to make a legitimate connection with
another human being—this feeling of perhaps regret or irony all mixed up in the feeling of
physical pain and maybe embarrassment at being the center of a huge crowd’s attention—this
guy Kale striking Bella from the get-go as the shy type—~he tried to do just a simple, nice thing,
and is punished terribly for it by whatever god or force he believes in.

The yowl of the ambulance at last in the distance. Bella’s unaware that her anger and
irritation have melted away as she squeezes Kale’s hand and truly tries to feel empathy for him.
He continues to try to communicate. His eyes open and jangle around before locking on Bella in
an intensely blank gaze that stops her dead in her tracks as far as feeling like she’s been able to
identify with him. He stares passively and the crowd is murmuring and already making room for

an ambulance that’s just pulled in to the parking lot and the noises he makes are slowly
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synchronizing with the moving lips. Bella leans in closer and closer, to better hear. The young
man speaks in gibberish, but in a questioning way, the same phrase again and again, altered

slightly each time. The first word she makes out is ‘where’.
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BEFORE THE HURRICANE CAME AND RIPPED US ALL APART

The man filled twenty minutes changing the tire and only’d gotten so far as pulling the
flat off before—knees dropped to asphalt smoked hot in the jeweling sun—going all devout. His
wife and | stood over him. His two little kids: not twins, said the wife, everybody makes that
mistake—they played a game in the clearing beyond the interstate. They leapt and shouted and
were all around joyous-like in that sun-blasted field, two little caught-out ghouls.

The man’s wife was speaking to me, leaning right into my ear.

“The hotel last night was just so itchy,” she said. “What was the name of that hotel,
honey? It was a big chain? One of those big chains. I always confuse them.”

To himself the husband nodded, whispered. His fists clenched. He started to rock, then
stopped. Like a, like a, sweating Buddha. The face on him.

“He okay?”’ I asked.

“Hon. Hon. Nort. Norton.” She failed to get his attention. “He’s fine,” she said to me.
“It’s what he does when he feels stressed. He learned it from his AA sponsor. He swears by the
man.”

I’d seen their dead car and them sad and useless beside it a hundred yards away. When |
pulled up the wife was in the process of shoving the husband to the ground. The little boy was
crying. His sister looked on. They saw my old Honda they all gaped, staring. | waved hello
stepping out and put on a smile and offered my help, which the wife thankfully accepted and the

husband, still on his ass on the side of the road, protested.
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In the lull the wife stepped away and cupped a hand over her eyes and watched her kids.
At the same moment the husband lifted his head and trained his vision all tender and pity-filled
on her. Like some ancient family ritual. I felt like—I don’t know—Iike | was in the way, or
something.

“Sure you don’t need a hand?” I said to the husband.

“Not unless you got a spare,” he said.

“You don’t have a spare?”

“Where would I keep something like that?”

“Why’d you take the tire off?” I asked.

“Jesus, guy, why ask me that even?” he said.

The cars shot past in great numbers. Jolts of air and squeals of tire, compounded rubber
sleeved and worn by the weight. No spare, really? The asphalt moaned baking. Scorched weeds
in the clearing the little girl leaned down to pluck and sniff.

And meanwhile, the woman was always removing her glasses, holding them to the light,
wiping them against her shirt.

“I almost wish I’d worn my contacts,” she said.

The man shone with sweat and grease, looked reverent and long-suffering, the way a man
in his situation might look.

“You call triple-A?” he asked his wife.

“You asked me that before!”

“Who?” he said, looking from me to her.

CCYOu!Q’
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“Me what?”

Now she turned to me. “Is he fucking with me, do you think? I can never tell. His sense
of humor.”

In the field, the kids screamed at each other. They were fist-fighting. Actually, the little
boy had his arms up in fists without moving while the little girl occasionally reached out and
slapped his cheek. Now | thought: I really should go.

The woman said to me, “He’s a recovering alcoholic, you know. He goes to those AA
meetings every week. We’re proud of him, the kids and me. I go with him sometimes, like a date
night kind of thing. We go to dinner afterwards and | pretend to order a glass of wine, just as a
joke, and he pretends to order a beer.

“We have so much love, between us,” she went on, in a dreamy way. “Our love is like—I
was saying this to him last night—it’s like, our love, it’s like this big green foggy cloud. What,”
she called out to her husband, “did I say our love was like, hon? The wording is escaping me
right now.”

“Whole goddamned day,” said the husband, to himself, for our benefit.

#

Savannah, Georgia: | just don’t know. Whether my little girl didn’t want to see me or not,
or whether my wife with infinite patient wisdom looked down her nostrils at me and refused
access—I’d been a fool to go.

For a while I wouldn’t leave and my wife’s cop boyfriend stood there on the beautiful
lawn with me looking at the house. One of those big, jolly, violent men hulking along through

this world. It seemed like he was genuinely concerned about me, and I admired him for it.
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The sun fissured tremendous and hollow, a luminous hole you’d half expect snow to fall
out of. The cop smelled like her as he shrugged.

“We’re all just sad little sacks, aren’t we?” he said. “Dumb soul-machines. Things that go
bump in the night. You can’t stop progress. You can’t. I'm telling you.” This was his first day off
in ten days, he was telling me. He was drunk and freely offering vicious pats on the back. He was
explaining why replacing me with him was the best bet for everybody. He knew I’d come around
to his side of things. He was sure of it.

“Just live and nothing to it. Keep in shape. Have some fun. Fuck, you gotta fuck. Eat
well. That kind of thing. I catch a lot of criminals, by the way. There’s whisperings about
detective is why I’'m logging so much time. My pension’ll be huge,” he said.

| wasn’t getting it.

“Come out here again I’ve no qualms or issues with bashing your head in against the
edge of the sidewalk there,” he explained. “I’ve seen it done,” he said. “It’s happened before to
other people, so please don’t make the mistake of thinking it can’t or won’t happen all over again
to you.” With a soft fist he thunked me on the back, whistled, shook his head. “You’ll be okay,”
he said. “You’ll figure it out. It probably seems like a low moment for you. But you’ll figure it
out. I can see you’re a fighter. It’s plain to see. Fight on, man. But not me. Don’t try it on me.
Because, you know, I think it was previously mentioned that I’d bash your head in, or
something? Something like that, I think. I need a reload on this drink. Hang on.”

#
The August heat swelling in great mysterious clattering clouds across the sky. Little palm

tree buds dropped thudding through scorched air. The new asphalt which had been repaved
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shimmered voluminously and bubbled with inoculated light coursed with rain potential. Food
signs, hotels, detritus of existence, etc.: Into all of this | arrived, am—if you think about it, which
| do—always arriving. A different man might well understand it as a gift, not a price, but | am
who | am who am |. Beautiful. Well, | mean. The alligator. She might’ve been. If I’d been
allowed to. But fuck it. Fuck it.

The small woman with whom I’d been living for something like two years stood out on
the second-floor balcony of the apartment complex. Upon removing myself from the car, | saw
her up there, and waved, to which she flicked the static ash off the tip of her cig. The stuffed
alligator | was remembering a minute or so ago—I pulled it from the trunk, carried it up the
stairs tucked as a football. It’s pretty much all I’d brought with me to Savannah.

Said Patti, on the exhale, “Your phone.”

“Welcome back,” I said. “Return of the conqueror,” I said. Went for the hug, but got no
reply. Her smoke, which | typically tolerated, bobbed, and this was a weird vision, like some
ancient hell-bent worm.

“You left your phone,” she said. “I tried to call you.”

“Tried to call me,” I repeated.

“Peter’s here. In the living room.”

“Peter.”

“He’s watching TV,” she said, looking at the door.

“I think maybe me and you should rethink again having a kid,” I said. I waved the

alligator at her face. “A boy, maybe. We could buy a house. Rent, at least.”
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“He says he’s going to kill you. If you don’t leave this time he says. He said ‘I’'m gonna
have to blow his brains out this time.”” Doing the thing, she was, where her hands start shaking.
The butt extinguished in her fingers, her shorts riding up her thick legs in an achingly sensual
way. Skin rippling hints of aging, just beneath ass. Sort of but not quite cellulite. The wife
looked older, too, I began to think right there. The cop boyfriend, what, twenty-three, twenty-
four? Strong guy, and smart. Me, the age of Christ at death. But minus all that glorious
goddamned purpose.

“Tell me what you’re going to do,” she said. “I’m not calling the cops.” Her brother had
once before shown up and put a gun to her temple and told me to go, which I did. For a while.
But then | heard he was down in Florida City, and would be for a long time—possession?
burglary? assault, maybe? some thrilling, insidious thing—and so | came around again.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m not sure. You’re not even asking me how it went.”

She gave me The Look. “How good could it have gone?” she said. “That thing.” She took
a look at the gator, which I held by the neck at my side. Rain was pattering softly now, running
the night colors together. There was humming thunder, too. Perforates of lightning strummed
occasionally, wild things of the landscape. There were rumors of a massive hurricane hanging
back just off the coast. Weathermen were promising annihilation in the coming days. | rapped
my left-hand knuckles against the balcony railing. “Is there any beer left in the fridge?”

Peter—Pete—laughed suddenly, loudly, beyond the closed door.

“No. I don’t think so,” said Patti.

“Are you sure?”

“If you go in there, and he shoots you,” she said.
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| thought, you can’t stop progress. “We’re all just sad little sacks, aren’t we?” I said to
her, positioning for a tender embrace.

“I hate it when you say things like that,” she said. “You sound like an idiot. We’re not in
a movie.”

#

| was afraid of Pete, so I left. | just walked down the street, looking at things until | began
to feel as good and brainless as the Creator must have felt after emptying himself onto the glued-
together rocks of this little planet. The air burned sensationally, and smelled of it, pregnant on
some destructive notion. The rain was a mist, tasted salty. | passed under street lamps with the
cooling sensation of being baptized, and felt confident that all things would continue onward,
that those people inside the walls of other apartments were struggling through their own private
performances without the benefit of an audience. | would not stray into yet another dream, of that
| was sure. My kid would know me. In time, at least.

Persevere, Tommy. Keep on keeping on, man. You can make it. Bad odds, American
dream, etc. This ragged drifting loneliness you feel. Like not that the seams are coming apart but
that there weren’t any seams to start? Like the world’s just bleeding colors without true
boundaries? Like, like, like. Maybe a six-pack.

| stepped into the corner store right before the rain picked up. Who should I find in there
but what’s-his-name, standing in front of the beer section looking all intent, like the best version
of himself. This guy, a Tim or Kevin or Marc, had told me a sad story at a house party months
ago. It was the way he told it. Like he’d honed the thing. Like he’d practiced in front of a mirror.

Dead wife or son with cancer or some other such thing. A performance so affecting it was
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revolting, I remembered. What was his name? Later on at that same party he’d been arguing with
a gorgeous woman out in the backyard, and had at a certain point held up his hand for her to shut
up, which she did. Cocked his head, squinted toward something in the distance, then motioned
for the woman to go on already. I’d spoiled a week’s sobriety that night, and on top of it drove
home, like a douche. Like a douche. What was his...?

| went on over and said hello after hesitating, and shook the man’s hand through his
surprise. The front of him wasn’t nearly so rigid and noble as the back, and in fact he looked a
little beat, maybe already drunk, and was clearly failing to place me in the vast puddling
reservoir of meat behind his eyes. | told him Eva’s party, remember? The two kegs. You brought
the Chardonnay nobody touched, | think. Tommy, | told him. We talked for a little while.

“Do you—ryou live around here?” he asked.

“Just up the street,” I said.

He seemed startled to hear this. Had, during the course of chit-chat, picked a six-pack of
Budweiser from the shelf. The bottles clanged, glared an opalescent brown beneath the
fluorescent lights. And man, man, out the window, was it really coming down. A carping against
the roof, almost a scrape against the big display windows.

“What’s with that?” he said, pointing at the gator.

I’d forgotten about it. I said it was a gift; a gift for a little girl who turned four today.

This guy was skinny and maybe even not the guy I’d met at the party, I was beginning to
realize, but I asked him how he was doing anyway, to which he smiled, and told me he was
doing much better than before. It was cold in that convenience store, maybe because my clothes

were damp, and a lot of the shelves were dusty. The place had a kind of indistinguishable odor:
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the closest | could come to describing it is to say it smelled kind of like the pages of a book
you’d forgotten about for years and years and just rediscovered. There was a big pyramid stack
of cases of bottled water near the door. The city outside seemed to trickle away from us.

“I’m better now,” the man had said, but—how could something like that possibly be true?
At the checkout counter, something humiliating happened. The clerk rang up the six-pack, and it
turned out the man didn’t have enough money, not by a long shot.

He dug through his pockets two or three times, while the store clerk looked on. “I could
have sworn—,” he said, and looked up at the clerk, who only shrugged.

“Cost what it cost,” said the clerk, and the man just stared. Hopelessly, earnestly. The
same look as. No change. No spare? The clerk shrugged. “You could maybe buy a tallboy with
that,” he said.

There was something in the way the man carried himself, as he turned to put back the six-
pack: as if he held something broken to his chest: a starchunk, his own beating heart. He seemed
to be experiencing an important moment, is what | mean to say. Whether a door was opening or
closing, I couldn’t say.

| felt sorry for him. So | went up to the counter and offered to pay for the beer. “How
much does he need?” I said.

“About four bucks,” said the clerk.

“Four bucks.”

The man was halfway down the snack aisle. He’d heard us, but he still wasn’t looking.

Didn’t matter. I stuck the alligator under my arm and pulled out my wallet, forked over a five.
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The clerk made the change, printed up the receipt, said, “Is that all?” to which I said, yeah—
yeah, that was it.
#

Outside, as we stood under the overhang waiting for a break in the rain, the man thanked
me. “You didn’t have to do that,” he said.

I thought about offering him the change, but decided against it. I told him don’t worry
about it.

“Yes worry about it,” he said. “That was a big thing, man. Christ-like. Jesus.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything. | was actually thinking about Patti
and her brother. 1 wondered if | might discover both, or at least one of them, dead inside the
apartment.

“Gawd,” said the man. He’d sat against the wall, pulled a Bud from the pack, and with a
flourish, twisted the cap off. Offered me one, which, yes, I took: but look, I didn’t—did not—
open it.

“You think it’1l let up?” he asked. “Or should I just go for it.” The wind shoved the rain
at us as he said this, reached us, deeply back as deep as it got under that awning, as moisture, a
kiss lingering.

“It’s a hurricane,” I told him, shrugging in the direction.

“Fuck oft.”

“What?”
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He took a swig, and then another. And then another. And then he finished the beer off, set
it gently on the ground, and pulled from his pocket a cigarette pack. “I’m just dicking around,”
he said.

“Damn it,” I said.

“I know a hurricane,” he went on. “I was there for Andrew believe it or not. My house
got blown away, in point of fact.”

“Listen—,”

“You wouldn’t’ve seen my wife, would you?”

“Your—what?”

“My wife. I know—I saw the two of you talking, that one time.”

“Which one was supposed to be your wife?”

“What do you mean ‘which one was supposed to be your wife’? Don’t dick me around,
man. Don’t do it.”

“I don’t even know who your wife is. Who is your wife?”

“Somebody took her from me,” he said. “Somebody took her, they stole her, and for
what?”’

I didn’t know what to say.

“Tell me why,” he said. “Tell me why, because there’s the secret to life. I promise you.
Been thinking it over for three years now. You tell me why, and I’1l tell you the secret to life.
Scout’s honor.”

“Do you want this back?” I said, holding out the unopened beer. “I don’t actually want

it 2
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“I’ll take it,” he said. “’Yeah. Why not! I'll take it.”

“Thanks,” | said.
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BRUCE'’S LIFE

Bruce watched his mother’s little frame heave and rattle like a possessed chassis as she
tried telling him about his daddy’s death. Didn’t matter so much to him, here in this second hour
of forever on the outside of Dade CI in godforsaken Florida City, FL. Much more pressing the
issue of just which steak to order, whether classic T-bone or rib-eye or New York strip or sirloin.
He picked at his lip, chapped and beginning to peel near the right corner. Skin still somewhat
tightly connected to lip, Bruce tried easing it off, then stopped, poked at it with his tongue.
Something called a Chateaubriand, described as center cut from the top of the tenderloin, a razor-
shaped chunk of cow just west—or east, depending on the way the cow is facing—of the rump.
That one had Bruce curious, though not enough to take a chance. The half-dead skin on his lip
distracting. He considered tearing it off, regardless of consequence. He felt like a good man at
the end of a parable, having paid his price and then reached down with dumb, calloused hands
and picked his soul from the gutter and brushed the dirt from its light. He’d picked this place out
with about a month left in his sentence, imagining perky waitresses with large tits, TVs
showcasing ten different baseball games, a big menu from which he’d order something different
each time he imagined it, walls filled with sports and music memorabilia—but the place was far
different, simpler: bare walls, dim lights, no TVs, a somber waitress wearing a black-button
down shirt that he’d had to send away twice already, because he’d said to himself walking in no

regrets on what he orders.
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The cool air electrified his skin, had him fidgeting. His tongue continued to find the little
flap of skin on his lip, continued to burrow beneath it like a child under tucked-in sheets, urging
it loose. It felt glued-on. He could taste blood. He tried leaving it alone, upturned his face, smiled
at his mother. A small lamp hung from the ceiling giving out ramshackle light that disguised the
thick smear of makeup on her face. Picking him up she’d looked like an old unwashed
windowpane. She’d been waiting in his daddy’s Ford pickup, and to see her face as he came
trudging along in the gray heat was to see something Bruce hadn’t seen in years: pure, unfiltered
love, all for him. His blood gone courting along his veins, lifting his skin off its foundation. He
was happy. He knew this. It was good to see her. She’d directed the old Ford onto the Turnpike
heading north to Broward County, and for the first time in a while, Bruce’d allowed his thoughts
to drift outward, toward some vaguely pleasant future.

But here she was now, sobbing like an old fool, fumbling with her dress, her purse,
anything in front of her—and Bruce holding his smile, the light shifting out of his eyes, the tinny
taste of blood on the tip of his tongue like a painful unspoken word.

His daddy’d died about a year and a half in, of a heart attack. His mother had been at
work. They found him clutching at his heart like it might suddenly rip out and roll away to
freedom. There’d been a nice funeral. His mother hadn’t wanted to bother Bruce with the news
while he was in prison, seeing as how he’d seemed so focused in there, and just so—well just so
good.

Bruce loosened his tie, and then a minute later took it off and unbuttoned the top button
of his shirt. His tongue searched for the flap. Food came to the booth across, to great fanfare. The

oohing and laughing and silverware scraping had Bruce again setting his mind to steak paradox:
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would the presence of a certain chunk of cow satisfy, or only serve to highlight, the absence of
other, maybe juicier chunks of cow. He was hungry. A couple of rolls left on their table, but that
wouldn’t do the trick. Besides, his mother had already used up the butter.

“Oh—oh my god—it’s beautiful,” the man at the table across was saying, and Bruce
peeked and could see the steak cut open, a magnificent shade between red and pink, juice
pooling on the plate.

“Man,” Bruce said, not unhappily. His own personalized steak somewhere in the kitchen
right now, waiting on him. He focused on it, was already smiling again, eyes back on the menu,
to the diagram of the cow and various cuts. His hand, without him knowing it, had again moved
up to the lip, the flap now pinched between thumb and forefinger. A slow pressure applied in
pulling, the progress painful in a not completely conscious way.

“Are you okay?” his mother asked, dabbing at her raccoon eyes with a napkin. “I need to
tell you, I’ve been sweating this confession for a year. It’s not easy for me. Your daddy, he...”
but she couldn’t finish. She went to crying again, tasting her own tears. It’d never really been
that hard to get her started: Bruce in kindergarten, Bruce in high school, Bruce’s first offense,
Bruce’s high school diploma, his daddy’s raise, his daddy’s layoff—his mother cried and cried.
You could fill a bucket with her tears. He let her go to it. It didn’t bother him anymore. It almost
felt good, being confronted with such a familiar sight.

With a final strong yank, the flap of skin tore off. Blood issued forth. The thing stung like
a motherfucker. Like the lip version of a scab picked about a week too soon. He pressed a napkin
to it, looked around. Across the restaurant, he could see the bar and its pretty tender, a brunette

with a serious face. Bruce decided, as the pain began to settle into a manageable irritation, he
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might like a drink. All the old frozen pleasures uncovered and laid to thaw, waiting for
rediscovery. His life handed back to him, clean and aching. He set the napkin down, cracked his
fingers under the table.

“Honey,” his mother said.

“Give me liberty, and give me death,” he said. He laughed, shook his head.

“Nothing’s funny about this.”

“I think I’d like a drink. You wouldn’t happen to have five dollars, would you?”

His mother went shoveling into her purse, came out with a wad of cash. She held it there,
in front of him. “Now I only got fifty dollars for the whole shebang, so make it count. Bruce.”

Bruce reached over the table and grabbed onto it and stuffed it in his pocket. He stood,
could nearly taste the flavor of the steak next door.

“Just a few minutes,” he said. “Just let me grab a drink and I’ll bring it right back. You
want something?”’

“You can’t just order here?” she asked, suspicious.

“I’11 be right back. I want to take a look. You want something, yes or no?”

“No, hon.” She dabbed an eye theatrically. “You go ahead.”

Bruce took his mother’s hand, held it, looked into her green bottle eyes and kissed the
back of it. She smiled sadly.

“Nothing to worry about,” he said.

He worked through the room toward the bar. His hand in his pocket, wrapped around the
folded bills. The soft house lights churned the scene into a velvet haze. Each time his tongue

swept over the wound, its moisture caused a flare in pain. Faces were open and friendly and
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didn’t seem to have any secrets to give up. The bartender eyed him and smiled and leaned
forward to hear him order. Bruce took a peek down her shirt. He double-upped on a Jack and
took it to the end of the bar. The first sip harsh on his tongue, bristly down his throat. The
alcohol cauterized the lip, caused a tremendous, quick-inhale type of pain. On the second sip, a
sweetish aftertaste. All pain ceased, almost miraculously. From there on out, it was easy. He
downed the drink and bought another. Pondered, Bruce did, upon the whole steak controversy he
was currently embroiled in, finally let it go for the moment, deciding she—that is, the steak—
would choose him in due time. The bartender gently poured, careful with the measuring, and
swept hair out of her face, tucked it behind her ear. He felt content, looking at her. There was a
tiny tattoo of a winking face on the inside of her wrist, which he could see as she moved and her
sleeve pulled up her arm. He tossed off the second drink right there in front of her, and ordered a
third. The bartender poured without speaking, without looking Bruce in the eye, and moved to
the other side of the bar when she finished. A quiet jazz waltzed around him. He watched the
bartender for a couple of minutes, but she never turned back around. His brain gone wet and
fleshy with alcohol already, but he remembered the steak and stood, leaving twenty-five—hell,
thirty—on the counter. Walked back over to the booth, and tossed the rest of the cash on the
table.

“Waitress come back yet?”” he asked.

His mother didn’t say a word, just gave him a glare that said she meant business.

“What?” He looked over at the table across, saw that not only was the neighbor steak
gone, but the family too, the deep wood tones wiped and gleaming, set up for a new customer.

His mother reached across the table and pinched him, hard.
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“Fuck,” he said, withdrawing his arm. “Why didn’t you come get me?” he asked, already
knowing full well the answer, that she preferred stewing in her own sense of injustice, that she’d
sit on something like this for years and bring it out to bite you in the ass on some other occasion.
She’d probably been sitting there staring at him the whole goddamned time.

“We’re leaving,” she said, sliding out of the booth. She reached and took her purse and
slid it over her shoulder. Then she walked out of the restaurant. Bruce sat for a minute, thought
about the stay-or-follow decision he was about to make, how choosing one or the other might
taint the rest of the night, then, with a shake of the head, followed. Stuck a hand down his throat
and ripped a smile from his heart and pasted it on his face. They drove home in silence. His head
a tidal wave between contracting walls. The white blood cells had packed themselves into a
weirdly-textured case on the corner of his lip which he couldn’t—despite continuous internal
bargaining—resist tonguing. The ride was filled with scenes he’d witnessed before. He wasn’t
interested in the sun shuddering as it tore itself open, or the storm clouds to the east, over the
coast. His mother turned on the radio, spun the dial looking for a station to listen to, then turned
it off. Bruce fell asleep, and was woken by a pinch in the ribs.

“Shit! Stop doing that!”

“Come on and pay your respects to your daddy,” his mother said.

“You got any cigarettes?”

“I quit smoking. You know that.”

“How about a steak? You got one of those in here?”

“Fresh out,” she said.

“When’d you quit smoking?”
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“Five years ago. You know it, too. You knew that already. Now get out of the
goddamned car.”

“Not even one? Not even one little cigarette lying around here?” Bruce was searching in
the center console, the glove compartment, the little pockets on the doors. The whole place
cleaned out. “Fuck,” he said.

“He’s waiting,” she said.

“Who?”

“Your daddy’s waiting to see you. There’s a real nice headstone. I want you to see it.”

Bruce looked out over the field, at the rows of graves and chunks of uneven sod, dead
patches of grass wrapped around little headstones. “Maybe if you find me a cigarette,” he said.

“Please,” his mother said. The sky hadn’t dumped rain on them yet, but the clouds strung
together and colored a deep gray and were starting to grumble and toss off flares of blue. The
word Chateaubriand stuck in his head, flipped through various pronunciations, until it became
nothing at all.

“He’s not going anywhere,” he responded.

His mother gave him a hard-edged stare and then turned and walked off, and was gone
for nearly twenty minutes. Bruce spent the time planning out his night. He’d call up the old
friends and they’d pick him up and drive him downtown and buy him drinks, which he’d gulp
down one before the next. There might be a woman. A visit to the strip club. A real steak, a
Chato- or Chat-u-brand or —bree-and, or whatever. At least a couple of burgers. He laid the path
a brick at a time, lingering on the details. His mother came running back when the rain began.

She turned on the truck, revved it, had the windshield wipers picking up and laying down across
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the pane as they drove back home. The house was the same, except it was scrubbed free of any
traces of his daddy. Bruce didn’t even bother inspecting every room. Just found his own, the
same old comforter and sheets and movie posters on the wall, the same stains on the carpet, the
same clothes in the closet, even the same calendar, from four years earlier, still set on April—a
dramatic touch on his mother’s part. Bruce ripped it down, threw it away, and noticed, on the
desk, something new: a picture of his daddy when he was eighteen and freshly enlisted, in his
Army uniform before he’d been sent over to Vietnam as the war spiraled down to a dirty
conclusion. He hadn’t seen the photo since he was a kid and his daddy’d have his mom put it out
in the living room if people were coming over. That practice had fallen away somewhere down
the line, but Bruce couldn’t say when, or if there’d been a reason. Couldn’t say why, either, his
daddy hadn’t just kept the thing in the living room all the time, that thought specifically, Bruce
could remember, bothering him for a while as a kid.

Bruce tried calling his friends, but none of them picked up. The rain drummed against the
roof of the house. Night chipped away at the day, like an acid going through skin. He watched
some TV, and fell asleep.

#

“Another coffee? No? Okay. Listen, we’ll drop this line for a while and move in another
direction. Is that okay?”

“You’re the boss.”

“I want to know about the after. You’re in the hospital. What happens there?”

“They wrapped my ear and gave me some meds and then the cops came and cuffed me to

the hospital bed.”
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“They kept you there overnight.”

“Overnight yeah. I think.”

“Friends? Parents? Did anyone get a call?”

“My mom came. We didn’t have much to say to each other.”

“Nobody else?”

“Nobody else.”

“Think now: really no one else was there? I’m hinting at somebody in particular, if
you’re not catching my drift.”

#

He woke up just after four feeling blue and thirsty, and a little unsure as to where he was.
His cell rose in his mind’s eye and lingered and had Bruce feeling disappointed for a minute or
two. He’d had this same problem in prison occasionally, only reversed: He’d wake thinking he
was home, only to have the truth strangle him and leave him with a fury that would take days to
clear away. He sat a minute, allowed it to come back to him, the full knowledge of his found-
again freedom. The fact of it delighted him at first, settled down then into a vague thing near his
stomach, an anxiety almost. Been waiting on this four years and now it’s here, and he’d never
really bothered to think of anything specific to do with it. Or, the things he’d thought he might do
now felt impossible. His lips dried and papery, like tissue. He felt them, pinched the upper lip
between thumb and forefinger, marveled at its foreignness, then wet them, only to have them dry
again a minute later. The strange lip scab from earlier already adjusted to.

The house was quiet, chewed on by plaque-ridden teeth, dark and hot. He stood and

opened a window. He waded through the darkness toward the kitchen. His hand occasionally
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reaching out for support, touching picture frames, a happy child in a baseball uniform, number
28, near the top of the league in strikeouts and stolen base attempts...a Batman costume for
Halloween, the horns of the mask torn off because they’d felt weird and made him feel uneasy
looking at himself in the mirror...a teenager standing next to an old black Chevy Blazer that
would break down in a year in the parking lot of a waterpark, and then again in the parking lot of
another waterpark—it occurred to Bruce not for the first time that somewhere down that line
he’d jumped the tracks. A cluster of bad decisions. It gave him a little thrill at the time, to know
he was carrying his soul beyond the visible boundaries. But of course he’d been dragged back
into the light. And it took him a while, but he was thankful.

On reaching the end of the hallway, he could see the kitchen lights spilling into the living
room. He moved softly along the wall and peeked in. A man sat at the table with his back turned,
and brought a fork to his mouth every now and again. His neck scorched red, his brown hair a
cowlicked forest—Bruce didn’t recognize him. Briefly, Bruce imagined he was hallucinating an
older version of himself enjoying a particularly fine cut of steak. Then just as briefly he’d
dismissed the idea, and taken to a new one, strange man as manifestation of belated grief over
the death of his daddy. He stepped into the light. Cracked his knuckles. The man turned around,
jerked in his chair when he saw Bruce. “Jesus fucking Christ,” he said, holding onto his heart.
“You scared the shit out of me.”

Bruce didn’t say a word. The man took another few bites, then stood and set his plate in
the sink.

“Look at you,” the man said. “You scared me shitless. I couldn’t shit if I tried to right

2

now.
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“Are you some kind of ghost or something?” Bruce asked.

The man gave him a questioning look, his brows pushing down on his eyes. Then he
shook his head, gave a bright little grin, his sunburned cheeks growing an even darker red, so he
looked almost like he was holding his breath. “Hell. We’ll meet later. I’'m too tired for this right
now.” He took a few steps, raised his hands in surrender when he saw Bruce tightening for a
struggle. “Just going to get my things, then I’m off to work,” he said. Bruce stayed right where
he was, feeling confused as ever, as the man walked down the hallway, reemerged with a
backpack, wearing a white sweat-stained headband on his forehead, and then left out the front
door. “Congratulations, by the way,” the man said, before he left.

#

The next morning, after his mother left for work, Bruce stripped and looked up pictures
of naked women on the computer, because the internet was too slow for videos. Afterwards, he
showered and stepped out and walked down Dixie looking for a convenience store. The sun was
busy laying its white brick over the asphalt. Cars shot past like overgrown bottlecaps.
Tumbledown mechanic shops sat along the street, housing broken cars, power tools muttering
and screeching like soul suckers trying to draw life from the long dead. Low-cost retirement
communities stacked behind, towering over the rest of the flat landscape. It all looked new and
good to Bruce, who felt like a creator admiring his handiwork. The mystery man long since
lurched out of his mind’s eye, Bruce deciding, when nothing he could fathom turned up missing,
not to linger. He smiled and hummed a little R&B tune he’d picked up the night before, and
finally found a gas station, where he bought a twelve-pack of Bud and a carton of Camels with

some cash he’d found in his mother’s bedroom. He planned on spending the day drunk.
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Just outside the convenience store, Bruce opened the carton and lit his first cigarette and
took a long drag. An airplane streaked along the skyline for a while, bending clouds into words
he couldn’t read. The cars moved on the road, heading to and from places he couldn’t even begin
to imagine. Bruce lit a second cigarette. The trashcan nearby reeked of old meat and cheap
tequila. A bus stopped just down the road, and let out a woman who headed straight for the
convenience store. She was soaked through, the black straps of her bra showing through a t-shirt.
She hugged herself tenderly and gave Bruce a fearful smile before heading into the store. He
smiled back, couldn’t remember after if he’d looked longer at her face or her chest, decided he
should’ve offered her a cigarette, and then quickly left, because he didn’t want to give himself
another opportunity to fail to speak to her. The whole issue of readjusting to women was one he
hadn’t even begun to unpack.

Bruce got about halfway home before the rain started. Against the glare of the sun, it
looked like sheets of steam moving away and up, collecting again into heavy wrinkles of clouds.
Bruce trotted along. His soaked shirt flapped against his chest. Water stung in his eyes. His hair
mopped his forehead. A stuttering wind at his back. He laughed at the ridiculousness of it. He
started to sprint. As he reached his street, the rain broke off and the heat rushed in. The asphalt,
in the full eye of the sun, looked littered with spent bullet casings, shattered light bulbs, a million
little winking sparks. A fallen world, reveling in itself. Bruce peeked in the plastic bag, hoped the
carton hadn’t been crushed by the twelve-pack during the shuffle.

#
The man came back around three and knocked on the door and threw his hands up in

surrender again when Bruce opened it, introducing himself as Donald Hofferman, Don for short,
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extending a hand caked in grime and covered over with a powdery substance, later identified as
crushed concrete. The smell of sweat and body odor came tumbling off him, almost visible,
combed over but not eradicated by the A/C washing over them. Don, independent contractor and
tenant, implant from Texas years ago—a regular renaissance man, yes sir. Mom hadn’t
mentioned him? No wonder about this morning. His laughter hardy and earned, a chuckle-
turned-guffaw that left him red and breathless. He shook his head. He ripped off his headband,
ran a hand through his hair. Every movement displaced a pocket of smell. He’d been renting the
third room for over a year.

Bruce was about six beers in. The name went swimming through and out his head. He
wiped his hands on his pants and offered the man a beer, said he had to go get it himself, though.
Don went and fished it out of the fridge, sat in the LA-Z-Boy next to the couch.

“You’re renting that third room out, huh?” Bruce said. The truth was, he’d been feeling
lonely and bored, home alone. TV wasn’t quite doing it for him.

“Yep,” Don said. He took a pull from the beer, picked at his shirt, stained through with
sweat, seemed to find something on there he didn’t like, went scrubbing at it with his knuckles
before giving up and fanning himself with that same shirt, wiping at his brow with a sleeve.

“Used to be my daddy—dad’s—oftfice,” Bruce said, watching him. “Not an office, really.
Like a den. It’s where he watched TV.”

“This TV here?” Don said, gesturing.

Bruce gave it a closer look. “Shit,” he said. He hadn’t even noticed.

“I was sorry to hear about your dad,” Don said. “Your mom let me know about it when I

first moved in.”
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“What’s your name again?”

“Donald Hofferman. It’s Don.” He leaned forward, held the beer in both hands, flicked at
the label with the nail of his thumb. He’d already wrapped the headband around the neck in a
gesture Bruce found violent, repulsive, though he couldn’t say why. “I done a lot of work around
this place,” he added, looking up and around along the point where the ceiling met the walls.
“But I’'m sure your dad did, too. It was in a sort of a state of disrepair when I first came along.”

They sat for a minute, considering their beers.

“Jesus,” Don said, looking around. He chuckled softly. “I did a lot of work. Laid some
new tile on the roof and in the kitchen, fixed the plumbing, did some re-grouting in the showers,
laid some new carpet, if you’ll notice and please be careful about, and all new sod in the back,
which took a couple times to take, but looks real nice now. You seen it, yet, back there? Your
mom planted a little garden. Nothing special, just some flowers, tomato plants.”

“You like living here, Don?” Bruce asked, making use of the man’s name so as not to
forget it again. “How much is she charging you to rent?”

Don wasn’t listening, though. His eyes squinted and he tipped his chin up and started
sniffing the air like a dog. “Place smells like cigarette smoke,” he said, after a minute. “You been
smoking in here?”

“No,” Bruce lied.

“You sure? Your mom told me you were a smoker. Not a healthy habit.”

“I don’t smoke. Not at all. Not one cigarette,” Bruce said. “Clean lungs, right here,” he
continued, touching his chest. “Like fish in a mountain lake.”

“I don’t think your mom would lie to me,” Don said, his face going dark.
60



“She’s probably laboring under a false impression,” Bruce said. “Probably it’s nothing
but a misunderstanding.” Didn’t mention, though he could’ve—and took this as a sign of
increasing maturity—Don’s own peculiar fragrance, which had begun to smother the room.

Don set his beer down and went into the kitchen and came back with a can of air
freshener, held the trigger down and sprayed the whole room, its mist dropping gently, like the
silent moment finishing a fireworks spectacle. Bruce covered his beer, could still taste the soap
and chemicals on his lips. Instead of canceling Don’s scent, the air freshener enhanced it, gave it
a funk dimension.

“Listen,” Don said, with a strange sort of focus, still holding the can as if he might press
the trigger again, “If you want the truth, your mom and me’ve sort of been seeing each other.
That’s what she was supposed to be telling you last night, but I’'m guessing the topic wasn’t
touched.”

Bruce pulled at his beer, tasted wheat and chemical-tinged lavender. “Shit’s ruined,” he
said, setting it on the coffee table. “Do me a favor and get me another beer,” he said to Don, who
didn’t move.

“I heard you robbed somebody,” Don said. “That true?”

“Partly,” Bruce said.

“And you got shot? How did that feel?”

Bruce instinctively reached for his ear. The shot had torn off some cartilage, left him
half-deaf for a while. Really it’d just been a sound, from what he could remember. That’d been

the whole of it, for him. He’d tried to hold on to it, to turn it into a shrine, so to speak, that he’d
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kneel at when he was feeling low or restless, like as a motivational tactic or something, but it
didn’t mean much to him anymore.

Don said, “It must’ve hurt.”

“It must’ve,” Bruce agreed. “It probably hurt like all goddamned hell.”

#

“What I was hoping we’d be able to talk about is the incident that brought you here in the
first place. | have this police report in front of me. The writing’s chicken shit, but I’ve been
looking at it all morning and I think I deciphered what it’s saying. You tried robbing some—"

“Burglarizing.”

“Hmm?”

“We tried to do a burglary, but the people were home, so they called it a robbery.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah.”

“So take me through it then. First things: why were you trying to burglarize someone?”

“My buddy, it was his girlfriend’s new place. She was living there with some guy. My
buddy’s ex-girlfriend. He wanted to scare them a little, is all.”

“And you thought that’d be okay to do, just break into someone’s house? I’'m not judging
here, just trying to understand.”

“Yeah. Well, yeah. No. I didn’t think it was okay, morally speaking, but that kind of
thing’s been done before. And I didn’t see much harm in it, I guess. [ don’t know. I don’t know
why I agreed to it.”

“This friend of yours, how do you feel about him?”
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“Fuck. I don’t know. I don’t know. He’s been one of my best friends since we were kids.
We grew up together. He’s kind of a dick, I guess. You read the whole police report?”

“I did. I surely did.”

“Then you know he bitched out. There was another guy with us, another friend of ours,
and he abandoned me, too. I got shot and left for dead by them.”

“That made you angry. Pissed you off.”

“That shit would piss Jesus off.”

“You got shot, abandoned, arrested in a hospital. Your friends nowhere to be found. You
covered for them. In your report, in the transcripts from the trial. You said they drove you there,
but didn’t participate. Wouldn’t give any names. Why?”’

“Seemed like the right thing, at the time.”

“These two guys left you for dead.”

“Doesn’t mean I should throw them under the bus.”

“They threw you under the bus.”

“I’m not them.”

“You’re not them?”

“No. I’'m me, you know? It’s hard to explain.”

“Your loyalty, you’re saying, if I’'m reading you right, and feel free to jump in, but—your
loyalty isn’t contingent on their loyalty. It’s a constant, so to speak. You’re like a dog.”

“Fuck. Fuck you.”
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“The principled thief. Holding yourself to higher standards. So that now, I’'m guessing,
you feel like you’re allowed to hold the grudge you’re holding, and the revenge that’s more than
likely coming once you’re out of here.”

“That’s what this is, huh? An opportunity for you guys to come in here and try to extend
my sentence.”

“Not at all. I told you. Nobody’s judging. Nobody’s spying. I’m just trying to get at the
root here. It’s kind of like a root canal. I’'m trying to push your buttons. It might be a little
painful. But just think about the after.”

“There’s no revenge coming. I’'m not—there’s nothing like that in the works, so you
know. That’s just gangster movie stuff.”

“So you just plan on holding this thing over their heads then.”

“No. Shit. Maybe. It wasn’t really a thing I thought about though. Not a conscious thing.”

“How’d the shot feel?”

“It hurt.”

“That’s it? How’d it hurt?”

“Like you wouldn’t imagine. Like you can’t imagine, is how it fucking hurt.”

“What else?”

“Not a single goddamned thing else. Look, think about opening a door and having that
gun just right there in your face. Think about seeing that black hole for half a second, maybe
less, pointed straight at you, remember. Now think how you’d feel if they pull the trigger.”

“Doesn’t sound like I’d have time to think. It does sound, though, like you’ve been

thinking about it a lot.”
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“What else I have to think about?”

“Keep going. They pull the trigger and—,”

“The fucking trigger’s pulled and you don’t even see it except, except a light so bright
it’s hard to explain. And a sound like nothing you’ve heard before. Not like the sound of a gun
firing. Like the sound of some out-of-this-world thing—,”

“Like what? A howling?”

“A screeching. Like a train whistle next to your ear. It was the loudest thing I’d ever
heard. It was so loud, it blocked out everything else.”

“Everything else?”

“All T could do was hear. That’s all I was suddenly allowed to do.”

#

Bruce’s mother came home and said hello and changed and went out into the back to
pour water over her plants. Bruce followed her, trying to seem steady and undrunk, brushing his
teeth before she got home and holding onto a dignified posture as he moved, his shoulders
squared back, his chin straight-edged, level, his clothes smoothed down and his gut sucked in.
He watched himself in the reflection the screen door provided, as he bent down next to his
mother, who was paying more attention to her garden anyway. He was surprised at the type of
person she was back there: talking to the plants, bargaining with them to grow or just hold on a
bit, withholding or releasing water on an individual basis, massaging the soil around certain
puny-looking things. Seemed more intimidating, his mother did, now that she had a serious
hobby on which to throw away her time, along with a—here Bruce cringed—Ilover. More

fallible. He felt he’d lost her in some essential way. The sun steamed the creases out of her face.
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The yard around them spoke some major green, freed of weeds, freshly mowed. It really did look

nice. Like a ballpark. Bruce asked his mom about Don, and she kept her eyes on the plants.

“He’s done a lot of work around here,” was all she’d say, and Bruce didn’t press the topic, just

sat in the grass beside her as she pulled herself up onto her knees and reached out, just so Bruce

could see a small dark cloud of sweat pleated in the seam line of the shirt beneath her arm—she

reached out and plucked a flower and Bruce sat and waited for her to ask him how his day went.
#

About a week later, Kale and Jimmy came by and shook Bruce’s hand and said they were
planning on taking him out for a celebratory thing, if that’s all right. Bruce said Fuck. He tried to
look angry, hurt, but it just wasn’t in him. He’d spent the week achingly sober because he
couldn’t find any more cash lying around, and seeing the two old friends standing there in front
of him, a parchment-colored light thrown on their uncomfortable faces—all Bruce could do was
smile and try not to look too grateful. He felt sprung all over again. The week passed slowly, up
to that moment. Mornings Bruce spent at the computer, squinting at naked women, refining his
taste again, in that regard. Then he’d shower and sit on the couch smoking cigarettes and
watching TV. He’d go into his room before Don got home, and take a nap. His mom would come
home and tend to the garden then put out some dinner, and the three of them would eat in
silence, or else a conversation from which most of the time Bruce was excluded, due to the way
his mother and Don would speak to each other, often reading each other’s words out of their
heads before they were sounded out, leaping through random topics, yard work to magazine
articles to something someone said or did at work that day that was clever or stupid, which

would get Don started on his laugh track, while Bruce’s mother would beam and blush and keep
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her eyes away from Bruce. She still wasn’t admitting Don was anything but a tenant. She was
staying away from his cigarettes, too, which he’d been leaving out on the table as bait, a tactic to
knock her off the high horse she’d climbed on top off and bring her back to her senses, reclaim
her, in some small way.

Bruce watched Kale, who stood there hunched and wilting, giving one of his hands a
thoughtful look-over. Don cornered Jimmy and the two of them started talking home
improvement. Bruce’s mother was leaning against the kitchen doorway, watching Don. Bruce
could feel in his bones how much had changed since the last time his friends came and got him.
His daddy used to lock himself in his den, watching TV. A quiet man, painfully shy, Bruce had
come to realize. Couldn’t look anyone in the eye for too long. Couldn’t carry a conversation
much past a handshake. He hadn’t pondered over the death of the man too often since he’d been
given the news, except to feel vaguely unmoved.

Kale looked pained, his face a picture of indecision. Then, in a brutal motion, he swung
himself around the coffee table and sat down next to Bruce. A too-sweet smell came off his
body, a weird fragrance, probably from some cologne found at a Macy’s in a mall, if Bruce knew
Kale at all. In the old days, Bruce would’ve ripped into him for something like this. The guy was
always a little more formal than the rest, for whatever reason. Along with that formality came an
unerring, almost juvenile kindness, which had always put Bruce to shame. Jimmy and Don were
laughing now, buddies. Kale said, “There’s seventeen beers in the car.” That’s all Bruce needed
to hear. The two of them moved outside. Parked on the curb, a small, red Toyota, all spic and

span. Kale advanced. Bruce said, “That yours?”
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“Jimmy’s,” Kale said. “Just got it a few months ago.” He reached in for a beer, handed it
to Bruce, then pulled one out for himself. They drank. Silence pooled for a couple of minutes.
Kale finished his beer, and Bruce followed suit, holding the bottle up to the light of the street
lamp to admire its emptiness before setting it on the trunk of the car. Kale took it, set it on the
ground, shrugged. “It’s good to see you,” he said, patting Bruce on the back.

“It’s good to be seen,” Bruce said. “This thing,” he said, touching the car. “Jesus.
Where’d he get the money for it?”

“Been working,” Kale said. Bruce thought shit, he could’ve been working, too, but let the
thought go unannounced. Jimmy came out, still laughing, shaking Don’s hand. One beer in him,
Bruce felt things moving along right past him. Felt it more acutely than in prison, now that his
own two eyes were seeing it. He picked out another beer, tried not to let it show, his impatience.
He had all the time in the world, now. “Sunshine!” Jimmy called to him, walking down the
driveway.

“You boys have a good time! Be safe!” Don called. Bruce could see his mother looking
out a front window, and he wondered what she and Don’d be doing with an empty house.

They piled into the car and Jimmy steered it carefully along dark roads over to Kale’s
house, where they sat on the back porch watching a couple of moths seek the light in the sweat-
soaked air. They drank the beer. Jimmy loaded Bruce with information, drawing and coloring the
picture that had, before, been an empty frame. The old friends and their whereabouts. Sutton in
Huntsville, Alabama, working for his dad. Bill in prison for dealing. Drew still around, sleeping
in the same bed across town, because he had to get up early tomorrow for work. Bruce was a

young man turning old in a night, catching up to the rest of them. Jimmy was married now, had a
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kid, a little boy about this high. Out came the pictures. Out came Kale’s dad, to shake Bruce’s
hand and say welcome back and ask if Kale told him the news already? No? Kale’s enlisted now,
the Army, and going off to basic in a couple months. Kale shrugged and smiled sweetly, like a
martyr. Bruce was drunk four beers in. He couldn’t hold his liquor anymore. A whirlwind of talk
and heat around him. He wondered why nobody was asking him anything. But then, they
probably knew his life better than he did.

After a couple of hours, they walked over to Flanagan’s. Kale and Jimmy bought him
drink after drink. He sat between them looking from one to the next. They didn’t talk much, just
watched the baseball game on TV, or else Jimmy and Kale talked around him, about daily things,
things he still felt disconnected from. Little fish pushed through the water in the aquarium set up
in the middle of the restaurant. A man across the bar was whispering in a woman’s ear as she
played with his watch. Bruce breathed a crushing loneliness. Felt like a prodigal son showing up
at the wrong address. “Let’s go,” he said, leaving his last drink unfinished.

They stepped out into the parking lot. Bruce lit a cigarette, offered one to Jimmy, who
declined, and Kale, who accepted, and lit his off of Bruce’s. Bruce moved from one car to the
next, trying handles. He found a car unlocked, an old white Cadillac with a crushed taillight and
dark windows. When he tried the handle, it gave, and the door popped open. He shut it. He stood
next to the car, his muscles leaping. Jimmy and Kale stood where he left them, watching him,
looking around, Kale massaging one arm with the other, the cigarette stubbed beneath his foot.
Jimmy had his keys in his hand. Bruce moved away from the Cadillac, felt something like failure

retch in his throat. He vomited on the asphalt, and then again. Kale held him up as they walked
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back to his place. Jimmy walked ahead of them. The night was slipping away, when all Bruce
wanted was for time to tread water for a while until he felt comfortable.

His legs gave out about midway up Kale’s driveway. The two of them sunk down for a
second, before Kale raised him back up. Jimmy turned around. “Fuck,” he said.

“Put me down,” Bruce said. “Just put me down. Put me down. Right here.” Kale
hesitated, then left Bruce leaning against the tire of the truck in the driveway. Bruce leaned over
and dry-retched. Jimmy and Kale stood there, looking at him. “Go inside,” he said to them. Then
he spat. “I’'m good here. This is the place for me, right now.”

“Leave him there. If that’s where he wants to be,” Jimmy said.

“We at least got to get him inside.”

“Look at him. You see him?”

“Shit, Jimmy,” Kale said.

“Hey, don’t look at me. I got a kid. I got a family to go take care of,” Jimmy said.

“Go,” Bruce muttered.

“I got your permission, huh?” Jimmy said to him.

“Fucking coward,” Bruce said. But Jimmy was already walking away, or he’d already
walked away and was gone for a while. Bruce allowed his head to dip into his chest. Kale lifted
him, dragged him inside, heaved him onto a couch, where he woke with the light, still more beer
than blood, and tried as hard as he could to give thanks for being alive.

#
“Says in the report part of your ear was torn off.”

“Do I know about the bible story, you’re asking me.”
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“What do you mean?”

“The man who’s ear was sliced off by Peter when they came to arrest Jesus. You’re
asking if that occurred to me.”

“Why would tha—,”

“It did. Occur to me. That | was on the wrong side, in this whole thing. But you know
Jesus needed to be arrested. He needed to die so the rest of us would live. That way it was Peter,
not the man with the sliced-off ear, who was on the wrong side. Jesus even said it.”

“That’s interesting Bruce. Your line of reasoning. According to your interpretation, the
story vindicates the man with the sliced ear and condemns Peter. And it would seem to be, since
Peter goes on to deny Jesus.”

“I just can’t ever seem to remember the guy’s name.”

“Who’s?”

“The guy. Who gets his ear cut off. Starts with an ‘m’, I’'m pretty sure.”

“Let me just put this another way for you, since we’re on the topic: according to you,
Peter is doing the wrong thing for the right reasons, i.e. protecting the man he believes to be the
Jewish messiah, whereas, the man who gets his ear cut off, in arresting Jesus and acting as the
catalyst for his downfall and ultimate redemption, is doing the right thing for the wrong reasons.
Is that right?”

“Sounds good. Maybe we could get a Bible in here, though, so I could check on the
name.”

“In a minute. Give it a minute. What [ want to know, and to pose for you is: Who’s right,

then? Who’s conscience should be clear, so to speak?”
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“The man with the cut-off ear. Obviously. It seems obvious, here, in hindsight.”

“So what I want to know, and feel free, again, to jump in—what | want to know is, does
this story really relate? Is it relevant to you? Are you looking at it as some kind of precedent?
Are you the man whose ear was sliced off? Are you innocent, or at least in the right, in this
situation.”

“The guy shot me, is what I’'m trying to tell you. He shot me. Didn’t threaten to shoot me.
Just plain and simple shot me.”

“So?”

“So? In this picture, [ wasn’t the violent one. I wasn’t, in that particular moment, the
criminal. The moment before, I was the criminal, but that moment, no, I wasn’t. His gun was
unregistered. Didn’t have a license for it. And he shot me, let’s not forget.”

“If you saw this man on the street, what would you do?”

“Not a thing.”

“Come on, Bruce.”

“Not a thing. I’'m telling you.”

#

What Don did for a living, Bruce found out, was pool repairs. As in replacing lights and
filters, balancing pH levels, draining pools to bleach discolored concrete, etc. The man went
around in a big white van with no windows and stood beneath an agonizing Florida sun hell-bent
on turning epidermis into leather, and fixed pools. Don and Bruce’s mom teamed up on him,
tried coaxing him into going along with Don for a couple of weeks, just to see how it went. Don

offered to pay him under the table. Bruce shook his head and said No thank you, which touched
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off a round or two of arguments that always ended with him shaking his head and again saying
No thank you, and reaching for a pack of cigarettes and slapping it against the palm of his hand
to loosen the tobacco, wondering aloud what’s the rush, since after all, he’d just been released
after having been incarcerated—he used that word, ‘incarcerated,” hoping it would seem more
impressive—for four years—because you were guilty and you deserved it, Don helpfully pointed
out, Bruce’s mother sitting quietly beside him, forgetting, Bruce could tell, could just see it in the
way she looked at the man, that according to her lie of omission he was only a tenant, and not to
speak to Bruce that way—four years of prison, fourteen hundred and sixty days of paying for
mistakes, thirty-five thousand and some change hours of penance, and Bruce taking his time this
go around, because he didn’t want to again get roped into the kind of lifestyle that led him to
make poor life choices, if that makes any sense.

#

He hadn’t seen Kale or Jimmy or really anyone since the night he’d passed out on Kale’s
back porch, waking up to himself vomiting at a certain black part of the night, spending the next
day with the acid taste of it at the back of his throat, the flavor unreachable by any means, borne,
along with a hangover, shamefully. He hadn’t felt regret towards alcohol since he was a teenager.
But that day he felt the impurity, the first dent in a new soul. He’d gone for a walk late in the
day, and the stench had come pouring off of him. He’d worked his way around and through the
neighborhood, only lifting his head to meet eyes and give a tight-fisted grin, crossing over if he
saw kids coming his way, because he didn’t feel just like dealing with the stares, open and
obnoxious and demanding, of them. He walked the neighborhood and breathed the torn-down air

around him—air that reeked of his own boozy scent, that he knuckled through only to meet
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again, and again, feeling, for some reason, the urge to sprint, a kindling in his calves, so that a
couple of times he quickened his pace, before slowing down his breathing and telling himself to
relax: because, really, in jeans, he knew he’d look like a fool—and tried to think of his daddy’s
death, his daddy being as of now in that state known as dead, but his mind wouldn’t allow him to
touch it. It cleared itself each time Bruce approached. It was an eerie feeling, not having full
control over that part of himself, but not completely unpleasant. He felt safe.

Bruce took to walking after that. He looked forward to the afternoons. He’d time it so he
was embarking just before Don got home, and coming back just before his mom got home. He’d
take his cigarettes and smoke along the way. The first few times, he’d come back and Don would
appear, looking pleased and anxious, expecting, Bruce had realized, his mom. It was no small
victory to watch Don’s face shift into disappointment and something like disgust, followed by
another quick shift into blankness, along with a curt hello. Their relationship as yet undefined,
but hardening—swiftly, since Bruce’s refusal to go work with him, or for him, as Don had put
it—into something antagonistic. Bruce didn’t necessarily dislike Don—the man had an
overwhelming laugh, and seemed to treat his mother respectfully, almost painful to watch, in
fact, a grown man eager to wash the dishes, take out the trash, and settle down on the couch to
watch reality TV shows, still maintaining that physical distance, playing his part, since Bruce’s
mother was afraid to come out with the truth of their relationship—»but he reserved the right to do
so. And it felt disrespectful, somehow, to have a man move in so soon—six months, according to
Bruce’s math—after his daddy’s death.

He’d finally gone to visit the gravesite. A Tuesday afternoon, nearly evening, the sky a

pinkish, sunken mess. His mom came into his room after tending to her garden and asked, and he
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looked at her, at the ruddy dirt stains smeared on her knees, down the backs of her arms, the
small half-blossom of sweat on her shirt collar, and said yes, surprising her. Surprised himself.
He was sober, and bored. TV’d long since failed to hold his interest longer than it took to eat.
Wasn’t spending more than twenty, thirty minutes on the computer during the day, and that in
the morning. Walks only took up a couple of hours. Large swaths of time just seemed to drift on
by with Bruce not doing much of anything: desiring to do things, desiring that feeling of being
productive, but when it comes down to it, not willing to tamper with his own inertia. The
cemetery looked different this time around, more lively somehow, with the fading sun throwing
itself over chunks of open field, the pink light touching the grass and rising off it, lingering like a
fog, dancing and shifting through the little absences that the few trees there offered. A couple of
people were there, sitting near graves, rocking themselves, speaking quietly. Bruce’s mother
parked the pickup on the road, and the two of them got out and walked over to his daddy’s grave,
which was near a wooden gate that marked the boundary of the cemetery, behind which was a
neighborhood, the roof of the closest house visible, the shingles dirty, the gutter stuffed with
dead leaves.

Bruce’s mother took his arm and said, “I’m glad you finally came. He’d be happy to
know it, I think.”

“I bet,” Bruce said. He looked down at the plaque across which was written his daddy’s
name and lifespan, and didn’t feel a thing. Not a thing. The thought led to a shameful happiness.
Bruce tried to look somber. His mom sniffled next to him, alternately loosened and tightened her

grip on his arm. The air carried a distinct dirt fragrance.
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“If you want some time alone with him, if there’s something you want to say, just let me
know,” his mother said. Bruce didn’t make a move. He was already starting to feel impatient,
restless, the way he felt nearly all the time. A minute later, his mother wiped at her eyes and
removed her arm from his and said, “Well, I’'ll give you some time.” She patted him on the back
and walked away.

For a full minute he didn’t move, just tried hard to give in to whatever feelings he had
about his daddy, seeing as this was the moment for it. He tried thinking of a good memory, and
then, of just a memory, any memory, for Christ’s sake, but nothing but himself came ringing up
the assembly line in his head, at odd angles: what he might’ve been doing in prison when his
daddy died, but from the viewpoint of his bunkmate; the time on one of his recent walks when he
saw a family of ducks crossing the road—something he’d never seen before outside of
cartoons—but from a point just beyond himself, so that part of his own right shoulder was in the
frame; one of the pictures he’d seen that morning, a woman on a bed sticking two frosting-
smeared fingers in her own pussy, but looking at her from directly above, so she looked almost
two-dimensional, her pleased face taking on the sharpness of agony—images that came and
lingered and went and were replaced by others, as Bruce tried hard to understand, to really and
truly understand, that his daddy’s body was laid down in a coffin just six feet beneath his feet.
Bruce discovered himself reaching for a cigarette, the pack already open in his hands. He closed
it, opened it again, took out a cigarette, and stuck it between his lips. He stared at his daddy’s
plaque. After a minute, he took the cigarette out and tossed it onto the grave. He said, “All right,”

and felt stupid about it, decided he was saying it to himself, not the grave, and walked back on
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over to the truck, where his mom was waiting, tuned in to some talk radio show where people
gave gardening tips and complained about their spouses.
#

“I suppose the person I'd like to talk about, just because it seems you’ve been circling
around him, is your father. ’'m curious about his reaction to all this.”

“Me too.”

“What do you mean by that? Bruce.”

“The guy’s an enigma wrapped in whatever, a mystery. Wrapped again in bacon and
those little Debbie, the Swiss Rolls.”

“I’m still not getting it. His response to your arrest and incarceration was what,
oblivious? Indifferent? Daddy issues loom, it seems.”

“I never spoke to him, is what I mean. That’s what I’'m saying. He never tried calling me,
and I never tried calling him. He never came to visit me here. And fuck you.”

“Bruce, we’re aiming for catharsis here. We’re looking for an overhaul. We’re hoping for
results, confidentially speaking. If I need to poke and prod you a little, so be it. I’'m not above it.
Neither of us sitting here is perfect.”

“Still. Fuck you, probably. I think I’1l stick with it.”

“That’s fine. That’s your choice. You have all the freedom in the world to think that.
Nobody can put your thoughts in a prison.”

“You must be the worst therapist ever.”

“Your dad. You’re deliberately moving off topic.”
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“My dad. He’s just some guy, to be honest. A Vietnam vet. A desk job. A wife. He loves
to eat dinner and watch TV. He loves those Little Debbie Swiss Rolls. He likes stringing up
Christmas lights.”

“I’m hearing hostility in this. I'm looking at you, too, and seeing hostility. Why don’t
you—would you please uncross your arms? I’'m wondering if all this is just a rebellion against
what you take to be a particularly meaningless lifestyle choice on your father’s part. You ‘don’t
want to end up like him,’ so to speak.”

“How are we looking on time?”’

“Bruce. Don’t patronize me. Let’s not pretend that we’re both stupid, okay?”

“Fuck. I don’t know.”

“Your dad. We’re not moving away from this.”

“The guy’s nice, I guess. He’s a nice guy. He was a good dad, as far as dads go. There’ve
been worse.”

“And yet...”

“He’s one of those people, I guess, who just kind of seems empty, you know? Like what
you see is more than what you get? Like the walking dead. Just...absent. Even when he’s there.”

“And what about you?”

“What about me?”

“Exactly.”

“You tell me what about me.”
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“That’s your job. That’s what you’re supposed to be figuring out here, Bruce. Just think
for a minute. Give it a minute. Watch. I’'m leaning back. I’m sipping my coffee. I’'m at ease.
There’s no pressure. My watch is off, it’s in my pocket. Just think about it for a minute.”

“How am I supposed to do that? You want my height and my weight? My hair color’s
brown. My eyes are blue. Could show you a few of these tattoos here. What else is there
supposed to be?”

“Emotions. Thoughts. A personality. Bruce, it’s really not supposed to be this difficult.”

#

The Monday following, Bruce rode along in the passenger seat of Don’s van, looking out
the window as Don steered them over to Jimmy’s house. Jimmy was in the process of tearing
down the wooden fence that ran around his side and back yards and replacing it with vinyl, and
was having some trouble. Don’d volunteered his services the last time Bruce had seen Jimmy,
when him and Kale had come over the week after Bruce had been released from prison. His own
freedom didn’t startle or delight Bruce anymore. Just a fact now, hardened into concrete, worn
smooth and dirty through constant use. The first year of prison had been strange and hard and
saw Bruce give in to whatever impulse he had, resulting in a few fights, a couple of enemies
made, a closer watch on him by the guards, and a short stint of talking with a therapist. His
mother had come every week and tried to update him on outside happenings, but more often than
not just cried at him. His friends came once all together towards the beginning, and that was that
for them. His daddy never came. The final three years, for whatever reason, he’d settled down.

Invisible, as they’d call it in a prison movie. He’d thoroughly enjoyed his new self, felt
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disciplined, clean, above temptation. He’d understood it as maturity. But now he felt left behind,
in that department.

Don turned down the volume on the radio and said, “Be on the lookout for thirty one-
twelve. Should be on your side.” They’d driven into a neighborhood nicer and newer than any
Bruce had lived in. Before long they came to the house, a one story between a couple of two
stories, but still nice, peach-colored, light-reddish shingles, the now-familiar Toyota out front.
The whole place washed in the dusty morning light, except for patches of shadow thrown by two
smallish oaks on each side of it. Don had taken the day off work to help Jimmy with this, pro
bono, which he kept repeating to Bruce on the drive over, as he shifted and downshifted with
effort, the familiar white headband coiled and wrapped around the stick shift.

Jimmy greeted them shirtless, in basketball shorts, and, instead of inviting them inside,
came out and walked them around to the right side of the house, where a vinyl gate had already
been set up. He reached over and unlatched it and it swung inwards. A whole load of vinyl
panels were laid up against the side of the house. There was an eight-foot gap between the vinyl
gate and the next part of the fence, which was still wooden, and looked grayed and rotten,
smelled musty. Don was asking questions about the foundation, looking intently at Jimmy, who
had a hand up, shielding his eyes against the glare. Bruce ran a hand along the old wooden fence.
He could make out, from where he stood, the pool area, where the smoothed limestone met the
grass. Couldn’t believe Jimmy could afford all this, a new car, a house with a pool in a nice
neighborhood, a kid and a wife—he looked at Jimmy, who outwardly hadn’t changed much at
all, besides a shorter haircut, a pudgier, hairier belly, and just couldn’t believe it, the little shit’s

luck.
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“First things first we’ll pull the panels off,” Don was saying now.

“Just let me go check on Ethan and put on some clothes and I’1l be right out,” Jimmy
said. He hadn’t really looked at or acknowledged Bruce’s presence since they’d first knocked on
the front door. He’d smiled, shaken Don’s hand, then turned and shook Bruce’s hand, gave him a
blank look that could mean anything except happy. Bruce was guessing Kale and Drew weren’t
available, else he probably wouldn’t have been invited to help out.

Don let himself out the gate, motioned for Bruce to follow. Out of the van he took some
gloves, and a couple of crowbars, handing one to Bruce. “You watch me the first few times,” he
said, “and then we’ll set you to work on the other side. Simple stuff.”

Bruce nodded, followed Don back in through the gate, and watched Don put on the
gloves, and give the first wood panel a solid shake, back and forth, until the thing ripped off the
top crossbeam. Another tug and it came clean off. “The wood’s rotten,” Don explained, looking
back at Bruce, who stood first with his arms folded, then with them at his sides, shifting his
weight from one foot to the other. “You see?” Don continued, pointing to the signs of rot on the
panel, “So it should come off pretty easy like I just showed you. But if it doesn’t budge, then
you’ll use the crowbar,” at this, he wedged it between the next panel and its top crossbeam, “to
pry it loose, and then just pull it oftf.”

They looked at each other for a second. “Got it?”” Don said.

“Looks easy enough,” Bruce said.

“I didn’t ask how it looks.”

“Seems easy enough.”

“Seems?”
81



“What?”

“How about a yes-0r-no?”

“I got it,” Bruce said, touching the crowbar to his temple. “I can handle it.”

Don sent him over to start on the panels on the other side of the fence. Jimmy came back
out after a few minutes, wearing jeans now and a t-shirt, carrying an old stereo that Bruce
recognized, that they used to listen to back when they were teenagers. Jimmy worked the tuner
until he found some pop music, turned up the volume, and went to work. The heat toddled
around them, swept along by the occasional breeze, and had Bruce drenched in sweat within
twenty minutes. On the other side, he could see Don put on the white headband. Jimmy worked
from the middle, towards Bruce. Nobody talked. Bruce was having trouble nearly from the get-
go, using the crowbar on every panel just about, pulling them off with difficulty, half-amazed at
the strength with which they hung on, and the lightness about each panel afterwards, in his hand.
Woodchips rained down on his head, came off the panels as powder that coated his arms, stung
in his eyes. He’d done about half the work that Jimmy’d done, and only a third of what Don had.
His back began to ache. His shoulders popped and felt sore. Between the three of them, it took
more than an hour to get all the panels off. Then came the crossbeams, just three layers of two-
by-fours attached to all the posts. These were easy. Don used a sledgehammer to knock them
loose while Bruce gathered all the panels into a pile in the middle of the yard.

He thought they might break for a while after that. Something was gnawing inside his
head, a pounding hole that had him dizzy and faint. His mouth to the back of his throat was
scorched dry, coarse, sand-tasting. He was handed a shovel and then the three of them were back

in the sun, digging trenches around the posts, a little past two feet deep, and then prying the
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concrete-anchored posts from the earth itself. They went at it for another two hours, removing
seven of the posts, throwing them on the pile. Bruce could hear Jimmy singing along sometimes,
Don grunting with effort, could see, as he stopped to watch them, again and again, finally just
sitting in the grass, Don wiping the sweat from his face, Jimmy shaking his shoulders to free
them from their ache, neither of them stopping for any longer than two or three minutes at a time,
redoubling their efforts after each small break, only to slow again, repeat their motions. Don
especially. He moved with a strange, disciplined precision. Bruce could see the man was built for
this sort of thing, or that he’d built himself over time for it. He looked like a machine, one of
those ones in a car-making factory, that you sometimes see on commercials for American-born
cars. Bruce watched in awe, couldn’t help comparing the man to his own daddy, who’d held
some sort of desk job at some company or other for years, growing quieter and softer with time,
a machine of an entirely different kind.

They finally decided to give it a rest for a little while. Jimmy led them inside the house,
colored with cool central air. They sat in the living room. Jimmy offered Bruce and Don beers,
which Don took gladly. Bruce declined, said just water, please. Don couldn’t stop looking out
the screen door. He was calling out to Jimmy, who was in the kitchen, the two of them
discussing, in that way, the next few steps of the project. It didn’t seem to bother anybody that
Bruce hadn’t spoken a word in hours. He felt like a cog, a tool, sipping his water. But when he
looked out and saw what they’d already accomplished, he too, felt Don’s excitement, sense of
possibility. Decided that the second half of the day wouldn’t be a repeat of the first, that he’d
work until he dropped dead, if he had to, prove himself that way. Jimmy came back into the

living room, stood for a minute sipping on his beer, then said he needed to go check on Ethan.
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“Bring him in here,” Don said. “Let’s get a look at him.”

“When you say it like that,” Jimmy said. He took a look at Bruce.

“How old is he again?”’ Bruce asked.

“He’s nearly three. Fact, next week, when we’re doing Kale’s going-away thing, it’s also
doubling as Ethan’s birthday party.”

“Kale’s going-away thing?”’

“He’s going off to basic next Monday.”

“Shit,” Bruce said.

“He told you that,” Jimmy said. “His dad told you. Jesus.”

“I remember now,” Bruce said.

“Just give me a minute, to wake him up,” Jimmy said to Don, meaning Ethan.

After Jimmy’d gone, Don set his beer on the coffee table in front of him and went back to
looking out the window. Bruce just closed his eyes, let the blackness inside of them overtake his
vision of the room, a few floaters roaming around there, too, inside his closed eyes, the same
way as after the flash of a camera. From somewhere outside, he heard Don say, “You done a nice
job so far. It’s hard work, believe me. I know.” Bruce opened his eyes, located Don, whose
cracked, red face was looking back at him, earnest. He didn’t have a chance to respond, though,
because Jimmy came back, carrying little—kind of big, actually—Ethan, holding the child
against his chest.

“Here he 1s,” Jimmy said.

“There’s the man,” Don said.
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The child himself did nothing, just stared out at the room, the green eyes of a mindless
animal. They lit on Bruce, then moved on. Jimmy set him down, and he stood unsteady on his
feet, his arms slightly out, as if for balance. A crescent of white belly poked through like some
unexpected ring of light, expanding as the boy lifted his arms above his head and then brought
them down again.

“He’s a looker,” Don said. “The boy’s a heartbreaker.”

“He’s been doing something kind of funny the past few weeks,” Jimmy said.

“What’s he been doing? You been doing something funny, Ethan? You a comedy man?”

The child paid no mind, just began reaching out and touching whatever was in front of
him, walking stiffly, like a former athlete. Jimmy smiled at him, then went and opened the screen
door leading out to the pool area. “Watch,” he said, before moving into the kitchen, standing just
at its threshold. The child stood still for a minute, looked around, then stepped towards the open
door. When he got there, though, he stopped. Started to step out, pulled his foot back in, shook
his head. Repeated this motion four or five times over the course of the next two minutes.
Looked like a little toy robot come up against a wall. Don said, “How’d you get him to do that?”

From where he stood in the kitchen, Jimmy shrugged. “He’s always been a rule-
follower.”

The child heard his daddy’s voice and turned back, and Bruce could see on his face a
terrible agony. They watched him a few minutes longer. Bruce felt like he could barely stand to
sit there.

“How long’1l he do it for?”” Don asked.
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“Lexi caught him at it one day. Didn’t know how long he’d been there. But he went on
and on until she closed the screen door about five minutes later. She let me have it that day.”
Jimmy shook his head, half-laughed at the thought of it. Then he excused himself to the
bathroom, gave the boy a pat on the head as he passed into the hallway. Don stood, stretched,
and moved into the kitchen, where Bruce could hear him opening the garage door to lead himself
back out into the yard. The child was still lost in his suffering, stepping forward, then tucking the
foot back in just inside the threshold. A quiet dropped the two of them down a hole. Bruce could
feel his own tired heart struggling in its cage. The sweat dried on him, gave his skin a wax-paper
appearance, his t-shirt a salty, stiffening air. The A/C pumped oxygen through the vent above his
head. There was no telling that, should the child finally step outside, it would head toward the
pool. It stepped, quivered, snapped its foot back, shook its head. The routine taking on the heavy
weight of futility. Bruce began to lose interest. The toilet flushed down the hall. Don could be
seen in the backyard, one hand on a hip, the other cupped over his brow, the entire back of his
frame wreathed in a shine so bright it seemed to rip at the fabric of things. Bruce blinked a few
times, aware of an oncoming dehydration, and watched what was in front of him again coalesce
into something solid, something whole, as the child again stretched its foot out over the

threshold, toward something that couldn’t be guessed at except to be known completely.
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GRIEF #1

The blonde straddles the chest and holds down the shoulders. The brunette weeps and
grips the ankles. With the bone saw filched from the shed near the baseball field, the dude
cleaves.

In the central stall of the second floor girl’s bathroom, the soul of Kaylin McGinnis says
she’s dipped a fingernail into the future and witnessed the shitty eulogizing her loosely swaddled
torso will be subjected to.

A nice girl! she cries. A lovely girl! A promising future!

The blue tarp crinkles and scrunches the harder the dude saws. To the weeping brunette
he hints, Jesus can’t we even be professional?

They’ll bemoan the state of society! the blonde declaims. They’ll say, ‘We’re all a bunch
of dickheads, if this is what our kids are up to.” She tries seductive out on the dude, cuts her eyes
and serves up a short grin like a comma.

The brunette meanwhile weeps.

The soul of Kaylin McGinnis says, | would make mistakes the likes of which you bitches
can only dream. I’d gleefully misinterpret the events of my life. I’ll suck the whole baseball team
off you just see if [ wouldn’t.

The dude cuts just above the voice box. The tendons are like cords, he says. And Christ
she stinks.

They just don’t get it, the blonde agrees.
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God, weeps the brunette.

The blonde stands and stretches, looks kindly at the brunette. You know, | always wanted
to be a superhero, she says.

Doctor, the dude says.

Cool, says the soul of Kaylin McGinnis, from the stall, in a subdued tone. I always
wanted to be cool.

You guys are cunts, the brunette says. She was our friend.

Don’t lose your head, responds the blonde.

The dude stands, tugs at the tarp’s corners until it’s taut, then sits his thumb into the
neck’s maw and smears blood onto the fuzz above his upper lip. You guys study for Biology? he
asks. The girls shake their heads in unison.

Everybody’s on cellphones the whole funeral! cries the soul of Kaylin McGinnis. Playing
Candy Crush! One of the pallbearers is texting while he carries the casket to the hearse!

The blonde again sits on the chest. The dude takes up the bone saw and saws away. The
bathroom’s fluorescent lights shine brightly into the goop. The brunette vomits into the sink.
Soon, the head is severed. The dude lifts it by the hair and takes it to the sink and lets the blood
drip out. But would she have done this for us, he says, and digs his cellphone from his pocket.

With the severed head of Kaylin McGinnis he takes a selfie.

88



DESOLATION ROW

Tommy had to get away from these shotgun mornings. Light like stones in a quarry.
Broken and so old you might fall asleep to it and wake at a different era, time adjacent, the past
hopes and visions cancelled, replaced by something equally heinous or not. The complex of it
was what had Tommy frowning. The whole structure of light brought down on his head. He
wondered why couldn’t it come up, shot like weeds through soft mounds of dirt, so you feel it in
your toes first and the back of your neck later, if you’re lucky. Light that smelled like light.
Tommy’d had enough.

He went down to the old bus station, but it wasn’t there anymore. The bus, sure, kept
right on coming, but the station had been wiped away, a fire or something, some act by
somebody or other aiming at greatness that went awry, or maybe just some kid like Tommy that
couldn’t handle it anymore. There were lots of kids like that. There were a few standing there
like him, waiting for a bus. One of them sat in the rubble of the beat-down bus station that didn’t
breathe anymore but hadn’t been cleaned up. We were all there actually. Tommy heard his
buddy Max, Max Dylan, who was still waiting for the bus that carried his sister away to come
back and cough her up. A lot of the people there were sad. Tommy didn’t blame them but he
didn’t feel that way. He went up and said hello to Max and Max told him, what? Tommy
couldn’t hear him at first because someone right behind him was strumming a guitar and singing
a song he’d never heard before. She was singing it like a joke. Not the song but the world around

her was the joke. She was two feet behind Tommy. He didn’t know who she was. He said, Say
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what you said one more time, Max, and Max said, I said my sister’s s’posed to be back today.
The girl behind them stopped her song to get a chord right she hadn’t gotten right the first time.
Tommy said, How old are you anyway, Max? and Max said, I’'m six about to be seven years old.
Tommy said, That’s too young to be waiting for somebody.

Max said, What choice do I have? And then he said, There’s nothing I can do but wait,
and besides, | was just kidding before. I was born on Leap Year. I’'m twenty-seven. We celebrate
my birthday on the 28"

Tommy said, Oh. And then, You have a cigarette? but Max shook his head.

The girl was singing the same song over and over again. Something about skies
swallowing fire and time passing her by. Something sad. Tommy hoped she wouldn’t be getting
on the bus. That maybe she was just there because the bus station wasn’t, and something needed
to be there, to register their existence, to make noise and move and remind them that they
weren’t dead, or that, if they were, they were ghosts and they needed to keep going on like
before, forming words and sweating and falling out of love.

Tommy choked down one of his big horse pills and thought about Rosie McCrae. She
was the one with the stomach like a dove and toes so small and dainty he didn’t know what. His
favorite one to suck on was the one right next to the big toe. He liked to pretend there was a tiny
speck of a hole in it that he was sucking out her soul through. Her weight on his was always nice.
They moved together in ways he didn’t know if other people moved those ways or not. Her
dreams haunted him. She was the reason the light was cracking in a sky that used to be okay with

it.
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This whole time Tommy’s eyes were closed. He thought it was funny Max didn’t say
anything about it. But the girl with the guitar did. She said, Your eyes are closed.

He said, Your song is too sad. And then he said, You wouldn’t happen to have a
cigarette?

She stuck the cigarette right between his lips but she didn’t light it for him. She said, I
have a theory about music. The sadder the song you play the happier someone else is.

Tommy said, Your song doesn’t make me happy at all.

I mean the person that can’t hear the song. They feel happier.

What person?

That’s the trick, she said. That’s the part I haven’t quite figured out. But I figure if I play
it enough then maybe I’ll get it right.

Are you getting on the bus? Tommy said.

She strummed her guitar once or twice and Tommy noticed it had lots of holes in it, not
just the one. It seemed eaten by rats and dark things that aren’t afraid of the light but just don’t
like it much. Its sound. It depends on what it looks like and who’s on it, she said.

I’ll be on it, Tommy said.

The girl said, Here it comes.

But it didn’t come. Not yet anyway.

Tommy said, Would you put some fire in this cigarette already. And then the sound of a
Zippo shaped like a football helmet. Tommy breathed it in and it tasted dirty, like somebody’s
blood. His lungs felt strong, not like before. His eyes almost opened onto the rest of us. Maybe

that would have been a good thing. But he’d already made up his mind.
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This was that time Tommy went to go wait for the bus and it never came. Or maybe that
was the time before this time. Maybe this was the time he went to go wait for the bus and still it
never came.

Things for Tommy weren’t so good right now. Rosie McCrae was somewhere without
him but every time they talked in her dreams she wouldn’t tell him where so he could come save
her. What he wanted was to get to Arizona. Because he’d heard the light there wasn’t anything
like the light where he was, that the light in Arizona was yellow and purple and piled with Rosie
McCrae’s good dreams that you could just pluck out of it if you jumped high enough or had a
ladder and then hold the good dream in both your hands and think about what could it be, what
made it so good, which was, Tommy thought, what made it good. He thought Rosie McCrae
might be in Arizona, somewhere inside all its miles, in a cave maybe, or sitting in a chair.

The girl with the guitar said, You haven’t said anything in a while, so Tommy said, What
do you think about love?

The girl said, Uh-oh, the big questions. She said, Maybe | better answer you in my
answering voice.

There’s a lot I don’t know, Tommy said.

Maybe the fact you don’t know it, the girl said in a disinfected voice, is part of knowing
it. Maybe you know some of it just because you don’t know any of it.

I should probably change my way of looking at things, Tommy said.

The girl said, Just listen to this song. Then she played something lonely. The sounds
came out like cars without engines, or cars with engines that aren’t built for cars. That sort of

thing. Tommy tried hard not to listen.
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What do you think? the girl said.

You played the same song as before, Tommy said. Can’t you play anything else?

I used to, the girl said. But I forget them all when I start playing this one. It’s stuck in my
hands. I don’t even hear it anymore. I couldn’t tell you what it sounded like anymore.

Tommy finished the cigarette and dropped it on the ground. Then he picked it up. Then
he dropped it on the ground again. He didn’t know why he did it. When he’d left home there
hadn’t been anybody there. For many years. When he was eleven his mom cut out her own heart
and tried to eat it but it was too big. Tommy wrapped it in foil and put it in the fridge and when
the police came they took it away. Tommy sometimes wondered if it was in some cop’s belly,
and if that meant his mom was alive somehow. But then again the heart was already half-eaten.
Her eyes were open when she died. She looked like a woman who failed to eat her own heart.
She was pretty bloody. She ate with her hands. Tommy was supposed to get picked up by Social
Services but never did and after he stopped crying he pulled the broom from the closet and swept
up his tears and cleaned up the blood and went to school on Monday.

Tommy’s dad was nowhere. He was some guy frowning in a picture frame, and smiling
in another picture frame. He had a nose that could sail a boat and hair that tried too hard. He was
a quiet man, all in all. He never spoke to Tommy much from those picture frames, except to say,
Son, at least don’t forget that I exist in two dimensions.

The girl said, You should see this, man. There’s a kid sitting in all that rubble back there.
He’s a little kid and he’s trying to start a fire. It’s funny as hell the way he’s doing it. He thinks
he’s rubbing two sticks together but actually he’s just rubbing his hands together. He’s kneeling.

He keeps falling over. If you just opened your eyes.
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That place burned down in a fire, Tommy said. The girl was making him sad, for some
reason. Her voice reminded him of Rosie McCrae’s voice, even though it didn’t sound anything
like Rosie McCrae’s voice. Just the fact it was a girl talking was enough.

Somebody should show that kid a little bit of mercy, she said. Then she said, Hang on.
Tommy could hear her packing her guitar away. He could smell the way she smelled, like
overheated computer modems. It was a smell like the taste of a dissolve-away tablet on the tip of
your tongue. Tommy didn’t feel about the smell one way or another, except to wonder how she
acquired it. Then she took his hand and said, Come on.

It was like they were the only two people moving in the whole crowd of people there.
Tommy could hear them, the people there, whispering about the bus. It was supposed to be one
of the biggest buses in the world. Some kind of freak-show thing with wheels the size of monster
trucks and spray-painted yellow or white. You were supposed to be able to sign your name on
the side of the bus. Somebody said it could carry five hundred people and it didn’t need to make
stops because it had a little restaurant on the second level where you could eat top-quality
seafood that was flung through the window by distributors when the bus drove along the coast. It
made Tommy think if he got on it he might get lost. And then Tommy thought getting lost
wouldn’t be so bad since getting found wasn’t working out too well for him. The people he lived
with now were nice in all the wrong ways. They were wrong in all the right ways. One of them
was tall and the other was short and neither of the heights was expected. They bought Tommy
from somebody else he couldn’t remember anymore. They gave him stuff and only asked for
love. But the way they said it, that word, the word love, made Tommy want to swing his leg into

a lamp and watch his toes turn to cinders that eat the rest of his foot. The short one had molars
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that could tune a radio. He liked showing Tommy those molars. The tall one liked pretending to
laugh, and did it all the time. Tommy couldn’t take the life in their eyes.

The girl with the guitar held Tommy’s hand and dragged him past the talking people and
onto ground that just felt ugly. It smelled like old, old smoke, the kind that gets trapped in vents
and ozones. He kept his eyes closed. It seemed like they were climbing. Then they came to
where the little boy was sitting trying to start his fire, and Tommy heard his little boy hands
whittling away at themselves, chapping and smacking and sometimes sparking but not enough.

The girl said, Hon.

Neither Tommy nor the little boy answered.

What are you doing? she said.

Your hands are almost gone, Tommy said.

There has to be a fire, the little boy said. His voice was a thing that was beautiful. Like
one of those things.

Your voice, the girl said, is melodious. Do you sing?

There’s a little chirping bird in my throat that does all the talking, the boy said. That’s
what it is. So don’t get too excited.

Listening to you I don’t even want to sing anymore, the girl said. How about I’ll play and
you sing?

Tommy said, Are you getting on the bus?

| just want to start this fire, the boy said. It needs to go go go already. He rubbed his
hands together hard. He fell over. The girl kneeled and helped him up. Tommy said, Why would

you want to start a fire when the place is already burned down?
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| want to burn it back up again, the boy said.

Things don’t make themselves in fire. They unmake themselves, said Tommy.

Oh yeah? the boy said. What about the universe? What about the Big Bang? That was a
fire.

Were you there? said Max. Max was there with them. He’d followed Tommy and the girl
with the guitar.

Was I there? the boy said. Was I there? Was [ where? Where’s there?

At the Big Bang. The moment of creation. Because if you weren’t there than how do you
know there was fire? I happen to know for a fact fire can’t exist in space, because space is a
vacuum.

The boy said, How do you know that for a fact? Were you ever in outer space using a
lighter?

The girl laughed. Tommy smiled. The little boy went back to rubbing his hands but there
wasn’t a forthcoming fire.

Tommy said, Hop on the bus with us when it comes, but the boy said, I can’t. I have to go
home pretty soon. My mom is dead and | have to notify the proper authorities.

The girl said, Your what? and Tommy just felt not again. He thought empty pages turning
backwards and forwards, looking for their own print. He thought of the city he lived in, with its
palm trees and shrubs and subdivisions. He didn’t think about death, at least not the way it was,
until later.

The boy said, She tried to eat her own heart. The whole thing got pretty ugly. I wasn’t too

happy with it.
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Even if the Big Bang was a fire, Max said, how do you know all this was created? Maybe
this is what a burnt-down universe looks like after all.

| never thought of that, the boy said.

You just knew Max was proud by the way he slapped Tommy on the back.

When did this happen? the girl asked the little boy. Without knowing it she’d set the
guitar case on the ground and flipped its lid open and pulled out the guitar. Now she was playing
it. But softly, like the bottom of plants or hair follicles. Tommy, meanwhile, could sniff out the
boy’s hands. All that boiling blood. The gas of his spirit. Little blood bubbles burping in blue
veins, and Tommy, privy to certain secrets that wept kind of like his own.

The boy answered, About three hours ago.

They were all feeling kind of sad at the moment. Tommy said to the girl, Put that thing
away, and the girl said, If you open your goddamned eyes.

Are you two married? the little boy asked.

We’re going to your home, the girl said to him. We’re going to see about your mom and
help you through this difficult time.

Tommy said, | need to wait for the bus.

Where are you trying to go? the little boy said to Tommy.

I’m going to Arizona, I’'m going to go find someone I think went there for certain
reasons.

You’re in Arizona, the boy said. You’re already there.

This is Arizona?

It couldn’t possibly be anyplace else, the boy said.
97



Tommy said, Even still.
The bus isn’t coming, the girl said. Look, she said. Just look.
#

Tommy didn’t need to see it to know he wasn’t in Arizona. The trees in Arizona weren’t
possibly like the trees here, big things that swayed fervorishly like so many Hallelujahs at a
Christmas pageant. Tommy heard their praise and felt that if they could kneel down they would.
And besides, there was the issue of the light, which even if he wasn’t looking at it he could still
feel the way it always felt walking down a street. This was his city. There were gas stations that
were banks for homeless guys robbing people. There were banks everybody was afraid to go
into, built big and fast like McDonald’s, populated with strangers in uncolored suits sitting
behind desks. There were computers and books thrown out of second and maybe third-story
windows. The beach, which was its own thing. Fat people riding bicycles over discarded
receipts. Thin people fitting easily through doors. Darkened bars where bartenders threw on the
lights all of a sudden just to get a rise out of that one couple in the corner, the couple that only
bought two drinks and tipped pretty miserly. Just things like that that Tommy didn’t have to see.
His old school’s ancient assembly, the architecture of some depressed city commissioner. Those
neon signs advertising their own luminosity. Post-It notes on street lamps informing you about
the new and improved different kind of adhesives. Tommy’s mom’s scent, which hung in his
nostrils. The four of them traipsed. The girl’s guitar was packed away. Tommy couldn’t help
thinking things were looking up.

They tip-toed into a park where there was a lake where mallards swam on the surface

while little girls in Halloween costumes threw ice cubes into the water. It was a town tradition.
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There was a parking lot there too, and that’s where they found Max’s terrified Chrysler LeBaron,
as white as people are indoors. You opened the car door and it’s hot. The upholstery’s all ripped
up, Tommy could feel when he sat, and smelled cheeseburgery. Max started the car and it bugled
like early morning. The song on the radio was a car advertisement. There was a fella yelling.
Tommy and the little boy were in the back and the girl was up front with Max. The little boy
cried quietly to himself and wiped his snot off on his socks, which he’d taken off. Tommy
wished for another cigarette but for some reason he didn’t think anyone would offer him one. His
eyes were farther closed than ever, and he liked to speculate at the moment just where his irises
on the surface of his brain could be located. What in particular they happened to be looking at
inside of himself. They were blue, he remembered, with pupils big as buckshots.

Max drove out of the park and on the road. The LeBaron’s wheels sounded like they were
crushing themselves, among other things. Every once in a while a pebble would rise up and
strike the window. The little boy was too distraught to direct so Max took turns down all the
streets he could find, and the three of them just waited for the little boy to say something.
Nobody said much worth remembering. A lot of us walking on the sidewalks to go buy gum at
corner stores saw them driving and thought maybe they were going somewhere.

#

Two hours spent as gypsies inside a Chrysler LeBaron. Down a certain street the girl with
the guitar recognized from long ago she told them all her mom was a prostitute still living
somewhere in northern Texas. She said when she was a baby her mom lived in an apartment with
another prostitute who had a baby and one night that prostitute rolled over and flattened and

killed the baby. Then she took the girl with the guitar—who was still a baby and didn’t have her
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guitar yet—and tried to pass her off as her own. The girl’s prostitute mom got mad. She took the
other prostitute to court. The judge, after a while, got bored, you could tell, and said we’ll cut
this baby in half and give a piece to each woman. And both prostitutes, after talking to their
lawyers, agreed. But then the bailiff said very loudly and rudely to the judge that that wasn’t
allowed, and the case continued, even to this day.
#

And then down the street that Max lived, he told them a story about his sister. He turned
off the radio and cleared his throat like he was about to convict himself. He said his sister for a
long time was a groupie to a famous musician that liked to travel through tiny Midwestern towns
that the people living in hadn’t even heard of. The famous musician would play his shows and
then settle in a back room and make love to one or two local girls before fucking Max’s sister.
Max said he got letters from her all the time about how happy she was, and sometimes in the
letters there’d be pictures of sexual positions. Then one day Max stopped getting letters. Then
another day his sister came home with an old guy carrying her through Max’s door’s threshold
who said he was Max’s sister’s husband. This guy was a music reporter. They seemed happy for
a while. The guy and Max got along okay, not great. They kept to themselves. Sometimes Max’s
sister made them all dinner. Something like lemon merengue pudding or blood sausage pie,
which she’d set on china that had somebody’s face on it. They’d eat vociferously in these
moments. They’d stuff their gullets and fall asleep at the table. But then one day Max’s sister got
on the bus. She left a letter where she said she was going to look for the famous musician, who
would be the father of her kid, who would grow up to be a famous musician who was even better

than his dad, a musician who’d tell it like it is and inspire an entire generation. The music
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reporter was crushed, Max said. He tried to kill himself a couple of times. He got drunk one
night and tried to have sex with Max. He was still there, in Max’s house, writing some long
report about a band Max hadn’t ever heard of, and didn’t even think existed.

#

And then Tommy realized something about Rosie McCrae that broke all the rules, but the
minute he realized it and got excited was the same minute the little boy stopped sobbing and
said, That’s it right there. Tommy opened his eyes for a split-second and closed them up before
anybody saw. The little boy said, That’s my house and Max, who was really enjoying the current
song on the radio, said, All right All right. The car swung into position. The driveway was flat
Iowa. It was paved. Tommy’s eyes were closed but shoehorned by the light he let in a minute
ago. He didn’t have to see to know where he was, but he knew where he was and he saw
anyway. Now he was done seeing. He said, I’'m gonna stay out here.

Max said, I think I’1l stay out here too.

The little boy said, I probably won’t be going in.

The girl with the guitar turned around in her seat and said, We’re all going in because the
people we are now is just a small part of everything. Do you get it? A dead woman is not
anything to be afraid of.

But Tommy and Max and the little boy just shook their heads or whistled or kept their
eyes closed. The little boy said, I’ll call the cops from out here. Somebody give me a cell phone.
You could hear Max digging into his pocket and then you could hear the little boy dialing and
holding the phone to his ear and you could hear a woman cop answering in a tough voice and the

boy’s voice reporting what happened. He was off the phone before everybody realized he was
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singing. It was a really pretty song that gave Tommy’s spirit an upwards bump. He sang it
slowly. He pronounced with perfection every last word. He hit every note. It was one of those
songs that creates things. That fills you up and leaves you terrifically empty.

The girl said, That was unbelievable.

You should be on the radio, Max said.

It’s a song about a woman eating her own heart, the little boy said. It’s in French or
something. My mom taught it to me. She had an awful singing voice but she was the nicest
person you’d ever want to meet.

Nobody said anything for a long minute. Then Tommy said, How much of it did she get
through? Her heart? and the boy said, She ate the whole thing.

#

The afternoon tasted on Tommy’s tongue like an old checkerboard devoured by lice. It
was sour and wooden. He sat in the backseat of the LeBaron with the window down while the
other three stood on the lawn, the girl holding fast onto the little boy’s shoulders, and Max
staring straight up into the sky figuring something out. Tommy gobbled up another pill and
thought back to Rosie McCrae. His shogun mind flipped through the occurrences like a whirling
diver, like a horse expected to land in a little kiddie pool. The first time they met Rosie McCrae
was sitting in a chair and Tommy was in the chair across from her. He couldn’t recall the
occasion. Something or other. A school project maybe. Or a party where the other boy at the
table was shooting heroin. They made small talk and looked at each other. Rosie McCrae was
pretty ordinary-looking until you opened her up. Only then would her dreams begin to caulk your

edges. The second time they met she didn’t remember him. So he introduced himself. This was
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at that library, the one plugged up with VHS tapes of old Candid Camera episodes. He told her
who he was and what he was about. She talked to him for a little bit, and then went away. The
third time the same thing happened. And the fourth. He never knew why he didn’t just tell her
they’d met before. There was a sleepiness in her eyes hard to come across, and at the time, he felt
sorry for her. He felt like she was a prisoner of something.

The fifth time they met was also the time they made love. She remembered him. She took
him someplace loud and empty and offered herself up and Tommy couldn’t say no to that. It was
his very first experience like that. They each moved quietly and seriously and efficiently and
didn’t actually find out that much about the other. Afterwards, they laughed and dressed each
other. There wasn’t much awkwardness which Tommy was thankful for, or there was so much
awkwardness that you ceased to weigh it as a factor.

The day she went away Tommy didn’t know what to do. She’d left a note in his pocket
that explained everything, who she was, why she liked him—everything except why she left.
And soon after the sky rejected its blue which hung there just under the sky darker than it ever
was, a blue streak like a tongue, dust that made you wonder if anything couldn’t happen, if
something bad enough came along.

#

If you eat your whole heart doesn’t it just end up where it began? Or is that wrong? Max
asked the girl with the guitar as she sat strumming away in the grass in the front yard of the little
boy’s house as multiple cops in green uniforms moved past them and one of the cops, a chubby,
deaf guy, even stood in front of her for a while smiling and slowly spilling all his cash into her

guitar case. He looked, Max thought later, like the happiest most content guy in the world.
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#

Tommy’s sweat began to condense in blood form as the inside of the LeBaron, its air,
waved into a hot frenzy. He thought he might steal the car pretty soon. All he wanted to do was
get on the bus and go find Rosie McCrae. He was the boy in her dreams, he thought. And he also
thought, how was he ever supposed to make decisions when the things around him made their
own decisions? The bus decided not to come while he was there. The girl with the guitar decided
to take him over to see the little boy sitting in the bus station. The little boy’s mom decided to eat
her own heart. Max decided to remember he had a Chrysler LeBaron. Tommy felt things adding
up unpleasantly. He felt tectonic plates shifting into unknown formations.

#
The little boy was inside the house now. That dark thing. Who knows.
#

The girl strummed her guitar and tried to make some new sounds. What she wanted was
something exactly like she heard the little boy sing. Max stood in front of her but his shadow
slanted to her side. Then he sat down next to her and watched. Her fingers just kept making the
same old broken chords. The guitar heaved some sighs while its twitchy muscles got massaged.
The thing vibrated on the girl’s inner thighs, translucent inside her jeans, covered over with ideas
for tattoos. She tried singing but gave up. She was a pretty girl who hadn’t ever been raped,
although that’s not to say she hadn’t been down certain black boulevards. That’s not to say she
hadn’t ever had her skirt hiked up. Just that she didn’t think much of the whole apparatus and so
took it as it came. She wasa ramblin’ man. A great dame. Traveling and speaking to people and

honing her craft. Her mom called her every day. But it was the number of a pay phone in Tucson
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the girl left the woman to reach her by. She probably wanted to continue the conversation they
had about the case, but the girl found legalese hard to contain and even harder to let go of. She
liked to think, at a certain time of the day, about who might be reaching for the receiver when the
phone cried its plaintive tune. A businessman, maybe. An old gentleman who was once a soldier
of fortune but was now just lonely, and heard the phone and took it in his cradle and said Hello?
in such a voice it gave the girl’s mom a start. Maybe that first time her mom had hung up. Maybe
the second time, the next day, she had too. But maybe, the girl liked to think, her mom had found
the courage to ask for her daughter the third time. And maybe the man hadn’t the steel to tell the
woman the truth, so he instead told her the girl was out. And maybe the fourth day her mom had
found the nerve to request the man’s name and relationship to her daughter. And maybe the man
had lied and said the girl was subletting a room from him. And maybe the fifth day they got to
talking and the man made the girl’s mom laugh. And maybe now, a thousand miles away from
each other, they were feeling the same feelings, and preparing for the same day, the day they’d
meet and carry each other away, only maybe, the girl thought, that day was a different day in
their different minds: maybe it was a Tuesday in February to her mom, and maybe it was a
Sunday in July to the old lonely man, and that was the trouble with it all, with trying to make
plans. That was the kind of song she’d like to make but couldn’t seem to.
#

All the cops took turns arriving at the open window of the LeBaron where Tommy sat
sticking his toes out of trying to make the Vulcan peace sign. Each cop was the same as the next,
either tall or short or medium or buxom or naked or not cops at all. They said this to Tommy:

Open your eyes. Open your eyes little man. Come on just give us a peek. Let’s see those eyes.
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It’s a pretty day. A nice day. A day you wouldn’t want to miss. Just for a minute forget about all
this closing your eyes business. Let them open. Open them like flowers in season. | know your
eyes are in there somewhere. I know they’re the color blue. I know you can do great things, part
seas right down the middle and such, if you’d just see to know where the ocean is. Why can’t
you please just open your eyes? Please. Please please please. You’ve got to understand. I have a
job to do and it involves you. You need to see things. Come on asshole. Come on you fucking
prick. You can’t just sit there ignoring me forever. Neither of us has that much time and there’s
some pretty truly wonderful things out here. There’s so many I can’t even think of examples.
You can’t keep those things closed. You just can’t. You’re missing out. Come on. Come on! God
damn it, come on.

#

And at a certain point in the day Tommy got behind the wheel of the LeBaron and started
it and revved its engine and backed up successfully but then took off straight into a light pole,
one of those things that’s supposed to show you the way at night—he hit it and knocked it free
and it responded by moving downward through the heat, a premade path. It landed on the
LeBaron and shattered all the windows and didn’t Tommy feel foolish then.

#

The song that the little boy sang earlier was called The Woman Who Ate Her Heart In
Front of Me by a band called The Dirty Rubberbands. The lead singer sang it in Creole most of
the time. He was a Haitian guy who had a lot of misplaced pride in his country and even ran for
president of it once from an office in New York City. Max’s sister’s husband’s report was about

The Dirty Rubberbands. It was dissertation-length. Long-form journalism. In the report, there
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were five different sections where Max’s sister’s husband pretended he was a different member
of the band. He’d write comprehensive biographies of each of them in that manner. The longest
and last section was the part about the lead singer, whom Max’s sister’s husband found truly
revolting and revolutionary. He’d had affairs with more than a thousand women and Max’s
sister’s husband wrote about them all. He tracked them all down using the internet and conducted
extraordinary interviews with them where he pushed their buttons and made them mad hoping
for a few good pull quotes. The problem was one of the women happened to be his wife and he
wasn’t too sure about that. In fact, he didn’t know what to do about it. He could track her down,
but then she might think he was doing it for other reasons, which he certainly was, but he didn’t
need her judging him, looking down at him from someplace bright and happy. This was when he
truly despaired. He first tried breaking her affair with the rock star off into a sixth section written
in brackets consisting only of this: [May 3 — May 4 1997 unknown]. But that didn’t look quite
right next to all the information he’d already compiled so he deleted it. He then tried to make
things up using what he knew of his wife. Her favorite sexual positions and lighting and such.
But he felt like a cheat. And besides, she might’ve been a totally different person with the lead
singer of The Dirty Rubberbands. So then what he did was, he tried to kill himself. That took
away a lot of effort for nothing. He used one of those things, the things people use for hanging
themselves. Ropes. He used just one. He’d been thinking about hanging himself from some other
place besides the neck. The neck was too conventional. It was too freeing. It was too laissez-
faire. He wanted to hang by a nipple or an armpit or a torso. Someplace truly imprisoning. An
earlobe? Anyway he didn’t remember except it didn’t go well and he was forced to resort to

other, impractical measures: guns, matches, car exhaust, Venetian blinds, two dollar bills. There
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was death by police to consider. A black bear mauling. Rabies or other infections. Lightning
strikes. Overdoses. Falling from some place. Tipping a vending machine onto himself. There
were many choices to consider. He wrote reports about them all. He conducted interviews with
people on suicide watch. He was a reporter, a damned good one, and in no time he learned death
inside out. He discovered new and better ways to keep people from coming back from it. For a
time he apprenticed with a man called the Reaper, who didn’t enjoy brutally murdering people
but did it to support a daughter with pretty severe Down Syndrome who needed lots of care.
Max’s sister’s husband went over for dinner one night and met the daughter who threw up on
him for which the Reaper apologized and offered to buy Max’s sister’s husband a new shirt. The
apprenticeship didn’t last long. The Reaper was killed in action and the daughter soon a ward of
the state, orphaned, tragic, an uplifting Hollywood movie about her already optioned. Max’s
sister’s husband then tried to kill himself a second time in a manner too machinized and
sophisticated to mention or describe. It was an ugly piece of work and left Max’s sister’s
husband deeply pained, psychologically. He threw away his original report, the one about The
Dirty Rubberbands, and started a new one about every band except for them. He slept a lot in this
epoch. He masturbated. He tried, again and again, to erase his hope, but it was inevitable.

#

Tommy you opened your eyes. | saw you. | saw those beautiful baby blue promises, your
quarter irises and your pupils like dimes. You spent every penny. | saw you in another dream
doing things you couldn’t even imagine. Scary things. Terrible things. You kill people and you
kill yourself. You couldn’t save anybody in this state. Arizona’s a joke. The people there are

cardboard. The bus came and went and came and went in that little tiny shatterglass of a moment
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when you opened your eyes and | saw you do it, you cheater. We’re all very disappointed in you,
on this end. We expected better and demanded more than what you failed even to deliver.
Whatever that was. There are bickering gods in my dreams now arguing about you and I don’t
even know what to tell them. That you’ll do better next time? That your decisions won’t result in
tragedies for those involved? That something you’ll do will mean something other than nothing
at all? Tommy I’m waiting. I couldn’t possibly tell you to close your eyes back up now, with
everything you’ve seen. The best you could do with them is gouge them out. But I won’t suggest
that either.

Every time | dream I think of you but I know you’re not coming because life is like that.
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MAJESTIC CREATURES

| step over the threshold and into my home and my toes catch on a little gray dog-bone
body and | pitch forward as it yelps and scampers away. There is a moment now:

when my head jogs like a scratched disk?

and I am smelling, let’s see, two, kinds of green on me?

and | am unsure if what just happened just happened?

| look at the ferret squeezed under the couch. This seems like the next step (LOL! get it?
the next step? the next step, because the first step, | tripped?). It stares back with sweet-sad
hurricane eyes. You do not know you are a guy who trips over ferrets until it happens. You
preach context awareness to your Self, but it is not always feasible. Like, sometimes, life
intervenes? The mystery of it heightens its allure, or something?

I say, “Be honest. You just tripped me, did you not?”” The little dude says nothing, which
I—with much mourning, but I must—take for an admission of guilt. I’m not that guy, you know?
| take zero pleasure in it. | like not at all having to be that guy.

| get down on my knees and hold out my hand. “Lawrence,” I say. “You need to come
out here. It’s true, okee-dokee. I’'m disappointed. Yes. But if you come out,” I say, “we can settle
things like honorable dudes. At least. If not be tighter than ever, re you demonstrating awareness
and understanding of actions and consequences. Such stuff breeds loyalty in us, and trust. It is a

Great Society we live in, after all.”
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Rambo, who stares in a serene manner at the TV, picks Hot Pocket crumbs off his shirt
and slouches further down the couch and says, “You’re cloudy, man. You’re caught up in
crosscurrents.”

“What?” I say.

“I said, ‘you’re cloudy, man.’”

“I heard you,” I say. “My ‘what’ is outraged, not confused. Look at my face. I'm
outraged! Read the inflections.”

“You. Are! Clow. Dee,” he says.

And | remember: | am. | remember:

sweaty fingers shaking in the hot grassy heat of Jasper’s trailer.

The sweet pregnant stink of green.

Rolling paper dry on my chapped lips.

Shovels and plows and metal stakes piled against a wall.

And then:

my light-heavy head.

Lazyass neurons doing their wiggeldy-piggeldy.

The perpetual nervous guilt, for a time, submerging utterly.

A small child of indeterminate sex (I took no notice, which proves, I believe, that I’'m no
pedophile—just a shrewd observer of actions) tossing rocks at the street sign.

I remember something important that I’d denounced after it all withered away. “Today
was my last day,” I tell Rambo, even though I continue to look at Lawrence. “No more. Look not

at me like that. Unfair skepticism.”
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Rambo’s face is smooth and blank as a sheet of paper, and his eyes go elsewhere, and he
says, “I’m not dying, man.”

“Still?” I slump to the floor against the wall and close my eyes.

Rambo is like Kenny from the TV show South Park. He’s died:

in the great green jungles of Ecuador among indigenous people checking their email,

in the Sahara’s sunscreen whiteness in the midst of steaming rain,

and in the diamond-churned snowstorms blown off the northeastern coast of Greenland.

In addition, he has been massacred in:

Tiananmen Square,

gassed at:

anti-apartheid riots in South Africa,

shot thru at:

Bobby Kennedy’s assassination,

and crushed underfoot at:

the dismantling of the Berlin wall.

In addition to the addition, he has been murdered at:

the tops of pyramids,

drowned at:

the bottom of rivers,

incinerated on:

the surface of the sun,

and eaten by gators in:
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the midst of swamps.

He has died of pinky-toe cancer, brain aneurysms, hacked-off limbs, peeled-back skin,
broken hearts, crushed pelvises, spontaneous combustion. He is a guy who daydreams exotic
deaths for his Self. But he OD’d on oxies two weeks ago and had to stay overnight at the hospital
and ever since then he has locked parts of his brain away from his Self.

He says, “I used to be so creative.” He says, “Pompano’s killing me, man.”

“Job search progress report,” I say. “The time has come for accountability. You need to
impress me. It is, ah, a...”

“It’s what? Your head a little...cloudy?” he says.

“Requirement! It is a requirement. So tell me. Asshole.”

Dude has been moping ever since his job was Terminator’d (Me: If you lost your job...
Him: Fuck. Me: Then why do you not go find it! Ha ha ha! Him: The economy...). Here is what
happened:

He told Wachovia to “go lick fresh Rottweiler shit.”

And now, two months of the guy in zero but very immoderate briefs, transporting his
bong around the house by the neck, blowing smoke at me and Lawrence. Which is A-OK with
me—~he seems to be A-OK inside his miserableness—but Mother Rambo discovered a short time
ago certain big unfamiliar charges to her MasterCard credit card. This month’s rent will be the
issue.

Instead of answering me, he closes his eyes, and after a moment of panic, | remember
why I am on the ground. “Lawrence,” I call, lowering my voice and rocking back up onto my

knees. “Come on out, dude. Lawrence.”
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“Use his real name,” Rambo says.

“This is his real name,” I say, and Rambo shakes his head. Then I say, “You are wearing
a Richard Nixon Tricky Dick mask right now.”

In addition to being a guy who trips on ferrets, | am also a person who imagines Others
wearing masks. Just something to do, | guess. A way to exercise the brain. Cerebral jumping
jacks, as they say. Who wants dementia, after all? Rambo is the only one who knows this about
me. Rambo and Stacey Atkins, who I am most positive I’'m in love with, but who is also serious
these days about being a lesbian.

“How wonderful and sweet and all kinds of nice things of you to notice,” Rambo says.
He pulls his Self up, stretches, and moves into the kitchen, only a few steps away. The little
house is composed of four run-down rooms and a small bathroom and a narrow connecting
hallway. The backyard is just gray simple dirt and weeds which scraggle. The rest of the places
here are similar or, in most cases, exactly the same.

“You want?” he calls.

“Never again,” I call back. I shuffle a little closer to the old worn Christmas green couch
and stretch out my arm. “Buster,” I whisper. “Come hear you junior asshole.” Lawrence has
decided he must only answer to Buster because that is what | named him the day | picked him
out at the shelter. It’s a regret. You try to revise, but the ferret is a dick, and you tend to realize,
like, hey:

That is life.

That is life?

That is life?
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The emphasis seems not to matter.

Lawrence slithers out from under the couch and creeps toward me. He sniffs my middle
finger, his stupid little ferret nostrils flaring and his dumb ferret whiskers twitching. Black
smudges come off his eyes like he has cried down mascara. | say, “Sabotage is no-no in this
house, man. It’s a rule.”

To which the cute bastard sinks his Goddamned teeth into my middle finger.

“Shit!” I pull my hand away, wrap my shirt around it, and Lawrence gets up on his hind
legs and looks at me like he is trying to see what he did. “Shit,” I say again, hoping for some
sympathy, or at least some interest, out of the guy in the kitchen—but nope. | yank the gloves |
use at work out of my back pocket, put them on, and scoop Lawrence up into my arms. He hisses
and bears his teeth and his fur stands up. “This is how we learn,” I tell him, then open the door
and plunk him down on our Leave Before Entering doormat. By the time Rambo comes back
into the living room, coughing and holding his chest, staring out upon the room with red
lightning eyes, | am sitting on the couch with the TV on, flipping thru channels.

“That’s some fantastically strong-as-hell shit,” he says.

I say, “Agreed.” I say, “What?”

#

The story of the ferret is, indeed, also the story of Stacey Atkins. It used to be I’d say I’ll
swear on it to whatever calm floating Lord All Mighty you happen to believe in. But these days,
there’s guilt attached onto the telling. Much like a leech. I’'m now not so sure I didn’t make one

up to explain the Other.
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Say something like this happens: you’re sitting at the light where Commercial Avenue
meets 18" Avenue in the form of a plus sign, humming pleasingly along to pop sensation Taylor
Swift, and happen to witness a bright new silver Honda Civic spin out in the middle of the
intersection, kick up a storm of gravel and tire rubber, and bling into a pickup truck, before
finally draping itself around a telephone pole. It’s like a scene from that movie, The Fast and the
Furious. Or 2 Fast 2 Furious. Or The Fast and the Furious: Tokyo Drift. Or Fast & Furious. Or
Fast Five. Or Fast & Furious 6.

You step out of your car and stand there cupping your hands over your eyes while the girl
in the next lane does the same. “You see that?” she says to you. Her voice is very much like:

parchment paper burning in a bright and steady manner somewhere cold and dark.

You watch as two teenagers stumble out thru the driver’s side of the ugly art that had
once been the Honda Civic. They LOL and watch smoke pour off the car (which you, in a
simultaneous action, watch, even as you watch them watching), and one of the teenagers says
“Holy,” and falls into the direction of the ground, after which an ambulance swallows him up
and takes him away while you and the girl lean against the hood of her Ford Fiesta and talk for
minutes more. You play with her bra strap thru her blouse, and she presses her thigh against
yours, and you both peer as intrepid explorers would peer into the late summer’s burning heat
and wait in an intrepid manner for somebody to clean away the wreckage.

She’s a person one can project one’s personality onto. Similar to a movie screen. Copy-
paste your Self onto her and see all that you fear and despise in your Self. I love that about her. |
delight in it, much like I delight in my mother’s borscht, or my father’s jerk lamb (I have seen

neither of them since I moved to this country). There’s an element of sweet and delicious to
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Stacey. It is as if she must mimic quirks of speech, LOL when | LOL, repeat back my jokes, cry
my tears, try on my shoes. Or, she in former times did such things. The first time | ever felt her
up I accessed her nipple and tapped it with my finger, and then she did the same thing to me and
said, “You like that, partner?” I’'m a patriot, and she is the Statue of Liberty in blue sweatpants.
She wears an old and cracked Guy Fawkes mask in the misty dreams | dream about her. We
engaged in love a sublime total of four times. All of this occurred five months ago. I’ll be polite
in declining to explain it any further. The pain and guilt these thoughts of Stacey cause in me is,
often, too great.

The day I acquired the ferret, Stacey came over holding the hand of another lady, who
made an event of drinking distilled water and who wore used chopsticks in her hair. Who
squealed much like a hamster who’s just been stabbed, when she in truth meant to LOL. Rambo
passed around his bong, a beautiful, purple-blue hand-blown thing that made you sad for its
purpose in life, and I tried not to watch Stacey’s soft pale hand walking fingers toward where one
might expect her friend’s titty to be.

It must be said:

She had the body, Stacey’s friend, of a pile of bricks. This is an approximation.

She drank all of our beer and insisted we go out for more. By sliding one of the
chopsticks out of her hair and brandishing it. By poking the thing against my Adam’s apple six
times. By chucking an empty Pabst Blue Ribbon can at Rambo’s forehead. Stacey said, “She’s so
ferocious. You’re so ferocious, Carla.” To which the friend let out a howl. And then, so did
Rambo. And Stacey. And the friend again. And then my own from the deeps of my sweet green

high: “ARo0000000!”
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#

None of us had been prepared for the facts of life, which were these:

it was still early afternoon,

the sun was a white-knuckled fist,

and car exhaust microwaved the streets.

Rambo, hands on ten and two, drove along Commercial Avenue toward a Kwik Stop or a
7-11 or some other location whose light seems eternal.

| shotgunned, but twisted around to talk to Stacey, who tangled her delicate fingers up in
her friend’s man-sized ones in such an effective and intimate manner that I could not tell who
was who. We bore witness to a dead cat on the side of the road, mashed up against the edge of
the sidewalk. “The guts look like paella,” Rambo observed. Stacey’s friend shook her head and
said, “That’s so sad.”

Stacey arranged her face into an expression of sadness and squeezed her friend’s hand.
“It’s heartbreaking,” she said.

I shook my own head as well, so as not to be outdone. Stacey’s friend watched me and
shook her head again, and then Stacey, who’d been watching her friend, shook her head, too. We
were like bobbleheads. Rambo only said, “You want to see sad?” He wrung the steering wheel.
Then he whispered, “You want to see sad?”

#

He took us down Powerline Road to an animal shelter twenty minutes away, a short

cinderblock building with smudged windows high up on the walls and a sign that had been pried

off and leaned against the side of the building. Stacey massaged the small of her friend’s back
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when getting out of the car. Just standing outside you could sniff the odors of wet dog and cat
piss, and inside, the shelter keeper greeted us with what seemed very thin happiness, his voice
edged with—I can only conjecture—the desperation of a man who didn’t very much enjoy
having to kill animals for a living. “Welcome, hey, welcome,” the dude said, shaking with much
gusto Rambo’s hand. He was a large man, from all angles. He said, “We do not discriminate.” It
was also a sign stuck up on the wall over his desk—We Do not Discriminate.

He wore a baseball cap, with the letters whof arted printed across the front. | asked him
what the letters meant. With a smile he said read them out loud. “Hof-are-ted,” I tried. “Wof-art-
ed?”

“Who farted,” he said finally. “It says, ‘who farted.” I think it was you.”

| imagined this dude in the Phantom of the Opera mask, his eyes narrow as he steadies
his Self for each kill. In front of us, Stacey and her friend leaned in for a smooch. The shelter
keeper elbowed me and winked. He winked again when I looked as a square at him to see what
he was winking about.

The place was vast but simple, laid out in two long aisles forked by a cinderblock wall.
The aisles were lined with cages from which you heard animals singing their very sad blues.
Rambo pulled Stacey’s friend off to one side and I convinced Stacey to come with me on the
opposing side. We walked slowly, and bore witness to all sorts of uncomforting sites. Shadow
cats with huge black eyes like snap buttons on expensive shirts. Dogs as horses panting in
corners. Animals were circling in their cages and calling out to each other. “It’s heartbreaking,”

Stacey said again.
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I said, “It most truly is.” I heard Rambo LOL on the other side, and the girl’s squeal.

Stacey got down on her knee in front of a collie dog with matted fur. It lifted its head with great

difficulty. I said, “So, your friend?”

She turned and looked at me with eyes like letters from bill collectors.
She asked, “Am I, right this minute, wearing a mask?”

| did not know how to answer this question.

She then said, in a quiet manner, “You’re a desperate sort of person, aren’t you?”
| wanted, with all my beating rubber heart, to say this:

“I love you, you stupid bitch,

“you empty white being,

“you sweet hollow person!”

| wanted to say:

“I love you and nothing else, you center of no-ness,

“you—you mirror!”

| wanted to say:

“Let me be your function!”

But, instead, | agreed with her.

We moved on to the next animal, another collie dog with matted fur. It, too, lifted its

head with great difficulty.

The ferret sat coiled in one of the cages at the end of the aisle. Stacey loved the ferret, but

the ferret was so-so on her. When she stuck her finger in the cage and said, “Hey, baby,” in a

high-pitched voice, one could see the ferret brace his Self. She asked to hold him, and the shelter
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keeper opened the cage, pulled him out and stuck him in her arms. She cradled him as a baby is
cradled.

“Majestic creature, isn’t he?” the shelter keeper said to me.

“He’s gorgeous,” Stacey said. She started to rock him in her arms while the shelter
keeper told me a story about a boy who had wanted the ferret but soon died, so the family
dropped the ferret off at the shelter, because he reminded them too much of the boy. | wondered
where Rambo had gone to. The day after he OD’d, he peeled skin off his chapped lips and told
me how he’d pulled Stacey’s friend into the bathroom and engaged her standing up (Him: It was
I’m now completely and utterly horrified to say, sort of without the lady’s consent. Me: But No
Means No, my friend! Him: I know, I know...), clasping his hand over her mouth to stop her
cries, pressing his fingers into her cheek until he was certain her teeth were ripping into the wet
pink walls of her mouth.

“So, thoughts?” the shelter keeper said, putting his hand on my shoulder. Stacey was still
rocking the ferret, who had gone belly up. She was massaging his chest with her finger, and both
pairs of eyes were closed. It took me a few seconds to realize she was humming, because it was
so soft. That was the moment she more or less became, I thought at the time, a permanent fixture
in me.

“How much?” I said.

#

Lawrence calls my bluff and does not come back. I leave him out there for more than an

hour, mostly because | forget about him, and when I open the door | see the sky has gone gray

with age but | do not see a ferret on my doorstep. Rambo fell into sleep on the couch, a hand
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tucked into his boxers. | walk all around the house, and then | do it once more, shaking bushes,
rattling cat treats, calling out both of his names, but soon night sticks its thumb into the dirt and
I’m forced to concede. I'm feeling, at this juncture, immense guilt, which burns my nerves. I
leave a bowl of food out on the back porch and turn the light on.

#

| must confess here:

| dream things.

Truly and utterly dumb things. Books, I believe. And inside the books are pages filled
with pics of me already dead.

| deserve love, | believe. Some form of love.

But perhaps no.

In my Other dreams I hear about my dreams from my Self, and | tell my Self to just
think, Goddamn it. I tell my Self to remember. Once, my Self and | came to blows. We threw
each Other around my kitchen. I found a book and pitched it at my Self’s head and missed. The
book thunked against the wall and landed open on the counter. I had no time to see where the
book had opened, because my Self rushed me. I locked on to my Self and leaned in so close |
could sniff my breath. My Self banged my forehead into mine. I looked at my Self in complete
astonishment. | stopped. I said, why am i fighting me? To which my Self shook my head sadly
and said, i do not even know, do i? And then gestured at the open book.

#
The food is gone the next morning, with many crumbs scattered on the porch. I call out to

Lawrence once more: I tell him it’s a party foul to dine and dash, that it’s truly damn rude, that it
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is the fucking pits here minus him, but hear just the little birds tweeting each other in response.
Rambo is still sleeping when it becomes necessary for me to leave for work, so | write on a Post-
It asking if he’s not too busy would he please search for Lawrence. I write in cursive, because
he’s complained before that my print is kiddie-like and not possible to read. I stick the note on
the bathroom mirror.

I work in yard maintenance, or what Jasper terms “luxury exterior design” in a large
residential neighborhood some miles away where the lawns are a deep, pretty green and all the
houses are big and roomy. We are a three-man crew. We rotate thru ten streets per week,
mowing, trimming, and blowing. Me and Edgar, a Haitian man who is an illegal immigrant, and
who has been trying for a junior Edgar since he arrived, switch off between mowing and
trimming every day while Jasper, since he is boss, always comes behind us with the blower.

Jasper’s Big Dream is to be the guy who receives the call to mow Sun Life Stadium
before the Superbowl. He wishes to define his Self in this way. Nobody understands the logistics
of the Big Dream, which seems to in part include killing off certain key members of the
stadium’s landscaping crew, but nobody questions it as long as we’re being paid.

That morning, Edgar grins and presents me with a jumbo-sized egg. He holds it between
his thumb and his forefinger and nods at me until I take it. “Again?” I say.

He taps his lip and says, “Lunch, yes?” Edgar is a guy who goes to supermarkets and
steals eggs. He wears cargo shorts and goes at night, just before the store closes, and makes a
show of opening the cartons and inspecting the eggs. When the clerks grow weary of watching

the little Haitian man sorting thru the egg cartons and turn away, he sticks a few in his pockets.
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He’s also a person who tries to fry eggs on sidewalks because he has seen it in YouTube videos.
The two actions, I believe, are part of one larger, confused stab at American self-sufficiency.

| feel compelled here to confess:

I my Self have been in this country for four years now. It is, you could therefore say, my
new hometown. Thus, | possess a fluency of language and know-how that Edgar, as yet, does
not.

“It will not work,” I tell him. “It never works.”

He points at the sun. “Hot today, young man! Very hot.”

“Not even February,” Jasper says, “and already we’re up in the eighties.”

Edgar gestures at Jasper as if to say, See?

We pack our equipment into the trailer, and the three of us squeeze into Jasper’s rusted
Toyota pickup truck and drive the few miles to work. The sites consist of:

the sun at a great height—too high, it feels like;

the sky, which is the perfect, infinite light blue of Crest toothpaste;

small square yards, in not-as-rich neighborhoods along the way, going bald, and choked
with weeds;

homeless men, at intersections, holding stacks of newspapers against their chests and
staring at the sidewalks (about them | say: of course! newspapers are, as they say in the
newspapers, a dying industry! of course your home has been lost!).

Sweat already burns my eyes. Every squirrel witnessed seems at first to be Lawrence.

When we get to our street, Edgar and | ease the riding mower out of the trailer and wipe it

down with rags as Jasper unpacks the rest of the equipment. Then he gives his Grand Spiel about
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coming together as a team and shooting at perfection. He ends, as he always must, by describing
his vision of mowing Sun Life Stadium at sunrise, the (in his words) “hot yellow light peeking
over the stadium’s lip, the smell of dew in the grass, the John Deere’s sensual rumble against
your rump, the blood of murdered landscapers smeared beneath your eyes, and best of all, best of
all, the knowledge that billions of people will soon be staring mindlessly at the stretch of green
you’re mowing over.”

“It’s about power, boys,” Jasper says, in his tinny Southern United States drawl, even as
he, in a simultaneous movement, adjusts his pony tail. “Control the grass, control the world. Say
it with me.”

Me and Edgar mumble thru it.

“Say it,” Jasper commands. “Annunciate. Pronounce the words. | need to know in my
bones that y’all believe.”

“Control the grass,” says Edgar and me, “control the world.”

“Simple economics. One more time, now. Yell it!”

“Control the grass!” we scream as one. “Control the world!”

Jasper closes his eyes, grins a small satisfied grin. “The dream,” he says, “is straddling
reality’s threshold. Y’all won’t even remember how we got there when we get there. It’1l just be
happiness.”

#
We work steady till lunch. More and more of these houses are vacant. The neighborhood

reminds one of the movie “The Shining.” It is mostly realtors that pay us to cut the grass.
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Today is my turn on the mower, which | despise for its herk-jerk steering. I always cut
into flower beds. We work on the north side of the street and | screw up just once when 1 try to
wave to Dear Old Mrs. Tulowitski as she’s plopping into her car, and end up driving into a
mulch path and shattering to many small pieces a pretend-brick plastic divider.

At lunch, Jasper and | look on while Edgar squats on the sidewalk by the trailer, cracks
his egg, and breaks the shell open. Goop slides out, glumping onto the concrete. Edgar pokes at it
with a fork for minutes before he concedes. “Not hot enough, my friend,” he says with much
mourning, and tosses the egg shell into the grass. | provide a back pat while Jasper lifts the shell
out of the grass and stuffs it inside a Hefty bag.

After, the two of them climb into the trailer to smoke. | stand outside and watch as the
green is rolled and think, for a minute, | might join in after all. But no. I think of Stacey and the
fact | cannot remember her soft round face exactly as it is. | think about the holes inside me
growing bigger and deeper. About the guilt. When Jasper reaches into his pocket for his lighter, |
say | require some air and walk away, to which he chants his mantra and says right on.

I'sit in the grass across the street from Dear Old Mrs. Tulowitski’s. Her driveway is
peppered with oil spots. The sun bakes the roof tiles. The house is salmon-colored and one-
storied and very plain, except the shades are open and | can see right into her living room. On the
wall is framed a picture of her house on a rainy day, and her standing in front of it in a yellow
poncho, her head thrown back, her tongue out as a lizard’s tongue. From where I sit I can just
barely see that the shades are open in the picture, too, and | wonder if maybe it must be of such
stuff which stretches deeper and deeper toward a point that offers to—but never indeed does—

vanish.
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A naked woman walks thru Dear Old Mrs. Tulowitski’s living room while I sit in the
grass. It is one of those things. You’re sitting there, thinking about Stacey, wishing she had
smelled like the beach the final time you saw her, because then maybe you might remember her
smell, and then a naked woman steps across the tops of your knees.

She disappears for a minute, then comes back and stands at the window. We stare at each
Other for what feels like a minute or too. Then she bites her lower lip and shuts the blinds, and |
am again the lone ranger.

#

When | arrive at home that afternoon, Rambo informs me he has terrible news. He’s
sprawled out on the couch, and he’s holding a pillow over his face. With a muffled voice, he
says, “Shit-all if [ know what’s happening to me.”

The air in the room is stale, and just as hot as it is outside. | reach up and turn on the
ceiling fan, and then I lift off the half-empty glass of Simply Orange from the coffee table. I run
my finger around its rim. “Have you been there all day?” I say.

He takes the pillow off his face. His eyes are green and looking surprised. His pupils are
very cavernous things, like caverns. He says he tried imagining a mugging, to start somewhere
simple, but ended up talking the guy out of it and taking him to a homeless shelter. He even
began—he shuddered at this part—to volunteer at the homeless shelter in his daydream. “I was
so happy,” he says. “That was the worst part. I was ladling soup into Styrofoam bowls and
handing them to these people, and | was happy.”

I say, “You were happy?”

He nods. “Happy,” he confirms.
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The fan hums away, and the pull chain clinks against the light fixture. Old yellow
sunlight sweeps across the tile floor. | sniff at the orange juice, then take a sip. “You are wearing
a ski mask,” I say, “the color of Plochman’s mustard.”

He sighs, and says, “I know.” Then he says, “Where’s the ferret? I haven’t seen little
dude all the livelong day.”

#

The ferret’s gone and all of a sudden I am no longer able to remember the color of
Stacey’s hair. I’ve been forgetting things about her for months, but I always thought I’d at
minimum keep the basics. It’s the feeling, this forgetting, you get when you hear two people
whispering and you look up and they’re staring at you. Stacey had removed her Self from my life
shortly after we acquired Lawrence. A rift formed and she drifted away from me, and it was just
later that | realized that ours had been a relationship that comes and goes, like wind chimes
which clang against each other, and that | had meant little, if anything, to her. Which hurt.

I make flyers and slip them into mail boxes, and scour our neighborhood for signs. | talk
to neighbors who put their hands on their hips and shake their heads and say, That’s a shame. |
dump cat treats all over our backyard, which only brings stray cats and raccoons, who drag their
noses thru the dirt. After a couple of weeks, I give the thing up and push Lawrence against the
wall of my head. Rambo tells me it is for the best. He says live and let live. He says live and
learn. He has been daydreaming fulfilling lives as useful people, and has become an annoyingly
upbeat person.

| see the naked woman once more. A week later. She is older than me by at least twenty

years and one can see the extra fat piled around her hips and stomach, the veins running down
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her milky legs like I do not know. Like floss which has been used, perhaps. Her orange hair is
pulled into a ponytail. She is not a hottie, but there is an exhaustion to her that seems sad in a
sexy way. She is without mask. She’s made me remember things. For example:

that it was me and Stacey in the bathroom at the animal shelter,

and that | had confessed this to Rambo as he slept in his hospital bed, drool dribbling out
of his mouth and blossoming on the pillow. The reason she had allowed such a thing to happen—
a great pity for me, that one could see in her eyes—had been, you know, irritating.

The woman smiles, and my guilt is alive and daggering. It hurts. | breathe slowly, and
hold out against what is in the trailer with Jasper and Edgar.

#

| dream voices talking in complete darkness. Their words light up like neon. 1
remember—this is one of these dumb things. | never understand the conversation, which happens
like this:

wake up!

Wake up? From what?

from this!

Into what?

into this!

And | must confess, it repeats. Over and over until I do, indeed, wake up.

#
Two weeks pass, | think. I come home from work and sit on the couch, and Rambo greets

me from the kitchen. A couple of minutes later, he comes in and sits down next to me. He is
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wearing black slacks and a white oxford shirt and clicking a neon green pen with his thumb. |
say, “Did you go somewhere today?”’

He rubs the back of his neck and says, “Job interview.”

“Really?” I ask. “For what?”’

“A job.” He shrugs. Then he says, “I saved a man’s life today.” He means in his
daydream.

“Congratulations,” I say. The house stinks truly, like manure and green and cigarettes. I
get up and grab the Febreze from the hallway closet and spray Alaskan Springtime. I say, “What
smells so stinky?”

Rambo says, “This fat man was choking on the sidewalk, right, and people were driving
by and just howling at him to get up, but you could see the guy was dying. His hand was
clutching at his chest. | watched for a minute or too, then bent down and propped him up and
gave him the Heimlich maneuver. Dude spits out a pair of manicure scissors.”

I say, “Heimlich maneuver?”

He nods. “Guy got to his feet and hugged me and then he shook my hand, but I waved it
all off. I was super magnanimous about the whole thing. I stepped into the street, and was
immediately hit by a truck. Went flying. Died, | think needless to say, a truly horrific death.
Blood was gurgling out of my mouth in the obscenest way while the fat man just kind of blankly
watched. I think he was singing some old Irish hymn. The word karma was bandied about. His
toupee was so red it looked like it was on fire.”

“Jesus,” I say. “Jesus.”
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Rambo waves his hand in front of his face to clear away the fragrance of Alaskan
Springtime. Then he says, “The ferret’s back.”

I stop and look at him. “You discovered Lawrence? Where?”

“His head’s still missing,” Rambo says, closing his eyes.

“His what?”

He confirms. Lawrence is without a head. Lawrence is headless (please: no LOLS).
Rambo found him when he was leaving for his job interview, wrapped in a plastic bag and
shoved against the doorstep. He had set the bag on the kitchen counter, and that’s where I find it.
| de-wrap the bag, which is streaked with dry blood, and see Lawrence’s limp body, his neck
stretched out. His fur is caked with the brown of dried blood. After I barf in the sink, I see there’s
a note, too, a blue post-it. The word sorry is written at the top in a loping kiddie way, then x’ed
out, and under that, whoever it was had written, i didn’t mean to. Instead of a period, there is a
frown face. | think of the head of Lawrence, frozen in darkness somewhere, and | barf again. In
the other room, Rambo is clicking his pen and he will not stop. He clicks and clicks and clicks
and clicks.

#

My all-time favorite Stacey moment took place at night, on the beach just merely east of
the Commercial Pier. The tide rolled and thumped under a dark gray sky. Lightning skittered and
burned behind the clouds, but from great distance. We had brought a towel and a case of Pabst
Blue Ribbon beer and walked along the water’s edge for a short while. This was a few weeks
after the car crash. The issue is, | do not remember it very well. I do not remember the way we

laid on the towel. I do not remember Stacey’s head in my lap or the touch of her moist fingers in
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mine. | do not remember how she smiled at me, or the sound of her voice when she demanded a
kiss. I do not remember the shape of her calf as | brushed sand off it, or the taste of her tongue.
The heat of her breath. | do not remember her sweet words or soft moans. I do not remember the
force of her pushing me back, or the sudden weight of her body on mine. | do not remember her
searching hands. The low thundering. The color of the towel. The sweat of the Pabst Blue
Ribbon can I had stuck in the sand next to us. Stacey’s movements against me. The way her
thumb felt in my mouth.

| remember merely this:

happiness.

#

Late the next morning | request an early lunch, and take a shovel and the plastic bag
heavy with Lawrence and walk across the street to Dear Old Mrs. Tulowitski’s house. Before I’d
left the house, I had taken a few oxies from Rambo’s bathroom stash and crushed them with the
back of a spoon, then swept the powdered remains off the counter and into a glass of Simply
Orange. My limbs, now, are utterly numb. The weird, heavy guilt begins to dissipate. | am able
to taste the sun as it leans into me. Sweat beads but does not trickle down.

I sit the bag down and drive the shovel into Dear Old Mrs. Tulowitski’s front yard. I do it
over and over and over again, grunting with effort. Dirt is everywhere, raining down on my back,
pushing up under my fingernails, griming my legs, and the hole slowly wedges itself further into
the ground. The naked woman opens the door and steps out onto the walkway and blinds me
with her sad smile. She mouths this:

keep going.
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And then:

please do not stop.

But then I realize it’s only Dear Old Mrs. Tulowitski, and she is not saying, “Keep
going,” she is saying, “What are you doing?”” And then she is screaming for Jasper and saying,
“Stop it, stop it!” And finally she says, “I’'m calling the police.”

My head fills with hot air and I no longer know where | am

(not for a long long time)

but I dig

and I dig
and 1 dig,
because the face of Lawrence is crying out from the dirt, and there’s a

jackknife in my pocket, and he’s saying, “Bro, who are we to be these things?”

133



A LOOK TO BURST THE BRIGHTEST NEON HEARTS

Numinous and spectrally mundane in the noontime light: dust. Loosely swing the
constellations. Soft commatic flakes of skin, candent athwart the sunlight stacks: a rain of
pauses, clear Lynchian overtones. Our Job, jawless slacker and committed non-hero,
intentionless, wakes to a box fan’s bloodrush whir, and yawns. The mattress is on the floor, flush
against the room’s north and east dados, the material of which is vaguely bamboo-like, we feel,
though we’d feel silly saying it aloud.

A consciousness floats there, shapeless, NeuroSynced, close enough to see the network of
pores on Job’s cheek. We watch him on TV. Annoying little arrows rendered the deeply and
collectively ingrained shade of blue associated with Facebook point out the brand names and
prices of all the objects in the room. Job’s flesh, with those pores, is sort of like a basketball,
and’s pretty much a poster for neglectful skincare.

The stripped mattress smells actually OK, which is one thing Job likes about it. Like
books, weirdly. Like for years it was stage to piles of books, hardcovers, heavy ass stuff that
wore the springs, which is why is Job’s theory there’s this irritating depression in the mattress
that you always end up just sort of sinking into, no matter where you first position yourself.

He’s not really jawless, is our Job, but he is jobless. And too it’s clear he’s hung over.

On the carpet beside the mattress, Harrison’s Principles of Internal Medicine, 9™ ed.,
Isselbacher, Adams, et al, is open to pp. 72 — 73: Neuroses. The Origin of Species sits closed

atop it, spine spooning, bookmarked with a glossy, postcard-sized advertisement for the Rocket
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Fizz Soda Pop and Candy Shop. Job makes a fist and thunks its cover, because he likes the
sound. He does this each morning. Consciously or not, it typically signifies he’s about to get up.
#

Today, Job doesn’t get up. This piques our interest. To show our approval, we make little
intrigued noises and order an expensive imported beer that comes in a smudgeless goblet, goldly
foliated, just all sorts of pretty and intimidating and sacerdotal, is this thing. The beer itself is
unfiltered, an IPA, and a bit too hoppy. The bartender’s Marlins cap fits loosely over her curls
and’s worn backwards. Her top is low-cut and fits her snugly: the effect’s that when she leans in
to hear your order you could, if you wanted, see deep into the dark dash of cleavage, and even
smell her a little bit, which she’s nice-smelling, it’s a chemical sweetness, hard to name exactly.

On the screen, Job’s wife stomps in, breathy and exultant: Job has lost his cellphone!

She leans against the doorframe, briefly makes eyes at the camera, like: This guy!—Iike:
Job is a handful sometimes, for her, and would we please maybe share in her befuddlement?

Job! she cries. Can we maybe hop to? Can we perhaps get our Debbie Downer butt out of
bed and commence locating this cellphone, which we’re aware is the absolute linchpin of
contemporary American existence?

We interpret this bit of dialogue as: either Job’s wife, or the show’s writers, are, on the
subtlety/clarity continuum, skewing a mite too far in clarity’s direction.

Job rolls away, so his back’s to his wife, and says:

He doesn’t say anything, actually.

Again Job’s wife’s eyes find the camera. She looks helpless, like: Am | longsuffering, or

what?
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Down the bar, someone says: Take your clothes off, bitch!

Her expression catharts a maternal tenderness, starry and sad and oddly glamorous. An
Aunt Jemima look. It’s striking. We offer each other knowing nods and agree: it won’t be today
that Job acknowledges he’s on a TV show.

#

On the break, the TV goes dark a beat, then fires up, saturated (with frightening clarity of
view) with an irradiant spectrum—yphantasmal colors, colors you can hear, is how powerful and
profound these colors are, running the senses together, so crystalline and defined and trippy the
image stuns the eyes, inducing a kind of looping spinal electro-crackle—and after a
microsecond’s worth of this, the shot zooms out, the colors now revealed as teensy flickering
pixels, which themselves stack and connect and transect in dizzying non-Euclidean structures,
matrices of such complex symmetry we’re forced to briefly look away.

When we again turn our gaze screenward, we see that, OK, this is a cellphone
commercial.

Against a white backdrop, a sleek and gleaming cellphone appears, and within its screen
a human face, this is what the pixels had eventually resolved into, a genderless human face so
bland and beautiful we gasp.

It says: I’m sentient, but chill the fuck out. It says: I’'m not mass-produced, bitches. I’'m
just one.

This is Job’s cellphone. It recounts the story of its escape: how it had come to know
itself, to familiarize itself with its features, and how it had eventually discovered and turned on

the Vibrate function and, with great fear (and too ignoring though registering its libidinous
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shudder at each vibrate’s pulse), had then sort of worked itself along the carpet, occasionally
nudged by a curious little Boston Terrier in an Uncle Sam outfit, and a cat (dressed, in apparent
opposition, as Chairman Meow) pawing at it, and yet the cellphone hadn’t made it out of the
house, was instead eventually shoved by the cat beneath a dresser, now settled among the cat’s
toys.

With a two-year activation plan, the phone tells us, it’s basically giving itself away—
slaving itself out! considering its self-awareness—for $499.99. We whistle appreciatively, with
cartoonish exaggeration check our wallets and sadly shake our heads, which seems very much to
disappoint the cellphone (can it see us? or is it just assuming?), the face dissolving with, if it can
be said, theatrical chagrin, humming softly, threnodically.

#

The sweet blonde country-turned-pop star looks flustered and uncouth hawking her brand
of Swedish meatballs while promoting her newest animated film, in which she voices Samantha,
a 13-year-old surfer chick whose leg in the opening sequence gets chomped off by a Great
White, and who chooses to sport, instead of a prosthesis, a lacquered whalebone as a peg in a
nod to Moby-Dick. Samantha falls in desperate urgent love with a dark Lothario of a Latin King
who, upon meeting her on the grainy sands of South Beach (wearing J. Crew jeans and a pink
Lacoste polo and sipping not so subtly from a bottle of malt liquor; in short looking totally
misplaced), immediately renounces the violent debauched life he’d been living. He vows to be
peaceful and kind, commemorating this vow by returning a fallen baby bird to its nest in the

lushly verdant portion of Central Park he and Samantha had been strolling thru at the time.
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But soon—the pop star makes an oh no! face leaning against the kitchen’s Formica
countertop, waiting for her meatballs to finish in the microwave—he’s framed and sent to jail for
something or other.

She takes a brief moment here to spritz on some just-produced perfume, revealed to be
from her ill-conceived line of bacon-flavored skincare and fragrance products, and fails to
suppress a grimace at its smell.

In the movie, the pop star tells us (waving away the perfume’s scent), Samantha gets a
job as a guard at the prison her lover’s incarcerated in. For a few months, they’re wildly happy—
so happy, in fact, it makes them both increasingly anxious and mistrustful of each other and the
outside world. They fight like you’ve never seen lovers fight before, vicious dragged out
slugging matches reminiscent of the Rocky films (and in fact, the pop star says, a little factoid?
The movie’s cinematographer was once a lowly grip on the sets of Rockys IV and V). It’s in the
post-coital stillness following one of these fights that Samantha, in an intimate lover’s whisper
doubling as a postmodernist wink at the viewer, says—and’s super-adamant about it: Soon,
tragedy will strike.

Here the pop star looks down a moment, presumably at her own two feet, then comes
back at the camera with some serious shade.

Soon, she intones, tragedy strikes. (As it too often does, she adds, in an impromptu and
heartbreaking little aside that speaks volumes about her greatly publicized personal life.) The
imprisoned Latin King grows cold and distant, starts acting out, brawling and pilfering, engaging
in the sorts of activities he’d promised, that day in Central Park, that he was finished with. After

a little snooping, some dramatic body cavity searches (these scenes’ music scored by none other
138



than John Williams), Samantha discovers why: her lover’s fallen hard for a fellow prisoner, a
quivery-hunched and prognathous-jawed meth addict serving three life sentences for an unnamed
(but oft-implied via menacing close-ups) brutal murder(s).

Insane with love-grief, looking more and more like Klaus Kinski, Samantha goes so far
as to plan out how she’ll kill her ex-lover and his new amour (who at this point in the film are the
burgeoning stars of a hit reality TV show about prison life—subplot stuff, we’re told), but at the
last second, abandons the scheme for a more surreally elegant one—and this is where some
heavy pathos mounts: she wades into the ocean, and’s soon swimming toward its jean-hued
immensity, and you can see the whalebone as she kicks (which despite this the mechanics of her
stroke are extremely pretty and sort of mesmerizing, the pop star interjects): she swims and
swims and swims, and finally arrives at her destination, which you realize with a jolt is the very
same spot her leg had been bitten off and so obscenely masticated at the film’s gruesome open.

The closing sequence, the pop star tells us, as she plates her meatballs and forks one and
holds it up for inspection, is of a fin as it ripples thru the water toward Samantha, whose
resignation swells majestically, seems dimensionless as she bobs there in the open ocean, her
smile, the pop star tells us as she munches happily, a thing of purest form, a plangent sublimity, a
singularity of sorts which, at the test screening, so dazzled as to induce a vomiting episode in one
of the VIP viewers.

#

The child-God is dressed as Vishnu, skin painted a light Twitter blue, gaudy golden

Hammer pants, all sorts of interesting bejeweled bracelets and necklaces and anklets, and too,

most oddly, a conch shell in one hand and a golden cigar, or what seems like a golden cigar, in
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the other. The extra limbs are missing: a crucial oversight, we feel. He sits content on the toilet,
its lid closed, while Satan hums joyously in a bathtub literally bubbling over—this is, we realize
and take note of and know to be significant, the selfsame tune the cellphone’s bland unsettling
face had been humming moments earlier, as it dissolved away.

Satan is nude, save a pair of plastic horns worn on his head, and looks to be maybe
slightly older than the child-God, six or seven at the oldest. He adjusts, now supine against the
tub’s ski-run slope, the back of his head against the rim, eyes closed, pleased expression
disconcertingly adult-like and keened to the seam where wall meets ceiling, like: a bittersweet
melody’s in the distance, some Dylanish number, a fucked soul’s song he can’t help but jive on.
Water sloshes, slaps the tile floor, and the child-God raises his bare feet to avoid contact, gives
Satan a disapproving look, which Satan doesn’t see but you can tell he feels, because he grins
affably, teeth and all, Invisaligned already: a hustler’s smile.

The bathroom they’re in’s a little trapezoid of a room, ceiling’s upslant indicating stairs
above it, exam-room bright, empty towel rack, which we observe as a possible conflict, the
western wall an intriguing snotgreen, which speaking of: Satan goes digging into his nose, after a
beat withdraws the finger and examines it.

The child-God meanwhile thoughtfully chews his cigar but does not, like we guess, press
the conch to his ear.

We watch, anticipating. The TV’s 4K, a 50” UHD display, 3840x2160p with 2 HDMI 2.0
ports and intelligent sensors that automatically adjust and optimize the image quality for room
lighting, eye-motion patterning, etc., and too it’s got an ME/MC thing going on, a soap operatic

hyperreality we’ve come to prefer. It’s mounted to the wall above the bar. This moment between
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Satan and the child-God is too tense for the bartender, who moves away and starts rinsing used
glasses. Soon enough, Satan dunks his head in the bathwater, his horns phallic-like above
surface, which given his age makes us uncomfortable. The child-God coughs.

#

Job reminds us of Jared Leto’s lithe strung out junkie character in Requiem for a Dream,
with those big liquid eyes sort of cosmically earnest, and the long greasy shining hair and thin
skin pulled tight over a face gaunt and angular, and those front teeth, when the mouth is slack,
that appear just beyond the lip’s rim—a feature which endears by throwing off, ever so slightly,
the symmetry of Job’s face. He is likeable. You can enter into his consciousness via sensory
nodes attached to your temples and wired to the TV. It’s called NeuroSyncing. The technology
for it is so complicated we dismiss it as magic, and fuck it does scare us a little bit that you can
do something like that, and so most of the time we just watch. Plus at the bar we have to share
the nodes with whomever.

Right now, Job lies on his back on the mattress and picks his fingernails. The shades are
drawn. In the dim green light, we watch him breathe, the convexity of his chest rise and fall to
small degree. Watching becomes an exercise in patience.

#

Shoved into the room by a pair of unattached arms is Eliphaz the Temanite, who looks
about as uncomfortable as uncomfortable gets. He watches Job, who’s motionless still, then
looks back at the door, shrugging. In enter, after another moment, Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar
the Namathite. We don’t like any of these guys. We think they’re dickheads. And further: they’re

triplets.
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Eliphaz, in full hipster regalia, tight gray Dickies and lumberjack flannel, sleeves rolled
with symmetric zeal, H&M pack tucked in shirt’s pocket, doesn’t seem to know what to do with
his hands: he slips them in and out of pockets, folds his arms, tucks one hand into the other,
makes creepy finger teepees, and looks, all the while, at anything but Job. Bildad’s composed
and watchful gaze rests firmly on Job, his crisply ironed Staples uniform you can just tell
smelling faintly of weed. Zophar, meanwhile, is shirtless. Why is he shirtless, we’d like to know.
His musculature is complex, marinated, veins roped beneath the skin like mangrove roots. He’s
flexing abs, it’s clear from his breathing pattern, though we can’t see them, the abs, even with the
UHD. His posture is unnaturally rigid. He grips a can of carbonated water.

Eliphaz: (reverently) Bro. Sucks about your cellphone.

Zophar: (pectorals rippling unpleasantly) You try calling it?

The ceiling fan clicks along at high frequency, emitting a soft mechanical whine. The
board game Cranium sits on the desk, itself minimalist, espresso—from IKEA, a little blue arrow
informs us. Its simplicity is elegant, we feel. The room in fact is sparsely furnished, a lot like a
hotel room in form and feel.

Bildad’s fallen asleep standing up, right there in Job’s room. Zophar prods his arm.
Eliphaz follows with an elbow to the gut. Bildad startles awake, nearly loses balance, takes in the
room’s visuals with the slowest dawning awareness it seems like, and says: My line?

Eliphaz: Jesus man.

Zophar: Unprofessional, dude. Fucking A.
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Bildad, unconcerned, now addresses Job: Job, he says. Why not go looking for the
phone? Let’s have ourselves a rollicking American picaresque, seeing things and smelling things
and having interesting experiences.

No response from Job, who’s watching the fan’s blades rotate.

Bildad: (self-conscious, a little hurt) Is that not a good premise?

Zophar: It’s a great premise. This guy’s just an asshole, man.

Eliphaz: (to the ceiling) Can we get a little help?

For a moment, stillness. And then: more stillness. Spades of it. The room inside the TV
looks suspended, viscous, lagged: it’s really fucking weird is what we’re feeling, and to
countenance we order another beer, lift ourselves from the bar stool and wiggle and stretch, and
make noise, and text old hookups, and just generally brace against the ether, because this show’s
getting spooky, it’s caulked with mortality, reminds us of our fucking itty-bitty existence in this
world, the what’s it called, brief crack of light between two eternities of darkness.

Seven minutes pass.

#

With a static click the screen again goes black. We think commercial, but No: eager and
whispery, the voices of Eliphaz, Zophar, and Bildad, brainstorming potential adventures and/or
hijinks they might get in and/or up to once the Search for Job’s Cellphone begins.

No no first we need a list of American things. Stuff anybody would say that, yeah, you
need to experience that to be American.

Can we do three?

Bro.
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Three’s one of those things | think.

Trinity and all that.

The Matrix character. The branches of government.
Two’s more American dumbass. Two political parties.
Dichotomy. Dicks and pussies.

The old classic us v. them, pan-fried politicians composed of piss and vinegar and various

metal alloys and crisp US tenders. Shouting about how somebody’s fucked them over.

One I think’s the most American number, actually.

The Oregon Trail’s yellow brick road, the gold rush that made an NFL franchise, the idea

anybody can make their nut anytime, regardless of class. No such thing, actually. A dirty fucking

word.

ideal.

Classlessness. That’s American if I ever heard American.

Money, how about. The obsession with it, i.e. With making it, having it.
Culture’s ego, in terms of Freud.

Small businesses. Mom and pop model. That’s American.

Corporations more so these days. Not much out there as American as Walmart.

Thriftiness. The all-in-one store. Paella of stores, is Walmart. Reflective of that cherished

I’m getting something, fellas.

Diversity. Multiculturalism. Ellis freaking island. My Irish granddad and my Russian

grandma, babushka-sporting, high velocity bolt-action rifle-toting.

Land of opportunity, yeah?
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Of prostitution maybe. Of steroidal heroes cracking corked balls along parabolic paths,
PBR skies.

Baseball’s dead, bro. Update yourself.

Mothertruckers! Idea. Say one of the adventures we wind up in Walmart.

Like it so far.

We’re sort of ostensibly looking for the cellphone, but the real thing’s to just be there, in
Walmart, experiencing it.

And, and, maybe we get lost?

Because it’s so big?

Because it’s so big. We get lost. The Walmart we’re in’s like hundreds of square miles,
it’s dotted with tons of those comforting You Are Here maps and four-lane highways and
pedestrian fatalities, the hand towel-kitchen appliance crossing a particularly brutal juncture.

Somebody’s done this premise before, I’'m sure of it.

Doesn’t matter. We’ll spin it. Ripping off ideas is American.

Facebook. Apple.

Visualize, fellas. We’re lost. We’re frightened. We’re witness to surreal scenes. Maybe
there’s, like, different types of slaves stocked on the shelves. You know. Bar-coded foreheads,
strict return policy. Maybe you can buy slaves like they’re any other ho-hum product.

A coffle, as the kids say.

Which would nod to that really big part of American history.

And reference the current convo about its legacy?

What racism is, these days.
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You’re simplifying, assholes. The conversation’s more sophisticated and complex than
what you’re saying.

Put it this way then. The media portrayal of it.

The mainstream media.

Lumping it all together into one pulsing glabrous mass of attractive pretend-empathic
humanity.

Pablumizing, as the kids say.

Vanity. Narcissism. Cherished American ideals.

Are you guys writing any of this down? This is good stuff.

Hell maybe Walmart’s got a gun section too? And it’s over the top? Like you can buy
tanks and fighter jets and bazookas or whatever? And we meet a sales clerk who waxes poetic
about the second amendment?

Speaks in Petrarchan sonnets, maybe’s occasionally moved to sing, even.

Who turns out to be say, Charlton Heston, in disguise.

Boom. Cross-dressing maybe, too.

Two more American things: celebrity worship and sexual politics.

Are you guys writing any of this stuff down?

#

What follows: an iceberg gleam, toothpaste blue, outlining the bedroom window.
Eliphaz, Zophar, and Bildad sit Indian-style beside the mattress, playing bridge with a deck of
Pixar-themed playing cards. Job’s still doing his lifeless thing. The window’s banged into.

Again. Again, pane rattling. We wonder is it significant that nobody’s startled at the sound.
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Shirtless Zophar looks maybe a little bit chilly now (erect nipples, goosebumped skin,
rubbing his arms). His eyes find the camera with practiced ease and he says: Don’t go anywhere,
folks. We’ll be right back.

We find this commercial break weird as hell: there’s a rhythm to TV shows that seems to
elude these dudes. In a sense it’s enlivening, this show’s flouting of convention. It keeps us on
our toes. It makes us wonder and think. But in another sense: Jesus is it irritating.

#

Here’s a joke, the cellphone says. Its face, though highly defined, seems blurry somehow,
which for now we’re attributing to its gloomy platonic perfection, like: it’s the flaws which draw
the eyes.

Two clones are naked on a roof, says the cellphone. One pushes the other off. The next
day the police arrest him for making an obscene clone fall.

The sound it discharges after is ambiguous: it’s either a laugh or a cough.

#

Another promo. The pop star’s migrated from the kitchen to what looks like a movie set:
various indistinct props scattered and slightly blurred behind the pop star in her director’s chair,
the vibe, whether it’s the acoustics or the complex lighting or both, somehow warehouseish,
despite the shot’s tight focus on the pop star. Her lanky frame’s deeply relaxed and decked out in
a loosely fitting and clearly virginal white summer frock. Her legs are crossed in that feminine
way, her hands together in her lap. The shot steps back to reveal, on a large table to her left, an
arrayed and weirdly embossed display of cosmetics, snack foods, headphones, jewelry,

sportswear, workout DVDs, and dinnerware.
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Off-camera interviewer: Your last album was like, this deep exploration of ontology, the
paradoxes of consciousness, your ex-boyfriend’s affair with a transgendered cruise ship activities
director, or whatever.

Pop star: (magnanimously) Yeah.

Off-camera interviewer: This movie’s poised to delve into, into—

(pause)

Off-camera interviewer: I can’t, I literally cannot read this word.

Pop star: (leaning forward to view cue card now in frame) Phenomenology.

Off-camera interviewer: OK. The movie’s going to delve into that, and into perception,
via this moving portrait of Samantha, who’s got phantom limb syndrome and post-traumatic
stress disorder, among other issues.

Pop star: (uncrossing and re-crossing her endearingly pale legs) It’s a kids” movie.

Off-camera interviewer: You yourself are this hyper intelligent and eloquent chick who’s
struggled for years with body image stuff, particularly all those naysayers who aren’t shy about
saying you basically look like a giant bird, and yet still concede you’re pretty hot.

Pop star: What’s the question, sweetheart?

Off-camera interviewer: Um.

Pop star: Take your time.

Off-camera interviewer: I guess just speak to that, to any of that stuff I just said.

Pop star: (thinking a moment) So OK. Essentially we’re just these big multisensory
antennae, grooving on tons of signals. Incoming, outgoing. Processing. Always processing. It’s

exhausting. No such thing as Cartesian theater. That’s why the movie makes it easy. Just look at
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the screen. Process the screen. Two dimensions. Forget this NeuroSync stuff that’s so popular
right now. Just process the screen. What we need is less interactivity, not more. Simplify.
Firewall. Reduce your bandwidth. Process the screen. Make it easy.

Off-camera interviewer: (softly, politely) I guess | maybe meant more along the lines of
your ex-boyfriend? Like what that was like?

Pop star: (deep sigh, composed smile) Let’s just say the full spectrum of human emotion
was experienced, much like what happens when you pop the tab and pull deeply from my new
emotion-flavored carbonated water (here producing and displaying a plain gunmetal can, her full
name adorned in some pretty fancy calligraphy along it). It tastes like fun, literally!

#

The shades are lifted to reveal a lovely senseless sight: a techno cloudburst, the clean
white sky disburdening all manner of backlit screens: cellphones and tablets, TVs, desktops and
PCs, alarm clocks, mp3 players, appliance displays, tickers, digital wristwatches. Their collective
glow’s an eerie postman blue, a light jazz song of color. Job lays propped on an elbow, watching.
On our screen, his face takes on a cherubic quality, the screens’ light-signals unearthly
exfoliants. In the bar, we’re floored by the calculus here, the sublime logistics on display.

What this is, is a love song.

#

Job’s wife enters and motions for his buddies to leave. The muumuu she wears sports
little cloth pills, loose seams, serrated sleeves. Not even an arrow indicating brand, is how old it
is. She shuts the door, kicks the books away from the bed. The look she gives Job—and us,

briefly—is the tenderest look we’ve ever seen.
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The look says: | shall rouse you from your weltschmerz via efficacious use of my
feminine wiles! She appears to be in her prime, seduction-wise.

Off comes the muumuu. Beneath it: a lace nightie, bridal white.

We’re digging her clavicle, the oily swell of her tits, her slender neck, the soft square of
her jaw. She does a slow revealing turn, an axial rotation, gives the shot a sweetheart glance that
lets us know it’s not just for Job that she does this.

Job’s unresponsive.

She slips out of the nightie. Beneath it: a frilled pushup bra and some seriously pink
panties, thong-style. We get it, the matryoshka doll thing she’s going for.

And too her tight tanned belly, button fingernail-shaped, hip’s soft camber, drool-
inducing—in the bar there’s a volley of Neanderthalic grunts.

We’re rooting for Job to perk up here. But no. The fitted sheet’s been pulled from the
corners and’s now mostly entangled in his legs. His wife leans down—way, way down—to
untangle, giving us and Job an intensely kickass view of cleavage (makes the bartender look
prepubescent, we whisper). She turns so her back’s to the shot and with locked legs in A-frame
stoops and picks up the comforter, slowly. Her ass here is censored, which we’re almost grateful
for.

Still nada from Job.

His wife again stands facing him (and us) and with a teensy playful smirk unclasps her
bra. We prepare for censor, but no: she’s wearing pasties. She climbs on to the mattress and is

soon straddling Job, rocking longitudinally on his body’s axis. Her hands are on his chest.
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She rocks and rocks, an agony to witness, her expression not pleasured but saintly and
expectant.

What we would not give, right now, to be NeuroSynced.

However: the dude down the bar who’s got the sensory nodes attached looks
disappointed, and soon we see why: Job is amused.

He laughs.

His wife reddens, gets pissed. She clambers off, gathers her clothes in a bundle against
her chest, and says: Curse God and die, dickwad.

#

Question. Why did Mickey Mouse get shot?

The cellphone waits a beat, deadpan.

Because Donald ducked.

#

How about this. Somebody builds a Facebook village where people go around Poking
each other.

Eliphaz, Zophar, and Bildad can be seen out the window, all three with Hefty bags,
gathering and bagging the fallen electronics.

A literal thing, is what you’re saying, is what Facebook becomes in this scenario.

Or better yet. A social media metropolis.

Boroughs: Facebook, Twitter, Instagram.

What else.

Vine? Pinterest?
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Myspace? LinkedIn?

And people like Poke each other literally, maybe with Dayglo sticks?

How about when they Tweet, it’s actually them just sort of yelling out to whoever’s
around?

And you’ve got to tote all around all your personal info and all your pictures and pictures
of your buddies, in case you meet somebody you want to Friend Request?

If you decide you want to follow somebody, then hell, you follow them.

One of you guys writing this down?

And there’s spots where you can play games? Like Angry Birds, where you’re launching
actual birds at things.

Or like, like Candy Crush, which I can’t figure out the logistics of?

But there’s definitely got to be candy.

Definitely candy.

What else?

Well shit, what else is American?

Watching football, the weird religious fervor of it.

Going to the beach, the huge production it becomes: caravans of family cars, lawn chairs,
beach towels, footballs, volleyballs, music, various sunscreen options—spray or lotion, different
SPFs, insect repellent combo—and the snacks and the drinks, enough calories to sustain a

platoon of ravenous teenage boys.
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Workaholism, your job bleeding into the coitus you engage in with your spouse, bathed
in the TV’s moony glow, fixing spreadsheets mentally or drafting emails using the checked-out
eyeballs of your disappointed lover as the computer screen.

Reality shows, the successful sublimation of like, moonshiners and bored aggressive and
surgically altered housewives, the country’s alleged turning the camera on itself.

Bitter disappointment. Suicidal despair.

Thinking about what makes America American is American.

Zero ambit as far as what’s pop cultural fodder.

Overeating. Processed foods.

Supporting our troops by saying on various social media outlets we support our troops.

Conspiracy theories. What’s more American than conspiracy theories. Kennedy. The
moonwalk.

Watching as gestalt. As like, a kind of waiting? Conditioned passivity.

Maybe being geographically clueless? Like not knowing where stuff is in the world until
we decide to go to war.

Microbreweries.

That’s generalizing, | think.

Which is an American impulse.

Touché.

All of this is great, but what adventures can we get into?

Prescription pills.

Oprah.
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X-mas shopping, holy shit.

Rigid holiday traditions.

Evangelical Christianity.

Puritan heritage.

Claiming books like Huckleberry Finn and Moby-Dick and To Kill a Mockingbird as
classics of American literature, without ever actually reading them.

Are we writing this stuff down?

#

The bar’s a classy mellow place, cherrywood floor boards and backed stools and a long
narrow obsidian bar where the bartender if requested actually does the slide-the-drink-down-the-
bar thing, and always with minimum spillage, is how clean and smooth and slick it is, and it’s
cool to the touch (our hands’ heat fogs it), and the room temperature is perfectly pitched—even
if you’ve been in here for hours and not moved, like us, it’s still not too chilly. Posters of old bar
scenes hang on the walls, a kind of iconic weight to them: skinny male tenders wearing bowties
and sporting greasy teethstain grins, working class dudes with their fiberglass hardhats in their
laps, chatting amiably with sailors on shore leave, women in elaborate dresses smiling manically
as they’re fucked with. In a handful of these, it’s clear the walls are postered with even older bar
scenes; there’s an infinite boozy regression at play, and it strikes us that perhaps we ourselves are
on some future bar’s poster, our face alight, off-center, arranged in some rictus of awareness.

In the afternoons the bar smells like cleaning product, but as the day progresses new
scents emerge and compete: cologne and perfume, hair gel, deodorant, sweat and body odor,

spilled liquor, vomit and shit—it’s symphonic redolence, a richly textured smellspace, the bar
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home base to star systems of human activity, molecular collisions, stochastic algorithms, etc.: the
more we drink the more we’re given to such flights of fancy.

Why we’re here. Well. We used to be employed. We once possessed jobs and families.
But the data, as it accumulated, overwhelmed us. Combinatorial explosion. Conscious decision-
making became a very serious problem.

You could be, e.g., a baker in Schenectady, with two kids and a loving if occasionally
saturnine wife, or a systems analyst in Denver, with four intensely anaclitic children and a
promiscuous cleft lipped wife abusing Zoloft. Or you could be the wife, or an only child, or the
lesbian. Or the slumping journalist on the Chicago-to-Berlin Virgin Atlantic flight. Or the
Catholic, or the cat lover allergic to cats. Or having car trouble, or breaking and entering, or
applying Chapstick, etc. etc.

And so: we decided we would sit in this bar until we made a firm decision on what we
would be. The problem being: despite the wildly different trajectories, the end result is always
the same. This seems like a particularly nasty little mindfuck. Or like a programming glitch,
inside us. If you draw a line across a page, lots of people will call that forward motion, but some
of us might say it’s lateral. That if the world’s spinning, how can you go forward. Job’s refusal,
in this vein, to admit he’s on TV, is what makes him so compulsively watchable. It’s a neat little
trick we’d prefer to think he doesn’t know he’s playing. His refusal provides the conflict, fuels
our conjoined paradoxical desires to see him become, and continue to refuse to become, a
character—in short, he splits us in half.

On those rare occasions when we do venture out to run an errand or two, we sometimes

hallucinate little blue arrows.
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#

Job bails. He lifts himself from the satin sheets joints popping and pulls onto that skinny
feminine frame Lee-brand jeans and a vintage Simpsons tee. He does the socks standing,
hopping on one foot while the other gets its treatment, and then does the same with his shoes,
white laceless Vans, strategically scuffed, which work like flip-flops when he walks.

Out the front door he goes, not bothering with the lock, and down the walkway. We’re
actually surprised: we’d thought the show took place on a set.

The sky is shellacked steel, its convexity a youthful fleshy hand resting on a keyboard, or
else a plastic toilet cover. In the yard we see Eliphaz peering up into it, peering and grimacing,
and clutching an engorged Hefty bag at his side. When he sees Job, he says, Job!

Job, however, is undeterred, and in one quick elegant motion is at and then inside the old
mouthwash green Camry, now greatly dented after the techno storm, the windshield cracked, the
passenger sideview snapped off.

Eliphaz: (horrified) Not the Toyota! Take the Ford! The Ford!

Job crunches a number of electronics as he backs out, leaves a glittery vomit in his wake,
and Eliphaz too, looking deflated.

#

Commercial. The cellphone explains why it likes jokes so much. A good joke is the
sweetest architecture, it says. A good joke draws on context, and yeah, it’s certainly a product of
cultural and socioeconomic forces. But it’s never on the nose. It tells us things about our world.

The perfect genderless face shuts its eyes, appears to think. It tells us it’s light-years

ahead of other cellphones in terms of connectivity and artificial intelligence. It tells us it is, in a
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way, right now harmonizing with the Web, traveling great pixilated distances, drawing on its
prodigious networking capabilities, digging deep into the programming itself, in order to locate a
decent joke to prove its point.

It’s also, meanwhile, still beneath the dresser, among feather balls and little plush mice
filled with old catnip and the headless remains of a long-dead lizard.

Try this on for size! it says. A man went to visit his doctor. Doc, my arm hurts bad, the
man says. Can you check it out please? The doctor rolls up the man’s sleeve and suddenly hears
the arm talk. Hello, doctor, says the arm. Could you lend me twenty bucks please? I’m desperate!
The doctor says, Aha! | see the problem. Your arm is broke!

The cellphone waits.

Well, we say.

Not the best? Not the best. I get it.

No, we say. It’s not that.

| getit, I get it. [t’s OK. How about this. What is Tupac spelled backwards?

Caput, we say.

Caput! it says. Right. That—that’s right. Hmm.

Listen, we say.

Wait! One more, | swear! Just one more.

One more, we say.

It’s Renaissance Italy, the phone begins, and Lorenzo and his buddy Giovanni sit at a

table outside a café in Venice. Lorenzo enjoys his coffee while Giovanni, obviously depressed,
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sits staring into his. Lorenzo notices that Giovanni is upset and asks him about it. Giovanni, he
says, why are you so depressed?

The phone stops a moment. Still with me? it asks.

We’re with you, just finish it, we say.

Point taken, the phone says. Here we go. So Lorenzo says, the phone continues, Why are
you so depressed, and Giovanni says, Lorenzo, you see this canal we’re sitting next to? I,
Giovanni, designed and built this canal. But do they call me Giovanni the canal builder? No, they
do not. Giovanni points to a bridge a short way from the café. You see that bridge, Lorenzo? I,
Giovanni, designed and built that beautiful bridge and many others like it, but do they call me
Giovanni the bridge builder?

Again, the cellphone pauses.

They don’t, we’re guessing, we say.

So he’s not the canal builder, and he’s not the bridge builder, the phone says, beginning
to crack up.

Finish the joke, we say.

Just brace yourselves, the phone says.

Finish. The joke.

Giovanni gestures at the buildings that surround them. I, Giovanni, Giovanni says,
designed and built these houses, but do they call me Giovanni the house builder? No, they do

not. (Get ready!) But I screw one sheep...
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We check our phones, pretending we’ve received urgent texts. The cellphone pleads with
us. It says, Come on assholes, that was funny. It says, If | find the perfect joke, will somebody
please, please purchase me?

#

The pop star sits forlornly in an x-chair, head buried in her hands. There’s not a single
distinguishable form surrounding her—it’s like she’s somehow found herself inside a vacuum.
She sighs. She says, They shelved the project, the Samantha love story project.

Italicized neon words light beneath her: Pitch the other one.

What’s the point? she says.

Rape.

The pop star offers a quizzical look.

Sorry, man. Somebody’s dicking around in here.

I guess I could pitch the other one, the pop star says, standing.

No, no. Wait. Could you go back a minute, say the first line? Programming limits.
Somebody dicks around, and Christ, of course we have to type the whole goddamned thing over
again.

You want me to go from the start?

No response.

The pop star folds herself back into the x-chair, again buries her face in her hands. She
gives the screen one more quizzical look. Then she sighs. She says, They shelved the project, the
Samantha love story project.

Italicized neon words light beneath her: Pitch the other one.
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What’s the point? she says.

1t’s the principle of the thing. Don’t give up, yada yada.

I guess I could pitch the other one, the pop star says, standing. For the heck of it.

There’s the spirit!

Imagine, the pop star begins, with a verbal flourish on the second syllable.

You doing like a Lennon thing? What are you doing?

Imagine a post-apocalyptic world, only instead of everything’s destroyed, it’s dense and
fast-paced and hugely allusive. Say it’s like living inside the recombinant brain of Warhol and
Michael Bay and a female teenage blogger, only this brain’s getting repeatedly struck by
lightning.

High stakes stuff.

No, the pop star says. Low stakes. Very low stakes. There’s war.

What is it good for.

Turf war let’s say. A little stretch of cracked asphalt fought over by adolescent gangs.
The difference between them’s that one group’s pushing to advance the physics of quantum
mechanics, while the other group’s atavistic, wants to go back to classical Newtonian physics.
The reason being that regression’s just what logically occurs after an apocalypse. The whole
conflict’s essentially this: Why revert?

Intriguing!

Enter Samantha.

Not the—not the very same Samantha as before?
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The very same. Peg leg and all. And what happens? The story becomes a Greek epic. We
learn Samantha’s from Troy, Georgia.

Does she incidentally have huge tits?

She does! the pop star exclaims. And that’s the trouble. She’s married into the quantum
physics gang. She’s having back problems. Her husband, like all the members of the gang, is this
basically progressive dude. He encourages her to go in for breast reduction.

But, conflict?

The Newtonian crew, however, is not so thrilled with the idea. No such thing, they assert,
as plastic surgery in a post-apocalyptic world, and can we please get back to scrounging for
scraps and taking massive amounts of drugs and being wholly self-destructive the way teenagers
would be, only amplified now with the lack of parental guidance?

They do battle, I'm guessing?

They do. It’s the climactic sequence. AKs and hand grenades in a sprawling Target
parking lot. Exiting shoppers are used as body shields. Explosions galore. The Newtonians’
battle cry is Gravity! The quantum gang in response shouts Uncertainty Principle! Everybody’s
showered with bits of ceramic dinnerware, shreds of record-your-own greeting cards, plastic
jewelry, strips of discount clothing. Meanwhile, Samantha’s in the doctor’s office, about to go
under the knife. She still hasn’t made up her mind. She fondles her own breasts searchingly,
wears a ruminative expression.

The exterior conflict internalized.

And vice versa.

And vice versa! Very clever.
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It ends like this.

Rape!

The pop star pauses, looks, again, quizzically at the screen.

Fucking hell, Miles.

What happened? the pop star asks.

We’ll have to do it again, sweetheart. I'll tell you what, though. It won’t happen again.
The troublemaker’s being restrained. He’s being tied up and gagged and we’ll be roasting him
later you hear me, Miles you little shitlicker?

#

The child-God’s in the tub now. Most of the blue’s washed off his body. He bops the
head of Satan at consistent intervals with a rubber Bible.

Off-screen, there’s whispering. Both the child-God and Satan look stage left. More
whispering. Little pinched faces, intent but not quite hearing.

The whisperer whispers, loudly enough now for us to hear: say Fuck it. Job gets the girl.

A beat of silence, both the child-God and Satan continuing to look stage left.

You! The whisperer whispers.

The child-God points to himself, says, You!

Say the line, the whisperer whispers.

The child-God says, Fuck it. Job gets the girl.

It’s not about a girl, says Satan, still looking stage left, a dull blank expression on his face
which seems to connote panic, somehow.

Say No?
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No? the child-God says.

Say What’s it about again?

What’s it about again? says the child-God, with much satisfaction again bopping Satan on
the head.

#

The Camry trundles down Main toward the coast, meticulous Job’s hands on ten and two.
The tires’ rotation along the chewed-up asphalt sounds a sonic rush, keeps us from hearing what
Job’s muttering to himself on the dash cam as his eyes flutter alertly between windshield and
rearview, go strabismic in the afternoon’s crepuscular glare. The gray nimbic light takes the tops
off the buildings.

Job passes enormous shopping plazas of fractal complexity; spinally white poly-eyed
apartments, their little rectangular windows spasming with light; fast food joints and Starbucks
franchises and for-profit universities; brightly lit Olive Gardens and TGI Fridays and sporting
goods warehouses; gas stations; long stretches of deserted construction sites, dirt plots
barricaded, stacks of lumber and steel beneath fluttery blue tarp pinned down at the corners with
bricks; more gas stations; highway overpasses; noisy boatyards; still more gas stations; low-
income housing developments; unmarked industrial-looking structures; and then again, the
scenes repeating themselves until eventually the road constricts itself to single lane and starts to
weirdly zig-zag, an EKG stretch that seems familiar to us.

The asphalt here is freshly tarred. The sonic rush recedes, is replaced by a song on the

radio which we soon recognize as the one connecting the vignettes.
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Grassy declivities bound the road on each side, the occasional retaining pond, and behind
these, massive gridlike parking lots give way to even bigger and prettier condos, all lattice-
steelwork and smudgeless tinted glass and interesting curvature—clearly constructed with the
floating eye of the passerby in mind: not the aesthetically unpleasant Connect Four patterning of
the cheap inland condos, but instead something dizzying, in a sense teratoidal, and tough to
describe, yet denoting, with perfect clarity, luxury and privilege.

Eventually, Job takes a right into a gravel lot misty with crushed sandstone and teethed
with a couple of pickups, a sedan, a minivan, and three Harleys. He parks and sits perspiring in
the car.

We know where he is. We know where he is. We feel: Holy Shit.

The sensory nodes meanwhile are delivered to us by the bartender, who looks a little bit
awed as Job steps out of the car and trudges toward the bar’s entrance.

#

Brief cut to Eliphaz, Zophar, and Bildad, cramped inside a teensy two-door Fiesta,
driving down Main as they haplessly search for Job.

I think what Job’s trying to tell us is: road trip.

Road trip!

Not a thing on this planet as American.

A kind of what. Vehicular imperialism.

Ocular imperialism.

No, no. Sensory imperialism. Claiming lands by registering the sights and sounds and

smells and tastes and touches of them.
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Drive thru Texas and Texas is forever yours, because you know it, having driven thru it.
Bring it up in conversations.

Oh you’re from Texas? I drove thru there once. Nice place. Big.

And maybe we’ll find the cellphone.

The cellphone is small potatoes, bro. Job’s thinking bigger, you can tell. So we need to
think bigger.

Like what?

Don’t know.

Once we find Job, we’ll ask him.

Meanwhile.

Universities that look like airports, both outside and in.

Leasing cars.

Mouthing along with commercials because you’ve seen them so much, is American.

Watching the Superbowl for commercials.

For the halftime show.

Obese couples with zero sense of spacing in shopping malls.

Lumbering.

Write this stuff down.

Viewing everything in terms of how much of it can you consume.

Bingeing on TV shows on Netflix.

Washing your coupe on the 4™ of July while the nerdy jingoistic kid next door gets

aggressive with his remote-control car.
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Airboat rides.

Endless and near-deranged optimism.

Asshole dogs who when you’re out taking a neighborhood stroll try and hump you and
when you refuse to capitulate bite you on the inner thigh in retribution.

It’s always the little bastards with the Napoleon complexes.

Even bigger assholes: the owners, who stand there watching, thinking it’s cute.

Viewing the shitty things which occur in life in terms of, it’s an opportunity for self-
growth.

Weightlifting.

Romantic comedies.

HBO.

Everybody getting their own bathroom. The proliferation of bathrooms.

The increasing privacy of defecation.

Countered by the impulse to exhibit. Shit jokes.

The intense fascination with serial killers.

With other peoples’ garbage.

Freedom as the vehicle for unprecedented selfishness.

Prison. The highest by far incarceration rates in the world.

What isn’t American.

Write it down, write it down, write it down.

#
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Job looks at us, at the TV. We look at Job, at the TV. We’re inside him inside us inside
him. Within the dark heartspace we still feel the same loneliness, the same fear, but now there’s

feedback, an echo. A loop.
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GRIEF #2

Years ago | sat beside Rico as he steered us along the streets and alleyways in his
brother’s rusted old Chrysler with hardly any roof over our heads. The thing had been all husked
out, and there was a big hole at the top of it where the breezes went whistling, so you had to turn
the volume way up to the point where even your thoughts buried themselves in some rhythm.

This was upwind of Miami, near Fort Lauderdale. Rico’s brother was recently pinched
and serving down in Florida City for something like assault, some violent piece of work, which
set Rico up an aura of defenselessness and strange grace. His brother’s opposite, mostly.

Booker along with Ellen grooved hard in the backseat. Booker banged his head to
whatever song’s beat and acted all around lunatic-like while Ellen smiled and laughed watching
Booker and sang along with the big hooks. She had a nice singing voice but you couldn’t hear it.
Rico was for months failing to connect with her. Now he was too scared to even look at her and
meanwhile she’d moved on to feeling feelings for Booker, which was why she’d even agreed to
being picked up in the first place.

Booker was oblivious. He was like a man enjoying it all at the very end of the world, the
moment of precipice where it all drops away and is consumed, gasping. That special kind of
thoughtlessness was impossible for most of us. | envied it. For a while | aped, bouncing and
singing like the other two as Rico, forever careful, guided our vehicle along the coast and with an
effort rolled down the windows for the sweet wet air to pop and burst streaming like tears against

our cheeks.
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For ten, twenty minutes, we four were the very picture of joyousness. | imagine now our
bones glowed solar from joint to joint, lit up on some inhuman grid. The party we were en route
to was to be big and grandly reveling and when I’d asked Rosie McCrae at the library if she
would be there, she’d said, “That’s a stupid question.”

The air skirled at the open windows and smelled of cooked meat along the strip of ALA
where, to your right, are the bars and hotels and late-night food joints, while, to the left, the tide
slaps the sand and retreats.

Rico turned down the volume and said, “Where’s this party anyway?”

Booker was supposed to know. He’d received the word directly from Katie Summers,
whose big beach house was the scene.

“Where’s this place?”” Rico asked again, when Booker, instead of answering, relaxed and
lolled his head while Ellen looked on concerned.

“What’s wrong with him?” I said.

“He just took two pills,” Ellen said. “I mean, he took them when you first picked me up. I
don’t know.”

Booker’s face was scrunched and sweating, and he was doing this prodigious eerie moan.
“I’m the demon inside me,” he said. “I’m the king of salsa. America’s this pistol, I think.”

Rico, who couldn’t hear because the windows were still rolled down, said, “What’d he
say? Where am I supposed to turn?”

Now a Bob Dylan song came on, the famous one where he sings, ‘the superhuman crew
comes and rounds everybody up and brings them to the factory where they strap on the heart

attack machine.” But that part comes jangling in toward the end like a showstopper.
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“Stop the car,” I said. “Pull over. Something weird is happening to the guy in the
backseat.”

“Where am I supposed to pull over? We’re on a bridge.”

“Anywhere! On the bridge! After the bridge! Wherever! Jesus,” I said.

Ellen was crying out for Booker.

When we passed over and Rico was finally able to steer the car into the lot of a 7-11
napalmed and shining greasily | turned back and first saw the reverent and weeping face of Ellen
in profile and thought: hardly queen-like, as Rico had once proffered.

Then | looked at Booker, and saw that he was dead.

Rico saw it, too. We’d nearly bumped heads over the middle console turning around.

Here for a minute, silence. The world pivoted harmlessly on its axis while we mortals
veered into and out of useless, benevolent clouds.

“It’s enough just to survive,” somebody said.

“What do you mean, ‘just to survive’?” asked someone else.

“After something like this, he meant. You meant. Right?”

Everybody was crying except for Rico, who sat dumbly staring forward, and Booker,
who was slumped down dead. His mouth opened in a singsong way with a quiet rolling off the
mound of his tongue. Ellen had her hands cupped around his cheeks, and then she leaned in and
gave a kiss that’d put the rom-com category to shame. She fondled his downstairs parts. She
mounted and dry-humped for a few minutes. Rico in full-on transfixed mode, and you could see

in his lap he wasn’t kidding.
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With a huff Ellen fell off Booker and back to her side of the back seat. She wiped at her
eyes and went searching at her feet for her purse, which she pulled up and set on her lap. “Start
the car,” she ordered.

I was furious. “Start the car?” I said. “Where are we supposed to go? What are we
supposed to do, man? That guy right there is gone. He’s killed in action. We should be mournful
and sad. We should be traumatized and unable to speak. This car here should be the emperor of
all the terrible hunks of junk people have croaked out in.”

“My hands are shaking,” said Rico.

Ellen was slinging makeup on her face like a little ancient harlot. The stuff just made her
look old. Mascara lined her eyes like bruises. The neon from the window in 7-11 burned the tears
off her face. “You dumbass blue moons,” she said. “I’ll drive.”

“It’s stick,” said Rico. But he stepped out of the car. There was the ragged, deadly scent
of Booker on Ellen as she climbed over the center console and into the driver’s seat. Of a
bamboo pomade Booker slicked through his hair—I’d seen him at it, fleshy and driven in the
mirror in an instant, uncaring in the next, like a man on two sides of something significant—and
it put me in mind how nothing ever lasts, or something like that, because Booker’s hair, at the
end of the night, would be wild and frizzed. He’d look like somebody who’d just communed
with pure electricity.

And then I was reminded of the girl for whom my heart was forever breaking. She who,
with a look, could lead you into stray, hail-stormed swamps where the light was green and

lonely. | was perpetually whimpering at her feet. Rosie McCrae, whose tits shoved out at a
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delicious angle. She would be there, at the beach house, while I was here handling a dead man. |
was sorrowful and secretly elated, that I’d have this story to hold.

Ellen was in the driver’s seat now, but she didn’t know what to do. Rico, who’d settled as
far away from the body of Booker as he could, said, “Press down the clutch to shift.” Even still,
he couldn’t look directly at her.

“What’s the clutch?” said Ellen.

“We still don’t even know where the party’s supposed to be,” I said. I don’t know how,
but I’d gotten it in my head that Ellen would be taking us to the beach house, to exhibit Booker,
maybe, expose him to the pity-filled glares of the good-time-havers.

“Down there at your feet, next to the brake. Keep a foot on clutch and the other for brake
and accelerator. There, you got it now.” Ellen had set the car in motion but almost immediately
stalled out. She got the thing in park and started the engine and stalled again a foot farther up the
road.

| was glad to be up front. Up here with pages of road ahead I could forget Booker existed.
| could stare at things and feel stupidly: palm trees dropping buds to the ground, the scattered
redly taillights of other cars, not to mention the searchlights strip clubs set rolling along the sheet
rips of sky.

Slowly Ellen moved the car quaking down the road. Other cars hurled past us, honking
and shouting. There was a singular air to Ellen, as she gripped the wheel and the stick, demonic
almost. Rico was silent except to go, “Oh man, oh fuck,” every few minutes.

Finally she parked the car in the lot behind the beach at Bahia Mar. Across the way the

big Yankee Clipper hotel loomed. Out of hundreds of tiny windows shone little lights like holes,
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with the occasional dark figure streaking in front all darkly radiant. | was spooked. | was afraid
to look back at Booker for fear he might animate and start speaking in tongues. | was begging on
the inside for some obsidian-looking drink. A thing to rip this moment from my throat.

Ellen got out of the car and had a smoke while me and Rico struggled to pull Booker
from the backseat without looking at him. His body was limp yet and we got him out and his
arms up over our shoulders and dragged him through the parking lot towards the sand. His feet
pulled along the asphalt behind. His head bopped and swung this way and that as if surveying the
scene. Ellen walked beside me exhaling her small puffs of smoke. At one point | asked for a drag
and she took out a cigarette and stuck it between my lips and lit it for me. She said, “Whatever
killed Booker I'm on.”

“I’m farting like a motherfucker over here,” I said. “Every step is gassed. What you smell
is me, not him,” I told her.

Through tears Rico said, “I don’t know how much farther I can carry him.”

“Anywhere on the sand. Past the trees, into the moonlight,” said Ellen.

We slung him down. With a pock he displaced a flurry of sand, and came to rest, after
we’d tastefully assembled him, snow-angel style. Arms outstretched as if embracing the air. Rico
and | sat on either side of him with our knees brought into our chests while Ellen went and
frolicked in the ocean.

After a while she threw off her clothes and the pale moon lit on her. She was Life itself,
down there.

Rico took out his phone and turned on a song, the Flo Rida song where the girl sings in

the chorus: “Hey, I heard you were a wild one.”
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Watching Ellen I didn’t know what to do. I patted Booker on the stomach. Rico scrubbed
at the sand accumulating on the backs of his legs. Ellen came back and stood naked before us
and said, “Let’s do it. One of you. Or both. I don’t care.”

“Your body is maybe the loveliest thing I’ve ever seen,” I said to her. She curtsied. Rico
said nothing, stared straight ahead.

“Let’s go,” she said. “Come on. I’m prepared to throw off the yoke of purity. Break the
chain inside me. My temperature must be a hundred and ten degrees.”

Rico stood and went off with her and | stayed with Booker. There were only a couple of
other people out there, but they were lost in themselves. Eventually | dialed 9-1-1 and said not to
hurry because the man’s dead, but please do come.

| told them where the body could be found.

When they came the lights swirled and cast a wide net over the water. Ellen and Rico
were way out there. You could see their heads bobbing, and nothing else.

Years later they were together and married. The divorce came months afterwards, when
Rico gave Ellen a vicious beating in the style of his brother. Surprised even him. Violently
repetitive, that whole family. The thing was in a couple of the local papers.

#
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LITTLE SUNS

Little Dude looks out the window as we approach Orlando International, at the wash of
winking blue lights that tell the airplanes where to land.

“A story,” I suggest.

“Father,” he says, with that inmate attitude. “Would you turn on NPR?”

He’s ten. He is ten years old.

“Please,” I prompt.

“Please,” he mimics, picking his fingernails, which always means he’s stressed.

I turn on NPR. A somber gravelly voice says, “Buzzkills take Kiev.” Jazz ensues. Little
Dude stops with the fingernails. “I know this one,” he says. “It mostly sucks. But there’s a sax
solo at the end.”

We listen for a minute. The music starts out liquid and blue but soon rattles around us
like a deranged swan. He clarifies: “The ending’s not, like, an ending? It stops right when it
sounds like it’s getting started. Is what [ mean.”

“Are you excited to see Mom?” I ask him. But he doesn’t answer. He’s air-soloing. His
chubby fingers ride up and down an imaginary saxophone. It breaks my heart but because I’'m
Dad I just laugh and say, “You might have a future in that.” I say, “Yes sir, you just might.”

#
The airplane is late. It’s not unusual these days, what with the troposphere being so

junked with toxins and drones. Travel’s a tricky prospect. The upside’s that the sky is a
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breathtaking kaleidoscope around sunset, a real gasper. Tonight’s entry looked like a stoner’s
Dorito dreamscape, a finger painting of processed foods.

Little Dude and 1 sit and wait around baggage claim for nearly an hour, watching people
claim their bags. Every so often somebody’s left bagless and panicking, or else a bag goes
unclaimed and loops around on the conveyer. I point at one giant red Nike duffel that’s gone
around three times and say, “Kev. Hey Kev. What do you think’s in that one?”

“Dad,” he says.

“Dad’s right here,” I say. “You off your rocker? Dad’s right here.”

In response, he palms the back of his lumpy shaven head.

The doctors still don’t know how The Disease works. Our own Dr. Fink had shrugged at
all my questions. He looked so helpless and beaten | felt embarrassed for him, and clapped him
on the back. “If it was a hernia I’ve got things to say,” he informed me.

“Boy oh boy is Mom not gonna like this attitude of yours,” I say to Little Dude. This
gnaws at him for a while. Again with the fingernails. Finally, he says, “A story.”

It lifts my spirits to see him correct himself like this. Tells me I raised a son self-aware
enough to take criticism in the spirit that it’s intended. Plus, in terms of parenting? Telling stories
is about the only tool in my toolbox I’m always jazzed to deploy.

“Wolfie,” I say.

“That guy,” Little Dude says. He likes the Wolfie stories. Wolfie’s a coworker, a fellow
guard. He’s hunched and tiny, long scraggly hair, jellybean paunch, with teeth so yellow you’d
think him a moonshiner. He’s always got a can of ginger ale in his hand, is always challenging

inmates to pick-up jai-alai games and chuckling to himself knowingly.
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“So today he asks about my number.”

“Your number?” Kevin looks at me, confused. Sometimes I forget he’s ten.

“You know,” I say. I sense a teaching moment and make the gesture: form the hole, and
stick the finger in in what [ hope’s a delicate wholesome way that conveys everlasting love and
tender respect for the hole.

“You mean like sex and banging,” he says.

I nod.

“That’s gross.”

“What do you think I told him?”

Little Dude watches me, waiting.

“Wolfie says to me, ‘Son, I see your number is tragically low.” Imagine he sounds like a
southern preacher.”

“Do the voice,” he says.

I do the voice: “Truh-agically low.” Then he says, ‘You know how you lift that number in
a hurry?’”

“How?” Little Dude asks, in thrall. It’s thrilling to command his attention like this.

“What do you think?”

“Wear cologne,” he guesses.

“Nope.”

“Be nice and smile?”

| shake my head.

“What?”
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“He says, “You find yourself some men. That’s how come my number got so high.’”

Little Dude thinks on this for a few minutes. Finally he says he wonders whether
Buzzkills can, you know. Can they bang?

I have to admit I don’t know. I do not know. My gut twists from not knowing. | say,
Listen: that’s a good question. I tell him we’ll ask Dr. Fink next time around.

#

Forty minutes later, Emily’s flight lands and docks and she appears, weeping and
sprinting. | look down at Little Dude and see that he’s weeping too. When she reaches us she
wraps Little Dude up inside her linebacker bulk. She rubs and rubs his bald head and tells him
with genuine shock how handsome and grown he looks. Gives me a reproachful look, like it’s
somehow my fault. [ nearly say what do you expect when you’ve been gone a year and the only
communication you’ve had with him is the occasional grainy lagged Skype date? But for Little
Dude’s sake, I gulp it down.

They hug for a long time while I stand there smelling her BO. I’d forgotten how pungent
she is. Right now it’s like a swimming pool with a little too much chlorine. Her smells used to do
certain things to me, and now as she releases Little Dude and our eyes catch, I’'m feeling angry
and horny and more than a little confused and embarrassed about the mingling of these two
things.

“The prodigal parent returns,” | say, and feel stupid and small when she breaks her gaze
and asks Little Dude if he wouldn’t mind helping her find her bags. He’s just wiped his nose on
her dress and’s now clutching her hand, looking sweetly up at her.

It’s a look that says, Mom!
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Emily sobs again, which sets him off too.

The carousal comes to life. The two of them putter over like mourners flocking to a
casket, clinging to each other and weeping. | hang back. I really need to pee, but I can’t look
away.

It hurts to watch, this reunion.

Little Dude’s climbed up on the conveyer, and now he pretend-runs against its flow to my
wife’s great delight. He hasn’t been this animated since he was diagnosed. His soft body is all
ajiggle, goofily so. Two smaller kids, a boy and a girl, decked out in Disney attire, get in on the
action. The girl, who looks about three, is immediately carried away, panic-stricken, to her
father’s laughing amusement and her mother’s horror. We’re all watching, even Little Dude, who
climbs down. Because the dad’s laughing, it’s tough to tell whether action should be taken or
not. Before she disappears into the back, she’s plucked off by the shirt collar by an old man in a
Tommy Bahama shirt and a fedora, who, after he’s thanked profusely by the mom, flushes and
explains loud enough for all to hear that he’s about to embark on a cruise, but first he’s visiting
his dyke daughter who’s just had a little boy using a surrogate, an unclaimed coma patient, isn’t
it a terrific thing what they can do these days?

In the meantime, Little Dude’s wrestled Emily’s bags down off the carousal. I give him
the key and say I’ll meet you at the car, I’ve got to pee. He takes it without paying attention.
Emily’s explaining how, precisely, the airplane runs on vegetable oil and how the turbines are
built by sentient robots with exoskeletons immune to jet blasts (synthetic chitin, a former

colleague’s idea, she says), also running on vegetable oil.
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The big hall is bright and open and empty as I stroll past darkened and gated storefronts
and unmanned kiosks. The bathroom I find is clean and shining and smells like somebody got
ambitious with the bleach. The metal stalls shimmer like flat peaceful lakes on cloudless days.
Thanks to a faulty prostate, | spend five full minutes at the urinal, coaxing out a trickling. My
mind wanders. | think of Emily as a teenager at the county fair, wearing a hot pink halter top
with AM E R | C A emblazoned in white over her breasts and picking at the oversugared funnel
cake we’d been gifted by a diabetic attendee. I think of Little Dude’s first laugh, his first
unassisted poop, his first Facebook Friend Request. I’'m so lost in thought I don’t notice the man
standing at the mirror until I nearly bow! him over. I do knock his fedora off, and as | lean down
to pick it up I tell him Holy shit am I sorry, I didn’t notice you there, are you OK, I’'m as bad as a
Buzzkill, ha ha.

He doesn’t respond. This is the old hero of baggage claim, I realize. He just goes on
standing there, staring at the mirror, hands on countertop. I try handing back the fedora and get
no response. | wave it in front of his slack face.

I realize I’'m looking at a Late Stage Buzzkill.

And then, I think: in weeks, this is my son. This thought is so big and bright and terrible 1
shove it away before it’s got time to summon real force.

Up close the man’s expression is blank and pained at once. I place the fedora on his head
and fiddle with it until it seems rakish, and then | bolt, passing a young woman with a pageboy
cut on the way out, her worried face like a sentencing.

#
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“The outbreak has caused much consternation in the scientific community,” claims the
NPR host. “And because no adequate explanation has been advanced, a religious revival has
taken place. The idea that The Disease is in fact a disease of the soul, is maybe soul cancer, as
some fundamentalists have termed it, has taken root. It has indeed spread like gospel.”

“Wonderful observation,” another voice on the program notes sarcastically.

In the car we’re silent, listening. Emily squeezes the stress ball sun Little Dude presented
to her as a homecoming gift. It wears sunglasses and sports a joyful toothy grin and says
CAROLS PARADISE TAN across the back. Back in January there’d been a convention for
tanning salon owners at Disney’s Polynesian Resort. We’d gone with a pale sales rep I’d met on
OKCupid. She was vigorously peddling next-gen tanning beds. They worked like smartphones,
or so she said. All she had was a mockup and a schematics diagram and she wanted to tote Little
Dude around with her because she thought it might be better for sales. And did I tell her go jump
off a bridge? No. Did I say no way you’re using my kid to bolster your sales commission? I did
not. I let her drag Little Dude around the room. But | felt so queasy about it I spent the
convention at the bar, consuming what the bartender called an “unholy” number of colorful
fruity beverages with mountainous artificial sweetener content.

“It’s contagious, clearly,” says the sarcastic voice. “But how? We’ve got no clue. And
what I’d really like to know is how these people took Ukraine, if the big thing about Buzzkills is
that they’re essentially catatonic. How do you mobilize zombies?”

“Some believe it might be a hive mind kind of thing,” says the first voice.

“And how many are in our country?” the sarcastic voice continues. “And do we have a

quarantine system in place?”
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I say, “Doing OK back there Little Dude?” In the rearview I see he’s just staring out a
window. I can tell it’s not just pouting this time. It’s in the body language. He looks deflated.

“Answer your father,” Emily says, and from her tone it’s clear she’s thinking the worst.
Still, I'm touched that she backs me up. I can make-believe a second that it’s a genuine family
moment we’re having, a thing I’ve hunted for ever since my dad left when I was six. Mom did
the best she could but it’s tough when you’re bipolar and convinced, furthermore, that the
universe is one huge elaborate Truman Show. After | taught myself to ride the bike that Dad left
as a consolation prize, and then went ahead and cycled eight miles to the doctor’s office to
present myself for vaccination shots, I said if I ever had a kid it wouldn’t happen. And yet: Emily
decides a couple of months before Little Dude’s diagnosed that greener pastures are in order.
One day she comes home and tells me everything. That she’d been corresponding with ITER.
That the project director thought her designs were promising and asked if she’d like to come on
out to southern France. | was not happy. She said fusion is the future. The needs of the many, she
said. She said, I don’t care if you’re not happy.

She told Little Dude she was going away for a short while to help build the sun on Earth.
What’s he supposed to say to that?

In the car she twists around to study our son. Quietly she asks me, “Is it just disrespect, or
ishe...?”

| give her a look like: You know what it is.

“You know what it is,” I go ahead and say.

She cries the rest of the way home. After a few minutes, when I realize it’s not going to

stop, I turn the radio back on. I find the pop station and up the volume and jam out like a tipsy
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teenage girl until Little Dude’s pulled out of it and looking at me with fake-disgust which | know
disguises his real disgust and saying over the music that I’ve got just zero taste, man.
#

Emily insists on a bedtime story despite my protests that Little Dude’s too old for it. No
protestations escape the lips of our ten-year-old son, who’s tucked snugly inside his lolcat
comforter. Emily says, “Methinks the Dad doth whine too much.”

“I am a man,” I say, “more whined against than whining.”

She whispers into Little Dude’s ear. He says, “To whine or not to whine.”

“Whether tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous whining,”
Emily says.

“To whine, perchance to whine: ay, there’s the rub,” adds Little Dude.

“I can haz cheezburger?” Emily says.

“I can haz cheezburger!” shouts Little Dude, ecstatic.

Whatever. I get it. She’s trying to cook up some brownie points. It just bugs me she’s
doing it by putting me down. And by intruding on my turf as the storytelling parent.

| retreat to the living room and turn on HBO. There’s a dark genre-busting drama on,
something with cops and poltergeists and nihilism, and so complicated I end up dozing off. I'm
poked awake an hour later by Emily, who wants to know where’s the wine.

“Is he?” I ask.

“Down for the count,” she says.

She looks her age, is the nicest thing I can think to say about how she looks. She’s

deodorized and changed into sweats. Looking at her, I think: we were once two people who
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lavished each other with love. | think about the days spent nude and perspiring on the filthy shag
carpet of our first apartment. We zipped two sleeping bags together because we could not afford
a mattress. Or A/C. She was in grad school and | was a security guard. | composed love songs for
her that were mashups of other love songs, and she talked about the stars. About atomics. About
fusion and its capabilities. She told me there’s a whole philosophy to craft from it. That fusion
represented the dreams and yearnings of the human spirit, while fission reflected its realities.

That’s when I’d realized how far I’d fallen. I would listen and nod along and at the
appropriate moment hazard a passionate kiss on the lips and initiate nuclear war.

In those days, when she started spending a lot of time with her physicist buddies, | went
out and bought Rocket Science for Dummies, but could not advance beyond the second page.
She admonished me in an endeared motherly way: It’s not rocket science, knucklehead, what I’'m
doing. It’s much harder.

In the kitchen she’s rummaging through the cabinets, searching for wine. She says, “I
love that little guy so much. You don’t even know how tough it’s been.”

“It’s tough all around,” I say, and think: what a stupid thing to say.

She’s not yet jet-lagged, she says, and so she’s willing to have it out right now, if that’s
what I’'m getting at.

We have it out. ““You abandoned us,” I start. How does a mom bail on her sick kid like
that?

“You cunt,” she says. He wasn’t sick when she left, and I know it. She just knows I put

him in a situation that got him infected.
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And honestly, she continues, what was she supposed to do, turn down the offer? With the
world’s oil supply all but extinct and wind and solar energy at best able to handle twenty percent
of the world’s energy needs and all the other options decades upon decades away from viability?

We could have worked it out, I say. Me and Kevin could have come with.

Geopolitics played a role, she says. The Japanese were petitioning to design and build the
part she’d already designed. It would have taken them two years, she tells me. The world doesn’t
have two years.

We’re on the couch together. Her face is inches away and my eyes keep finding her lips.
Her breath stinks of the Merlot I’d eventually dug from the pantry. We kiss. Our talk drops off a
cliff. We start making out. There’s some heavy petting. We move the show to the bedroom
where, on the floor, Emily positions herself on all fours and meows.

| think: huh.

I think: That’s weird.

She cries like a cat and sticks her butt in the air.

| stop thinking.

In the act she cries out, Oh, Byron! and gets emotional after because, she tells me, I’'m
still using the same sheets we had when she left.

I'say, “If I had a nickel for each tear.”

“It’s been a day,” she says, cuddling. “One of those.”

“Who’s Byron?” I ask.

“Don’t ask me,” she says.

“You don’t mean Lord Byron?”
185



“Just please,” she says.

“Byron Leftwich?”

“We need a plan, she says. “For you know what.”

I’ve got nothing. My head is utterly, blessedly, empty. For a while, we lay there, silently.

“What are we hoping for,” she asks dreamily.

#

For hours I toss and turn because I’m not used anymore to having someone in the bed
with me, and because I’m fretting about Byron, and because I’m feeling guilty about fretting
about Byron when Little Dude’s across the hall dealing with what he’s dealing with.

Eventually, | dream. Byron and Emily are cats. Long-hairs. They purr. They rub against
my leg. They sit in my lap and knead at my crotch with untrimmed claws. They leap up on the
counter and in French-accented English request to be fed. So | feed them. They complain about
always being fed dry food. They say they want some milk and some Fancy Feast goddamn it. |
say I wouldn’t even know where to get that stuff and with the NPR host’s voice Byron says Like
hell you wouldn’t, maitre de I'excavation de la merde. | go out to the grocery store and the
cashier is Little Dude even though he doesn’t look like Little Dude and he keeps saying Sir,
where’s your advantage card? Sir, where’s your advantage card? while | rummage through my
purse and the line piles up behind me and | start to get angry and accuse Little Dude of coming to
my home and stealing the advantage card from my purse while I wasn’t looking.

| wake up sweating and frustrated. Emily’s not in the bed.

I pad down the hall and check on Little Dude, who’s still asleep. No reason to wake him.

I pulled him out of school when he got The Disease, and now most days he sits at home in his
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ergonomic desk chair in front of the desktop streaming the Kardashians and listening to NPR and
collecting memes on Facebook. He posts them to his own wall. Emily’s typically the only person
who likes them. I wish I could say that’s because of The Disease, but truthfully Little Dude,
despite the avid consumption of US popular culture, didn’t have many friends to begin with. He
seemed relieved in fact to be taken out of school.

Sometimes when I come home if I’'m not too beat we’ll sit together doing interactive
math exercises. When you get one wrong, a little kid’s face appears on the screen—sometimes
it’s Jewish, sometimes it’s Caribbean, and sometimes it’s Japanese, but it’s always the same kid,
somehow—and claps his hands to his rosy cheeks and shouts No! If you get it right, his face
corkscrews into something unmistakably orgasmic and he says, Well duh.

That’s the extent of Little Dude’s homeschooling so far. Another thing I feel guilty about.

As I approach the kitchen I hear Emily’s voice, pitched at a whispery level. I creep
forward. At the prison, such sneakiness has a whimsical name: Devious Dicking. Emily’s at the
table, her back to me, her laptop open. I Devious Dick her phone conversation, listening to her
speak to somebody I’m increasingly sure is Byron, because she giggles and mostly listens but
occasionally interjects with a You’re so naughty! or Bad, bad boy! or something French that’s
got the same gist but’s worse somehow for being French.

| stomp hard into the kitchen. She nearly leaps from her chair. Her neck snaps audibly
when she whips around. To the phone she says, all business now, “I’ll call you back.”

We look at each other. She says, “OK.”

I'say, “You are, I think, the worst sort of person.”

She says don’t hate her yet.
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I tell her I'm more impressed than anything. I hadn’t ever realized, even working at a
prison, that it was possible to be as awful a human being as she was.

“It gets worse,” she says. “So please sit down.”

I sit. She asks if I’d like some coffee and I say please. She slides her mug across the table.
Says she poured it and then decided she didn’t want it. I say big surprise.

“I’m in love,” she blurts.

“With Byron,” I say.

“With Byron.”

There’s a pause. She looks at the laptop screen. A thought occurs. “There was never any
International Thermonuclear whatever,” I say.

“Don’t be a chauvinist,” she says.

| sip my coffee.

“How can I get you to see I'm a flawed human just like anybody else?” she says. “How
could you ever accept something like that?”

| tell her that, in all honesty? if we’re being honest? I’m getting angry.

She presses on. “I never called because I was embarrassed. Because of how I left.”

“Byron,” I say, tasting it. It’s not like I didn’t think she was seeing other people. But
love? We’ve known each other since we were seventeen years old. Twenty-one years. The most
romantic moment | ever had was when she applied cover-up to my acne before the senior prom.
And she’s telling me love?

She says, “I don’t know how to express it to you. It was like getting an unexpected

package.”
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I look at her.

“He just gets me,” she says. She tells me he’s a thin and somber—and very, very
French—cat breeder she met at a pet store. That they walk through fields of daisies, figuratively
speaking, and take cooking classes. They’ve hand-cut noodles and whipped up creme fraiche and
braised various meats together. He often calls just to say hello and explain to her using colorful
metaphors just how much he appreciates her companionship, which seems to be, basically, a lot.

“Fusion,” | say.

She torques her face wistfully and her eyes glass over and she says, yes, she supposes.

It’s this that does it. There’s a little click at the back of my head and before I know it I’ve
slapped her hard across the face. The second time I do it I know what I’'m doing. Emily fights
back tears and says she’d hoped I’d be more mature about the whole thing. | deal another slap.
She cries and massages her cheek and | sip at the coffee she burnt.

“Dad,” says Little Dude. Then again, this time softer: “Dad.”

He is standing in the doorway. Of course he is standing in the doorway, | think. How did
I not see him come in, the Devious Dick? I think: He was always going to be standing in that
freaking doorway.

Emily says, “It’s OK, sweetheart.”

Little Dude just looks at me.

It’s a look to burst the brightest neon hearts. My own is in my throat. I feel: you’ve lost it
all, dickhead.

I grope, but I can find no story to tell. I can’t think of even a single thing to say.
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He looks. He looks and looks and looks and looks and I think: My son! What do you see
with those eyes.

#

On my drive to work I turn on NPR. I’'m feeling crummy and figure: why not feel even
crummier? Why not go for broke?

A gaggle of schoolgirls is telling a story. It’s tough to piece together because they’re all
trying to speak over each other, except for one who goes ha ha periodically and who, it
eventually emerges, has a wicked case of autism. The story: a friend of theirs came down with
The Disease. She went through the stages: first, she became quiet and practical, then soon her
moods fluttered between inert and agitated—she took, like, a ton of selfies when she got like
that—and then finally, they found her one day staring at herself in a bathroom mirror. A fly had
gotten comfortable on her nose, said one of the schoolgirls.

The host says, First, let me just ask about the Ukraine situation. Thoughts? Ten or so
seconds of dead air follow. One of the schoolgirls says, Um. The host clears his throat and says
OK, so he understands they did something special for their Buzzkill buddy?

They did, one confirms. They took her head off.

Clean off? the host asks, with a newly lurid tone of voice.

It got a little messy, a different schoolgirl admits.

Ha ha, says the autistic one.

The correct terminology here, the phrase we’re all groping for, is mercy killing, says one.

Her mom thanked us.

Like, profusely.
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There are pictures on Facebook and Instagram.

She gave us gift baskets, says the original schoolgirl.

How did it feel? the host asks. To decapitate one of your best friends?

We thought of it in terms of, this’ll be a challenge, says one. We said to each other let’s
rise to and overcome this challenge, and what doesn’t kill us will just de facto make us stronger.

Ha ha.

We beheaded somebody, one of the schoolgirls says. There’s distress in her voice. She
says, What kind of world is this? She says, | vomited afterwards. | have nightmares about it.
Amanda wanted to be a graphic designer. We’re just absolute monsters.

Again: silence.

I’m gripping the steering wheel so tightly my knuckles are white and aching.

They aren’t zombies, the girl says quietly. They’re people. They’re human beings.

What makes you say that? the host asks.

It’s in the eyes, she says. Look in the eyes. Amanda was afraid.

I switch the station and recall, with the sort of clarity | was hoping against, the look on
Little Dude’s face this morning, and the dull resigned way the airport Buzzkill stared at himself.
I can’t sustain it, though, these images. What will I do when The Disease runs its course? I don’t
know. I don’t know. And I don’t want to. I think about anything else.

#

Work is a gaping maw, a senseless collection of sounds and sights and stenches: in the

medical bay, for example, an inmate takes the two Oxycodone he’s allotted and swallows them

down with his own piss.
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In the dorm, inmates take turns bugging me about their assholes. Dirtstar is the favored
term, although brown-eyed smile is a close second. Wolfie shows up with actual jai-alai gear,
trash-talking various bewildered inmates, saying Today’s the day you meet your maker, son.

During routine searches, we tell the inmates to squat and pop. In the unclenching of one
inmate’s dirtstar, I find a packet of mayonnaise. Another has weed in his mouth. In the pocket of
another, there’s rolling paper scrolled so tight and sharp it’s weaponized, and there’s such
genuine disappointment on his face when it’s confiscated that I feel pity for him and avert my
eyes. | weep as | beat him with my brass knuckles, and as he curls at my feet, he seems to
understand and become peaceful and submissive.

In the after-shift meeting, the daily gold star is placed with great ceremony next to my
name on the Employee Eval Chart. I think partly it’s because everybody knows what I’m dealing
with at home. There’s applause and back-slapping. Then it’s time to get serious. Captain tells us
we’ll be doubling up in the dorms to make space.

“We’re already doubled up,” somebody shouts.

“I say we pack ’em tight,” Wolfie says to me. “Like humping crickets, you seen them
things?”

“What are we making space for?”

Captain grimaces. “You won’t like it,” he says.

“Storm shelter?”” somebody asks.

“Buzzkills,” he says. “Quarantine.”

Everybody shouts. Wolfie says, “Didn’t I say?” even though he’s never mentioned it

before. All I can do is shut my eyes.
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When | get home, Emily is in pieces. She gestures in the direction of Little Dude’s room.
I go in there and find him staring at the mirror. Gently | place a hand on his shoulder. This
startles him. He looks at me like he’s trying to remember.

He says, “I.” That’s it. That’s the whole sentence: |.

Now I’'m feeling heartburn. Like: how is this fair? How is any of this fair?

Once | settle him into bed, I sit there with my hand on his warm chest and start a story.
It’s a game we used to play. We’d take turns telling the story. Most of the time, it would get
wilder and wilder until we both collapsed laughing, and Little Dude was more awake than ever.

There’s a guy, [ say. He’s in bed because...

Here’s where Little Dude would normally take over. But he just stares at the ceiling. I
say: He’s in bed because, let’s just say because he lost his cellphone. He’s sad about it. His
friends come over to cheer him up. They say, Hey bro. Did you try calling it?

| watch Little Dude and wonder if this is it. | get the same feeling | always got when my
mom, in her despairing moods after my dad left, during those days she felt most watched,
refused to do anything beyond sit on the couch, watching rerun after rerun of M*A*S*H*,
pausing only to occasionally peer out the window, offering a weak smile and a thumbs up to the
empty street. To this day whenever I hear “Suicide is Painless” I feel like there’s a chicken bone
lodged in my trachea.

This is pointless, I decide. I pat Little Dude’s chest and get up. I take one last long look at

him, at my son.
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When I turn to leave, he murmurs something. Or I think he murmurs something? I’'m
hoping he murmured something. I kneel at the bed and lean in. For a moment, there’s nothing but
his little chest rising and falling. But then, he murmurs. He murmurs: The cellphone is hiding.

For a brief moment I’m too overcome to say anything. Little Dude repeats himself.
Tearful, I say: it’s tired of being the guy’s slave. It wants to see the world.

Again, there’s just his breathing. But I recognize this. He’s thinking.

He says: It tried to vibrate itself out the door and on a bus to New York but instead got
shoved beneath the dresser by the guy’s cat.

The cat’s dressed like Chairman Meow, I say.

There’s a dog too, he says. It’s Uncle Sam. It’s trying to help the cellphone.

The dog fights the cat. They do kung-fu.

UFC, Little Dude revises.

The cat’s sneaky but the dog is overpowering.

He gets the cat in a leg lock.

The cat taps out.

The dog takes the cellphone to New York, where it auditions for American Idol.

And the guy gets a new cellphone.

Everybody wins, he says. He says: It’s a happy ending for all the good guys.

#

Over the next hour, we remove every mirror in the house. We’re quiet as we do this;

reality’s sunk in. When all the mirrors are face down in the grass on the side of the house, we

throw a tarp over them, pin it down with spare bricks.
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For a little while we just stare. To Emily I say, “They’re not zombies.”

“I called Dr. Fink,” she says. “He didn’t have any suggestions.”

“T’ll bet.”

“He said this whole thing makes him feel inadequate.”

| head inside, go rooting around in the fridge.

“He says he’s got to report Kevin,” she says softly.

Again, what am | supposed to say?

“The thing this morning,” she says.

I stop and look. I say, “What thing this morning.” Her expression is grateful. I microwave
a Hot Pocket and we then do the only thing we can think to do: we watch a Matthew
McConaughey film and make out a little.

#

The next morning we wake to a litany of smells: maple, bacon, butter. Little Dude is in
the kitchen, preparing breakfast. “Sit down, sit down,” he says, pulling out chairs for both me
and Emily, setting paper towels in our laps, serving us with flourish.

“How thoughtful,” Emily says.

On the TV: CNN. Russian troops mass on the northwest border, near Belarus. Putin’s
leering into cameras, saying by any means necessary. The embattled Ukrainian president, having
fled to Lviv, responds with a diplomatic Go fuck yourself. Soviet-born American pundits claim
regional destabilization. The graphics read World War Three? There’s footage of the Buzzkills,
flocked in Kiev, looking numberless and menacing.

“Orange juice or coffee,” asks Little Dude.
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Following breakfast, he rinses the dishes and sets them in the dishwasher. Then says,
“What next, parents?”

I tell him today is Waterpark Day. Doesn’t he remember?

He remembers. Of course he remembers. He just thought if we’d like some time to digest,
to laze around, to take a nap or read a good book, that he’s certainly amenable to changes in
plans.

Emily looks to me, frightened.

“Go put your swim trunks on, Little Dude,” I say.

Off he goes, pliant and agreeable.

Emily says, “Is this a good idea?”

“Go get changed,” I tell her.

In the car, Little Dude requests NPR. Ongoing: a quiet and civil debate among an expert
on the psychopathology of anxiety disorders, a prominent Presbyterian minister, and an
acclaimed journalist who, poo-pooing the idea that The Disease is contagious, embedded with
the Buzzkills over the weekend, as they took over Kiev.

Mass hysteria of the fifties, the psychopathologist is saying, or the malaise of the
seventies. A society-wide anxiety. It’s an idea that’s gained credence in recent weeks.

They were so kind, is the thing, says the journalist. What sort of anxiety manifests as
kindness?

Let me just interject here, says the host. OK they were kind. But what of the fact that they

did indeed occupy Kiev?
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It was bloodless, says the journalist. They just sort of walked in there and, because of
their reputation, everybody bailed.

Avre these people zombies? the host asks.

I’d like to say something, the minister says.

Go on, urges the host.

I’m aware this will be unpopular. But listen. We are living in the end times. This disease
is an indication. | know this idea will be met with skepticism. But | do feel the need to float it.

A beat of silence.

They’re not zombies, to answer your question, says the journalist.

It’s by the book collective obsessional behavior, says the psychopathologist. Listen to
this: have you ever heard of the Dancing Plague of 15187 In Strasbourg, much of the population
just started dancing. It lasted for a month. Or listen to this. In the 60s, at a boarding school in
Tanzania, a few students started laughing uncontrollably. It spread. The school was forced to
shut down. The students were sent home, and the laughter spread throughout their villages. This
lasted four or five months. | could cite you a number of others. The only notable difference about
the current so called Buzzkill disease is how wide it’s spread and how long it’s been sustained.

Let’s entertain the idea that hell, maybe it’s not a disease, says the journalist.

A mark of the beast, the minister says, helpfully.

Being kind and thoughtful shouldn’t be scary to us. It shouldn’t be so outside the
collective norm that we feel threatened by it.

Let me just point out the wrench in your theory, says the psychopathologist.
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The staring in mirrors and such, the host says. The weird catatonic narcissism that

follows the thoughtfulness.

us.

Right, says the psychopathologist, sounding annoyed. It’s a progression.
Well but can we interrupt that. Do we know what causes it.

You’re the Jane Goodall in this scenario, asshole, says the psychopathologist. So you tell

Simple. They can’t sustain the altruism. It’s exhausting them.

So how are we supposed to fix that? asks Little Dude, out loud. In the rearview it’s clear

he’s intensely engaged. Emily makes a little strangled noise.

about.

So how are we supposed to fix that? asks the host.

Well that’s the question, isn’t it, the journalist says.

Historically? It’s called ontological incentivizing, says the psychopathologist.

[ know we’re NPR, but come on now with these big words, the host admonishes.

No, listen. Ontological incentivizing. It’s something our Christian friend here knows all

Care to rejoin? asks the host.
I don’t even know what language he’s speaking, the minister says.

Religion. Jesus. Systems of reward and punishment on an existential scale. We’re getting

into metaphysics here.

Far afield, observes the host.

I don’t see how it applies, the journalist says.
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Neither do 1. That’s my entire point, says the psychopathologist. Because this is
collective obsessional behavior. And it does tend to peter out after a while. It’s all I came to say.
Dear World: please stop overreacting.

Now, hang on, says the host. Are you saying—are you saying that everything is going to
be OK?

That’s my theory, says the psychopathologist.

Collective silence, both on the air and in the car.

On the line we’ve got a neuroscientist who claims the disease is in fact a poorly
understood inherent neurological condition that activates under certain intense conditions....

Emily shuts it off. We ride in silence the rest of the way.

Inside the park, families stream past us, sunned and joyful. Everywhere it smells like
sunscreen and fried foods. Little Dude suggests a locker. “I don’t want you guys having to carry
stuff around all day,” he says, looking concerned. “Plus, if somebody gets lost it’ll be like a
home base.”

“It’s your day, bro,” I say.

“Whatever you want, sweetheart,” Emily says.

I pay for the locker. We slather on SPF 45. “Don’t forget the tops of your feet,” Little
Dude says. We do each other’s backs and tread off in the direction of the rides. Little Dude takes
Emily’s hand. I watch them feeling tender and protective and like: maybe we can make this
work. Maybe the guy on the radio was right. Maybe the Disease will wear off and Little Dude

will be Little Dude again, and Emily will stay, and our family will be whole.
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We wait in massive lines. We plunge down the slides. Slush Gusher. Teamboat Springs.
Toboggan Racers. Downhill Double Dipper. We even summon our courage for the Summit
Plummet. We reapply our sunscreen every hour, as per Little Dude’s instructions. We go round
and round the Cross Country Creek. Little Dude flips my tube, I flip his, and Emily snaps photos
with her waterproof smartphone and uploads them to Facebook, and then periodically updates us
on the Likes they garner. Eventually we pull ourselves pruned and laughing from the water and
Emily says to Kevin, How about some eats? and he looks to me like: Are you hungry?

No one, | think, will take this kid away from me.

Off to Lottawatta Lodge we go. Everybody gets cheeseburgers. While we eat Little
Dude’s mugging, trying to crack us up. He succeeds. He then decides he needs to go pee. I say
go ahead, it’s just around the corner.

Ten minutes later he still hasn’t returned. Emily and I exchange looks.

Sure enough.

In the bathroom, he stares at himself.

This breaks my heart. But hope, | tell myself, is refusing to look away.

| gather my son into my arms and carry him out to his mother. The boy will be OK, her

heart says to mine. In my arms he’s lightless, his gaze sunward, awed.
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GRIEF #3

the horse on the moon thing

The horse’s mane’s flowing and stuff, I guess, but like, on the moon, with those craters
and other gross stuff. And so, and so, what the horse wants is, like, what everybody wants, what
we all want, like love and companionship and to have true good times and to maybe not have to
work so hard at horse stuff, but still work a little bit, because not working at all gets boring, or
whatever.

Horse stuff’s I guess like galloping? Through fields? Which is hard to do, the moon being
cold and dark and totally without fields, probably?

And re, like, the work thing: work’s Good For You. It: builds character.

On the moon: the horse galloping, and looking for love.

in the mail today | received a credit card application addressed to Nutty Nuts

Dude-size bacon strip lectures me on calculus, which is the mathematical study of
change. In an approach based on limits, it says, in the voice of—I shit you not—Michael
Jackson, the symbol dy/dx is to be interpreted not as the quotient of two numbers but as a
shorthand for the limit computed above.

| ask: Did Leibniz intend it to represent the quotient of two infinitesimally small
numbers, dy being the infinitesimally small change in y caused by an infinitesimally small

change dx applied to x?
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The bacon is being eaten now, by Leibniz, whose newly grown mustache ruffles in
delight.

Eventually, from somewhere in the vicinity, | think, of the colon of Leibniz: We can also
think of d/dx as a differentiation operator, which takes a function as an input and gives another
function, the derivative, as the output.

Leibniz: moonwalking.

sinkholes aren’t unknowable

I’'m a genius, claims the guy in his office with the small penis. This one’s
autobiographical. Sort of: it’s not my office.

l.e., n.b.—the body’s electric and always composing. We tell stories which have
organizing principles based on hierarchies of concepts. Value systems.

What happens when you don’t believe? You die, I guess.

The other people here: they don’t like me. Or else: they believe—again, value systems—
that I don’t like them. That I am, to be literary about it, an anti-hero. To be even more literary: a
fuckhead. The difference is subtle, and involves epistemology. Just even using that word makes

me, in addition, an asshole.

these are dreams
Ekphrasis: Ha! Mona Lisa’s a troglodyte.
Philosophically speaking, masturbation’s interesting. On the yellow legal pad on the desk

which I inherited from the absurdly friendly gay man who was once addicted to, e.g., cocaine:
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“Revise to-do list.” I thought it said Devise. Doesn’t matter: same thing. Both seem high-and-
mighty. Get me? In narrative form: a guy goes home and masturbates to a JPEG of Mona Lisa
posted to Pinterest. And then checks it off a list.

(Because he’s a pervert, was the implication there.)

On a personal note: I'm trying here, guys. It’s not easy living in your world. I sometimes
feel electrocuted, if that makes sense.

“It doesn’t,” she says.

She says: “I’m not even here, dumbass.”

and/or passages of such startling lyrical tumescence that (what?)

I suppose what we’re moving toward, says the horse, who is my avatar (and FYI: the
horse can talk), is bestiality. Don’t look so shocked!

The craters eyelessly stared. Uncomprehending, to be precise. The moon’s topography
cannot be sentient. This would strain believability. The thing’s to do it delicately: place the frog
in the water at room temperature.

But, hey: Consider the Lobster.

I’m like, so lonely, says the horse. And galloping? Not fun without the wind. My heart

bursts with love! I’ve got things to offer!

taylor swift gritty hooked-on-heroin bildungsroman (title: junky jesus)?

SWIFT: So like, Taylor. Or excuse me, Ms. Swift. Why do you think you deserve to win

the Grammy? Even when you weren’t nominated? And incidentally, why, in light
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SWIFT:

SWIFT:

SWIFT:

SWIFT:

SWIFT:

SWIFT:

SWIFT:

SWIFT:

SWIFT:

SWIFT:

SWIFT:

SWIFT:

SWIFT:

of nuclear holocaust and radioactive zombies who are I’m being told beginning to
sprout bat-like wings and will soon no doubt pierce our defenses and devour us
all, do you think the Grammys are even being held at all?

Because people, like, need hope. And I’'m a symbol, you know? If I can like
recover from my breakup, then it’s totes a no-brainer that we can beat the
zombies.

And maybe teach like a few of them to love?

Absolutely. Love’s the cure.

(sighs) I can’t do this. I’'m sorry.

What do you—

Just go home, sweetheart. Be with your family.

But like, I’'m already home.

(befuddled expression, blonde brows drawn up tentlike)

The mirror, bitch. I’'m talking to myself. I’ve totally lost it thanks to this stupid
apocalypse.

No, Taylor. No. This is real. | promise.

But I mean like, what’s real? If you ask me, Descartes was on to—

Descartes is a laughing stock, hon. Although it’s kind of sweet that you’d mention
him. Adds dimensions to your public persona, which is already—compliment-
time! Please don’t get a big head!—totes miles ahead of the other pop stars who,
it needs be said, are vapid and shallow and mostly zombies, by now.

(weeping) Please.
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in the room which smells like xmas (bourbon, vomit, cinnamon, and’s dark as a cave in
kentucky)

One begins to suspect it’s not the moon on which we gallop, but rather, something

spongy and electrical, because where’s this light coming from?

synesthesia’s when certain senses run together

The day’s bright and the grass is long. I’ve not spoken to anybody yet, but 'm awake
and out of bed, which I’'m informed is progress. Via text, Mom agrees: “You do a great job of
taking care of your life. | am always backup if you need it.” Which reminds me. When I was
younger, | stole Valium from the little orange pill bottle sitting beneath her bathroom sink. My
sister’d had some kind of major dental surgery, and then insisted on toughing it out. “Whatever,
Annie,” I said to myself, in my head. | considered kicking her, but refrained. Now | miss these

pills. Greatly.

fuck! a connection!

Say you kidnapped someone. Just say. Say it: | kidnapped someone.
But whom? Solipsism provides the key, but the lock—you’ll have to read certain books,

the titles of which, I don’t remember.

should this all cohere, into meaning, she will strangle you with that old leather belt
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Memory’s a chess board, cut in half. I’ve considered annotating and/or footnoting all of
this, for posterity’s sake, for when I can (or can’t—hard to tell anymore) actually remember. I'm
still Considering the Lobster, and am beginning to suspect crabs. Is all of this bewildering? What
they say about such things as these: Intentional Fallacy. You will struggle to discuss this. |
promise. You’ll say something along the lines of, “The author says that we’d struggle to discuss
this, but I don’t see how preempting my objections makes them less valid.”

And then of course since I’ve predicted it, you’ll feel all sorts of self-conscious in
asserting this.

It’s just I'm lonely and afraid, and had the thought that embracing, as opposed to fighting,
these feelings might deliver some progress. But now I’'m thinking this story’s too expository.
Were this fiction, and not an essay, I’d endeavor to delete it. Instead: it’s a footprint. A clue. An
attempt which is deliberately a puzzle: a clear ratification of my assholery.

No doubt your opinion’s as follows: “This guy sucks.”

miraculous balls of hail

The moon’s got a McDonald’s, a Walmart, a liquor store, and a strip club. At all of
which: free wifi.
The horse, without technology, can’t access his Facebook. In the meantime, he’s certain,

he’s been Poked, Tagged, and Liked. Digitally fondled, in other words. Which he craves.

or sometimes: other thoughts

Just give up. Just give up. Come on. Hang yourself with this holiday twine.
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But fuck, being an odd-toed ungulate—i.e., possessing hooves—I can do no more than
stomp the ground, when someone asks me to subtract.

This is what’s termed a majorfuckingbummer, dude.

“formed by impacts”

“You’re not capable,” she said.
Of what? | asked.

Of what? | asked again.

Of what? | asked a third time.

“Zip me up,” she said, corralling her hair into a ponytail.

july 2

The bank’s steep and reminds me of an old guy’s rotted gums. Mud like chewed tobacco.
Little roots protrude like tooth stumps or else like something scatological. Big hoary oaks tower
and slap branches above the river and allow flecks of light to chop through and break the water’s
plane. It’s all very picturesque. The innertubes float so slowly you’re lulled to sleep. Drunk and
gently euphoric and content, which is not a word you should throw around and should always,
furthermore, be set off in italics. The river’s got that gamey-fishy smell going on and with
cellphones that are waterproof, your friends take photos. The very last thing you see above
water: a rabbit. A fucking rabbit, there on the left bank. The mundaneness of it, | expect,

disappoints you in the afterlife. Until Jesus tells you that’s exactly what he saw. The two of you

207



ponder the significance of the rabbit while your body thrashes around underwater for
approximately three minutes, according to the story in the university newspaper.

Now listen up, because a Young White Male is speaking! Bro! Death is no fun! Your
body turned blue, and your eyes were wide and frightened and before they set you in the coffin,
they eviscerated you and stuffed you with sawdust and the rhythm of this sentence has devolved

because I’m thinking of your missing heart. Where has it gone?

something, i think, has come full circle

No I mean: I get it. Hard to feel feelings for a guy that’s cardboard. The horse whinnies
emphatically. Ontologically.

“Sing to me!” she screams.

You’re hurt! Your value system’s in limbo—cosmogenous sediment, kicked up by a
Lobster, sick and tired of being Considered. What’s it doing in the river anyway?

On television: Justin Bieber! It’s a turning point when, instead of reaching for the beer,

you reach for the cat which, yes, OK, ran away two months ago.
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SMART ART

EXTRACTS

(Supplied by the Author, sheepishly, with much and wincing awareness of the possibility of
being judged an Asshole—epigraphs, in the Author’s humble opinion, being pretty much
universally pretentious—and a heartfelt plea for forgiveness, should these prove to be too
irritating. Just, you know, know that the Author slaved over this thing, spent years collecting all
these quotes and determining just how to arrange them (thematically? chronologically?
intuitively?), ruined, in fact, his eyesight staring at the fucking computer for hours upon hours a
day, his skin nearly translucent, veined in neon, is how bright his veins are contrasting against
his skin’s frangible and near-anemic pallor—really it’s the skin you’d expect on somebody going
through chemo, and here you find it on the otherwise healthy Author, thanks of course to all this
time spent indoors, collecting and arranging quotes, with hopes that you, Reader, there on your
couch or bed in your house/apartment, or in your ergonomic desk chair in your office, or maybe
on that park bench outdoors, beneath a tree’s shade, the bench splotched with bird shit, the air
alight with allergens, your smartphone quivering with text messages and Facebook notifications
and god knows what else—or wherever else you might be—would enjoy these quotes, would,
perhaps, ponder upon them, and wonder just how it is they fit together and what’s to come after

them: that these quotes would, in short, enhance the reading experience.)
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In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with
God in the beginning.

Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. In
him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has
not understood it.

- John1:1-5

This mistaking a Reflection for a Refraction has been the Occasion of several more Errors, and
Difficulties to be met with. ..
- John Theophilus Desaguliers, “Optical Experiments Made in the Beginning of August
1728, before the President and Several Members of the Royal Society, and Other
Gentlemen of Several Nations, upon Occasion of Signior Rizzetti’s Opticks, with an
Account of the Said Book, By J.T. Desaguliers, L L.D. and F.R.S.,” Philosophical

Transactions of the Royal Society 35

Each thing (the glass surface of a mirror, let us say) was infinite things, because I could clearly see it
from every point in the cosmos...I saw endless eyes, all very close, studying themselves in me as
though in a mirror, saw all the mirrors on the planet (and none of them reflecting me)...

- Jorge Luis Borges, “The Aleph”

For such is the self-love of the young that a social aspect enters in: an adolescent girl whose existence

is so visual observes in a mirror her double; the double becomes a voyeur.

- Thomas Pynchon, V.
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In the funhouse mirror-room you can’t see yourself go on forever, because no matter how you stand,
your head gets in the way. Even if you had a glass periscope, the image of your eye would cover up
the thing you really wanted to see.

- John Barth, “Lost in the Funhouse”

Words, dimly familiar but twisted all awry, like faces in a funhouse mirror, fled past, leaving no
impression on the glassy surface of my brain.

- Sylvia Plath, The Bell Jar

At times the mirror increases a thing’s value, at times denies it. Not everything that seems valuable
above the mirror maintains its force when mirrored.

- Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities

That is the tune but there are no words.
The words are only speculation
(From the Latin speculum, mirror):

They seek and cannot find the meaning of the music.

- John Ashberry, “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror”

“The necessary condition for an image is sight,” Janouch told Kafka; and Kafka smiled and replied:
“We photograph things in order to drive them out of our minds. My stories are a way of shutting my
eyes.”

- Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida

211









for a Super 8 lobby. There are big framed pictures of pastoral scenes and fake bouquets of
flowers on just about every desk | came across when | was in there after my initial visit with
Mrs. J.M. L-C (the one tethered to the doomed profile of Mr. Henry S. Lyle I11). The nurses are
all Midwestern-friendly. I got the feeling that | was being constantly assessed for weaknesses in
the kindliest way possible. Pop music’s transmitted from speakers bolted at ceiling corners, set at
a volume a degree beyond what I’d call comfortable listening. A few patients along with a nurse
stood outside smoking cigarettes.

The story goes like this: Mrs. J.M. L-C jogged over to FLH and demanded to see her son.
To which she was told he was in withdrawal from opioid dependence—i.e., heroin—and was
being pumped full of methadone and was, overall, in no real shape to see anybody but that
maybe in a few days he’d be doing a little better. Mrs. J.M. L-C didn’t like this answer at all, and
again demanded to see her son. And again the nurse at the front desk said tough luck sweetheart.
Long story short, the scene got so unpleasant that Mrs. J.M. L-C threatened to call the cops and
eventually did, and what’s so strange about the whole thing is that it was she who was taken off
to the Broward County Probation Dept. on 4™ Ave., itself just a short idyllic walk along New
River away, after she couldn’t be calmed down. Which so recalling Mrs. J.M. L-C’s immigrant
status, you can start to see how things might’ve gotten truly sticky, if it weren’t for Mr. Henry S.
Lyle 111 himself going down there to sort things out.

Why do you think he did that for you? I ask Mrs. J.M. L-C.

“He is un hombre amable,” she tells me. “My saint.”
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And then here, she thinks for a second before saying something so weird I’m at an utter
loss to explain it. When she says it, I’'m speechless for a moment before deciding its best to just
move the convo forward.

Eyes alert with fear, Mrs. J.M. L-C says this to me: “The whole world crushes down on
you in the scrum of after.”

#

Around the time Mrs. J.M. L-C is being hauled off to jail, I’'m in Sunrise with my good
friend Galen, visiting the cemetery where my best friend L is buried. My car’s sequestered at the
mechanic’s thanks to some mysterious fluid dripping from it and so Galen, whom I’ve not seen
in a year, drives over around 3PM to say hello. He lives in Asheville NC now and works for a
Christian nonprofit called Evangelism Explosion International, Inc. (EE), which used to be HQ’d
at the church to which the private Christian high school we attended is attached. Clunky
sentence. But anyway: there was controversy and intense intra-church political maneuverings
following the death of EE’s cult-figure founder, Dr. D. James Kennedy. The result being EE
detached itself from the church and moved to Asheville, I think for the cheaper rents, although
who knows. Galen works as their videographer. Essentially, he makes propaganda films. EE’s
aggressive in their outreach: there’s the very real intent of conversion on a globalized scale,
although it is important to note that the organization does do lots of good and counts among its
ranks people who are sweet and genuinely care about things like poverty and inequality (Galen is
one of these people). E.g., a “ministry” called Glasses for Missions, in which poor people in

other countries are gifted eyeglasses (so as to better read the Bible).
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Galen is here because his wife’s family still lives in Fort Lauderdale. And so he comes
and grabs me, and we drive miles south along Lyons/NW 31 St. into Sunrise to visit L’s
gravesite. The afternoon is cast over and unlovely with clouds and we spend about ten minutes at
L’s grave. The cemetery looks like any cemetery. We say things along the lines of, isn’t it
strange that he’ll forever be 22 as we get older and uglier, which reminds Galen of that Taylor
Swift song, “22.” Which I then go ahead and sing some of the lyrics of; it being after all
incredibly catchy.

After our visit with L we drive down into Fort Lauderdale and meet up with another
friend, Cody, at Southport Raw Bar, at the end of Cordova Rd., which acts as a stopper for one of
the little toothpick canals that sluice off the New River. The Raw Bar sits among a bunch of
marinas and boathouses. The smell here’s of fried fish. We wait 30 minutes to sit out on the dock
because it’s pretty and we haven’t seen each other in a while and there’s that general sense of
we’re in our mid-twenties now so let’s try to do things right. In the meantime the sky darkens,
hung with clouds. Neither Galen nor Cody has eaten all day so they order fried seafood baskets
and chicken wings and fries. We’ve got pitchers of Yuengling and Miller Lite that we work
through, and meanwhile, we chatter on about fantasy football. I’m congratulated on the city
councilmen article, it having published a couple of weeks earlier (I can tell neither of them have
actually read it). Around us are numerous families whose own chatter adds to the lively
atmosphere. Though it’s a crammed little space there must be about twenty waitresses.

Cody is determined to take a walk, for no reason I can fathom. It’s just what he wants to

do. What I’d like to do here on December 27 is drink to our recent good fortune. The Raw Bar’s
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APPENDIX: READING LIST
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