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Abstract

A Vast Tapestry o f Madness Is a collection of fictional works exploring the unique
conditions of life in Pacific Northwestern America of the early twenty-first century. In three
stories and two novellas, it explores the consequences of economic and political upheavals,
the cultural complexities of sexuality, and the filters which the media impose on thought and
perception, through characters obsessed with the masks they present to the world, yet never
quite able to maintain those fronts against the reader or themselves.
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Apocalyptic Sex and Entropy on the Radio

Tonight is the last night I’ll be broadcasting, the last night you’ll hear my voice. Give me just
a moment and I’ll explain why. I’ll miss you all, your great voiceless presence, the idea of the
amorphous citywide cloud of the listening audience. I don’t think I’ll be playing a great deal of music
this evening. I think I’ll tell you all a few stories instead, and maybe they’ll add up to some kind of
meaning and maybe they won’t.
There’s a documentary called Murderball, about these paralyzed athletes who play a sport in
their wheelchairs that’s kind of like hockey, not in the structure but in the sense that most of the
athletic communication happens through violence. The station manager here, Alfie Green, he’s a big
fan. He’s paralyzed too, I should mention. I’ve never talked about him on the air before, but he’s got
as much to do with what you hear as I do. Anyway, the lesson of the movie is that, crippled or not, an
asshole is still an asshole. If a crippled guy is being a dick to you, it’s your moral obligation to be a
dick back. That’s Alfie’s reading, of course; it’s the kind of thing you can only say if you’re quoting a
man in a wheelchair. Alfie’s a good example of a crippled asshole, though God knows I love him.
So every day I have a meeting with Alfie where we check in with each other, talk about the
playlist for the night, whatever. Some days this is a bigger pleasure than others. I walked in today and
his office smelled of whiskey, which is usually a bad sign. He was smoking a cigar with his head out
the window, which he does a lot, and I think it’s cute. It’s very high school. Social puritanism can be
comforting: it takes you back to times when you didn’t have responsibilities. I nodded at him and sat
down in the chair across from his desk. It makes sense for radio people to be ugly, but our offices are
hideous too, and our cars and our homes. All the world’s unsightliness gravitates to this industry.
“Have a drink,” he said. He spun his wheelchair around and rolled it back to the desk. He uses
one of the old-fashioned ones without a motor, which is maybe cheapness and maybe machismo,
though I guess they’re not exclusive. Then he opened one of his desk drawers, pulled out a bottle of
Jameson’s, and set it on the desk. The sounds were wonderful: the shriek of the runners, the hollow
metal boom when he set the bottle down. It was like some editor in a higher dimension was adding
sound effects.
“I don’t drink,” I told him. “You know that.”
“The hell you don’t. Pour yourself a drink or you’re fired.”
“Fuck you, Alfie.” I’ve never said fuck you on the air before, and it’s a shame; there’s so
much latitude in the phrase, so much room for the play of inflection.
“That’s it, you’re fired.”
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“You wouldn’t dare. You’d be doing me a favor.”
“Actually, you’re fired already,” he said. “It’s time for a shakeup. They’re reorganizing us.
They’re moving the building. W e’re going automatic and we’re eliminating the overnight shift.”
“I’m sorry, what?” I didn’t know if he was still joking, and then there was a long gap where
he didn’t throw anything back at me, and I knew he wasn’t. “How can you do this?”
“You want clarifying lectures? History and status of the medium?”
“You are such a cocksucker, Alfie. You are such a lying sack of shit.”
He was playing with a pen, flipping it back and forth from one hand to the other. “I hate this
as much as you do. But you’ll still hate it in six months, I guess, and I’ll be over it.”
He unscrewed the cap from his whiskey bottle, brought it up to his lips and grimaced,
probably not even taking any whiskey in his mouth, just doing it for the sake of the gesture.
I guess I should clarify what all this means. There’s something romantic about the image of
the late-night deejay, the man who purrs raspy non sequiturs, who knits together all the exiles from
daytime, the night clerks and taxi drivers. He’s the man who lends glamour to insomnia. Or woman, in
my case. The image comes from the same place in our hearts as Beat poetry, but it stopped being
marketable around the same time. Now technology’s caught up and you’ll get a streaming feed from
somewhere in California. I’ve been waiting for this to happen, and I guess there’s a relief in going
from the fear of something to the certainty it’s come true. Disappointment is the end of fear, so fuck it,
celebrate your tragedies. W e’ve been purchased by Clear Channel, by the way. When did that happen?
I’m not sure. I’m not kept in the loop. It’s one of those things you always hear thrown around as a
possibility, and then one day everyone’s talking about it in past tense. The owners always lived in
Florida, or the old ones did, and that’s another thing I’m not supposed to tell you, because radio is a
local thing, it’s not a network medium like television. W e’re the invisible blood of the city. No more,
kids.
I had sex with Alfie once, a couple years ago, just because I wondered what it was like. He
has this little bladder that’s been implanted in his penis, and he has to inflate it before he can get an
erection. I had to turn my back while he was doing it, though, which was out of character; he’s not
usually self-conscious about being paralyzed. I watched his eyes very carefully afterward, as I turned
around and started touching his cock. It was a vulnerable moment, and I was curious if there were still
traces of it. I treated his erection gently because I was afraid it would be delicate, and there was
something exciting about that; it was like screwing in your college dorm and trying to keep it quiet so
the roommate won’t find out. But then he said, “Bloody hell, girl, the thing’s numb anyway,” so I
went nuts on it, and that was fun too.
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So anyway, this morning. His office. He had one of those stress balls on his desk, the kind of
thing where you squeeze a hunk of foam rubber to get rid of tension. He’d picked it up and was going
to town on it; he puts a lot of effort into his upper-body strength. Watching him squeeze that ball made
me think of that night a year ago, him pumping his own dick up. Strange how the past creeps up on us.
***
Radio is the only career I’ve ever wanted. When I was in high school, I had a show on
Yakama Nation Tribal Radio, which hung around the lower end of the FM dial with the wackier
Christian stations and maybe, on a clear day, the NPR from Kennewick. The Tribe bought a station
back in the Seventies; I suppose it seemed like a good vehicle for fostering tribal unity and Native
political action. It never got a lot of momentum and it ended up mostly playing records of old tribal
drum music. I didn’t know anyone at my school who listened to it, not even the Native kids, but it
stayed on the air, and somewhere along the line they had a deal with the local high schools where
teenagers would be given two hours of afternoon programming time. My school got the Monday shift,
and it had been vacant for eighteen months when I signed up for it.
I make fun of the station sometimes, but it’s maybe the only experience in my life I’m
wholeheartedly grateful for. After doing it for two weeks I decided I wanted to make radio a career. It
may be that not one single person listened to my show, but I knew at the time there had to be some
great silent audience, and I loved the idea that I could mold tone and inflection and volume, tweak
subtleties of breath and pitch, could shape my voice in ways I couldn’t shape my body. I would
practice into a tape recorder, trying to get my tone and inflection just right. I raided the studio’s library
for interesting things to play and spent all my money on CDs, became an expert in all kinds of bands I
wouldn’t otherwise have heard of, created a persona of infinite knowledge and quiet authority. All that
enthusiasm embarrasses me now, and I don’t often talk about it.
There was a girl named Liza who I was friends with back then, and one day she asked me if I
could put a band named Entropy on the radio. This is a very common name for unsigned bands. It’s
one of those perfect, obvious band names that should have been snatched up years ago back when
people were naming bands things like Love or The Jam, the low-hanging fruit of band names. Now we
have Linkin Park and Finger Eleven because good band names are a finite resource and the well dried
up sometime around 1995. But nobody named Entropy has ever become well-known, and if you mess
around on Google you can find ten local bands by that name, none of them worth a damn. This
particular version was made up of seniors at our high school, had never played a show or anything like
that. Liza had a crush on their guitarist, and she was trying various things to impress him without
expecting much in the way of results, throwing little blessings at him for the simple pleasure of doing
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homage. I went to see them rehearse in the guitarist’s mother’s basement.
They ran through their three originals and a cover of Paranoid, which was everything they
could play, and it sounded fairly cool because any band sounds fairly cool when you’re standing next
to the amp; it’s the mere presence of noise that impresses more than the ways the noise is shaped or
manipulated. Then they played me a CD they’d made on Werner’s computer, and it was awful, the
kind of awful that makes you doubt the basic worthiness of an art form, like maybe if music can be
this bad then music isn’t a good thing after all and people should quit making it. This was back when
Godsmack were popular, if you remember them, and it was in the same vein, a couple of anemic riff
like things that hung limply around the E string, a rock beat that sounded like slowed-down Pep Band,
the bass doubling the guitar at a lower octave, topped with some off-key throatiness about This Pain
Consumes My Soul. But I’d never interviewed a band on the air before, and it seemed like good
practice, so we set a date.
The guitarist was already there when I arrived. His name was Werner. He was a wrestler,
handsome in that faux-shaggy way athletes are sometimes, the kind of kid who takes to the quasi
military side of sports, who does well in school because he’s used to loving authority figures in this
puppy-ish way that even the rebellious kids can’t bring themselves to hate. The drummer was there
too, some douchey jock who everybody called Coop. They both looked out-of-place in the lobby,
though it wasn’t any worse than most stations: threadbare carpet, folding chairs, walls made of
woodgrain cardboard mounted with some awards from the Seventies. Nate walked in just as we were
about to start the show and I noticed right away he was cute, the kind of cute that has to fight through
layers of bad haircut and terrible clothes and those sad teenage attempts at a beard, but I was used to
picking out the odd ones. I got them situated and played the opening bumper for my segment, which
the station had named The After-School Special. Even at sixteen I could tell how trite that was, but
they wouldn’t let me change it.
“Good afternoon,” I said. “I’m your host, Jill Henderson, and we’re here with the members of
local rock band Entropy, who’ve just recorded their debut single, titled, ah...” I looked at the disc
they’d given me. “Ground Soul Picnic. Should we go ahead and play that?” The guys nodded, and I
put it on. I watched them as they listened to the song. Werner nodded his hand and drummed his
fingers on the stool while it was playing. Nate grimaced a couple of times when the singing went flat
or the levels peaked, and he seemed to be sweating more than the temperature in the room called for.
Coop just looked bored.
“So,” I said after the song was over. “Tell me a bit about how the band got together.”
“Well,” said Werner, “I’ve been playing guitar for a few years. I started when I was in middle
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school, and I’ve had quite a few riffs lying around that I was proud of, and one day I invited Coop
over to jam on them. Coop and I, we’ve known each other since kindergarten, so there’s a bond there,
I think. Kind of an instinctive connection that really helps the musicianship. It’s one of the primary
strengths of the band. And, uh, N a t e . ”
“Nate was the only person we knew who played bass,” said Coop. “So we asked him, you
know, could you play bass. And then nobody wanted to sing for us, so we let him do that too.”
I nodded. “Now, ‘Ground Soul Picnic.’ It’s a very distinctive title. Tell me what the song is
about.”
“Well, it’s about the pressures of society,” said Werner. “It’s about struggling to maintain
your individuality in the face of all the pressure to conform, and what a struggle that is. It’s about, I
guess, the fight for personal survival, but also maybe the fight for spiritual survival too.”
“Using the metaphor of a blender,” said Nate. “A giant blender that chops people up.”
Werner shrugged. “Well, yeah, that’s the metaphorical vehicle for the philosophy of the
song.”
“It’s kind of a silly metaphor,” said Nate, “but I guess that’s part of the point. Like, it’s meant
to be over-the-top, for dramatic effect.”
“Well, I like it,” said Werner. “I think it’s a cool metaphor. It makes a strong impression,
which is what art is supposed to do.”
“I guess the song could also be about a literal giant blender,” said Nate. “There’s no way to
say for sure.”
“I’m pretty sure it’s a metaphor,” said Werner. “W e’re not, like, a death metal band or
anything.”
“One would presume there’s a picnic after the blending,” said Nate, “though a picnic isn’t
mentioned in the lyrics, per se.”
“The song is kind of gay,” said Coop. “We didn’t figure that out until we were done
recording.”
“Jesus Christ, guys, it’s not a gay song,” said Werner. “I don’t know if I’m going to have to
kick both you assholes out of the band or what.”
“Whoa, now,” I said, in my slickest announcer voice, “let’s keep that profanity off the air,
fellows. Ol’ Jill can’t put you on the radio if the Tribe takes her show away. Looks like tensions in this
room are running hot and heavy, better play some tunes while everybody calms down, maybe, u h .
Do you guys have any songs other than ‘Ground Soul Picnic? ’
“Not that we’ve recorded.”
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“Well, I guess we’ll play that one again.”
“I’m serious,” said Werner when we were off the air. “This is art. It’s important to me. If you
guys can’t take it seriously, then fuck you both.” He stomped out of the room, and Coop followed
him.
“I guess the interview’s over?” asked Nate.
I started queuing CDs. “I guess.” I held one up for his inspection. “Alice in Chains?”
He nodded. “Track six is good.”
“You should come over here and help me pick some stuff.”
“Okay.” We spent half an hour or so going through the pile I had on the table, swapping
opinions; I knew more than he did, but of course it was my pile. “I’m going to head out,” he said
finally. “I do night stocking at Safeway.”
“It was nice talking to you,” I said. “I liked the way you handled Werner.”
“I like the show. I listen to it every week. You’re the only person in Yakima who doesn’t play
the same shit over and over again.”
That meant a lot to me. Nobody had ever told me they listened to the show before, even
family members, and I thought about it for awhile after he left.
***
Three weeks ago I met up with the most delightful boy at a Motel 6 near Everett. Maybe he’s
listening right now, in which case I’ll just say hello. No names, of course, you know who you are.
This was something we arranged on the Internet, through a running ad that I’ve had in The Stranger
for, I don’t know, quite some time now. His profile said he was twenty-four, but I didn’t think he was
more than nineteen or twenty. He’d gauged his ears out but not taken care of them, earrings sitting in
the drooping holes. He was wearing a Converge t-shirt, and I knew he’d put a lot of thought into
which band would make the right impression. Converge are great, by the way, though they’re another
group I don’t get to play much. He didn’t try to lead off with small talk, which I appreciated. He was
the kind of skinny where I could feel the prod of his hips every time he pushed his body against mine.
He kissed like a drunken high school student, lots of slobber and clicking teeth, and I made him stop.
“Have you ever played the drums?” I asked him.
“Yeah.”
“You know how you don’t actually need to hit the drum that hard? You can just kind of tap it
and it’ll make as much noise as you need, and if you slam it you look like an idiot. And you can’t do
anything interesting because you don’t have any control or subtlety.” I put my hands on his cheeks to
steady his face, then kissed him. “Force doesn’t achieve anything. You have to be able to play with the
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space.”
Not all men take criticism well, but he was a very eager learner. Which was sweet, I thought.
I let him put it in me without a condom, and he made this hopeful little face right before he
was about to penetrate me, like he was waiting for me to stop him. Then another little hopeful face
right before he was about to come, waiting for me to stop him again, but I didn’t. And then he came,
and I thought about asking if he’d come yet, just to mess with his head, but he didn’t deserve that.
He pulled out and sat up as soon as he was done, staring out the window, one hand cupping
his chin and the other resting on his knee, and I lay on my back, resting one hand near the curve where
ass met thigh, wondering if he’d be jarred by an affectionate stroke. We sat like that for awhile,
neither of us saying anything, in the desk lamp painting everything a sad yellow and orange. And then
I got too bored to stay quiet, so I asked, “Were you disappointed I’m fat, or did you enjoy it anyway?”
“There’s a certain fascination the first time you screw anything,” I said. “A lot of guys don’t
talk about this, but it’s true. There’s novelty and curiosity, like, Hey, my dick’s never been in this
before. Let’s see what it feels like. As long as my friends don’t find out. It’s only the second or third
time that personal preference even starts to come into it,” I added. “I mean, there are some guys who
dig fat chicks. Probably more guys than will admit it. But sometimes the novelty wears off and you
realize it’s not your thing. It helps if you don’t have to think to yourself, Damn, this is all I’ll ever --”
“People should be loved, regardless of what size they are,” he said.
“Yeah.” I didn’t know what to say to that. All the sweet thoughts in the world don’t add up to
much of anything.
***
On 9/11, my mom was the first one to tell me what happened. She always got up early,
usually before six, and then she would sit in front of the TV and light a cigarette, and then she’d sit
there smoking for the rest of the day. I loved how ambitious she was about her nihilism, like she had
to get an early start on wasting her life and killing herself. To the best of my knowledge, that’s still
how she spends her days. You can smell the Camels as soon as you walk in there, the acrid chemical
bitterness, and everything is sepia toned from the smoke, like walking into an old photograph. I don’t
visit often. Does unemployment mean moving back? I’d sooner jump in Puget Sound, let the fish
make a home in my rib cage.
So I got up that morning, not thinking anything was wrong. I went into the kitchen and sat
down at the yellow-red table and ate Raisin Bran that tasted like cigarettes, because I was trying to
lose weight and I thought Raisin Bran was healthy, reading some article in Revolver about Drowning
Pool or some terrible band like that, the sort of thing you’ll be hearing all the time with the new
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ownership, I suppose. And she came and stood in the doorway looking at me, arms crossed over her
chest, not saying anything. My mother is a huge woman. Her hair is a crispy mess and her clothes
hang off her like elephant skin and her skin is a mix of flushes and shadows that I never trace out. Her
expression set off a trigger, something that went back to childhood, because she always looked like
that when I was in trouble, except that by that point I was sixteen and whatever trouble I could get
myself into didn’t matter to her anyway.
“Did I do something wrong?” I asked.
“Terrorists hijacked four planes,” she said. “They flew them into the World Trade Center and
the Pentagon.”
I laughed when she said it. I can’t explain now why I did that. It was incongruous, is the best I
can say. And she said “it’s not funny,” like she’d been waiting for me to laugh, and then she went
back into the living room and I didn’t think much more about it, because people in America just don’t
react to disasters, or they didn’t in those days. There’d be an earthquake somewhere and maybe some
of Christian kids would say a prayer about it at their lunch table or pass a jar in English, but they were
pity geeks; it was their way of asserting a subculture. But I got to my homeroom and classes weren’t
even happening; the teacher had turned on CNN and everyone was watching the live coverage. So I
drove to school and parked my car and then walked into homeroom and everyone was watching
television, and of course it’s the television that lends meaning and urgency, that transmits all the fear
and panic of the people who are there, so you think maybe the danger is close too.
The boy who sat next to me -- he never said much before that, and I don’t remember his name
-- was drawing a circle in his notebook in black pen, going over and over the same track.
“They’re going to make me cut my hair,” he said. I pretended not to hear him. “I’ve been
growing my hair for six weeks,” he said. “I’ve wanted long hair since I was a little kid. My parents
finally said I could do it when I turned sixteen. Now when they draft me they’re going to cut my hair.”
“They’re not going to have a draft,” I said.
“I talked to my brother,” he said. “He works at Potter’s Market. He said these three Arab guys
came in this morning, in suits. They were just wandering around the store smiling at people.”
“They were probably just drunk Mexicans. We don’t have Arabs in Yakima.”
“They were wandering around, smiling at people. And they would say, ‘What do you think
about what’s happening in New York?’”
“Stop talking about this.”
“The manager made him go check the beer cooler to see if they’d left a bomb. Because
Muslims hate alcohol.”
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I got up and left the room, and the teacher didn’t try to stop me. I walked down the hallway,
stopping at random classrooms and looking through the windows, and nobody was having classes.
People were just sitting and watching the TV coverage. Every now and again you could see someone
crying.
***
The second time I got together with the boy, we went to his apartment, which was his
suggestion, as a matter of saving money. He met me at the door shirtless, which struck me as lazy
more than seductive; he wasn’t wearing a belt, and his jeans hung low enough that I think it was
mainly his erection keeping them up. He’d shaved his head since I’d last seen him and it made his
features look sharper, more defined and thereby more defiant. But his kisses had already become more
intricate, laced with nibbles and darts of tongue. I assumed he was going out of his way to impress,
not as a romantic gesture but more as a way of challenging himself, extending whatever skills he’d
acquired or taking the chance to experiment with a willing audience. I fancy he’s the kind of boy who
might sit around kissing his hand and taking notes on the results. His apartment was almost monklike
in its simplicity, the walls bare, the furniture decades old or homemade from apple crates, and he laid
me down on an ancient futon, the blunt edges of boards pressing into me through canvas. After it was
over, I lay there staring at the ceiling thinking about the shapes in the watermarks on the tile, and he
sat next to the futon because it was too small for two, leaning against my stomach.
“Do you have anything?” I asked. “Diseases or anything? I guess we should have talked about
this awhile ago.”
He waited two beats before answering, and my pulse ran with the surging thrill of an
inappropriate silence, the mutation of possibility. Then he said “No.”
I sniffed. “That’s one of those things like if someone says I Love You. It’s a cue you can’t
pause after. If you’re going to lie, you have to lie right away. With gusto.” I laughed, and then stroked
the stubble on the back of his head with my fingers, wanting to show I meant it friendly.
“I don’t think I have anything,” he said. “I haven’t been exposed a lot. Not as many times as
you’d think.”
“You paused,” I said. “The first time. You did the hopeful pause, like you weren’t expecting
me to let you do it.”
“I didn’t know if you would.”
“It’s a good sign that you paused. It means, I don’t know, you don’t assume the right.”
I sat up, his head stubble gripping my skin, which shifted for a moment and then pulled away
with a Velcro rip. There was an old rococo side table next to the bed, an octagonal board atop spindly
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intricate legs, and I flipped through the stack atop it: porn, comic books, Army survival manual. He
stood up and I watched his body as he walked toward the kitchen, the shape of muscle, a faint thatch
of ass hair poking from the lower hemisphere of his crack. He walked into the kitchen, opened a
cupboard door and pulled out a glass, filled it with water and drank. I stood up and followed, the
primal flow dribbling down my inner thigh.
“It amazes me how, the older I get, the less I care about STDs,” I said. The bareness
of his apartment made nudity less comfortable, all the flat board edges and ancient dust, the floor
splintery and unkind beneath my feet. “It’s hard to explain to someone your age. But I’m never going
to have kids, and I don’t much care anymore what happens to my junk. It wears out in a decade or
two, I can live with that.”
“I don’t think I’d say that,” he said. “It’s not like that at all.” He set the glass down, wiped his
lips, offered it to me. “Do you want any?” I shook my head.
“Why do you do this?” he asked.
“Do what?” I walked back to the futon, sat down, pulled the blanket over myself. It was rough
canvas, and I felt like a sexless lump.
He gestured around his apartment. “This. Coming here. Letting me put it in you.”
“What kind of question is that? You’re here too. You invited me.”
“I know, I know! It wasn’t an accusation. Really, I want to know.”
“To get laid, I guess. Take care of needs.” His curiosity was radiant, void of judgment, and
somehow that was worse than being insulted.
He sat down on one of the apple-crate chairs and then leaned as far forward as he could,
hands joined under his chin. “The whole time I was in Iraq,” he said, “this is all I wanted to do. This is
all I missed. I mean, I didn’t have a girlfriend back home, I could live with bad food, but God, I
wanted to fuck.” He walked over to the window and looked out at the city. It was still daylight but the
clouds were in, that gray wall, a sky full of damp lint. “America is basically great because you can
fuck anybody you want to. Anything else that’s good about this country, it’s tied to that.”
“What was Iraq like?” I asked.
He shrugged without turning around. “I dunno. Iraq is Iraq. Burning hot and people shooting
at you.” He spun to face me and I wondered what I’d set off, wondered if this was joy or anger or
what and who it was even aimed at. I didn’t even feel like something he could hurt. I felt like a big
blob of protoplasm and his fist would go right through me. “You know what I hate? I hate the
economy of sex. I hate the whole, you know, all the bargaining and the idea that everyone’s doing it to
get something and everyone’s paying somehow and the rich guy can always get laid. What bunch of
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bullshit.”
“Yeah.”
“I mean, there’s so much death and just bullshit in the world. And then you have to turn sex
into this other bullshit thing. I mean, fuck that.”
“Yeah.”
“I think it’s people like you and me who basically keep this country great. I think if it weren’t
for people like you and me, we’d be the Taliban. Only it would be Christians, but it would be the same
thing.”
“Yeah.” He was moving too fast for me to keep up, too fast to agree or deny, and maybe that
wasn’t the point anyway. I mean, clearly it wasn’t the point.
“You want to know something crazy?” he said. “I wouldn’t even mind that much if I had a
kid. I mean, God, what’s so terrible about that? Everyone who ever lived has done it, practically. Are
you on the pill?”
“I made my own IUD,” I said. “With a penny and two thumbtacks.”
He stopped pacing and looked at me. “Why do you hate yourself so much?”
“What?”
“Why do you hate yourself so much?”
“Look, I don’t hate myself. It was a dumb joke, I’m sorry.”
“It’s alright if you hate yourself.” He gestured at his body. “You know how much weight I’ve
lost since I left the Army? Fifty pounds. I was a badass when I was in the Army. I was fucking buff.
And you know what? I got out, and I hated it. It’s like it was still theirs, still all their flesh somehow,
just all this muscle and crap on my body I didn’t need.”
“Look, I have to go.” I reached out from under the canvas blanket, tried to find my underwear
and bra.
“Call me.”
“It might be a few days.” I stood up, turned my back to him as I fastened my bra. “I’m going
to be busy with work.” And I left.
What I felt, I guess, was the shame of his enthusiasm. So much joy and so much energy and
me just a used-up old thing, just a fraud, and then this boy coming along who saw so much beauty in
fucking just for the sake of fucking, who loved it so much, and I couldn’t even explain why I did it,
couldn’t explain what the appeal was. I mean, I fuck to come, I’ve always come, it’s not that I don’t
enjoy myself, but it seemed like this treasure to him, he fought for casual sex the way you’re taught
people are supposed to fight for things, the way our grandparents fought for their country or for
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freedom, and what do I do with that?
***
So, 9/11. Once it became clear that the attacks had precluded any kind of normal classes, I
drove home. I know a lot of people wanted to be around somebody, their families or people who were
feeling the same terror and sadness, but that struck me as pretty stupid, because none of us were in
danger and nobody we knew had died. In a lot of ways it was a socially manufactured disaster, but it’s
not just the media that manufactured it, it was like this decision the whole society made, because they
all wanted to feel something genuine, to have some generation-defining experience to shake them out
of their empty habits.
I knew my mother would be sitting in front of the TV, smoking Camels with the filters torn
off -- this was a special indulgence she saved for times of great emotional upset, probably because any
other time she was too lazy to bother -- and goddamning and helling about the Arabs, because the
whole country was wrapped back up in the force of history and she could feel something real again.
For a few months after the attacks, people talked about how the postmodern era was over and nobody
could be ironic anymore and the world was entering a new age of earnestness. That turned out to be
bullshit, of course, and God knows I’m glad about that, but I understand the perception; people were
just firehoses of emotion, just gushing it everywhere you looked for no reason other than because they
could.
I’d been home for maybe an hour when Nate called and asked if he could come over, which
surprised me, but I was bored and lonely and thought maybe he wanted to talk about music some
more, which I was always up for doing. I lived in a converted outbuilding then, in the backyard o f my
mom’s house. It was a glorified woodshed once, but my uncle added carpeting and wiring and extra
insulation. The idea was my mom could rent it out for extra money, but she never did anything to fill
it, and after six months I asked if I could live there instead. She said no, we needed the extra money.
So I waited another week and then just started moving my stuff in, and she never said anything. The
carpet was that terrible thin stuff they have in office buildings, and the walls were fake wood paneling
that was probably thirty years old, and the light fixture was just a humming naked bulb wrapped in a
sculpture I’d made out of wire and wax paper. But it was a bit like living away from home, so I was
proud of it.
When he knocked on the outbuilding door I was sitting on the bed. I wasn’t trying to be
seductive. I was probably wearing sweatpants or something. He set next to the bed with his legs
crossed, looking up at me, and it was just because I didn’t have any chairs but it still seemed absurd to
me in the moment, like a worshipper sitting in front of an idol, or maybe a Buddha, because that’s
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what I was built like.
“I think we should have sex,” he said, with no preliminaries at all. In retrospect I do admire
how gutsy that was. “This is the end of the world. Or the end of the world as we know it, at least. A lot
of things are going to change. A lot of bad things are going to happen, and they’ll be happening soon.
There’ll be a war in Afghanistan for sure, maybe in Iran too, and more attacks. Maybe terrorists will
get nukes, and then we’re all fucked. I don’t want to die a virgin. We need to live the moment while
we can.” I could smell liquor when he talked, but just slightly, and his voice and walk were steady.
“Alright,” I said.
“This may be the biggest thing that happens in our lifetime. I’m terrified. People are saying,
you can already hear them, saying this changes everything and we can’t rely on certain things we
could rely on before. We can’t rely on having our whole lives to grow up and explore things.” He
didn’t seem to notice that I’d already said yes.
“Let’s do it,” I said. “I’m terrified too. It’s the end of the world.” I grabbed his collar and
pulled him toward me. I was handling him roughly, tossing him around, yanking his face into mine.
I’m a pretty strong woman and he wasn’t a big guy. I threw him onto the bed and started rubbing his
dick, thinking to myself, Hm, this is the first time I ’ve ever touched one o f these.
“Hold on a second,” he said, and pushed me away from him, which took a decent amount of
effort on his part. “You don’t have to kiss so hard. It’s not sexy when it’s messy. Hold still.” He kissed
me a couple of times. “It’s like hitting a drum. Force isn’t the point.” I’d kissed a couple of girls at
sleepovers, just as an experiment, but I’d never kissed a boy before. I found it sweet that he was
willing to teach me.
It’s rare to know, right in the moment, when you’re experiencing something that’s going to be
absolutely important as memory, a moment that doesn’t even have time to hang as a present
experience because it’s blurring and smoking and burning into history. It’s like stepping out of time.
“Can I put it in just for a second before I put the condom on?” he asked. “Because it’s our
first time. We should feel everything.”
It was like I was hanging in a cloud of white noise, and for a moment I felt utterly beautiful. I
know the first time hurts for most girls, but that wasn’t my experience. Chalk it up to luck, I guess. A
few strokes afterward he pulled out to put the condom on, and I grabbed his arm and my knuckles
were white until he was back inside.
“This was totally worth two thousand New Yorkers dying,” I said. He didn’t laugh, and
maybe I wasn’t joking. He lasted long enough, and did competently enough, that I should have
guessed he wasn’t a virgin.
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After it was over, he pulled out and lay on his back, and I pulled the condom off him and
dropped it into an empty Corn Nuts bag next to the bed. Then I opened a drawer in my bedside table
and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. “I think we’re supposed to smoke afterward,” I said. “You know.
Cultural convention. Do you want one?”
“Sure.” We each took a cigarette, and I sat up in the bed and he lay down with his head
propped up against the pillow and stroked one of my knees, and I brushed my hair across his chest and
ran my nose across the thatch on his stomach, and he waited a polite interval before leaving.

I called Nate every day for four days after our first time, and he never answered. I got his
family’s machine -- this was back when only half the kids had cell phones, as opposed to all of them -
so I left a message the first time that was short and polite and neutral. Over the weekend I talked to
Liza and she said it had been just a fuck, and he figured I knew that, and he hadn’t really been a virgin
anyway, and she figured I would know that much, and he was going after some girl named Natalie
Parker who had acne and buck teeth and an unfortunate nose but I hated her anyway because she was
skinny and I was sure that, deep down, she didn’t hate herself the way I hated myself. It seems strange
to me now, but back then I didn’t understand that there was such a thing as just a fuck. It’s a category
most people discover by accident at one point or another, and the discovery is never much fun.
I drove a 1978 Chevette when I was in high school, which was a terrible car, maybe even the
archetype of a certain kind of terrible car. It was a matte steel blue that looked more like chromatic
happenstance than aesthetic choice, and all the interior surfaces were brown vinyl and crumbly black
plastic. I feel bad now for how I thought about that car, because my uncle was kind enough to buy it
for me, and it was so dinky and ugly I couldn’t even love it ironically. I never wanted to admit how
much it did to improve my life. It went two years without breaking down and it got me and my stuff to
Seattle after high school, where I sold it for fifty dollars to a single mom who was being evicted from
my building and moving back to Tucson to live with her family. See, your host’s not such a bad lady,
deep down.
My brother installed the stereo for me, something he got through a friend of a friend, almost
certainly stolen. He used to joke that there are only about forty different car stereos in Yakima County,
and nobody ever buys one; they just move from car to car in infinite rotation. My brother knew I was
an unhappy person, but he also knew there wasn’t much he could do to make me feel better. Music
was the main thing that helped and the most he could do was improve my access to it. He offered to
beat Nate up for me, and he would have if I’d said yes. He would have brought friends and they would
have done quite a number. But I said there wouldn’t be any point to that, so a month after 9/11 he
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traded some drugs for a stolen Kenwood, and spent one Saturday installing it in my Chevette.
He knew it wouldn’t be long before someone would steal it. I locked the doors when I parked
it, of course, but with this car you could rip the door off with your bare hands. He had some sheets of
rusty metal he’d salvaged from a trash pile, and he cut them into spikes with a pair of tin snips and
glued them under the dashboard, around where the wires fed into the stereo, and said any Mexican
who tried to steal it for beer money would get his fingers cut to ribbons. I found my brother’s bigotry
intriguing because it sat in an uncertain place, an ironic pose that still maybe contained some real
hatred. I was certain he was too smart to think that way, too experienced with the miseries of the
world to be so unsympathetic to people who’ve most likely had it vastly worse. Besides, it’s so trite:
everyone in Y akima hates the Mexicans, including a lot of the Mexicans themselves, or at least the
assimilated ones. Though my grandfather, for instance, would sometimes couch it in things like, Well,
I ’m not saying there aren’t lots o f good ones, but then you have the bad ones and they ju st ruin it for
everyone, which is how I’ve always felt about men. As far as the stereo goes, it never got stolen. That
car was a nexus of undeserved good luck.

I have dinner with Alfie sometimes, once every couple of months maybe. I always pay. He
makes three times what I do, but it’s good to curry favors with the boss. That’s what he said the first
time, actually. He told me he’d give me a better rating on my first evaluation if I bought him dinner,
and I assumed he was joking, but then at the end of the night the waiter put the check down and he
didn’t say anything when I picked it up. So this becomes a tradition, and it’s a place where we can put
aside whatever remaining shreds of a professional relationship might be veiling us from each other.
So, let me set the scene. W e’re having dinner together maybe a year after I was hired, a time
when there was still a lot about him I didn’t get, and we’re in some underground windowless Indian
restaurant by Capitol Hill. And when there’s a gap in the conversation I ask him how he got paralyzed,
thinking there might be a funny story behind it, because every story is funny once you have some
distance on it.
So he drinks the rest of his whiskey and Coke, all in one go, holds it up to the light and rattles
it around to drain the liquid stuck between the ice cubes, rubs the stubble on his face. His face is all
wrinkles and puffiness. Swelling defined by sharp lines. I don’t know how old he is, even to the
decade. Then he says, “I lived in Mexico a few years back. In the city of Juarez. For quite some years,
I lived there. It has its ugly places, like any city, like this city. But people were friendly and you could
get drinks for cheap, and there’s a certain, what to call it. There’s a certain aura you have when you’re
an American there, a halo, a sense of being immune from whatever trouble might come along. It’s an
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illusion, but it’s a powerful one.”
At this point the waiter walks by and Alfie gestures at his empty glass, pantomimes that he
wants another drink, and I smile at the waiter and say thank you, being polite on Alfie’s behalf and
hoping it carries. Alfie takes a piece of bread and wipes it in what’s left of his curry, takes a couple of
bites, dabs his beard with a napkin, and I’m wondering if the story is over, if that’s all I get to hear.
“One day,” he says, “I got a nasty fever. And I didn’t take care of myself as well as I might
have, and it snuck up on me how bad it got. So I had a friend, a woman who lived down the street.
You have to understand, in that time and place, friend and lover and client don’t always have easy
boundaries like maybe we’re used to here. That boundary, it’s a luxury, and maybe one day you have
it and one day you don’t. But anyway, she brought me food, and cleaned me up when I shit myself,
and we were pretty close after that.”
“That’s a beautiful story,” I say. And he picks a shrimp up off my plate and pulls it apart,
head, fins, the little plastic shell that fits over the rear end, arranges them like a little primer in shrimp
anatomy. I wondered if he always made such fastidious instruments of his hands back when his legs
still worked. I wonder that now.
“I’ll grant you, it’s handy there to have an American friend. So maybe her motives weren’t
the purest. But a good deed is a goddamn good deed.
“Look, Alfie, I’m not joking. It’s a beautiful story.”
“So a few months after that, she disappeared. I don’t know what happened to her, I don’t
know where she went. I didn’t see her again, her friends didn’t see her again. There’s every possibility
in the world. But I was upset and stupid and young, at least younger than I am now, and I was
managing a radio station there, and I threw the normal DJ off the air and went on and said some things
I shouldn’t have, about...” He pauses there, looks around like he was insulting someone who might
happen to be at the next table. “About cartels and things. And the next day at a stoplight someone
opened fire on my car. Nobody stops at lights in Juarez, for just that reason. And I didn’t die,
obviously. Probably I got lucky and it was an amateur that did it. But this” -- he gestures at his lower
half -- “is all a useless hunk of shit now.”
I should say, that may all have been a lie. Or maybe not a lie, but some kind of personal
legend, the unrelated bits of chaos we mash together until there’s something that looks like a story. Or
maybe a lie in the traditional sense, self-serving fiction, shiny verbal pincers. I wouldn’t put that past
him. But it all seemed very real at the time and I got up and walked around behind the table and
rubbed his bald spot and we went back to my apartment that night -- he’s the only person I’ve ever
slept with who’s actually come into my home, at least since I moved to Seattle, probably because I
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had absolute trust that he’d leave when I wanted him to, and neither of us said anything about it the
next day, because sometimes it’s good when you can take a moment and wrap it up, cut it away from
the other moments and hold it by itself. Sometimes it’s good that nothing else will come along and
change what that moment means.
What sticks with me the most about that moment is this. I told him he should talk about it on
the radio, tell people the story, honor the woman’s memory, repeat whatever it was he’d said that day
on the Mexican station. That I would tell the story if he wouldn’t. And his face got pale and he shook
a bit and he said Never, as if the words might have power even now, a thousand miles North, with the
person he insulted and the person hired to shoot him likely both dead a decade or more in some drug
skirmish, that to repeat such things on the radio would be an invocation to trouble, would be like
raising your arms in a lightning storm. And it touched me that he had so much faith in the power of
the medium.

18
The Premature Autopsy

When I woke up that morning, the front yard was swarming with hornets. I knew Josh was
behind it, but I didn’t know how.
I could hear them before I saw them, a low humming like some faraway mechanical thing,
and then I turned a corner into the living room and looked out the window. I couldn’t have made an
exact count but there had to be thousands. I sat on the couch in the living room and watched them for
awhile. I thought maybe Josh had dropped a nest in our yard, or even a big dead animal, but they
didn’t seem to be congregating around any central point. They were just flying in those endless spiral
zigzags like hornets do, and every now and then there would be a sharp buzzing click as one would
bounce off the window. They seemed tense somehow, angry, though I suppose hornets always seem
angry. But it made me feel tense too.
This was a problem too big to fix and too weird to understand, so I decided to let it go, for the
time being at least. The couch was cool black leather and I didn’t want to get up, but I went back into
the kitchen and made Sam his lunch. This was always an important ritual for me. School lunch
probably would have been more nutritious, but people who get a certain distance from childhood
forget that little kids use food to telegraph status. Kids have an instinctive sense for the stigma that
comes with eating generic brands and meek practical snacks. I gave him three pieces of string cheese
because I wanted him to use them as schoolyard bargaining tools, as bribes for favors and affection.
I could wake Sam up just by saying his name. He was not a child who slept neatly; he twisted
the sheets around him like a thick bandage, like a toga. When I woke him I could see the tension go
out of his muscles, like I was releasing him from something. I gave him time to dress, and when he
came out of his room, I gave him the keys and told him to go start the car and make sure the air
conditioner was running. Even in the first week of September, the morning heat was stifling. I warned
him about the hornets and told him to go through the garage, not the front yard.
“I had a weird dream last night,” he said after he came back, and I didn’t acknowledge him. I
ran some dishes under cold water so I would seem distracted. I knew he was going to say something
shocking, and I didn’t want to seem like I was encouraging him, though I was curious. He said, “I
dreamed I met this lady who’d just had a sex change. She wanted me to have sex with her, just to
prove that it would work. But then she took her pants off, and her vagina looked like a sea monster.”
I turned around to face him, and he was doing that expectant look where he cocked an
eyebrow and smiled with one side of his face. It made him look like a little stroke victim, though I felt
terrible thinking so.
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“Do you think I’m shocked?” I asked. “I have a vagina. You should know, you came out of
it.” I stared him down, waited for him to respond. I think he may have blushed a little. Kids at any age
don’t want to think about their mothers’ sexuality, and it was a good way to shut him down when he
went the wrong places. “You probably shouldn’t tell a lot of people about that dream,” I added. “In
fact, do me a favor and don’t tell anyone.” Would the word vagina get a fifth-grader in trouble?
Damned if I knew.
“Roberta says that dreams are important,” said Sam. “They help you understand yourself, and
you shouldn’t be embarrassed by them.”
“But you don’t want too many people knowing how your mind works,” I said. “Then they
might not like you anymore.” He pursed his lips and nodded, like he respected the wisdom of that.
Roberta was Sam’s counselor, which was Norm’s idea. He said we shouldn’t see it as punitive, or a
sign of pathology; in a perfect world everyone would be in counseling at all times. He made therapy
sound like a privilege of wealth, and anyway Sam didn’t seem to mind. I thought I might call Roberta
and ask if she thought it was a real dream or just something he was making up. Though I guess all
dreams are made up, when you think about it.
He took his time walking out to the car, running one hand along the fence along the driveway.
I hadn’t raised him to be religious, but sometimes when he thought nobody was watching I would
catch him looking at things in a reverent way, a soft smile with closed lips and eyes held still. That
was how he looked at the cloud of hornets in the yard.
Norm didn’t see the hornets when he woke up. He made us both breakfast, slices of toast and
ham and two omelets, more food than I would sometimes have in an entire day back when I was a
single mother. I appreciated Norm’s relationship with food, his evident passion for it; he liked nice
things generally, but there’s something about liking nice food that’s more natural than a lot of other
consumer desires. It’s more instinctive. I didn’t care much about the food. I just rested my chin on my
palm and stared out the window.
“Look at the hornets,” I said. “I’ve never seen them cluster like that.”
“We have a nest, I suppose,” said Norm, in a tone of polite agreement. “Or two or three, by the looks
of it. I’ll call the exterminator.”
“You know what it makes me think of?” I asked. “The end of the world.”
I looked away from the window, waited for him to react. He was chewing more slowly, which
meant he was listening.
“I remember when Katrina hit,” I said, “and I was listening to the news on the radio, a couple
of days after the storm. And they were talking about how people were shooting at the rescue
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helicopters, and I thought, this is what the end will be like. This is a miniature of the fall of
civilization. And then after that, they had a story on the radio about a guy who found a giant tropical
centipede in his apartment, behind the TV. Foot long, poisonous as hell. He could have died if it bit
him, and it’s just sheer luck it didn’t. And his apartment was in London, right? Nobody every figured
out how the centipede got there. And it felt, in some unfathomable way, like they were related.”
“Like the man was related to the centipede?”
“No, no. Like the centipede was related to Katrina.”
“It had been blown there somehow by the storm, you mean? That seems unlikely.”
“Goddammit, Norm. No. Like there was just s o m e . some mysterious cosmic force that was
causing both events, I don’t know. It made sense until you asked me to explain it.”
“I do think insects are supposed to be a sign of the End Times,” he said. He put some butter on his
toast. “Revelations mentions plagues of insects that torment sinners, if I remember right. It’s been a
few years since Sunday school. I believe it says they’re invisible. Which is an odd detail.”
Josh met Norm a few months before I did, back when we both still worked at the newspaper, and told
me Norm looked like a giant overgrown Spanky, which I understood as soon as I met him. It always
jarred me to hear him speak, because his voice was so deep and level, and you could hear the control
he exercised over each swoop and quaver. It was strange to hear that voice coming out of his
overgrown child’s face, and if it existed independently of his body it could have been quite sexy.
After I took Sam to school, I went to my office and sat staring at my Inbox, waiting for the
email telling me I was being laid off. The morning of the hornets was somewhere around eight months
into my tenure as the City of Baxter Chamber of Commerce Director, and by this point they’d cut my
hours from 40 a week to 36, and then down to 32. After the first cut, I spent a day marinating in the
same bitter insecurities I’d felt when the paper died, the vague feeling that the dimension of time was
a spiral, that I would be flung repeatedly through the same traumas at a rising speed and intensity. But
then it dawned that we could live off Norm’s salary; I could lose my job and it simply wouldn’t
matter. I even wondered if Norm had known the job was temporary when he talked the City into
giving it to me, as his way of signaling that idleness was alright, even preferable. I could take up new
hobbies, become visible in the community as a volunteer and an activist, even go back to college and
finish my degree, things Norm surely couldn’t object to. I never thought to ask him what the future of
my job might be; if it was important that I know, he would tell me. He kept unemployment waiting
like a gift, seeking just the right moment to unveil it.
That afternoon was the groundbreaking ceremony for the new Baxter Wal-Mart, so Norm and
I went home early to clean up, and I decided I wanted us to have sex. Attracting the store had been
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Norm’s pet project; he was the one who beefed up the city’s infrastructure to make the site attractive,
using more than a million of the city’s dollars, all of which would, he argued, be recouped in tax
revenue. I didn’t give two shits on a gut level, but I recognized intellectually that this was a highlight
of Norm’s career. City officials and corporate executives would get together in a vacant lot on the
north side of town to consummate the union Norm had brokered; the two of us needed a counterpart
event to prepare. We went into the bedroom to change for the ceremony and I began unbuttoning his
shirt. Norm kissed like an encyclopedia of techniques, moving through a checklist of tongue thrusts
and nibbles, giving equal time to each gesture. Sometimes I would do unexpected things just to break
his rhythm, stick my tongue in his nose or poke him under his nipple, though not often enough that it
got bitchy. There was a time when my hands would lose themselves moving across Norm’s body, two
travelers stranded without a map; now I knew where everything was, when the curve of belly gave
way to groin. It was a strange inversion of the expected textures: his stomach felt tight and solid, the
skin stretched taut like a drumhead over his fat, and then there was his cock wobbling like Jell-o.
Afterward, he put on boxers and a t-shirt. I wrapped myself in the sheet, walked into the
kitchen and got a beer out of the fridge, then we sat in bed together and I quizzed him from his
notecards. He kept a three-by-five on everyone he worked with, county and state politicians and
various corporate figures, and we’d go through them together and brush up so he could make
conversation. I don’t know where he got the cards; maybe he made them himself based on years of
conversation, or maybe some underling compiled it all. Or an old girlfriend.
“Rod Peters. County commissioner.”
“Two children, ages, don’t tell me. One is about twelve now. The other ought to be starting
college. She’s the type that would go straight in.”
I nodded, sipped my beer. “There’s a note here on the bottom that his wife was h a v in g . an
MRI, I think? The handwriting’s bad. Anyway, it’s not dated. Might be nothing.” This was one of the
few times I felt like Norm’s equal. I had to do this kind of schmoozing back in my reporter days,
though I was much less organized about it.
“So it’s important to ask how’s the wife, but don’t be more specific.” He pinched his face up,
trying to recall more information. “He likes hunting. Is there anything in season right now?”
“I don’t know. It’s not worth looking it up, I’m sure he’ll be happy to tell you. Anyway, they
all like hunting.” I was going through Norm’s bookshelf once and found a series of cheaply-printed
social manuals, guides like SECRETS OF POWER CONVERSATION and HOW TO PICK UP
WOMEN ANYWHERE ANYTIME. I’d seen things like that in catalogs when I was younger, and
always wondered what kind of person bought them.
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We reviewed a few more people and then I took a shower and then started doing my hair,
rubbing gel on my palms and spiking it into the usual points. I’ve never liked having long hair. Norm
walked into the bathroom when I was halfway done. He looked up and saw me working with my hair.
“I know this will be outside, but it’s still going to be a formal occasion.”
“Uh-huh.”
“By which I mean specifically it might be appropriate if you left your hair down, or did
something more traditional with it.”
“Too late now.” I faced him and put my hands up, showing the half-crusted film of white gel
on each palm.
The two of us were mostly silent in the car on the way down. Something about the heat stifled
conversation. There was nothing at the Wal-Mart site yet, just a field covered in dry grass and scrub
brush. But the project had received a lot of negative attention, and the FUTURE SITE OF YOUR
BAXTER WAL-MART sign had been vandalized more times than I could remember. Norm insisted
that a new sign be put up with every occurrence, and had a fence put up around the site.
Eighteen or twenty protestors were standing by the main gate when we arrived. Some variation on this
group had been at every City Council meeting since the project was announced. They would sit in the
back of the room and scowl, and one of them would always speak during the Public Comment section,
even on nights when none of the Council’s business had to do with Wal-Mart. Two uniformed men
were standing on the other side of the gate, maybe Baxter Police or hired security or maybe WalMart’s own bargain-priced army of elite mercenaries, and none of the protestors bothered yelling or
waving signs as the men opened the gate and let Norm’s Mercedes through. We drove up a gravel
road that sloped to the center of the development site, where a flatbed truck had been set up with a
banner, a podium, and a PA system hooked to a generator. The ceremony itself was over in a minute
or two. Norm and the Mayor and some low-level corporate people from Wal-Mart each made a
generic speech, words of self-congratulation disguised as congratulation for others, climbed down the
stairs from the back of the truck, scooped up a shovelful of dirt, flung it in a random direction.
As the Chamber director I was theoretically there on business, and should have been chatting
up officials. But somehow my heart wasn’t in it; lately these kinds of events had begun to seem
joyless and sterile. I wandered back down the hill toward the fence, hoping Norm wouldn’t see me go,
tripping through grass and dirt because my high heels were unworkable on the gravel. This was desert
grass, yellow and knee-high, brittle, topped with pointy seeds that clung to my nylons and ripped at
the expensive gown Norm had bought. It was probably a hundred and five degrees out, and the gel in
my hair was mixing with sweat and melting down my cheeks and neck like candle wax.
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The protestors were shading their eyes or staring at the ground, mumbling at each other in
short spurts of conversation that never gained any momentum. They were exhausted by the heat,
maybe waiting for the officials and press, probably impatient to get this over with and go home. I was
sympathetic to their cause, but I was involved enough with the authority they were challenging to
recognize that it wouldn’t add up to much. Norm never mentioned the protestors, and if somebody
else brought them up, he’d be terse at best. He recognized their worst defeat was to be ignored. There
was something Zen-like about his calm refusal to see that their perspective existed. I think they
learned the same lessons I did, along a parallel track, and maybe that’s why it made me sad to see
them so defeated.
I walked across the length of the fence, dragging one hand against the chain link, daring
someone to acknowledge me, but nobody made eye contact. There was a man my age standing by
himself at the outskirts of the group. I figured him for Hispanic, mostly because he was able to wear a
mustache without looking stupid. His hands were in his pockets and he was nudging a milkweed with
the toe of one boot, trying to shake the billows from the bloom without damaging the stalk.
“Hey,” I said, and punched the fence like a grade-school tomboy.
“Hello.” He looked up at me for a second and then went back to kicking the milkweed.
“Why are you here?”
He looked up again. The sun was at my back, and he had to shade his eyes to face me, like I
was some minor deity, too petty a god to revere but still with my own splash of divine light.
“W e’re protesting,” he said finally.
“None of those people give a shit about you or anything you have to say. They can’t even see
you from where they are. I’m one of them now. I live with them, I circulate with them. I sleep with
them.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“You might as well be a dead cat on the sidewalk to these people.”
“Really.”
He was chewing gum at a medium tempo, every jawstroke conscious and precise. Every time
his mouth began to open I thought he was about to speak, and I wanted to hear him. I wanted him to
show some of the anger this group used to have. I wanted him to make a pass at me, or show the
vaguest sign of interest, so I could think about him while I was fucking Norm.
“These people aren’t the only ones making decisions,” he said. “Or at least, they shouldn’t be.
It means a lot if the community recognizes there are dissenting voices.” He was pausing every few
words, like he was assembling the sentences from blocks in his head.
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“You want to make an impression on the decision-makers? You want the community to
recognize your dissenting opinion? Wait until they start construction, and then jump over this fence
some night and burn the fucking thing. They’ll pay attention to that. Just burn it.” I slapped the chain
link with the butt of my hand. “Burn it!”
He chewed. I envied him that stick of gum.
“Violence begets violence,” he said.
I stuck my finger through the fence and poked his shoulder as hard as I could, repeatedly. “Do
you notice that?” I asked. “Does that annoy you? Does it maybe even hurt a little bit?” He looked at
me unmoving, silent. He could have stepped away from the fence, but he didn’t. “Come on. Poke me
back. Come on, violence begets violence.” I could see the corners of his mouth twitching. It would
have embarrassed him if I’d made him smile. He moved one finger toward me and I pulled back, his
hand bumping harmlessly against the fence, one finger poking through the chain link.
“See?” I said. “Violence begets violence, but I’m small and nimble, and you’re not.”
“I’m not sure the metaphor carries.”
“Of course it does. It carries perfectly.” Even giving him something to think about would
have been a reward, but I wanted midnight fires. I wanted to scream at him until my throat bled. But
he was back to staring at nothing. “You wouldn’t happen to have any booze on you, would you?”
“No.”
“Nobody brought a flask? No cooler in the back of the van?”
“This isn’t a party.”
“Well, it doesn’t have to be a fucking funeral.” I kicked one shoe off, rested my foot against
the fence, pulled the gown back to expose my leg, started picking grass seed out of my nylons. “How
about cigarettes? Do you have those?” He fished a pack from his jeans, shook one out and poked it
through the fence. “Thanks,” I said, “but can I have, like, three or four? I don’t smoke usually but I’m
bored right now.” He rolled his eyes, pushed the entire pack through, and walked away. He was a
generous man. I smoked the cigarettes and then walked back to the site, playing with the idea that I
might return to find the groundbreaking ceremony gone, the men, the trailer, the bunting, all vanished,
nothing left but a few scratches in the topsoil. It disappointed me when I crested the rise and they were
all still there.
“You’ve been smoking,” said Norm when we got back in the car. He kept the windows up so
we wouldn’t waste the air conditioning. W e’d both been sweating, and the atmosphere was a bit like
how I imagine a dog views the world: a richer wealth of information could be gained from smell than
from sight. “Where were you?”
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I could think o f no reason to answer.
***
The first time I saw Josh, the night you could perhaps see as the start of the whole thing, was
in early summer. I’d gone out with a couple of girlfriends to Dooley’s. Josh an I had fallen out of
touch once he went to college. He was sitting by himself at the bar, his shoulders hunched, playing
with his coaster. Every now and again he would look up and flick his eyes around the room, hoping
something would have changed and there’d be someone he could talk to, some pretty girl sitting by
herself looking melancholy, but there never was. I was sitting at a table some ways away and wouldn’t
have noticed or recognized him except I walked by to use the bathroom. I watched him from a
distance, feeling sorry, and when the girls decided to call it an early night, I walked over and said hi.
We talked for awhile about various things, basic catch-up. He’d finished a degree in economics at the
beginning of the summer and moved back in with his parents, and was working part-time at the
YMCA while he tried to come up with a better job, something to hold him until the following year
because he’d missed the application deadlines for grad school. We talked some about the Wal-Mart,
which he was against, of course. The conversation was mostly about him, until he asked me if I’d been
seeing anyone.
“I’m engaged to Norm Tucker,” I said. “The city manager.”
“Spanky?”
I shrugged. “It was a practical decision.” Anyone else I would have lied to, but Josh and I had
spent too much time making fun of Norm behind his back.
He frowned. “Isn’t that kind of horrific?”
“We get along. He can be an entertaining guy once you get past certain, I don’t know.
Quirks.”
“I’ve never thought of you as the trophy wife type.”
“Trophy wife is maybe a little generous,” I said. “I’m no model myself.But you, you look nice. Very
nice.” I was mostly trying to deflect the conversation away from my relationship with Norm, but it
was true: everything about his appearance was different from what I remembered.
“It’s a recent thing,” he said. “I finally broke up with Suzie, remember her?” I nodded. It
wasn’t the kind of loss you would express sympathy for. “And I looked in the mirror and thought,
Jesus, I’m gross. I’m finally going to be a single adult and I need to take it seriously. I need to get a
haircut, I need to buy some nice clothes. I need to stop dressing like I’m fourteen.”
“That’s good. A lot of people take years to realize that.”
“It was something I’d resisted for a long time. It felt like acop-out, like I was admitting I
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wasn’t good enough the way I was, and I had to change myself to be more attractive. But, I mean... I
guess I did have to change myself to be more attractive.”
“You’ve always been very attractive the way you were,” I said. This was a blatant lie, a reflex
from the part of me that always held him in a motherly light, and he ignored it.
“I’m even wearing aftershave,” he said. “Here, sniff.” I could smell him from where I was
sitting, but I leaned over, put my nose by the hollow at the base of his neck, inhaled.
“Smells nice,” I said. “It works for you, the whole thing. It was a good decision. You look
very handsome. Totally sexy.”
He blushed and looked down at the table, and it was sweet enough that I appreciated it in an
unironic way. “Thanks. Not working so well tonight, I guess.” He gestured around the bar. “I don’t
know. I don’t know how to approach these people, I don’t know how to talk to any of them if I did
approach them. I don’t know what kind of openings real people use. Everybody’s paired up,
everybody’s already talking to someone. It sucks.”
Like divine revelation, I saw what I had to do, and it didn’t spring at all from desire. I was
just overcome with the awareness of how much he deserved it, the sweetness and self-consciousness
of this new identity. Of course I wasn’t going to tell Norm, but I thought some buried part of him
would identify perfectly with the man-boy sitting in front of me, maybe even appreciate my
generosity. “Do you want to have sex?” I asked.
“Well, yeah,” he said. “That is the overall point, I guess. Or part of it. Though it sounds crass
when you put it like that.”
“No, I mean with me. Tonight.”
“Oh.” He looked back and forth a couple of times, like it might be some kind of hiddencamera routine. “Yes, please.”
“Did you drive here? Alone?” He nodded. “Absolutely do not kiss me in the bar. Walk
outside. Sit in your car. Wait there for five minutes. When I come out, follow my car.” I hadn’t known
I was going to say it until I did, but I’d be goddamned if I didn’t follow through. I liked the extra layer
of intellectual challenge our secrecy was imposing. I closed my tab, spent a couple of minutes chatting
with the bartender, walked outside. I got in my car and saw lights come on, yellow shafts in the air
that swung to follow me as I left the parking lot, turn signals activating in mimicry of my own. In
another context it would have been threatening. I drove to the lot where the Wal-Mart would be and
parked my car next to the fence; I knew they couldn’t afford security here at night.
He parked his car next to mine and I made a beckoning motion, unlocked one of the rear
doors for him and then climbed in the spaces between the front seats. He came into the car and tried to
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push me onto my back, one hand squeezing the outline of my breast, his knee pushing into the
upholstery and pinning my skirt between my legs so I couldn’t move. This was a mark of
inexperience: you shouldn’t do missionary in a car, unless you want to bang the woman’s head into
door panel.
“That’s not how you do it,” I said. “Sit up. Put your back against the seat.” I kissed him,
pulled his shirt over his head, unzipped my dress and pulled the top of it down to my waist. I pressed
our chests together, aware of the symmetry of our bodies, all the landmarks touching, nipple to nipple
and belly to belly. I raised myself up on his knees so he could get his pants off. The whole thing was
over in maybe five minutes.
“I’ve always hated having sex in cars,” I said when w e’d both caught our breath. “You get all
these smells in a closed space. Ass and feet and semen. And latex, maybe. If you’re more responsible
than we were. It ruins the afterglow.”
“Yeah,” he said.
“It seems appealing beforehand, you know? The connection to the physical. But then
afterward you’re just bathing in your own grossness.” I crawled off of him and turned around,
negotiated the geometry of the car, sat next to him with my feet up on the driver’s seat headrest. He
put his arm around me and I pulled him down, threw an arm across his pelvis. I’d give him a little bit
of snuggle time.
“I conceived Sam in this car,” I said.
“Oh. Hm. That’s, hm, I guess that’s. Not surprising.” It was graceless of him to show he was
flustered, but I’ll admit it was the wrong time to bring up pregnancy.
“I’m on the pill. Don’t get your panties in a wad.”
“Right.”
“Though you already got a wad in my panties. Ha ha.”
“Ha ha.”
“I was a sophomore in college,” I said. “It’s been more than a decade and all I have left of
Sam’s father is whatever traces of his DNA sank into these seat cushions. Like fossils of my son’s
prehistory, buried down there in the springs and foam. That’s why I never let Norm buy me a new car,
even though he hates this one.” I knew this was the wrong thing to be talking about postcoitally, but it
was important to me. Somehow I couldn’t explain these things to anyone except Josh and it had to be
right here, now.
“Well,” he said. “I’m honored to have joined the long line of men.” He started chewing the
flesh of my shoulder, which made me feel self-conscious: it was too loose, the skin unmoored from
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the muscle. With a girl his own age, he wouldn’t have been able to get so much in his mouth.
“Stop it,” I said. “You can’t leave a mark. Absolutely no marks. And it’s not that long a line. I
only mentioned one person.” I rolled over to face him, my heel kicking the windowsill, rested my
hands on the hairless undefined space of his pectorals. “You still have a little boy chest,” I said.
“It’s not as bad as it used to be. I’ve been working out. You should have seen it back in the
day.” I could tell he was trying hard not to be defensive. I owed it to him for making me feel bad
about my shoulder.
“Anyway,” I said, “I need to get home. God, I wish I’d used a condom. I don’t know how I’m
going to clean myself up.”
“Do you want me to help?”
“Huh?”
“Clean up. You k n o w .”
“Like, get down there with a rag and scrub brush? Yeah, thanks but no thanks.”
“Oh. Okay.” He sounded disappointed, not being allowed to show his devotion. I had to admit it was a
sweet offer.
“If you’re looking for these.” I picked up his pants and underwear and tossed them in his lap, trying to
suggest that he hurry up and dress.
“When can I see you again?”
“What do you mean, when can you see me again? I’m engaged, for fuck’s sake. I can’t go
around having affairs.” I pulled the straps of my dress back up on my shoulders and ran my hand
down the front, trying to smooth out the creases.
“You mean, this is j u s t . ”
“Well, yeah. People do things like this, Josh. You should appreciate your good luck.” He
didn’t seem to be viewing the world with the kind of renewed confidence I was hoping for.
The next morning, I was amazed by my shame and paranoia. I stayed in bed the whole
morning, much later than normal even for a Saturday. Norm thought I was hung over and he brought
me scrambled eggs and a Bloody Mary, along with some advice about having a glass of water with
every drink that I’m sure was well-intended, none of which made me feel any better about myself.
What horrified me more than anything else was the randomness of my own behavior; a moment’s
impulse had put my entire lifestyle in danger, and my son’s as well, which was a bigger deal. I didn’t
even trust myself to get out of bed and walk around without doing something idiotic; I’d go out to get
the mail and randomly fuck the mailman. My cell number hadn’t changed since Josh and I had worked
together at the paper, and he called three times on each of the following two days. I didn’t listen to the
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messages A week later, someone shattered the windshield on Norm’s Mercedes, and I never doubted
who it was.

When Norm and I got back from the groundbreaking, the cloud o f hornets was still hanging in
the front yard, like a toxic plume leaking from some ruptured underground tank. We parked on the
street, two houses down from our own, and dashed through the edge of the hornets, covering our faces
with sheaves of paper from Norm’s briefcase. Norm hadn’t thought to have his keys ready, and the
worst part was standing by the door and watching as he fished them out of his pocket and sorted
through the ring. I could feel them crawling on my ankles, and wondered how far they would go up
my skirt.
After I changed my clothes, I went to the afterschool program to pick Sam up.
“How was your day?” I asked him as we drove back to the house.
“I’m in sixth grade,” he said. “I’m the only middle schooler there now. Officially.”
This fact had not been lost on me. “I’ll be honest with you,” I said. “My book, you’re
probably old enough to be a latchkey kid. But Norm doesn’t want you coming home when nobody’s
there.”
“That sucks.”
“Just bear with me a little longer.”
He didn’t respond.
When we got back to the house, I parked my car on the next street down. We cut through the lawn
where that old man lived, the one who Sam used to say was a retired Nazi in hiding after he watched
that one movie. We jumped over the man’s fence and into our backyard, and you could smell
something funny even behind the house, a sweet organic tinge, like the hornets had a network o f
underground tunnels packed with scraps of dead tissue, spoiled from the day’s heat. Sam went over
the fence first, jumping up and hooking a hand on the top of a post, lodging the toe of one sneaker
atop a crossbeam and scrabbling up the wood with the other. He’d been a pudgy child before we
moved in with Norm, and I was afraid that Norm’s fatness would somehow infect him, less as a set of
habits than through a kind of cellular osmosis, the genetic inheritance of a future stepfather invading
his body like a virus. For some reason he’d become trimmer instead. I followed him over.
“Shit,” he said when he landed. “I’ve got splinters.” This was a calculated performance. I’d
told him he was old enough to swear in front of adults as long as he’d really hurt himself. Kids his age
don’t have a lot of maturity rituals, and controlled release works better than prohibition.
“Me too,” I said. “Fuck a duck.”
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“Assballs.”
“Snake turds.”
“Cat cunt.”
“You’re not old enough to say cunt yet. I don’t like that word.”
“Cat pussy.”
“Stop it.”
“Hold your tongue and say skunk cunt ten times fast.”
“Stop it, Sam.”
“SthunkhunkSthunkunkSthunkunk --”
“Stop.”
“You can’t understand me. I could be saying anything.”
I stopped, grabbed his shoulder, looked him in the eye. “Stop, Sam.”
Norm insisted on mowing the lawn that night, which seemed to me like a competitive action,
a defense of his territory, and I wondered if he knew more about what was happening than he’d let on.
Though the lawn had always been a competitive thing for him, an extension of some drive for which
his life gave no other outlet. When I first moved in I told him we could afford to have someone else
mow, but he said it was pointless to pay for a thing he could do himself. That type of compulsive
frugality is a lot of what gets people rich, but I always thought he wanted to impress me with manly
chores. I couldn’t imagine anything less sexy than Norm spilling out of his shorts and wife-beater, big
yellow stains on his armpits and ass and grass clippings sweat-glued to his chin, the goatee on Pan’s
fat older brother who played video games in the basement of the Pantheon. But of course I would
never tell him that. Plus this was Tuesday, and the lawn always had to be mowed on Tuesdays,
because the garbage was collected Wednesday mornings and the clippings would rot and smell bad if
we left it out for a whole week. For all I knew, the hornets might build a nest in it.
I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to being amused by watching Norm struggle through the hornets.
Before he started mowing he sprayed two cans of Raid directly into the swarm, which was a bit like
pissing on a house fire. Then he put on long pants, used rubber bands to keep the cuffs tight against
his socks, and made a beekeeper’s veil by stapling two scarves to an old fedora. I sipped a Corona and
watched him through the living room window. He couldn’t see through the veil, and he kept bumping
the lawn mower into the fence and the rocks bordering the path. Sometimes one of the hornets would
slip between the scarves or into the gap between his pants and shirt, and he’d stage a small convulsion
trying to get it out.
When he was done, I stood in the door of the bathroom watching him tweeze stingers from
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his legs and smear ointment on the bumps.
“I’ve never seen an infestation like that,” I said. “Let’s call an exterminator before someone
gets hurt.”
“Someone’s already been hurt,” he said, using a square of Charmin to wipe the needly paste
of ointment and stingers from the tweezer blades. “I tried calling an exterminator in the morning.
They’re all closed right now. Which is a frustration, I must say. Once you need one badly enough, you
realize it’s the sort of business that should be available twenty-four hours.”
“I’m going to the store, ” I said. “I’m almost out of beer. Do you need anything?”
He shook his head and wished me a good trip. I’ll say one thing for Norm: I never saw him
drunk, but he never complained about my drinking. I don’t know if it’s to his credit per se, but I
appreciated it at the time.
I had enough of a buzz going that it was fun vaulting over the back fence. The evening air
was wonderful, just cool enough for the humidity to embrace you instead of smothering you, my
favorite Alice in Chains song played on the radio, and I rolled the old Pontiac’s window down and
sculpted the airflow with my left hand. I went to the corner market, which had a bizarrely good beer
selection for such a small store, walked back and forth in the beer aisle, looking at the color and
artfulness of the packaging, the micros and domestics and imports, feeling like a little girl at an animal
shelter: I wanted to take them all home with me. I took the long way back to our place and when I
arrived there was an ambulance in front of the house.
I suppose all but the luckiest mothers will come down their own street at one time or another
and seeing flashing lights. I’ve never been the type to sit around with other mothers and talk about
mother things, but I think it spurs a universal sequence of thoughts: a process of elimination, working
step-by-step through all the possibilities, maybe it’s just a tow truck, maybe it’s for some other house,
digging down to the Worst Thing, or at the heart of it two Worst Things, one of them the
compassionate Worst Thing -- please, please let it not be Sam -- and then the evil Worst Thing -
Maybe Norm had a heart attack, how convenient would life be then. But the ambulance was there in
front of our house, one wheel up on the curb, back doors yawning carnivorously, and the last stable
image I can remember is the paramedics wheeling Sam down the driveway on a gurney, ducking and
grimacing as they moved through the hornets. It’s a silent scene in recollection, even though I know I
was yelling.

Contrary to what you might expect, the waiting room at the hospital was a relaxing place. I’m
sure they put a lot of effort into designing it that way. One wall had a giant fish tank, the main source
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of light in the room, and I remember standing in front of it watching some kind of broad flat carp-like
thing cruise back and forth, and a smaller fish darting around it nibbling something off its fins and
back, maybe bits of dry skin. Something crawled along the bottom that looked like a gob of
emphysemic phlegm cursed with the gift of life. It was a stroke of genius on the part of whoever
designed the room; I can’t imagine a better thing to watch while seeking oblivion. It felt as though
drops of water had been splattered all over my arms and someone was using radiation to bring them to
a slow boil, and I realized how many times I’d been stung while I was yelling at the paramedics, the
stings beginning to burn as adrenaline faded. And after a period of time that couldn’t be defined, a
doctor came out and told us Sam would be alright and we could go in and see him.
Norm and I stood next to the bed, watching him through the flaps in the oxygen tent. He was
still under sedation. I’m not allergic to any kind of stings or bites, and neither is anyone else in my
family. It must have come from his father’s side, one more part of a mysterious genetic legacy, the
only means Sam will ever have of knowing who his father was. Even now I worry about what lies
dormant in his genetic code, not just cancers and exotic nerve syndromes, but the more mundane
things, receding hairlines and pouches of fat that can’t be worked away.
I spent hours lying awake in bed after we came home from the hospital, trying to think of how
to react to the situation, trying to hold my mind and my body perfectly still because the stings on my
arms itched when I lay still and burned when they rubbed against the sheets and my mind was in about
the same state. I don’t know how late it was when exhaustion finally set in, but I didn’t feel tired when
I woke up the next morning. I was so alert it was painful, hyper-aware of the possibilities contained in
each passing second. I didn’t go to work. I made Norm breakfast that morning, desperate with the
need to feel as much security between us as I could. I made scrambled eggs with too much pepper and
buttered toast that was somehow soggy and burned at the same time, and then laughed as I watched
Norm trying to eat it, watched him douse the eggs in ketchup and tear squishy lumps from the toast. I
didn’t eat anything. I couldn’t imagine where I would put it.
Norm was too fat to hop over the back fence, so he put on heavy gloves and rubber-banded
his slacks shut. He put the homemade veil on and I tucked the scarves into the collar of his shirt. Any
secret admiration for Josh’s pranks had disappeared, now that my child had been attacked; Norm and I
were allies in a way we’d never been before. I called the YMCA after he left, and a teenage girl
answered after a couple of rings.
“I’d like to speak to Josh,” I said, deepening my voice as far as I could without sounding
ridiculous. “Is he in this morning?”
“Yes, he’s here. May I tell him who’s calling?”
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I hung up as soon as the music started and got in my car. I’d driven Josh home a few times
back when we worked together, so I knew where his parents lived, ten minutes out of city limits on a
long country road lined with dairies and feedlots. These dairies had been a point of controversy in
Baxter, where the smells of manure and silage could carry for miles on a breezy day. His driveway
was empty when I arrived, and nobody answered my knock.
I couldn’t find any unlocked doors or windows, so I got a small towel out of the Pontiac’s
trunk and wrapped it around my hand, ready to punch through one of the panes in the back door. This
was a trick I’d seen in the movies, and it didn’t work the way it was supposed to. I was too
conservative with the first punch, and my padded fist thumped harmlessly against the glass. The
second blow didn’t hurt the door, but it sent electric wires of pain shooting up my wrist. I could feel
the skin splitting a bit on the third impact, and when I pulled the towel off to look at my hand, two of
the knuckles had begun to bleed, little bits of white lint trapped in the raw spots. I wrapped the towel
back around my hand and lashed out as hard as I could, based on the assumption that the best thing to
do was get it done as soon as possible. The punch landed on one of the strips of wood between the
panes, and for maybe thirty seconds I was certain I had broken my hand.
There was a rusty spade lying in the flower bed by the back door, and even using my weaker
left hand it only took a couple of jabs for its point to shatter one of the panes. I twisted the blade in a
circle, clearing bits of glass from the hole, and then wiped the handle on the hem of my shirt, dropped
it on the ground, reached through and unlocked the back door. There was a pair of rubber dishwashing
gloves under the sink; I put them on and headed upstairs.
In the two years Josh had been away, his parents hadn’t reclaimed his bedroom. I’d seen
enough movies to know how to pull off a good ransack, and the first thing I did was tip his bookshelf
forward, scattering novels and comics all over the floor. Three shelves of Legos and action figures
were next, and that was really satisfying; they went down with three broad sweeps of my arm and
made a sound like shattering glass. I dumped a backpack on the floor in a blizzard of loose paper, and
I was emptying out his dresser drawers when I realized, as much fun as I was having, I was also
making things more complicated than they had to be. The idea had been to search his room, not just
trash it, but now I had an unstable scree of books and toys that made it treacherous to move around. I
tried to sort through the pile, but after a minute or two I was just scooping armfuls and flinging them
in the air. Nothing in his closet but a few shirts hanging on a rack. I found some porn magazines
between the mattress and box spring, and they all involved asses, which struck me -- irrationally, I
know -- as despicable.
I stood in the middle of the pile and tried to regain focus. I heard the sound of a car and knew,
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for a moment, that I would be caught, but it passed by on the road outside without turning into Josh’s
driveway. I was sweating and panting, my injured hand throbbing in time with my heart, and as I
fought through the slurry of post-adolescent debris and into the hallway I realized that not only was I
unaware how much time was left to search, I had no idea what I was even searching for.
I walked downstairs, looked through the material on the counters: bills, catalogs, notepaper. I poked
through the kitchen drawers, rummaging through fifty specialized kitchen utensils that might be used a
dozen times in the entire life of a family, and something about all these weird instruments, esoteric
tools to cut and sculpt the flesh of animal and vegetable, made me think of trying the garage, which is
where it jumped out at me: a yellow box blazoned with drawings of monstrous insects twenty times
life-size, labeled HORNET ATTRACTANT in black and orange. I picked it up and tried to read the
back, but my hand was shaking so badly that I had to set it back down on the workbench and kneel to
read it. The back said fo r use in wasp and hornet traps, which explained why anyone would market
such a vile thing. The box was mostly empty, a few spoonfuls of white powder left in the bottom.
This was the perfect answer to the questions I’d been trying to settle. It felt divine, in fact, as
if some force beyond my consciousness had directed me toward it; to ignore it or question it would be
a gesture of thanklessness to whatever force was responsible. Certainly I wasn’t scared of getting
caught anymore, and even as another car drove by the house, I became certain I would have time to do
what I needed. I was feeling a greater level of ambition in that moment than I had in perhaps years,
and I hadn’t eaten or slept much in the last twenty-four hours.
There was an empty bucket in the garage. I jumped the fence into the pasture next door,
because everyone who grew up in Baxter knows that only the wire with the yellow guides is
electrified, and used the rusty spade to fill the bucket with cow shit. My stomach was pitching and my
right hand swollen and numb, but I smeared the cow shit all over Josh’s room and it afforded a
pleasure close to making a work of art. I painted brown streaks on the walls, rubbed it into the carpet
like shampoo, and dumped the remainder of the bucket on the mound of books and clothes in the
middle of the room. Then I rinsed the gloves in the bathroom sink, took them off, stuck them in the
trunk of the Pontiac, and drove to work.
On my lunch break that afternoon, I picked Sam up from the hospital. The doctor told me
there would still be sedatives in his system, and not to worry if he seemed lazy or quiet. He got in the
car and grabbed the shoulder belt with both hands, twisted it until the tensioner caught, settled his
head sideways onto one shoulder in a way that looked like it would take maybe thirty seconds to give
him a cramp, and shut his eyes.
“I did something for you today,” I told him after a few minutes. “I can’t tell you what it was,
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but it was something very important. I defended you. I showed someone that you were important to
me. Maybe someday I’ll be able to tell you more. I think you’d be proud of me.”
He opened his eyes a second or two after I was done speaking, and I was never sure if he’d
been asleep while I was talking. Maybe even in his sleep the words still registered, moving down
through layers of consciousness like debris from a sinking ship settling gently on the ocean floor.
Maybe some part of him, conscious or not, will linger on them and search for an answer.
He’d been a trooper about being stung, which I suppose wasn’t hard to achieve because he
was under sedation, but he deserved a reward anyway, so I bought him issues of all the trader
magazines, Auto Trader and Truck Trader and whatever other variations they had at the corner store,
and he spent the evening hunting through them for pictures of wrecked cars, the best of which he cut
out and pasted into a scrapbook. He’d kept this scrapbook since he was eight, with the occasional
downtime of course, that’s a child’s attention span for you, but he would come back to it in periods of
stress. I think it put him in touch with some core part of himself. Most people thought it was weird,
but I’d grown to understand the aesthetics of it. Every wrecked car was unique, a mass of intersecting
planes and angles vastly more complex than the bland symmetry of a virgin car. I would have enjoyed
going through the scrapbook with him, having him point out details my own examination missed, but
it would have made the whole thing hopelessly uncool, and I didn’t want that. So I sat on the couch
pretending to read a book and watched as he scrutinized Hemmings Motor News.
“Jane, what’s wrong with your hand?” asked Norm.
I looked at it for a moment. It had started to resemble a prosthetic made of rotten sausage. I
had washed it when I got home, worried about bacteria from the cow shit, scrubbed it until the split
skin opened back up and it started bleeding again. Streaks of dark purple ran along the lines of my
tendons, circles of yellow and red around the knuckles, darker spots of color against a background of
dusty purple. My fingers were bigger around than Norm’s, and my wrist was immobile. The skin
would continue to weep and slough off for days after. It was never very painful, and I had no interest
in seeing a doctor, two facts that are mysteries by themselves but explain each other perfectly.
“I got angry over Sam being stung,” I said. “Very, very angry. I punched a wall much too
hard and hurt myself.”
“It’s odd to be angry at a hornet,” said Norm. “It’s not a sentient creature.”
“Plus I provoked it,” added Sam.
“Thanks for having my back there, son.”
“No prob.”
“Anyway,” I said, “the world is a ... lousy place.” I’d had to catch myself before I chose a
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stronger adjective. “And sometimes you can’t help being angry at things beyond your control, because
life can be so unfair without anyone meaning for it to be.”
“So the lesson is, when you’re angry at stuff you can’t help, you should hit something as hard
as you can,” said Sam.
I sighed. “No, that’s not the lesson. The lesson is don’t be like your mother, I guess, because
she can’t keep herself under control.”
Sam nodded. “That works too.” Then he added, apropos of nothing, “I had a near-death
experience, mom.”
“No you didn’t. The doctors said you weren’t anywhere near dying.” This wasn’t true, but of
course nobody wants to hear her son talk about dying, not even in jest.
“Yes I was. I saw a long dark tunnel with a light at the end of it. And there were angels and
dead relatives and things. And the angels said they’d send me back, but only if I quit spending my
afternoons at some stupid afterschool program with a bunch of little kids and some asshole teachers
who don’t even know anything. Because if I didn’t quit, I might as well be dead anyway.”
“I think,” said Norm, “that yesterday was a very good illustration of why you shouldn’t be
home alone. I’d say that after yesterday, you’d be grateful to us for the money we pay to have you
there.”
“I’ll be fine,” said Sam. “Mom, you said yourself I’d be fine alone at home. Goddammit,
mom, you said it!” He and Norm looked at me, both waiting for me to confirm this bit of disloyalty.
“Norm is right,” I said finally. “You’re not old enough.”
“Be sure to clean these up when you’re done,” said Norm, gesturing at scraps of paper
trimmed from the edges of the photos, which littered the carpet.
Sam didn’t look up. He waited a beat, knowing Norm was expecting some response, then said “Fuck
you,” just loud enough that Norm and I could hear.
“I’m sorry?” Norm looked at me, deferring the role of disciplinarian.
“Sam,” I said.
“What?”
“Sam.” The truth was, I didn’t know what to say.
“ What?” He snapped around to face me, and we sat with our eyes locked for a moment.
“Sam,” I said, “if you’re going to swear at authority figures, at least be creative about it.” I
went back to my book. Norm gave me a look I couldn’t read, and then left the room.

Norm called me the next day while we were both still at work and suggested we meet at home
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for lunch. I assumed he wanted some afternoon delight. I made us both turkey sandwiches, but before
we could eat them, Norm had to use a rolled-up newspaper to eliminate some renegade hornets that
had snuck into the house. The cloud outside was thinning, which I assumed meant Josh had taken the
hint, but somehow more and more insects were finding their way into the house, maybe a faulty
doorjamb or something. Norm stalked each hornet individually, waiting for the moment to deliver a
precise killing strike. The timing was of great importance, because if he missed, the hornet would
launch itself at him and he would duck and wave the newspaper in panicked arcs trying to fend it off.
This is my last memory of Norm and myself as a couple, him being attacked by a hornet, me laughing,
not in a mean way, but like drinking cold water. I liked the honesty of his panic.
We sat next to each other on the leather couch, my favorite spot in the house, eating our
sandwiches. I could hear the heaviness in his breathing.
“Jane,” he said, “I have to tell you something.”
“Alright.”
“It’s very upsetting, and you have to promise me you won’t do anything rash or violent.”
“Okay.”
“This is one of the hardest things a man will ever have to face up to,” he said. “It’s strange,
the things that make you think about your life, about yourself. Looking at Sam in the hospital bed the
other night, and thinking about how vulnerable he was, how vulnerable we all are. And how short life
is. It made me realize I couldn’t put this off any longer. I couldn’t expect either of us to live a lie. I’ve
been having affair.”
“Excuse me?” He sounded like an actor reading a language he didn’t understand, speaking
lines he’d memorized phonetically. His lack of affect made the words incomprehensible.
“We can’t get married. I’m in love with someone else.”
“Say that again.”
“I don’t know how I can explain this any better,” he said, and then took a bite of his
sandwich. “It’s nothing that’s wrong with you. I’ve come to believe we’re not working as a couple,
and my heart is elsewhere.”
“You don’t even mean any of this,” I said. “It’s all bullshit.”
“I’ve never in my life,” he said, “been so aware of what had to be done.”
“What the fuck did you do, Norm? Did you get all this out of a book? Did you look up the
best way to break up with a woman on the fucking Internet?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You did! You’re just saying a bunch of shit you copied off the Internet!”
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“I’m speaking from my heart, Jane.”
“Huh.” It shut me down, his lack of emotion; all I could do was get up and leave the house.
This wasn’t a conscious decision. I had no control of my body. Independent of me, my body stood up,
walked through the hornets -- not even bothering to shield my face -- got in the Pontiac and began
driving in circles around town. Sometimes I watched the road and sometimes I watched my hand on
the wheel, just doing its thing like a hand will do. It was kind of like being on drugs.
I ended up at the Eagles, which was the only bar in town open in early afternoon. Unhealthy
situations do not always present healthy solutions. The bartender was a polite old man, and a sunbeam
came through the one window in the bar that wasn’t shaded and lit up the dust floating in the air and
made his mustache sparkle when he turned his head. These details are all sharp in memory. I drank a
glass of Rainier and told the bartender that I’d lost my rock, my anchor, all the cliche metaphors, and
I’m sure he thought I was talking about a man I’d loved instead of a man I’d lived on, and maybe
there’s not always a clear distinction. Sometimes he would go off to polish some clean glasses with a
rag, transferring grease and dust from the rag to the glasses, and I would think in silence about how
much more terrifying this was than any breakup I’d experienced before. I’d lost plenty of men, men
who made me sick to my stomach and men who I thought about when I masturbated and men I
sometimes still have dreams about, but this loss wasn’t a matter of pain, it was a matter of existential
threat -- not just to me but to my son as well. My revenge against Josh was a lonely dog tearing apart a
pillow, and everything I saw -- the plastic sheets on the windows, the rail along the bar, the flies
landing in a pool of spilled beer -- brought to my mind the image of Sam lying under the oxygen tent.
Outside the confines of the bar sat all the random injury and meaningless violence of the world, and
my shield against it was gone.
But thinking about Sam clarified my dilemma and the stakes involved. I picked him up
directly from school, drove back to the house, told him to stay in his room all night and play video
games, and sat waiting for Norm to come home. I knew he’d seen my car because he opened the door
slowly and paused before he came in the house, like he was waiting for some predator to spring.
“I’m in the kitchen,” I said. “Come in here. Don’t be scared.” He appeared in the doorway.
“Norm. Babe. I’ve been thinking.” My voice was precise and level, just as his always was: in fact, I
was modeling my tone on his. He’d been reading from a script earlier in the day, and now I was
reading from my own. I’d been drinking Coronas, just enough to calm myself without fuzzing up my
judgment. “Listen to this,” I said. “Really process it. Think about what it means.”
“Yes, I’m listening.”
“I’ve been thinking, and it’s alright with me if you want to sleep with other people.
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Genuinely. I’m alright with that.”
“That’s very generous of you.”
“We don’t have to break up. I’ll still marry you if you want. I can forgive you. I mean, there’s
not even anything to forgive. I understand that you have other interests. This is the twenty-first
century. People have open relationships. People experiment.”
He was sitting very still, and I was hoping that meant he was being turned on by my little
speech. Men register sexual excitement through absolute physical impassivity. I wondered what God
awful episodes of suburban libertinism this announcement would lead to.
“Jane,” he said, “this isn’t just about sex.”
“Of course it’s about sex. What the hell else is an affair even going to be about?”
“I don’t know if I’ve misled you somehow. I’ve tried to be as plain and open as possible. I’m
in love with someone else.”
“No you’re not.”
“Yes, I am.”
“No, you’re not. I don’t even know why you think you would be. Love is a creative act,
Norm. It’s the conscious decision to be irrational about someone. I know you well enough that I don’t
think you can do that. I can’t think of anyone I really believe you love.”
“Jane, we don’t know each other at all. I think it’s time to face that.”
“You want to face things? You want to get honest? How about this. Why the fuck are we
even talking about love here? Marry me and fuck whoever you want, fuck me or don’t if you want, I
don’t care, and I’ll cook and clean house.”
“This isn’t about sex.”
“I’ll even get good at cooking, I’ll take classes or something. Christ, I don’t know. Why are
you not taking this offer?” I didn’t want to seem desperate, but the only way to avoid it was to be
angry instead, and that wasn’t helping much.
“Because I’m in love.”
“No, y o u ’re not!” I picked up an empty Corona bottle and swung it against the protruding
corner of the counter. It shattered more easily than Josh’s back window, and the sound of it breaking - a pinched burst at the center of an enveloping tinkle of scattered glass shards -- broke the momentum
of my anger and desperation. I turned around and Sam was in the doorway, eyes wide like some
abused child in a TV melodrama.
“Honey,” I said, “did you need something?”
He shook his head silently.
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“Maybe you should just go back to your room for a bit.”
He nodded and walked away.
“I’ll just clean the glass up,” I said to Norm. He helped without my asking, and there was
something surreal about the cleanup, the two of us working in silent cooperation, the equal partnership
we’d never had, me holding the broom as Norm swept glass into the dustpan and then the two of us
hunting for the remaining pieces. The force of the explosion had driven glass into unexpected places:
behind the microwave, on the top of the fridge, under the burners on the range. I don’t know who
moved into Norm’s house after he died, but they probably still find fragments of that Corona bottle.
“Is it impossible for me to keep living here as your wife?” I asked when we were done.
“Regardless of what I do?” I had no energy left now for emotions; it was easiest to be friendly.
“You’re not living here as my wife now. Please don’t use that word.”
“Wow. Alright then.”
I opened up the freezer, hunting for something stronger than beer. There was some gin I
couldn’t remember buying, a top-notch brand. I’d never seen Norm drink but sometimes he brought
things like that back when he made trips for work. Good stuff, not my thing. I brought out a fifth of
Gray Goose and poured a splash into a dirty glass sitting on the counter, then another splash, then
another, because why fuck around. I made the difference up with cranberry juice.
“That won’t help,” said Norm. “I know it seems right now like it will, but it won’t.”
“That’s a cliche, Norm. Furthermore, it’s an ignorant cliche.”
“Have your way.”
“If I were your wife, I would lecture you about the psychological merits of alcoholic problem
solving. I would tell you about the times in my life when it’s pulled me through difficult places, and as
a result, we would come to know each other better. And be more intimate. But no.”
I took the glass of vodka into the living room and turned the TV on and sat there for some
period of time, watching I don’t know what, basically killing time until it was late enough and I knew
I was drunk enough to fall straight into sleep. When that point had been reached, I walked into the
bedroom. He was already in bed pretending to be asleep.
“Get out of the bed,” I told him. “Go sleep on the couch.” He held still. “You’re in the wrong
here, buddy. You’re the one who fucked up. Go sleep on the couch. This is how spats work.”
He rolled over and squinted his piggy eyes in the light from the hallway. “I bought this bed,”
he said. “I bought this entire house. You may share it with me if you wish. In the morning I’ll help
you find a new place to live.”
“Fuck you.”
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“Clearly you’ve had a lot to drink, so I wouldn’t advise driving to a hotel.”
“I’m not driving to a fucking hotel.” I got into bed and lay on my back, arms crossed, on top
of the blankets. I was still wearing my pants and socks. “You’re an evil person,” I told him. “You’re
the only person I’ve ever met who was evil and nothing else. Or you may be purely amoral, which I
think is worse. I think that’s likelier, in fact, and I think it’s worse. I think you would be a better
person if you relished your own evil.”
“I understand you’re very upset right now, but melodrama won’t achieve anything,” he said.
“I would offer you a sleeping pill, but you’ve had far too much to drink.”
I stayed on my back, looking at the ceiling. He tried to roll over, but the blankets were held
tight under my body. He pulled an arm out from under the blankets, held a corner of the sheet against
his shoulder, and rolled harder. I had to use the bathroom, but I didn’t want to admit defeat.
“If you don’t get out of this bed,” I said, “I’m going to piss it.”
“This will all seem like a manageable thing in the morning.”
“I’m not joking, Norm. I will piss this bed.”
He didn’t say anything, so I pulled my jeans and underwear off, threw them on the floor, and
unleashed. It’s amazing how long a pee seems to last when you’re doing it in a place you shouldn’t.
He didn’t act like he noticed, so I reached between my legs and put my hands in the flow, then rubbed
it in his nose and mouth. He jumped out of bed. I didn’t even know he could move that fast.
“Are you absolutely insane?” he yelled.
“Yes.” I smiled. I’d never gotten to him like that before, in all the time I’d known him.
He walked out to sleep on the couch, and I moved to his side of the bed to get away from the
puddle. But the pillow smelled like his hair and the sheets like his soap and the mattress like his body,
so I rolled back over and went to sleep in the wet spot.

I woke up around seven the next morning, and knew there was no way I would get back to
sleep. I wadded up the blankets and threw them in a hamper, and tossed the fitted sheet in the pile too.
The mattress would air dry before nightfall, even if it never smelled the same. He was still asleep on
the couch, a jacket spread across his shoulders. I took a shower, woke Sam and told him I was
dropping him off at school early because I had a meeting. He saw Norm still sleeping on the couch,
but didn’t ask questions. Then I bought a newspaper and went to McDonald’s.
I ordered fifteen dollars worth of food and spread the eating of it over three hours while I read
the paper, not thinking about the events it recounted, just obsessing over the sentences, chewing over
each word, delivering it under my breath three or four times like an actor practicing lines. A good
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hangover always amplifies certain emotions in me, takes my lust and anger and melancholy and turns
them into something akin to the urge to vomit. The newspaper was a form o f meditation that kept
everything down, physical and mental. I never got to finish my education, but I like words.
After two hours in the back of McDonald’s, I called the Y. The same girl answered the phone
as before, and I asked for Josh, in my normal voice this time.
“It’s Jane,” I said when he came on the line. “Can you meet me at your house?”
“Um. I don’t know why not, I guess. Do you m ean... what time?”
“Now.”
“I’ll have to check. I’m at work right now. I might be able to move some things around or get
somebody to --”
“You could do it if you thought it was important. Don’t jerk me around.”
“I might be able to --”
“Be at your house in half an hour.” I hung up.
He was already there when I came down the driveway, sitting on a concrete flowerbed, arms
crossed over his knees. For a moment I wondered if he was locked out.
“W hat’s this about?” he asked, and I squatted down next to where he was sitting and kissed
him. We hadn’t kissed much when we had sex in the car, and I was disappointed that there wasn’t
room in the moment to play with subtlety of technique. I asked if he wanted to go to his room and he
said yes, trying to keep his voice at a low pitch and speed, trying not to show surprise, though maybe
he wasn’t surprised: He’d probably spent weeks assuring himself that this was what I really wanted,
and only practical obligation was keeping me way from it.
“It smells like shit in here,” I said when we got to his room. A lot of the wallpaper was gone,
and there were fewer books than before.
“Yeah, sorry about that. Someone broke in and smeared poop all over everything. We spent
all yesterday cleaning, but it didn’t help much. I guess you can tell. My parents think they’ll probably
replace the carpet. We don’t know who did it, and we can’t figure out why.”
“Let’s go in your parents’ room. This is disgusting.”
He got hard with admirable speed, and I wasn’t wet at all -- there’s only so much you can
fake -- but he didn’t complain. Instead he pulled a bottle of strawberry lube out of his parents’ bedside
table, which weirded me out a bit, but not enough to say anything. I was on top of him and watching
his face carefully. He had the sun in his eyes, and he was squinting, which I think kept him going
longer than he might have otherwise. When he looked like he was close to finishing, I reared up on my
knees, pulled him out of me, and drove my right elbow downward, as hard as I could, into his nose.
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I’m not a strong person, and my hand was still fucked up, but I was able to put my weight behind it. It
was a good blow.
He made a yowl that managed to touch his highest and lowest register, like a jungle cat being
stabbed, and rolled onto his side, blood streaming out of his nose before he even had time to put his
hand up to it. His shriek made me laugh, and then I couldn’t quit laughing once I’d started, and the
two of us floated in space forever, each naked and curled in the fetal position, me laughing in a way I
hadn’t maybe even since I got pregnant with Sam, him with blood-black snot coming through his
fingers and leaking down his sinuses and out his mouth.
“Jesus Christ, I think you broke my fucking nose,” he yelled, only his passages were all
inflamed so it sounded more like “I thig you brogue by fugging nodze” and I had to laugh even harder
at that. Thinking about it now, the fact that he never tried to hit me back suggests he may have been a
better person than I give him credit for.
“There’s blood all over my parents’ bed,” he said. “How the hell am I going to explain this?”
I took a couple more deep breaths and forced myself to calm down. His nose looked a lot like my hand
a couple days ago, though it was making a bigger mess. I walked to the bathroom to get a couple
pieces of toilet paper, but when I tried to jam them in his nostrils to staunch the flow, he pulled his
head away and yelled in pain. That gave me another case of the giggles, but I was trying to be
restrained now, and realized it might be a good idea to take him to the hospital.
His parents lived on a narrow road, and when the Pontiac drifted out of its lane for a second,
it sent up a rooster tail of the loose-packed dirt on the shoulder. I thought it looked cool, and the car
was dirty anyway, so I stayed on the shoulder for a few seconds and watched the plume in my mirror.
Josh’s window was down, and the cloud of dust blew into his face; he mumbled a curse and waved his
hand, cranking the window up as fast as he could.
“Sorry,” I said and steered back into my lane. The dust had stuck in the blood on his lip and
made a dark paste like wet flour. He lowered the window again and peeled the paste off in chunks,
rolling it between thumb and forefinger and tossing it on the side of the road; I waited a few seconds
and then drove back onto the shoulder.
“Jesus fucking Christ, Jane!”
“Sorry sorry sorry sorry.” I stayed in my lane. There was a film of dust all over the
dashboard.
“Could you do me a favor,” I asked, “and not tell anyone I hit you? Could you say you
tripped and fell and hit the corner of a wall or something?” I’d made this excuse for a boyfriend once,
when I was young and stupid and emotionally dependent. Only a few months before Sam’s
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conception, in fact. The moral ambiguity of being on the other side of the lie didn’t escape me.
“Of course I’m telling them you did it,” he said. “Why the hell shouldn’t I?”
“I’ll get in trouble. I’ll lose my job or something. What do you have to gain from it? What
kind of good is the truth anyway?”
“It doesn’t have to do good. It’s the truth.”
“I’ll tell them you were attacking me,” I said. “We got in a fight and you threatened me and I
punched you in self-defense.”
“I’ll tell them that’s bullshit. I mean, clearly it’s bullshit. You’re the one taking me to the
hospital.”
“It’s your word against mine,” I said. “Why would they take your word? I’m a respected
member of the community and you’re just some snotty kid.”
“I’m the one with the broken nose.”
“I’m the one with the broken hand.”
“Oh, fuck. Alright.” My argument hadn’t made much sense, but I’d meant it, and that carries
more than anything.
It turned out his nose was indeed broken, a significant traumatic fracture with likely cosmetic
damage, and I beamed with pride when I heard that. This was pride in myself, but also pride in him. I
admired the viciousness and creativity of his pranking -- even if Sam had become one of the people
who suffered for it -- but I also knew Josh had never been a very tough kid, and I thought this might
sharpen him up a bit. I’d never loved Norm, but I missed the sense we could face the world together,
and while Josh couldn’t replace that role, I thought we might be able to form a new kind of bond
against what had become a common enemy. Breaking Josh’s nose cauterized the old wounds even as
it opened up new ones, and I’m sure the doctor wondered why I was sitting there with a big shit-eating
grin while he showed us the X-Rays.
I dropped Josh off and picked up a few things from Norm’s house, enough clothes for us to
get by on and Sam’s video game systems, which were the only toys he cared about. The pleasures of
childhood are simple and portable. Then I dropped him off at my mother’s house, which was a
possibility I’d been dreading. God knows I never liked my mother very much. As far back as I can
remember, I was always aware of her disapproval, and felt as though I was in trouble for things I
didn’t understand. I never knew my father, and she was too sour a woman to marry well, so there was
nobody to provide balance. At some point I gave up on winning her over and began to swear and seek
trouble and discuss awful things in her presence. This wasn’t conscious but it’s obvious now: I wanted
to be a bad child so she would appreciate me more when I was a neutral child, which is the kind o f
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logic that starts wars if you expand it to a large enough scale. I was drunk through most of high
school, but I still got into college. I was a smart kid, goddammit. Then Sam came along, and I moved
back to Baxter so she could help me through the pregnancy.
A few months before the paper folded, I did some interviews with people who were in
inpatient care at a local treatment center. It was on the verge of losing funding, an early sign that the
City’s budget might be in trouble, though at the time we all treated it as an isolated event. One of my
interviewees was a woman who had been locked in a room by her mother for an entire year. It was the
year she was thirteen; she thinks it had something to do with puberty, her mom’s jealousy and disgust
therein, though I’m sure the previous twelve years were no fun either. There was a partition in the
middle of the room she was locked in, and her mother would stand on the other side of it and toss
pebbles over the top to see if she could hit the daughter. This was a room with a hardwood floor, so
she could tell if she’d missed; it was silent if she hit, of course, because flesh is much softer than
wood. The woman said she hated this game but would play along anyway, dodging as quietly as she
could, sometimes even catching a pebble when it hit and dropping it on the floor so it would sound
like a miss, though she had to be fast because her mother might get suspicious if there was too much
of a delay. She didn’t enjoy any of this but she didn’t want her mother having the satisfaction. There’s
a sense of spirit there I admire, on the daughter’s part I mean. When it was mealtime, the mother
would throw Cheerios. Probably they should both have been committed but the mother’s dead now
and the daughter got into meth and I don’t know what happened to her after the facility closed. For a
few days after the interview I thought about what a perfect metaphor that is for growing up, that in
some way all our mothers lock us up and throw pebbles at us from over a wall. But I’m sure the
daughter would say the literal experience is much worse, and I guess that makes the metaphor a little
cruel.
***
Pissing on Norm had seemed like a great idea the night before, but we still had to share
territory at City Hall, and as I walked in the front door and down the hall to my office, I wondered
how many people already knew. Gossip is better than electricity; it transmits equally well in all media.
I was so self-conscious of every look, every greeting, that I wasn’t even thinking about the job itself,
but I had an email waiting from the mayor, asking to meet me in his office as soon as I could. The
mayor was about the same age as Norm, and close enough in figure that they might have been twins,
but he’d had the sense to grow a beard, which gave his face a little more dignity.
“Jane,” said the mayor, “I’m sorry we have to do this, but some funding has disappeared, and
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we’ll need to eliminate your position.”
“Oh,” I said.
“The cut is effective starting now. W e’re going to ask you to clean your desk out.”
“I can work anything, really,” I said. “Ten hours a week. Five.” I didn’t want to seem
desperate, but there was no point in lying.
“I’m sorry this is such a sudden reduction,” he said. “It’s been a surprise to us as well.”
“It’s such a. Such a double entendre.” I was gasping the words out, breathing too quickly to
finish my sentences. “Laid off. One step away from. Jacked off, on the, uh. The family tree of words.”
“Yes, it’s quite the little pun,” said the mayor.
“Like, laid off? Shit, I need to get laid off. Tonight. I guess it’s one of those things. It’s so, so.
Obvious. That it’s only funny when you’re ten. Like the planet Uranus or something.”
“I have to admit, that meaning has never occurred to me.”
“Did you know,” I said, “Norm keeps a file of three-by-fives on everyone he works with? Just
a bunch of info so he can look friendly. Do you want to know what yours says? I can tell you.”
“I know you’re upset, Jane,” said the mayor.
“I recognize that, that he. That he put you up to this and it’s your responsibility to him. I’m
not angry at you. Norm learned how to talk to women from a book. Do you think that’s how he got
me? I don’t really know.”
“I’m going to have to ask you to leave now,” said the mayor.

I went out to the bar with Josh that night. The evening is a mystery beyond a certain point,
and the parts I do remember involved both of us yelling about a lot of stupid things, him yelling about
politics, me yelling about my job, both of us yelling about our families, pretending there was some
underlying logic connecting those things, pretending the other person was listening to anything we
said. At the beginning of the night I’d hoped we could cement our newfound alliance, devise the grand
plan in which we would combine our brilliance to harass and humiliate our enemies. If that came up at
all, I’m not aware of it.
I snapped awake into one of those horrible moments when the morning-after confusion is so
dense that nothing -- not the nausea, not the headache, not the inability to chase a thought more than
five feet -- is as important as figuring out where the hell you are or what’s going on. The smell of cow
shit lay over everything so strongly I could almost see it, stink lines wavering in the air like heat off
the pavement, and it tasted like an abstract nightmare until I put enough of the pieces together to know
I was in Josh’s room.
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I rolled over and saw that Josh was lying with his back to me, swaddled like a corpse, and I
poked his back somewhere in the taut space between spine and shoulder blade. He slipped his head
underneath a pillow, and then made a revelatory jerk, pulled the pillow off, and looked at me.
“You’re not supposed to be here,” he said.
“Do I have a lot of other options?”
“You were supposed to go sleep in the guest bed.”
“Oh.”
I rolled back over and closed my eyes as hard as I could, thinking I might be able to squeeze
myself back into sleep by sheer force of will. My inner thighs burned when I rubbed my legs together,
and I had to hold every part of me still. But now Josh was poking me in the back, and even that little
bit of motion was unpleasant.
“What. Fuck. What?”
“Go sleep in the guest bed.”
I raised my torso and tried to swing my legs out of bed, locked in by the mad tangle of the
blankets, then slipped out of the cocoon and landed in a heap beside the bed and the inside part of me
didn’t stop moving when the outside part did. Nothing good was going to come of this. I became
aware on a conscious level that I was naked and tugged on the nearest thing to me, pulled the sheet
from under Josh as I tripped out his bedroom door into the hallway and then to the toilet just in time to
be reacquainted with a lot of food I couldn’t remember ever meeting in the first place.
“Did someone lose his lunch?” This was Josh’s mother.
“I didn’t lose it,” I said as she stuck her head into the bathroom. “It’s all right there.”
She looked at me for a second and said “Oops, sorry,” and then stepped back out into the
hallway.
“Good morning, Jane,” she said. From the acoustics, it sounded like she had her back turned.
“Josh said the two of you were going out last night.”
“M-hm.” My nostrils were inflamed with stomach acid, and my voice sounded pinched in the
same way Josh’s had after I broke his nose. I sounded like I’d been crying, and maybe she thought I
had. I stood up and leaned against the bathroom sink, trying to use the rim of the counter to pin the
sheet against my body, while I ran the faucet, cupped water between my hands, rinsed chunky bile out
of my mouth.
“How’s everything going?” she asked. “I hear things have maybe been a little turbulent for
you.”
“I’m in a transition.”
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“Oh. Okay.” I couldn’t tell if she was trying to project real sympathy or not. I’d been hoping
she would go away sooner if I talked less, but it wasn’t shaping up that way.
“Josh wanted me to sleep in the guest bed last night. I’m sorry I didn’t. I know he values your
perceptions.”
“Well,” she said. “That’s not very hospitable of him.”
“He could be worse.”
“You’re welcome to join us for breakfast, by the way. I’m going to take care of that now,
alright? I’ll see you.”
“Yeah.”
For want of anything better to do, I sank to my knees and then laid down on my side, my
cheek rubbing against the cloth tendrils of the bath mat, wiping the smell of mildew and rubber on my
face. This was a nice family.
I put on a pink terry-cloth bathrobe sitting on a hook next to the tub, tied the sash and then
looked at myself in the mirror to see if I was decent. There were swaths of crease and shadow below
my eyes that looked like they’d never go away, and there was no shape left in my neck. My breasts
could have been any fat old things. A wonder I’d lived by my looks for any time at all.
When I came downstairs, the whole family was sitting around the dinner table, and a fifth
plate of eggs and hash browns had already been set out for me. I knew Josh had a sister who was
maybe eighteen or nineteen, but I’d never met her before. She and her parents were talking about
something that meant nothing to me, people she’d gone to high school with or something, and she
would shoot quick glances at me and look away before I could make eye contact. Josh was in the seat
next to mine, slumped unmoving and staring at his breakfast. The sister was the first to finish eating,
but she stayed at the table, drawing shapes in her ketchup streaks with the tip of a butter knife.
“Did you guys have sex last night?” she asked in a whisper, once his parents were gone. She
was pretty in an awkward sort of way: a collision of unfinished surfaces, but friendly and symmetrical.
“Circumstantial evidence would indicate yes,” I said.
“You used to be his boss. Didn’t you?”
“It’s odd to think about now, but yes.”
“Wow.”
Josh hadn’t taken a bite since I sat down. By the look on his face, he was trudging through
some epic tundra of personal struggle. His sister swiped one finger through the patterns in her
ketchup, then brought it to her mouth and sucked it clean.
“Have you guys ever done it before?”
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“Once. In the back seat of a car. But that was a couple months ago.”
“Did you use protection?”
“I’m not leaking.”
“Josh has only ever been with one girl before you,” she said. “So you probably don’t have to
worry, as long as you’re, you know. On the pill or whatever.”
“Thank you.”
I tried a spoonful of hash browns, and they were a good balance: soft middles bookended with
crunchy brown tips. A good hash brown unifies extremes. I added some ketchup.
“Do you want to know a secret?” asked his sister.
“Of course.”
“My boyfriend isn’t circumcised.”
“You don’t say.”
“When he gets an erection, it looks like a turtle coming out of its shell.” She blushed a perfect
rosy glow, basking in the warmth of the forbidden.
“Katie just got done with her first year of college,” said Josh. “She thinks she’s quite the
libertine now.”
“Good vocabulary word, assface.” She stuck her tongue out at him.
“Yeah,” I said. “Assface.”
“Your clothes are on the coffee table,” added Katie. “If you’re looking for them. Mom was
laughing when she picked them up.” She pointed at a bra draped over a lampshade. “She didn’t notice
that, and I thought it would be funnier if I didn’t tell her about it.”
I got up and walked into the living room, picked up the bra and tossed it onto the pile, and
Josh followed me as I took the clothes upstairs and into his room.
“I’m going to change now,” I said. “Get out.”
“What? Come on.”
“Just give me five minutes of privacy.” I felt less intimate with him in that moment than in all
the time I’d known him, even when Sam was lying in that oxygen tent. All the leverage I’d ever had
on him was gone, but he was nice enough to leave me alone for the thirty seconds it took to dress.
There was a bottle of OxyContin on the desk that he’d been prescribed after I broke his nose, and I
shook six or seven of them into my palm and stashed them in the pocket of my jeans. Then I walked
downstairs and out the door, wishing I had the time and courage to say goodbye to his sister, got in my
white Pontiac -- God only knows how I’d driven it back the night before -- and left his house forever. I
had no idea how this whining self-conscious little man was anyone I could ever think of as worthy,
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either as opponent or ally.
***
The next few weeks after that run together in memory. I moved back in with my mother. I
filed for unemployment, which gave me money to pay for booze and gasoline, and throw enough rent
her way that I had an illusion of independence, though that was more the Dignity Bill than a practical
requirement. There was nothing to my life in those days other than an endless cycle of avoidance, me
trying to get away from my mother’s judgments, the dishes she would bang to show contempt at seven
in the morning while I was still in bed, her running the vacuum for hours every night while I tried to
watch TV.
I spent eight hours each day looking for work, and I guess that part was to my mother’s credit,
because it came from the impulse to get away from her. I dropped applications at any place that would
take one, even the jobs I’d always hoped would one day be beneath me, department stores and
restaurants and even McDonald’s. I became a full-fledged smoker again, not just when I was drunk or
bored, and sometimes when motivation failed me I would drop an application somewhere and then
spend an hour or more sitting in the Pontiac smoking. On more than one occasion I smoked so many
cigarettes in a row that I vomited, something I bet many people don’t even know you can do.
I kept a half-gallon of Monarch in the trunk of the Pontiac, and before I came home from job
hunting, I would use it to fill the flask I kept in my purse. When I got home, I would wait until my
mother was in the bathroom, or vacuuming some distant area, and then I would open a can of Squirt,
dump half of it in the sink, and make the difference up with Monarch. I would sit and watch Sam
playing video games, not saying anything, wondering if maybe this was how I could come to know
him, if there was something about the way he manipulated these characters that was unique.
I thought sometimes about trying to find another unattractive rich man, maybe even recruiting
one on the Internet, but it seemed like an exhausting search, no less tiring than finding a job. And
when I thought about all the work I’d put into snagging and maintaining Norm, all the sexual energy
wasted, just for a few months of security ending in strange violence and public humiliation, being a
kept woman seemed no more appealing than, say, being a nuclear waste technician. Maybe even less
so because nobody ever has to fellate nuclear waste.
It took a month and a half to get another job, and not a terrible one either, a low-level day
manager at Target. It’s amazing how quickly you can find a job if you have no standards about which
one you accept, you spend all day looking, and you either omit or falsify most of your references and
employment history.
Once I had the job, I began thinking about moving back out of my mother’s house, and how I
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might fill an apartment with my own things again. Most of what we owned had stayed at Norm’s, but
thinking about the emotional rigor involved in even a limited confrontation made me want to curl up
in front of the television and get blind drunk, so I curled up in front of the television and got blind
drunk. Fortunately, I knew what Norm’s work schedule was, I still had a key to his house, and if I was
lucky, he would be too lazy to take my things to the dump but not paranoid enough to change the
locks.
As I stood in front of Norm’s house that morning, I found myself wishing for my key not to
work. I didn’t want to slip in and remove my things, I wanted to be a burglar, a destructive force,
something that would act in penetrative terms. After all, most burglaries go unsolved and unpunished.
I was disappointed when it slipped they key into the lock it turned with no resistance. The house
smelled wrong, like stagnant dishes and condensed body odor, topped by a sour note of organic
garbage. Most of the flat surfaces were dusty, and even the leather couch had a weird film on it that
clung to my fingertips in strands of greasy lint. Of course, I’m not a good housekeeper; maybe it had
always been like that. My things were stuffed into two boxes in the garage, each labeled JANE with a
black Sharpie. I sat down on the concrete of the garage floor and dug through the things. The clothes
hadn’t been folded, and I jammed my hands into wads of cheap jeans mixed with formal gowns Norm
had bought me. I picked out old John Grisham paperbacks and Pearl Jam CDs and set them in neat
piles, organizing by size and priority. Then I stopped myself and put all my things back in the boxes,
got up and walked back into the kitchen. I set my keys on the counter and walked out the back door,
flipped the switch on the lock, and shut it. I looked around the backyard until I found a metal sprinkler
head, picked it up and hefted it in one hand, testing its weight, swinging it back and forth a couple o f
times to get a feel for the physics of it. Norm didn’t want to change the locks? Well, I’d change his
mind about that. I swung it at one of the panes in the back door.
But my heart wasn’t in it and I pulled my blow at the last minute, the sprinkler going tink
against the glass and making a chip nobody would ever notice. I told myself I was a wishy-washy
piece of shit, tossed the sprinkler down, walked around to the unlocked front door and let myself back
in. Then I began wandering around the house, disturbing small things.
I buried small pieces of tinfoil under a Tupperware dish of leftover Macaroni, hoping it would
give Norm a surprise when he reheated it in the microwave. I took a cup of yogurt, peeled the foil
from its top, and stashed it behind the refrigerator. I went through the cupboards, broke the seals on
each of the jars, then reclosed and replaced them. This was fun, and I thought about making a habit of
it, being Norm’s personal gremlin. Like my ransack of Josh’s house, it felt like a expressive act,
perhaps even something that could be considered art, but I was so much more creative this time, so
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much more subtle. In the master bathroom I flushed an entire roll of toilet paper in giant handfuls,
then took Norm’s toothbrush and rubbed the bristles down my ass crack.
Walking past Sam’s room, I noticed it was just as Sam had left it, which seemed creepy for a
moment -- why would Norm keep Sam’s stuff and not mine? -- but I realized after a moment that my
things had been mixed in with Norm’s, whereas Sam’s things were sealed off in their own area.
Thinking about it now, maybe Norm used it to make women think he had a child, I don’t know. I went
in to grab a few pieces of clothing.
Maybe it was the fact that I’d come in the spirit of burglary, if not the flesh, but I remembered
the porn hidden under Josh’s mattress and wondered if Sam didn’t have a little something stashed
away himself. He was only twelve, probably too young to masturbate, and anyway his generation sees
printed porn as an artifact. But he was the kind of child who would study a porn magazine like nothing
else. He would comb it for horrifying tidbits like a minister browsing his Bible for sermon fodder.
That was my son.
There was no porn between the mattress and box spring, but I knew he was hiding something,
and right then nothing seemed more important than finding out what. Even if Norm had come home, I
would have stayed in there looking until I found it. Every kid in the world is hiding something, even
the smart ones and the uptight ones and the Christian ones, a diary full of longings and hatreds, or an
intimate trinket stolen from a crush, or a stash of condoms in the event of a highest-order miracle. As
it turned out, in the back of his closet, under a pile of laundry, was a box of hornet attractant.
This is the kind of thing that’s supposed to invert all your perceptions in an instant, but in my
case it was more like a slow wrenching motion, metal shrieking as it twists, little workmen falling
from crumbling scaffolds and being cut in two by the whips of snapping cables. I spent far too much
time wondering why Sam would want to imitate Josh’s prank, and how he even figured out that Josh
was using hornet attractant, before it sank in that there was no Josh, at least not in the terms I always
conceived him. My vandalism and sexualized violence had all been committed against a phantom o f
my own construction that was really my son.

My mother lived out in orchard country, on a road that lashed itself through an S as it traveled
uphill. She rented the house from the man who owned and tended the surrounding land; he’d started to
raise a family there and built a bigger home when he had too many kids. There was a lawn fenced off
from the surrounding trees, though it was rough around the edges and the flower beds overgrown.
With proper attention, it could have been a decent little place. When I moved back in with my mother,
I was worried she would want me to help her clean up the property. This didn’t turn out to be an issue.
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I thought it might be interesting to spend some time living with the secret, see how it changed
my perspective on Sam. I’d turned into the kind of person who was keen on small advantages, and
after such a long time in the shadow of other peoples’ conspiracies, I liked the idea of knowing
something he didn’t. But as the road whipped my Pontiac through its curves, I also thought about how
terrifying childhood can be, and about the amount of time you spend obsessed with things that are as
petty as anything in the world, but upon which you still can’t exert force. Just the fact that he’d come
by this stuff was impressive, let alone all the things he’d done with it. I was proud of him in a way that
I don’t think was weird or ironic. He deserved an honest approach.
Sam was sitting in the backyard, next to a wasteland that I think was once a vegetable garden,
a square patch of weeds mixed with something delicately hairy that looked like it should have lived
underwater, and octopus tendrils of untended squash, crusty volunteers fighting horticultural entropy.
He was sitting with his pudgy legs folded in something vaguely like a Lotus position, using a stick to
make real-time corrections to the trajectory of a potato bug.
“Do you want ice cream?” I asked him.
He looked up and thought for a second or two, tossing the stick off into the trees to buy
himself some time. “Is this a trick question?”
Irritation and love rose in more or less equal amounts, like burping up acid and sugar. “What
kind of trick question would that even be? What nasty kind of mother do you think I am?”
“It’s a trick question. The answer’s something like, ‘Then go get some ice cream.’”
“You’ve been spending too much time with your Grandma. Go get in the car.”
When I unlocked the doors to the Pontiac, Sam opened the back door and climbed into the
seat behind and pulled the belt across himself, silently acquiescent to my hybrid of chauffeur and
dictator.
“Not today,” I said. “Today you get to sit in the front.” I enjoyed the contrast between the
optimism of this statement and the flatness of the tone delivering it. He paused again before
unbuckling his seatbelt, and I knew he was considering the implications of the thing; he caught my
eyes for a second in the rearview mirror, and I made sure he was the first one to break contact. He got
out of the back seat and shut the door carefully, trying to make it a neutral act that didn’t betray worry
or fear. I sat with my hands draped off the wheel, held in place by their own friction against the vinyl,
staring at the carport wall, looking for patterns in the flaking paint. I didn’t want to start the car, and I
didn’t want to talk.
“I thought we were going to get ice cream,” he said.
“We might. We very well still might.”
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“What does that mean?”
I was at a loss for a response to that, so I popped the latch on the glove box and let the door
fall downward into his lap, revealing the yellow box of hornet attractant. I didn’t say anything. I’d
been assertive enough, and it was his turn to advance the play.
“Let me show you something,” he said.
I followed him out of the car, thinking he would go towards the house, but instead he walked
through the backyard. He crossed through the old vegetable patch, grabbing a thatch of hair from one
of the plants, smearing it between his fingers, standing for a moment inhaling the scent. I did the
same, looked down at the grassy smear on my hand and licked: It was dill. He walked on, down a
gravel service road and toward an old barn maybe fifty feet from the house. The barn door slid on a
rail, and he had to brace his full weight against it to move it. He pushed it far enough aside that he
could squeeze through like a cat. The wood had the texture of wild rose stem.
“This door is splintery,” I said, looking down at the gray wood poking out of my hand.
“Fuck a duck,” he replied.
The barn’s floor was hard-packed dirt, and weeds as tall as me grew in one corner. An ancient
plow and combine sat in one corner, decayed into abstraction. Along one wall was a row o f hanging
tools, rusty machetes and strange-looking hooks. I had a flash on my vision in Norm’s garage, and this
barn seemed host to an older, sourer form of the same sprit, the invasion of the rusty metal into your
blood somehow more intimidating than the idea of being cut. I followed Sam up a wooden ladder
nailed to one wall.
The smell was thick and nauseous, humid, paradoxically rich with equal measures of death
and life, and I could feel a sharp cone of humming in my ears. In the barn’s loft were four dusty
terrariums, and I walked to each in turn and squatted in front of it and looked at what it held. I didn’t
know how reliable the loft’s floorboards were, and my steps were slow and cautious, like a pilgrim in
a holy place, something Sam may have appreciated. The first was an opaque mass of spiderweb. In the
second was a cloud of honeybees, jostling each other in waves against the clear walls. The third had a
mouse with a litter of babies, the twitching gray lump and her pack of mammalian maggots all curled
up together in a bed of bark and dried grass. In the fourth was what might have once been the body of
another mouse, clogged with flies.
“Have you ever read Dracula?” asked Sam.
“Not for years and years,” I said. “But you have. Just recently.” I remembered him carrying
the book around for weeks, and it was an odd choice for someone his age: dense Victorianisms,
catatonic pacing, fetishistic sexuality whose weirdness he wouldn’t fully appreciate until he was old
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enough to read Freud, or at least do what I did and hear someone lecture about Freud.
“There’s a character who lives in a mental hospital,” said Sam. “And he catches flies, and
feeds the flies to the spiders. And he feeds the spiders to the wasps. And over time he works all the
way up to cats. That’s what I want to do.” He gestured with both arms, taking in the whole scene, and
I looked in his eyes, even though it was hard to look away from the terrariums. His eyes were the
darkest brown, almost black, one more small hint of his father, because mine are blue.
“The guy in the book eats them,” he said. “He thinks he gets power from it. I don’t think that.
I’m not crazy.”
“Indeed not,” I said. “Let’s take a walk.”
The two of us walked up the service road, the graveled isle of cherry trees, littered with pits,
each surrounded by a halo of black smear that had once been cherry flesh, toward an irrigation canal,
and discussed what I thought we might do together.
***
Sam and I spent two weeks trying everything we could to grow a nest of hornets. I bought
him the biggest terrarium we could find, and put into it a couple of wooden planks, some gravel, and
some tree branches. We would go out on the back patio at my mother’s house and daub hornet
attractant on the flat concrete of the back patio. Then we’d sit with a Mason jar and a piece of thin
cardboard, and when a hornet landed, I’d trap it in the jar and put it in the terrarium, which we filled
with spiders, the first batch he’d raised, for the hornets to eat. When those ran out, we replaced them
with spiders he would catch around the house, or spiders from the pet store. Every day, we would fill
the terrarium with all the hornets we could catch, hoping they would build a nest on one of the boards.
I worried at first about Sam’s allergy, about the possibility of him being stung again, and for
the first few days I would make him stand far away when I was working with the hornets. But those
worries faded in time, as all worries do when they don’t come true. I never let him handle the jars
directly, but I became used to him looking over my shoulder as I released them into the cage. They
never stung him, because -- in spite of his previous hospitalization, or maybe because of it -- he wasn’t
scared of them. He remained as calm around them as a farmer’s son watching his father herd cattle,
and perhaps he might have knelt down and stroked their backs if I’d allowed him, run a fingertrip over
some hornet’s pulsing abdomen, forced his mouth to buzz and hum in a crude imitation of their
language. I still don’t think he would have been stung if he had, though I didn’t let him try it. I, on the
other hand, was stung many times. Sometimes when I showed up at Target there would be eight or
nine fresh stings on each arm. I hoped one of my co-workers would ask what was going on, because I
would have enjoyed discussing our family project, but nobody ever did. Most likely they assumed it
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was a skin condition, or the symptom of some obscure drug habit.
But it didn’t work. The hornets flew around the tank in angry circles. They ignored the
spiders. They were eaten by the spiders. They made friends with the spiders and ate other hornets.
They escaped from the jars before I could put them in the terrarium. They escaped from the terrarium
when I opened it to put more hornets in. They escaped overnight for reasons we never figured out.
They landed on the flat glass and stood there, rear ends pulsing, refusing to move even when I poked
them with a stick. As our frustration mounted, I went so far as to drop a dead bird in the cage. The
hornets reduced it to a pile of bones and feathers, and still no nest. After the second week I caught
myself taking lingering glances at a piece of roadkill during the drive to work, wondering about the
mechanics and hygiene of carrying a dead dog in the car, how desiccated it could be before the hornets
wouldn’t want it, what it would smell like after a week in the tank. Would the hornets would enjoy
eating maggots, should any of those happen to be growing in the corpse? This final thought jarred me
into realizing my priorities had gone wrong.
I had enjoyed what we were doing, and God knows I needed a hobby. But I was losing focus
on the original idea, the purpose I was being stung for. I could see Sam was disappointed when I told
him I was giving up on raising a nest of our own, but to his credit he found me the best wild nest on
the property, a hunk of cells the size of a bowling ball that hung thirty feet up on the eaves of the barn.
We spent a final day planning.
On my next day off from Target, I checked Sam out of school, saying he had a dentist’s
appointment. The two of us stood below the nest wearing beekeeping equipment, and I held a black
garbage sack open. Sam prodded the nest with a telescoping pruner until it fell into the sack, and I
held it shut with gloved hands while Sam opened the lid on the jar in which we’d assembled all the
remaining hornets from the terrarium. I opened the bag long enough for him to drop the jar in it, then
tied its top closed and used a hammer to smash the jar through the bag. I stood watching the bag
twitch and vibrate, pulsing in a hundred places at once. I’ve never held anything in my hands that was
such a pure expression of rage.
After Sam and I bagged the nest, I drove us to Norm’s house and parked down the block.
W e’d mixed up some hornet attractant and poured it into a Thermos, and I poured some onto my
palms and rubbed them together. It had the look and texture of whole milk, and smelled like raw meat
and burning plastic, like an early stage of a trash fire when the smell of smoke hasn’t yet overwhelmed
the smell of garbage.
Having had a lot of time to think about it, I wonder now if Norm wasn’t autistic somehow. I
don’t think he had the instinctive feeling you and I have for emotions and social expectations, and his
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interactions with people were facades. He didn’t express emotion based on what he was feeling, but
rather based on the expectations for the interaction he was in at the moment. He’d learned them by
rote, as mystical ceremonies, rituals that tapped into a power that, for all its irrationality, was very
easy to manipulate. I’ve heard Ted Bundy functioned the same way, though I suppose I’d be
ridiculous if I didn’t admit that Norm was at least a better person than Ted Bundy.
“Jane,” he said. We stared at each other. He didn’t know the codes for having an ex-fiancee
show up at his door, so he lapsed into blankness, like a robot given some stimulus that lay outside its
programming. I let the moment hang for one second, then two, challenging him to respond creatively.
It didn’t work.
“I’m here to pick my things up,” I said. “I’m sorry if I’m disturbing you.”
“I’ll show you where they are,” he said.
“I’m sorry if they’ve been in the way.”
He walked away, leaving me in the open doorway. The key to the Mercedes was hanging on a
peg by the door, and I pulled it down, turned around and clicked the Unlock button, hung the key back
on the peg. I couldn’t hear the car beeping from where I was standing, and I wasn’t sure if it had
worked. This was both the key moment and the greatest weakness in the plan Sam and I had come up
with -- if I couldn’t unlock Norm’s car, all our other efforts would be a waste.
But of course it worked; I’m not building any tension here.
I hung the key back on the peg and the whole action took maybe three seconds, and I walked
the way Norm had and turned down the hall.
“Here you are,” he said, gesturing at the same two boxes of clothes and miscellania that I had
rejected a few weeks earlier.
“Thanks,” I said.
“This is everything of yours.”
“I know.”
I looked at the boxes. One more step to go. “I’m sorry things ended the way they did,” I said.
“I feel like it was as much my fault as anyone else’s.” This, of course, was not only a lie but an
irrational statement, nonsensical by any standard other than the basic syntax and semantics of the
English language. But he didn’t question it. “Can we talk for a minute before I go?” I asked. “Just a
minute or two.”
“I have a busy afternoon. There are some things I wanted to do over my lunch break.”
“Five minutes, Norm. Then I’ll leave.”
He stared at me and blinked several times in rapid succession. I had learned this was a subtle
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means he had for expressing confusion, though I’d never figured out if it was conscious. We walked
back into the living room and sat across from each other on the black leather couch. I’d missed it.
“Are you happy?” I asked Norm.
“Well,” he replied. “That’s a difficult question. I suppose you would first have to define what
happy meant. Relative to what? Is happy something that comes from inside you, or a response to
circumstances? Most would say both, but where does the line come? On a grand scale, I don’t feel the
need to change anything.”
There was a hornet doing circles outside the picture window. Sometimes it would land on the
glass and stare at us, pulsing its rear end in a slow thoughtful way. It didn’t seem angry. It mostly just
seemed lonely, like the big flying loops were a bid for attention. I felt sorry for it. I realized Sam
would have put the nest in Norm’s car by this point, and wondered if that was where the hornet had
come from.
“What’s the first thing you think of when you wake up in the morning?”
“Hm. I’ve never thought about it. It’s not something I’ve made a conscious effort to track.”
The hornet outside did another loop. I wished it would come in the house so I could rescue it
heroically, stop Norm from crushing it, trap it with a glass and slip a card underneath it and whisk it
out the door. It would fly away back to the hornet colony. That woman, it would say, s h e ’s alright.
D o n ’t fuck with her. And then no hornet from that nest would ever sting me again.
“Did you love the woman you lost your virginity to? At the time, at least?”
“I might have thought so at the time,” he said.
“That’s a great answer, Norm. I mean, really, a great answer. I asked you one of my favorite
questions for getting to know people, and you gave me a great answer.”
“I’ve never been able to develop a reliable means for telling when you’re being sarcastic.”
I rubbed the tips of my fingers against my palms. The hornet attractant was starting to dry,
with the raspy texture of cheap paint. “I’m going to pee,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”
He raised one hand and opened his mouth, taking in an instinctive breath, and then froze that
way, like he was sure there was something he had to say but he didn’t know what.
“I won’t pee on anything of yours, Norm. It’ll all go in the toilet where it belongs.”
“Alright.”
“I’m not mad at you.”
“Alright.”
It was true: I wasn’t. There was a time when I’d been so angry at Norm that I had smeared my
own piss in his face just to get out of sharing a bed with him. It might be that he would forever define
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me by that act. If he were a cheerier person, a more humorous person, he might have made a gross
anecdote out of that night, presented it to his friends as locker room gossip. He might even have told it
to his grandchildren. I didn’t mind that: It would be fun to go down in his family history as the Crazy
Piss Lady. But I had come to realize that Norm was a mystery to me, and always would be, and it was
possible that he didn’t understand me any better than I understood him. Maybe it wasn’t fair to be
angry at someone so opaque. Maybe my grudge was just a habit, something that had outlived its
usefulness.
But then I thought about Sam, and all the work we’d put into this prank. It was the only thing
we’d ever worked on together, and more than that, the only time we’d ever been open and honest with
each other. I thought about explaining to Sam why I’d given up at the last moment. I ran a few drops
of cold water onto my hands, moistened the attractant, walked back into the living room.
Norm was still sitting on the couch and looking out the window. I rubbed one hand over the
crown of his hand and down the back of his neck, feeling the stubble and the folds of fatty skin. A
hornet could get trapped in all those layers and never come out. He kept looking out the window. I
rubbed the fingers of my left hand against the palm of my right, wet and slippery, and pinched his
cheek between thumb and forefinger.
“Hang in there, Spanky,” I said, and walked toward the door.
The coroner’s report said the heart attack killed him before the crash did.
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The Lash of the Velvet Whip

It’s almost midnight before the man calls to give them the address for the hotel. Sylvia fancies she can
hear little hints of Andy’s impatience, the sharp scritching of his pencil, he’s reading some kind of text
for class and making lots of notes in the margins, a habit she’s never fallen into and never saw the
point of. Once in awhile he’ll jam his hand into the bag sitting next to him, grab a handful of
something and chew it, releasing a fragrance of damp earth mixed with sweetness: somehow even this
gesture conveys frustration, the crackly chunk of his hand going into the plastic. She’s watching TV
with the volume off, because it’s easier for him to read that way, but the silence pushes into the room,
etching out a space that amplifies his passive-aggressive little signals.
She shifts herself under the blanket, pulling it over her folded legs, making sure it covers her
toes. It’s the Friday Night Blue Movie on the Canadian station, the signal drifting in and out with the
vagaries of weather; it doesn’t seem worth adjusting the antenna, even though softcore porn is all
about visual detail: sheeny idealized bodies, the silent meaningful stare, delicate camera tricks to hide
the interaction of genitals, the ritual motions of penetration like a word repeated until it loses meaning.
The gardener is fucking the rich housewife and she glances at Andy and sees that he’s watching too,
with this bored resentful look like he doesn’t want to bother being aroused.
“What are you eating?” she asks.
He picks the bag up and looks at the label, like he isn’t sure himself. “Salted dried peas. Store
brand.”
“Where did you get those?”
“Back of the cabinet. They fell off the lazy Susan.” He picks up a pea, holds it to the light
between thumb and index finger. This is him, she thinks, the outward shape of perception. Analysis
without understanding. “I think they’ve been here as long as we have,” he says.
“Are they good?”
“If you like dried peas.” And he pincers it into green dust as the phone begins ringing.
Sylvia looks at the caller ID, knowing it’s the man, nobody else would be calling this late,
and she goes into the bedroom and verifies just the basics, address and travel time, murmuring her
way through the call even though she and Andy have talked about this, no secrets here. Then she
dresses, slipping out of her t-shirt and shorts and squatting down naked to dig through the pile of
clothes at the bottom of the closet, a mound that seems vaguely toxic with dust and cobwebs, stale
body odor and maybe even some mildew. There’s a corset here at the bottom and she squeezes herself
into it, kneading her own flesh into shape like white dough, puts on a thong and then pulls her
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stockings on and bends down to play with the snaps on the garter, the blood rushing to her brain and
spurring the first exploratory twinges of a headache. Andy walks in while she’s doing this but of
course he doesn’t offer to help; instead he waits until she’s done and reaches around from behind to
start groping her exposed nipples. Knowing he’s tense and not wanting to start a fight, she leans
forward, bracing her palms against the mirror, signaling him to have at it, looking in the mirror at her
flesh rippling with the impact of his thrusts.
He’s supposed to be pulling out, but he does the final punctuating thrust and she feels the
little orgasmic twitch and knows he hasn’t. Her pills ran out three months ago and she can’t afford to
renew the prescription, and maybe that’s some subconscious expression of sexual disdain or maybe
it’s a symptom of overall structural failure, of the withering of habit and love and communication. Is
this the first time she’s consciously acknowledged that her relationship with Andy is dying? She can’t
remember. Maybe so. And then a second later he withdraws and she feels the dribble of come running
down her thigh and goddammit now she has to clean up and she’s going to be late.
She cleans up and then slips on a pea coat, something that belongs to Andy, doesn’t ask first
and right now they’re in an uncertain space where maybe she should, but he doesn’t say anything -
it’s handy sometimes that he’s so nonconfrontational -- then she whips the door open and runs because
it’s raining, Andy behind her hitting the Unlock button on the keychain and they climb into his Ford
Focus.
“We need to stop and buy condoms,” she says after five minutes on the road.
“Condoms,” says Andy. “Huh.” He doesn’t look away from the road.
“It’s just in case,” she says. “Worst-case kind of thing.”
She’s waiting for him to snap at her but instead he pulls into a Chevron, walks with her inside
and to the condom aisle where she buys a three-pack of Trojans (they don’t have singles) and when
she gets up to the counter she realizes she doesn’t have her wallet with her.
“Can you pay?” she asks. Andy huffs and rolls his eyes like a child. “Don’t be a fucking dick
about this, Andy, I didn’t bring my wallet. You know I’ll pay you back.”
“I don’t know if there’s money on my card,” he says. “The account might be overdrawn.”
“For God’s sake, it’s five dollars. If you overdraft, I’ll pay your fees. I’ll pay you a bonus.”
He purses his lips and looks skyward again but pulls his wallet out and hands the clerk his card. She
looks at the clerk, a man in his sixties who looks like a retired musician, leathery skin and long
clumpy hair and an odor like vodka and engine grease. He isn’t saying anything but he thinks their
little tiff is hilarious. As she walks out the door an image comes to her mind unbidden of him jerking
off in the Chevron bathroom, wiping a dribble of semen against the ceramic edge of the sink, and she
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holds the image, waiting for it to cauterize a numb space into her mind.
They go fifteen miles North on I-5, beyond the outskirts of the city and then finally exiting to
a road that leads them through an endless winding ribbon of trees, lit by the Focus’s headlights in a
pale white that makes her think of her own naked skin. The man’s name is Norm and this is how it
would be, exactly how it would be, if Norm were trying to lure her into the middle of the woods and
kill her, and Andy’s thinking that too, she knows it, and if they both acknowledged it they could have
a laugh over it and maybe it would bring them a bit closer together but she’s making a conscious
decision not to let that happen. This is an old relationship, loaded with inertia, and you have to break
these things down piece by piece, like those people in the Third World who break down drydocked
cargo ships for scrap, yes, that’s an excellent metaphor, and of course it’s a nasty process, sometimes
people get maimed and a lot of toxins get released into the environment, but it has to be done. In a
way she’s disappointed when they find the hotel, a blinding aberration of yellow light after miles of
empty woods. Andy parks the Focus, she opens the door, and all the pressure escapes the car in a big
loud hissing noise.
“If I’m not back here by three, call me,” she says.
“Three?”
“A hundred an hour, two hours. It’s not worth the effort if I don’t do at least two hours.”
“Syl, I’ve got fucking class in the morning.”
“If I’m not back in the car by three, call me. If I don’t answer the phone, come knock on the
door of room 208.”
“Yeah.”
“You’ve got that?”
“Yeah, yeah, I’ve got it.”
“Andy, what room did I say?” She stares at the windshield while she gives him a much-morethan-reasonable interval to recall the answer. It’s opaque from the rain, a nest of glowing points that
hammers home her claustrophobia, and all she wants is to get out of the car. Of course he doesn’t say
anything.
“Goddammit, Andy, this is really important.” She pops open the glove box, gets out a pen
and writes room 208 on an old receipt, slaps it on the dash and gets out, trying to slam a door that isn’t
heavy enough for slamming and falls home with a light whunk just as it always does. The hotel’s front
door is on one of those laser triggers like a supermarket, and she feels self-conscious walking past the
front desk -- surely they assume that any woman walking into the hotel in an overcoat at this hour is
either a stripper or a prostitute -- but of course nobody stops her. She takes the stairs to the second
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floor, not wanting to confront anyone in the elevator, and then gets the kind of vertigo peculiar to
hotel corridors, the rows of rooms and carpet lines stretching away to an ambiguous horizon. The door
of room 208 sweeps open as soon as she knocks.
There’s an obese man in the doorway, his forehead glistening yellow in the hotel light,
wearing slacks and a white shirt, the sleeves rolled up to the elbows and the front unbuttoned to reveal
an undershirt with a pale crescent sweat stain. There’s something moony and childlike about his face
and about his expression, turned down to the floor. She solicits permission with a tentative half-step
forward, and he turns aside to let her in; she’s been mentally rehearsing a dramatic reveal where she
shrugs the coat to the floor and reveals her body, legs encased in fishnet, bare breasts hanging over the
top of the corset, garter straps with their retro aesthetic and hints of forcible restraint, not the body it
once was but well-packaged, goddammit. There’s something filmic about the idea of it, some
archetype of seduction that professionalism tells her she should aspire to, but now she finds the fabric
too rough for a dramatic slide, the cut too tight, so after twitching her shoulders a couple times and
feeling stupid she takes the coat off one arm at a time like anybody else and sets it on the floor.
“Hello, Sylvia,” says the man.
“Hello.” She keeps the syllable short, not wanting her throat to catch.
“Should I call you Sylvia?”
“That would be fine.” She looks around the room: kitchenette, an ice bucket and some liquor,
a mirror frosted with a picture of an orca; she’s never been in a hotel room this nice. Her breasts are
cold, and she folds her arms across them and then catches herself, resists the suggestion o f
vulnerability, unknits her arms and forces them to hang by her side. “Um. So how should we handle
this?” she asks. “What did you want?”
“I should get what I deserve,” says the fat man, his tone a paradox, conveying submission and
command in a way she’s never heard before, and it’s all she can do not to slap herself on the head
because of course she’s supposed to be in character.
“You’re a filthy disgusting pig,” she says, trying to iron the quavering out of her voice,
making it as low as she can without sounding ridiculous. “Just the sight of you nauseates me.”
“I’m sorry,” says the man.
“Have you been bad?”
He nods.
“Tell me what you’ve done. Tell me everything.”
“I touch myself,” said the man. “Like a filthy little pig.”
“Show me.” This all feels like a bad high school play to her, but he gets down on his knees,
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his legs shaking a little as he tries to fold them up and then a gusting uhh as he lands on the floor, his
hands fumbling at his belt and drawing out a penis, still only half-erect, that seems lonely and mild
amid acres of flesh and tufting pubes.
“Don’t touch my shoes,” she says, and he reaches out and draws one finger across her pumps.
“Goddammit, I said don’t touch my shoes. What a piece of shit.” There’s a laptop sitting on the bed,
and in a moment of inspiration she yanks the charging cord out of the computer, unplugs it from the
transformer, folds it across itself and starts whipping his back with it. She read on the Internet that you
should start weak with pain and build it up, move toward the person’s threshold, but it’s a puny
weapon and she whips him as hard as she can, the cable making a thin slap against his back. He leans
forward on his knees, trying to make a better target, and she whips again. He straightens up, goes nyeh
like he’s throwing a baseball, and ejaculates on her thigh. Then he takes a few long breaths, drawing
the moment out, hand still on his dick.
***
In the car, Andy finds Sylvia’s absence refreshing. The dome light turns the car’s windows
into mirrors and he floats in a shimmering bubble of knowledge, disturbed only by periodic shifts of
his book because it’s a thousand pages, hardback, the sort of book you can’t ever find a comfortable
way to hold. It’s a biography of Lyndon Johnson, research for a final paper in his class on the
sociology of American power structures, a paper about sex and the Presidency in the postwar era, not
just the obvious ones like Clinton and Kennedy but the celibate years too, poor sad Carter admitting to
feeling lust in his heart, sexless old Grandpa Reagan subverting his libido into acres of atomic
phalluses and lingering like some trans-continental cocktease in the foreplay to nuclear war. When he
started reading this book he tried to pay attention to Johnson the civil rights hero, Johnson of the
humanitarian, Johnson the master manipulator of the Senate, but now all his annotations are about the
real hero of the story, Johnson’s cock. There’s a story about a cabinet meeting where Robert Kennedy
asks why America is in Vietnam, in response to which Johnson whips out his glorious Texan member,
slaps it on the table, and says, That’s why. Probably apocryphal, but still. Johnson slept with maids,
stewardesses, press secretaries, Congresswomen. He had a toilet installed in his office, and would
assert dominance over his pages by forcing them to take dictation while he shat. Andy tries to imagine
Lyndon Johnson fucking somebody, pulling up some lady Senator’s ankle-length pleated skirt in the
coat check room or thrusting away atop Lady Bird in the bed of their Texas ranch. After all his years
of womanizing, did Johnson still find erotic value in poor plain forgiving Lady Bird? Did she treasure
those few minutes when his body was hers alone, and did he ask afterward in that booming Texas
accent if she was absolutely sure she came? The world will never know, but Andy suspects the answer
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is yes on all three counts.
He tries to imagine, then, his girlfriend and the man who’s currently paying a hundred dollars
an hour to jack off on her feet while she calls him a piece of shit. It’s a hollow image, as mythic and
sepia-toned as the idea of Johnson fucking. He tries to remember the first time he and Sylvia had sex.
It was the first time she’d ever done it without a condom, and there was a tense static moment after he
finished -- he hadn’t exactly been given permission to come -- and then he pulled out and she felt it
running from her and jumped up yelling Ohmygodohgrossohmygodohgross and ran to the bathroom
while he rolled on the bed laughing because what else could you do at a moment like that but laugh?
The memory is like a book his parents read him as a child, rich with old meanings but irrelevant to the
given moment. The disassociation is so intense it’s like being stoned, or maybe poisoned, but of
course that’s two perspectives on the same condition.

Sylvia ponders the blob of semen on her thigh, not wanting to touch it but knowing she’ll
probably have to. She wipes her thigh with the tip of one finger and then rubs it against the comforter;
it’s watery and odorless. Inoffensive, as jizz goes.
“I’m sorry,” says the fat man. “I can’t control myself.”
“It’s alright,” she says, trying not to sound irritated. “I can wash these when I get home. Is
there, like, a washcloth or something in the bathroom? A wet washcloth?” She looks up and he’s
meeting her eyes for the first time. “Oh, Christ,” she says. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to break
character.” She clears her throat.
“How many times have you done this?” asks the man.
“Um. Twelve.”
“Twelve times.”
“M-hm.”
“Because your ad said you were quite experienced.”
“Yeah.”
“Now was this with twelve different clients, or twelve times with the same person?”
“Sort of in between.”
“This is your first time, isn’t it?”
She nods. “I can just go now,” she says. “I won’t ask for your money.” The man puts his
pants back on and sits down on the bed. Her face is doing crying sorts of things, getting warm and wet
and twitchy, and she hopes she can get out of the room before the man sees her cry, maybe go sob in a
bathroom somewhere for half an hour or so and then go back to Andy, drive home and drink herself
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into oblivion on the cheapest malt liquor she can find, and then in the morning pack her things up and
move back to her parents’ house and live in their basement never seeing anyone again.
But the man says, “I’ll still pay you, I’ll pay you for two hours, just sit on the bed and talk to
me,” so she doesn’t leave the room, but the tears are still coming so she picks up Andy’s coat and
buries her face in it, the fabric rough against her cheeks.
“Come over here and cry,” says the man. She still has her back turned to him, and she shakes
her head. “I’m paying you,” says the man. “So come cry on my shoulder.” There’s a logic in this she
can’t deny, so she sits down next to him; he puts one arm around her, and she nestles into his chest,
pushing her nose into the fold in his shirt where his arm joins with his shoulder, and it’s wet but it
smells good, spicy and clean, and maybe the wetness is just from her tears. As long as she’s being
paid to cry she launches a couple of good hard sobs, somewhere between an orgasm and a sneeze,
only a little bit fake, and when she pulls her face away there’s purpled smears of makeup bruising his
shirt.
“Do you want a drink?” he asks. “I can make you a gin and tonic.”
“No.”
“It’ll help you relax.” The fat man -- maybe Norm is his real name -- squeezes her shoulder,
then stands up, walks to the bar, fills two glasses with ice cubes. Hotel glasses, stout and plain.
“I shouldn’t have a drink,” she says.
“It’s good gin,” says Norm. “Bombay Sapphire. The tonic is Schweppes, which is an
excellent brand. The best. At least, the best you can get in a supermarket. Everyone focuses on the
quality of the gin when making a gin and tonic, but in fact your choice of tonic is just as important,
perhaps even more so.”
She gets up and walks over to the counter, surprised at how refreshing the crying has been,
picks up the gin, unscrews the lid and takes a whiff: It smells good, layers of herbal sweetness
harmonizing with the sharp root note of the pine. She has the vague feeling that she could catch a buzz
just from inhaling. If there were drugs in it, they would be odorless, and probably tasteless and
colorless as well.
“Take a drink from both glasses,” she says. “A big one.” The man obliges, tossing back a
maybe a third of each drink, and then she pours the remainder of one glass into the other and sits back
on the bed. “My boyfriend’s waiting outside,” she says. “That’s one thing I didn’t fuck up, at least.”
“How long will be he waiting?”
“I don’t know if he cares.”
Norm sits beside her, the bed deforming to draw him into her space. “How did you end up on
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the Internet, trying to swindle poor subs?” he asks.
“This is my fifth year in college,” she says. “My parents quit paying for things. It was kind of
a sudden decision. I think there might be more behind it. They’re broke, or my dad is having an affair
or dying of cancer or something. Christ, I don’t know.”
“You could have been honest about it. Everyone likes a virgin.”
“I’m not a virgin.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I have a cousin in Seattle who’s a stripper, and she suggested it. She said it was more like a
theatrical thing, that I wouldn’t have to fuck anybody.”
“If you want, I can tell you more about how it’s done.”
She sighs and lets her arms recross, covering her breasts again, leaning forward a bit to stay
away from Norm’s presence; the glass is a cold flatness against her nipple and she passes it to him
and, without saying anything, he stands up and begins refilling her drink, pouring two shots and then
slopping on some extra, maybe thinking she isn’t paying attention. “I felt so stupid,” she says. “When
I was dominating you. No offense, I really didn’t mean to be insulting. I swear, I didn’t. But it’s all
such a cliche. Do people like you care if the dominatrix is creative? Don’t you get bored with the same
old shit?”
“How old were you when you lost your virginity?” asks Norm.
“Sixteen.”
“And you’re, what, twenty-one?”
“Twenty-three.”
“Okay. In seven years, haven’t you gotten bored with the same old shit?”
“Holy God, yes.”
“Hm. Okay. Well, some of us like cliches. Isn’t all sex just a few variations on the same
themes?”
He hands her the gin and tonic, and she takes a swig, feeling about for not savoring: this is her
favorite brand of gin and she’s getting it free. But the guilt isn’t enough to stop her from swigging.
“You’re very pretty,” he says.
“You know what else I tried offering?” asks Syl. “Nude housecleaning. Fifty dollars an hour,
I’ll clean your house in the nude. Fuck, that’s cheaper than most normal housecleaners, and they don’t
let you masturbate. But nobody wanted that.” She wants this man to understand her, to see why she’s
made her nonsense quest into his room and then broken down crying.
“Your breasts are very pert. They sit well in your corset.”
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“Don’t think I didn’t try getting a real job. But this is a college town, you know? This is one
of the worst employment markets in the fucking state. Do you know how many people applied for the
last opening at the Bagelry?”
“How long have you been with your boyfriend?”
“Two hundred. Two hundred fucking applicants. How am I supposed to get work in a market
like that?”
“How long have you been with your boyfriend?” he repeated.
“You know who I feel really bad for? My cat. If we lose the apartment, I might have to give
him away.” His hand sits on her thigh, a pitifully affectionate animal, a fat blind guinea pig.
“How does he feel about you doing this?”
“I’m not really that pretty. You said I was, but I don’t know why. I’ve never thought I was
pretty at all. I have no jaw line. I practically have no neck. There’s a big bump in the middle of my
nose.”
“How much money do you need?”
“What?”
“If you could wave a magic wand right now and have all the money you needed to be safe for,
let’s say, this month, what would it take?”
“Why do you want to know?”
“Humor me.”
“Six hundred.” It’s a lowball.
“I can provide that for you.”
“What? Why?”
“I’ll give you six hundred dollars to have sex with me tonight. In addition to the two hundred
we agreed on before. And I’ll call you when I’m in town again. I come through here sometimes on
business.”
“Why?”
“Every man needs a mistress.”
“Let me think about that,” she says, and then drinks the rest of her gin and tonic at one go.
She sits unmoving, her hands in her lap, still clutching the glass, as he nuzzles her hair and ears with
his nose, and the intervals grow shorter between his stabs of breath. When he pushes her thong aside
and prods her natal cleft with the tip of one finger, she can’t think of any logical reason to stop him. It
isn’t anything, it’s just one thing like another thing. But she’s dry and tacky, and he pushes again, a
sharper pressure, unable to penetrate. She drops her empty glass, the ice spilling on the floor, then
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pulls his hand up and sucks on his finger to lubricate it, her saliva viscous and sugary from the tonic.
Letting go of his hand, she reaches down and began unbuttoning his pants.

Andy snaps awake. There’s a security guard rapping against the window, his flashlight beam
a blunt probe against Andy’s eyes.
“Sir? I’m sorry, sir, you can’t sleep here.” His voice is muffled by the glass.
It takes Andy a second to remember where he is, why he’s sleeping in the car, and he looks
down at the dashboard clock and sees it’s 5:13 a.m., and he nods at the guard, starts the car, and drives
out of the parking lot, all without being able to place how he ended up here. It’s only a quarter of a
mile down the road that his awareness of the situation returns, and he feels an instant of liberation that
Sylvia’s still gone, and then bitter self-disgust. He pulls out his cell phone, hands shaking with anger,
anger at the unknown man in the hotel room for whatever he was doing, anger at himself for his
moment of obscene hope, and most of all anger with his girlfriend for setting this whole thing up and
making him responsible once more for her well-being.
In Syl’s dream, she’s at the park with a guy she knew in high school, a guy who had always
had a crush on her. She’s ancient woman, and he’s still sixteen. Drooping skin distorts the shape of her
hands, and she knows without looking that her hair is bright white. It’s a summer day, the sunlight a
surreal bleach that cuts away the horizon and makes the trees invisible, and they’re flying a model
helicopter, but it’s ignoring the commands she gives it with the remote and instead it’s flying against
her, pressing its nose against her thigh, humming and vibrating in in three-second bursts. She wakes
up just enough to realize she’s lying in Norm’s bed, his immense bulk pressed up against her. Andy’s
pea coat is draped across her like a blanket, and her phone, still in one of the pockets, is vibrating. She
has the vague idea that it might be an important call, but it’s still dark out, her head hurts, and all she
wants is to go back to sleep.
A few minutes later, someone is knocking at the door, and this time they both wake up.
“Who is it?” barks Norm, his voice booming and edged with anger.
“Sylvia?”
She sits up. “It’s my boyfriend,” she whispers, gesturing for Norm to put his clothes back on.
“Just a second,” she yells at the door, and Norm puts his boxers back on and she opens the door and
there’s Andy, his hair pressed into a funny shape and his eyes puffy and red so she knows he’s been
sleeping.
“Syl, where the hell have you been?” he asks.
“Where the fuck have you been?”
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“What have you been doing for four hours?”
“What the fuck have you been doing for four hours?” She hates the fact that she’s shrieking;
he’s yelling too so maybe she has an excuse, but she knows confrontation terrifies him, knows this is
his way of pushing through it.
“I asked her to hold me while I fell asleep,” says Norm. He’s standing behind her in the
doorway. “I’m a family man. I know you find that difficult to believe, given the circumstances we’re
meeting under, and I’ll grant you I have my faults, but it’s true. I missed my wife. She offered, very
kindly, to act as a substitute presence. For which she has my appreciation. She must have fallen asleep
as well, I’m sorry.”
Andy looks relieved, happy to have resolved the situation with even the lightest touch of
power, and maybe a little taken in by the sentimental angles of Norm’s pitch. She walks back in the
room and puts the pea coat on, suddenly unwilling to let either of the men in the room see her body.
“Pay me,” she tells Norm.
Norm fishes his wallet out of his pants, opens it up, pulls out two bills. “Two hundred, as per
prior agreement?”
She glances back at Andy, who’s watching the whole transaction with interest, and then looks
back at Norm, dreams of tying him down and plucking each of his eyeballs out with her fingernail,
sending him back to his family with gaping bleeding sockets and her initials carved in his chest. She
takes the bills, and then Norm gets a twenty out and offers it to Andy. “For gas,” he says. Andy takes
the bill from his hand and holds it for a second, considering.
“Just take the fucking money,” says Sylvia.
Already the hotel’s hallway is a return to some eternal dreamstate, a place outside time,
forever empty and silent. She’s raw and abraded from having Norm inside her, and feels a crossfading
burn with each step. She presses her eyes together and tries to focus her whole being within that spot
of pain.
“He actually seemed like a nice guy,” says Andy.
On the drive home she feels Norm’s semen dripping out of her onto the car seat, thinks about
how long before she’s supposed to have her next period. She thinks about having Norm’s baby and
raising it with Andy, having Andy’s baby and raising it with Norm, having Andy’s baby and raising it
in her parents’ basement, having Norm’s baby and standing outside his house waving it and yelling as
his wife and children watched through the window, getting Andy’s baby aborted and letting it be the
final thing that tore them apart forever, getting Norm’s baby aborted and mailing it to him in a jar.
She opens the center console and finds a cigarette lighter and a half-smoked tin of peach-
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flavored Camels that’s at least six months old. She used to smoke sometimes on road trips, just to
keep herself amused. She lights a cigarette and sucks as deeply as she can, coughing in wrenching
spasms, feeling the burn in her lungs like the burn between her legs, wishing evil on whatever might
be hiding in her uterus. Andy rolls his window down, raising one finger and holding it in the air for a
moment before driving it down against the switch so she sees what he’s doing. She flicks the lighter
and holds the trigger down, staring at the flame.
“Don’t do that,” says Andy. “I can’t see when you do that.”
She lets go for a couple of seconds and then flicks again, cupping one hand to cover the
flame, to hold it all for herself, her hand enclosing a sphere that she tightens until it scorches her palm.
Then the fire goes out, and she can’t flick it back into life: The lighter’s run out of butane. She pulls
the cigarette out of her mouth and stares at the tip. It isn’t a uniform orange glow, not really. Closer
inspection reveals that it’s moving, but it doesn’t pulse and flicker like the flame of a lighter; there are
little white things that crawl and writhe inside it like dying worms. She pushes the burning tip into the
soft flesh on the inside of her left arm and holds it there, just for a second, until reflex intervenes and
her hand jerks away. She has no history of self-mutilation.
“Can you smell that?” she asks Andy.
“What?”
“Something smells like burning flesh.”
“I don’t smell anything.”
There’s no possible way, she thinks, that he could have missed seeing what she did. No
possible way. She pushes the strap of her thong aside with her left pinky and pushes the finger inside
herself, feeling Norm’s residue.
“Oh my God,” she says. “Oh, gross.”
“Hm?”
The pain from her cigarette burn goes racing down her arm, mixing with the pain from the
abraded flesh between her legs, the burning in her lungs, her whole body awake in raw vivid
agonizing life.
“I’m going to give you a wet Willy,” she says.
“Don’t,” says Andy. “I’m driving.”
“Remember how I used to give you wet Willies back when we were first dating? That was so
cute.”
“Don’t.”
She shoves the tip of her pinky in his ear.
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Baptism

There were four of them, the mother, the father, the boy, and the priest. The boy was walking them
through the gallery, showing them his artwork. The mother was holding the priest’s hand.
“I call this my Murder Triangle,” said the boy, who wasn’t a boy at all, really; the priest
thought he might be seventeen. But he was a boy in the context of his family, still locked in the matrix
of unearned praise and petty authority. Five minutes’ observation made that clear. The priest looked at
the Murder Triangle. The boy had cut a skull out of something heavy and white, probably construction
paper, and glued it onto a traffic sign. Around the skull was a triangular ridge that appeared to be raw
hamburger. The priest gave it what he hoped was a respectful period of consideration, though with
things such as this, who knew? Looking closer, he saw that the traffic sign was speckled with
honeycomb reflectors that gave it an illusion of depth against the matte woodgrain of the gallery wall.
Maybe that was the point.
“Is it intended as a vegetarian statement?” asked the priest.
“I hate didactic art,” said the boy. “Who would take dietary advice from a sculpture?”
The priest nodded. “Who, indeed.”
“You don’t need to be condescending,” said the mother. “He asked you a question about your
art.”
“A little condescension never hurts,” said the father. “If you don’t know art better than the
client, why should he give a fuck what you have to say?”
“Why is murder triangular?” asked the priest.
“Because violence is cyclical,” said the boy. “Once you start killing, you’re trapped in the
cycle of violence, and you can’t get out. But it’s not circular. It’s a series of violent forward stabs, like
interconnecting lines.”
“So murder could also be rectangular,” said the priest. “Or hexagonal.”
The boy nodded. “But this was the only sign I had.”
“What’s really great about this,” said the father, “is the plastic. W e’ve got the hamburger
encased in this brilliant plastic, hermetically sealed. It’s a bit like the casing on a sausage, except it’s
basically indestructible. I have a friend in the industry who designed it for me, he does plastics
engineering for all the top synthetic artists.” He reached out and prodded the hamburger, leaving a
dimple in its surface.
“Dad, you’re ruining the composition,” said the boy, smoothing it with the tip of a finger.
“Should you wash your hands or something?” asked the mother. “That’s raw meat.”
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“It’s absolutely sealed. Guaranteed to last for fifty years.” The father swirled his glass of wine
in caressing circles.
“I like the idea of a rotting sculpture,” said the boy. “A statement about the impermanence of
art.”
“You’ll find you have a hard time selling something like that,” said the father. “People don’t
want to pay a thousand dollars for a big hunk of meat that’s going to sit in their living room and rot
and attract flies and they can’t show it off to their friends because it stinks so bad.”
“But you can’t look at art when you’re dead,” said the boy, “so no art is ever truly permanent.
And I like the idea of flies. What if maggots hatched out of the sculpture? By making art out of
something dead, I’d make art that truly lived.”
“You can’t sell people a sculpture full of maggots,” said the mother. “That’s disgusting.”
“Let the boy have his artistic independence,” said the father. “Let him make his own
mistakes. Although, I’ll tell you, it’s going to be a mistake if you try that.”
“Question is,” said the boy, “if the maggots are part of the sculpture, and they grow up to be
flies, then are the flies part of the sculpture? Suddenly you’ve got a sculpture flying around your living
room.”
“People couldn’t open their doors,” said the father. “They wouldn’t want to let the sculpture
out.”
“I’m almost certain it’s been done before,” said the priest. “I think it was a British artist. He
put dead sheep in glass cases or something, I saw it in a magazine. I don’t know if a lot of people liked
it per se but I’m sure he got a lot of attention.”
“You can’t do it until you’re eighteen,” said the mother. “If someone gets sick off your rotting
meat sculpture, I’m not getting sued over it.”
“Aw, poop,” said the boy, his face collapsing into an exaggerated frown. The priest couldn’t
tell if it was ironic or not.
“I’ve never heard of that,” said the father. “And anyway, it doesn’t matter if it’s been done
before. It’s all in the execution of the thing.”
The priest shrugged. “I’m not a conceptual artist. I’m just saying, it might be interesting to
look up the --”
“I mean, painting has been done before. More assholes than you can shake a stick at that
slapped some paint on a canvas.” He looked around the gallery a few times, like he was searching for
backup, and then noticed a group of new people coming in the front entrance. “You’ll excuse us,” he
said. “Judging by their aggressive drabness, I would say those are journalists.” He pulled the boy in
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their direction. “Barbara, you might fetch this man a drink. Loosen him up a bit.” He walked away.
The mother looked at the priest. “I’m sorry about him. Do you want a drink?”
The priest nodded. “I think that would be fine.”
The bar was in one corner of the gallery, silk cloth draped over a folding table and topped
with a cornucopia of bottles, vibrant shapes and colors meant, the priest thought, to tap into the same
lingering excitement that drew grown men to the toy aisles of chain department stores. A man stood
behind it wearing the strangest suit the priest had ever seen, its fabric a swampy mottled green that
was somehow also reflective, his hair a nest of silver points.
“Ronald,” said the mother, “this is Peter Coughlin. My date for the evening.”
Ronald shook the priest’s hand. “It’s wonderful to meet you,” he said. “You know, when I
found out Barbara was dating a defrocked priest, I was most excited, let me tell you. Most excited
indeed.”
“Ronald is my husband’s business partner,” explained Barbara, and then the priest could see
her flinch at the mistake. “Ex husband’s. They own this gallery together.”
“He’s the carrot, I’m the stick. Can I offer you some whiskey?”
“Ronald,” said the mother. “He’s a priest, not a stereotype.”
“I’ve never used the word defrocked,” said the priest. “It suggests punishment, or an
involuntary stripping. I left the church of my own free will.”
“I think most men in our society have a priest fetish,” said Ronald. “Using the word fetish in
its broadest sense, of course. It’s somehow still scandalous, the sexuality of priests. It’s one of the few
things that’s maintained shock value.”
“A shot of whiskey would be wonderful,” said the priest. “Returning to the matter of primary
importance. On the rocks, if you could.”
“Of course.” Ronald scooped ice cubes from a glass decanter and dropped them in a glass, the
melodic crystalline chatter deflecting the pause in conversation, followed by an unmeasured splash of
Bushmill’s. “I’ll bet you have some juicy confession stories,” he said. “I’m not going to hide my basic
ambition, which is to see how many shots I have to slip you before you start spilling.”
Barbara took the priest’s hand and pulled him away from the bar. “You’ll excuse us, Ronald.”
They sat together on a bench made of shifting plastic cells, tinted red and filled with gel. He’d
been unsure if it was an artwork or a functional seating object. She was still holding his hand. In the
last few weeks he’d been surprised to discover that holding hands was not a static thing. It was an
evolving statement, a mutual test of endurance, a language that reproduced in miniature all the
complexity of sexuality and human relationships. He remembered being a young boy, walking down
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the street holding hands with his grandmother, and wondered how he’d ever tolerated something so
charged with eroticism.
“I liked Ronald,” said the priest. “Am I wrong in assuming he’s gay?”
“I used to wonder about him and Marty,” said the mother. “Back when we were first married.
I can’t remember now why. Just general paranoia.”
“One meets so few gay people in the church, especially in a smaller community. The few I
have met, I’ve been very fond of. One of my projects when I left the church was to meet more gay
people. But how does one do that? You can’t go around putting signs on telephone poles, you know,
saying ‘Homosexual friends wanted.’”
“I’m sure this room is full of gay people,” said the mother.
“Perhaps we could go around and ask. I’d imagine that if we met one, he could point out all
the others.” The priest sighed and leaned forward, moving the coupled lump of their hands from the
bench to his own thigh. “There are so many things I wonder. Those mannerisms, the way everything is
calculated. Careful gestures, words with heavy emphasis. Is that some kind of learned behavior? I
can’t imagine it’s biological. But if it’s a learned thing, where does it come from? If you go to Japan,
do the gay people act the same way? I don’t even know if I could ask these questions without
sounding like a terrible bigot.”
“Certain people can get away with questions like that, certain people can’t,” said Barbara.
“It’s beyond your control how you come off, I think. I know I couldn’t do it. That’s been my curse
with these people. All these people,” she added, gesturing at the gallery, “not, you know, ‘these
people’ as meaning just the gays or whatever.”
“I suppose if you couldn’t pull it off I couldn’t either,” said the priest, cocking his head at
what he knew was a birdlike angle, his disappointment quizzical and unmelancholy.
“I don’t know how to behave around these people,” said Barbara. “The gays and the art
people and, I don’t know, everyone. They make me feel terribly drab.”
The priest turned and looked at her. She was wearing a simple black dress printed with
flowers, a dress that spoke of the form of her body in ways both honest and sympathetic, so
beautifully it made him uncomfortable, the knowing chemical prod, like blackberry thorns lodged in
his spleen.
“I don’t like any of Kevin’s art,” she said. “It all seems like shock to me, just sex and violence
and these vapid things that act like they have ideas but they’re just scribbles and raw meat. It makes
me feel terrible. I want to like it, I want to understand, but I can’t.” She traced the rim of her glass
with one fingernail, and the priest loved the gesture’s accidental sexiness, a sad spark of filmic
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eroticism. “And I was afraid coming here, and Marty giving Kevin his own opening and everything,
afraid that we’d be embarrassed, that our whole family would be humiliated, but everyone here seems
to think it’s fine, and Marty’s so damned crass about everything.”
The priest watched her talking, the way the skin around her mouth shifted and the way her
tongue flicked off her teeth, and decided there was something erotic about the play of muscle under
flesh, the movement of layers of cartilage and muscle like sheets atop bodies, and the knowledge that
there were bones under there too, their gentle insistence cushioned in flesh. And the soft spaces, the
elastic cords of the neck, the way they tilted the head at so many angles, working to expose the
delicate little notches around the corner of the jaw. After decades spent fighting against impure
thoughts, these moments required ironic self-control, a struggle to embrace his own dirtiness, the
clenching of some strained resistant muscle, and then a warm bladdery release as his whole body
basked in sexual energy.
“I want to bite your neck,” he said.
Her face showed a moment’s blankness, a tourist scrutinizing the local gibberish, and then she
rolled her eyes and said, “Not right now.”
“I mean, I have your interests in mind here. It’s your chance to prove to everyone here that
you’re not a boring old lady. You’re beautiful, you’re sensual. Prove it.”
“I’m trying to talk about my family here.”
“Alright, I’m sorry. I’m listening.”
She looked at him, her mouth curled in irritation, eyes dropping in sad confirmation of the
inevitable. “I know you were celibate for twenty years, I’m sorry to be crabby if you can’t think about
anything except sex.”
“You don’t connect with Kevin’s art. You were worried people would hate it. They don’t.
Believe me, I’m listening.” A moment tinged with familiarity: He’d always been good at counseling.
“Jesus Christ, Peter. I need to use the bathroom. I’ll be back.” He watched the arc of her body
as she stood up, the moment of instability as she regained balance on her heels. He wondered if this
was some dark emotional signal, or just the call of a bodily function, and then was amazed at his own
wondering: To spend so long watching from the outside, marveling at the paranoid alarmism inspired
in men by the emotions of women, and then fall into the same trap upon the first ambiguous pee. He
followed her path to the women’s room. The gallery wasn’t large, but it was laid out in a way that
made it hard to parse, split into alcoves by shoji screens and awkward furniture, creating the illusion
of complexity in what was basically a huge square. He saw the process in action but he knew that
recognizing the presence of an illusion was a different process from being able to see through it. He
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decided to see if he could get more whiskey: Alcohol was comfortable old shoes, the lone familiar
vice in the world at large.
Marty was tending the bar, and the priest proffered his glass. “I wonder,” he said, “if I might
have more Bushmill’s.”
“Certainly.” Marty took the glass, squatted down and pulled up one side of the silk curtain,
exposing the table’s insectile framework of metal struts. He filled it with ice, stood back up, splashed
in more whiskey. “If I give you a double, you can go longer without coming back for a refill.”
“I can’t argue with that,” said the priest. He gestured at the profusion of bottles. “How much
would you say you spend on liquor at an average gallery opening?”
“Probably around six or seven hundred,” Marty replied. “It’s a minor operating expense. And
one that conveniently overlaps with my personal budget. W e’re actually more protective about the
glasses. Aesthetically, I hate plastic cups. But plastic cups can be thrown away. If the gallery’s full of
empty glasses, someone has to track them all down and clean them. Given the shallowness of our
employment pool, it’ll probably be me, and that’s undignified work. It’s like waking up before dawn.
It’s the kind of thing you join the middle class to avoid.”
“I’m flattered that you’ve given me a real glass, then,” said the priest.
“Where I’m going with that is, thanks for reusing.” Marty filled his own glass with white
wine. “How long have you been out of the priesthood?”
“A year, maybe. I haven’t kept an anniversary.”
“So long to join the dating world?”
“It’s a bit like a divorce, I guess. It feels obscene to rush into anything new.”
Marty leaned across the table, his voice a conspiratorial rumble. “I’ll tell you what, my own
divorce, I’ve done quite a bit of rushing. I’d rather advise it, myself.” He pulled his head back. “But
I’m sorry, I know you’re no big fan of divorce.”
“I don’t think I’d even call myself a Catholic at this point,” said the priest. “So don’t think
I’m some kind of moral enforcer.”
“Hm. Old habits and whatnot.” Marty picked a bottle up and mock-studied the label, and the
priest wondered if the conversation was over. Then he set the bottle back down and asked, “Do they
give you any kind of a pension?”
The priest shook his head. “I’m an insurance adjuster now.”
“I suppose you could have any job you wanted. I don’t know why, I just sense that you
could.”
“Basically, yes. Everyone is very eager to employ a former priest. There’s an assumption of
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honesty and dedication there. Warranted or not.”
“Very convenient for you.”
“The association never really goes away. It’s like being a Mormon. Certain religious
identities are almost genetic.”
“I think you could have a lot of fun with that,” said Marty. “The potential for manipulating
people is incredible. And it’s not something you can buy, or pose your way into. You have to earn it
over decades of intense training. You’re like a martial artist in the realm of misplaced trust.”
“Statistically, the country has less confidence in the honesty of the clergy than it ever has
before,” the priest replied. “And I don’t think that’s a bad thing. But put someone in front of an
individual priest, and it’s a different story.”
“I’d imagine after all this time it must be quite exciting to have, you know. The riches of the
world available.” He gestured at one of the gallery’s windows. “It’s interesting that you’ve chosen
Barbara. Of all the bars in every city on earth, et cetera.” The priest saw the trap: Plied with liquor and
strange elliptical compliments, and now the man was fishing for information on his ex-wife’s sexual
practices.
The previous night, he and Barbara had read to each other from a compilation of erotic poetry
throughout history. This was her idea, a book she kept hidden in a bedside drawer as if it were a dildo
or some exotically flavored lubricant, even though most of the poems were less explicit than, for
instance, a dictionary. They undertook the reading with a noble heart, but soon discovered that,
whether it was ancient Greco-Roman erotic poetry, the erotic poetry of the Persian and Arab worlds,
Victorian and Edwardian erotic poetry, Chinese erotic poetry from the tenth century B.C., great
empires had risen and fallen, plagues and fires had leveled cities, the wheel and the printing press had
been invented, without anyone ever coming up with a metaphor for the act of copulation that wasn’t
silly or trite or grotesque. They had avoided the truth at first, pantomiming dignity and passion and
reading in hushed tones implying the material was beyond critique, and then she encountered a line in
Sappho that was translated as “Who will plough my vulva?” and began giggling -- the priest relieved
not to be the first to acknowledge the experiment’s absurdity -- and then they were both cracking up
like high schoolers, more so with every page until they gave up and had sex based just on the physical
desire for sex, rarefied by cheer and comfort. He realized afterward that this was the heart of
eroticism: Improvisation, the act of creating narrative, seeing each experience as a unique emotional
arc, writing the story of the sex. He knew from the poetry’s failure that Barbara had never tried it with
any other man, let alone with the man standing in front of him. When she brought the book out he’d
seen it as a way of dignifying the sex act, connecting them with history’s wisest and noblest lovers, a
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kind of secular sanctification she defaulted to when the religious kind became impracticable. He saw
afterward it was also a matter of writing a new story.
Standing now in the gallery, knowing nothing of the story she’d written with Marty, the
initiator of the divorce or any lingering resentments that didn’t involve Kevin’s art, he had no idea
what to say, no idea what should be kept and given. “Barbara’s an attractive woman,” he said finally.
“I needed... I mean, of all the ways I could have re-entered the dating world, she seemed like one of
the more welcoming ones. Or the less intimidating ones.”
Marty raised his eyebrows in mild and perhaps feigned shock.
“I didn’t mean for that to be nearly as insulting and inane as it came out just now,” the priest
added. “Anyway, I need to use the bathroom.”
He walked toward the gallery’s west corner, so dazed by his own clumsiness that he thought
he might stagger into the furniture, knock a hole in one of the shoji screens, and then the white heat of
his bladder burnt through the fog of confusion and Bushmill’s and he went into the men’s room.
Kevin was perched on the sink, legs swinging like some pier-sitting Norman Rockwell boy, cradling
in his lap an infant-sized jug of some discount wine he certainly hadn’t acquired at the gallery’s bar.
The priest nodded to him as he passed by.
Like the whiskey, the urinal was comforting in its familiarity, as was the act of urinating. This
was like the urinal in his church, like the urinal in every restaurant and gallery and department store in
America, the piss an experiential thread going back to the dawn of consciousness. He had stepped out
of the flow of experience, shut off the stream of new things. Kevin was still there as the priest washed
his hands, slumping sideways against the wall but eyes open and feet kicking.
“Shouldn’t you be mingling with the public?” asked the priest as he worked the paper towel
dispenser, enjoying the racking downward slams.
“I can’t drink out there,” said Kevin. “It’s illegal.”
“But lots of people come through here. You’re not even in a stall.”
“I’m mostly hiding from my mother. Here, have a drink with me.”
“Alright.” Not wanting to leave the comfort and familiarity of the men’s room, the priest
hopped up on the counter, notching the tip of the faucet into the small of his back and settling the
edges of his hips into the sink. Kevin handed him the jug and he took a pull: red wine, bitter and rich
as coffee, with a heavy note of balsa wood and pulpy bits of grapeskin.
“How do you feel about me dating your mother?” asked the priest.
“Welllll Christ,” said the boy, dragging his vowels out in what might have been only a parody
of drunkenness, “She can do what she wants. I mean, we’re all adults around here.” He looked at the
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jug. “Excep’ me, I guess.”
“Was the divorce a difficult one?”
“Your parents aren’t really supposed to b e ... sexual, you know. I mean, your parents had sex
once, but it’s not real sex, and it doesn’t count if they have sex with each other.” He moved his whole
torso in a small circle, head lolling on his neck. “I dunno, do what you want, just keep it outta my
house, I s’pose.” He squinted, hiccupped. “I’d recommend that you shift your ass about four inches to
your left. Just for a moment.” The priest shifted his position and the boy vomited into the space where
he’d been sitting a moment ago. The vomiting was purposeful and exact, none of it touching the
priest’s pants; it seemed more like a rhetorical flourish than a biological reaction. The priest looked
down at it for a long analytical moment, not wanting to disturb it, afraid that the act of washing it
down the drain would seem like argument or contradiction. He recognized chunks of bread from the
hors d’ouvres table swimming in purple bile. At that moment Marty walked in.
“Well, how about this,” said the man. “How about it indeed.”
“Heyyyy dad.” Kevin brushed some vomit from his lips with the back of one hand, looked at
the phlegmy streak for a moment, and then wiped it on his pants.
“I let my son out of my sight for one moment, and here you are, hiding with him in the
bathroom and filling him up with Carlo Rossi.”
“That’s his wine,” said the priest. “I just came in to, uh.” The priest gestured at the urinal with
one thumb, then glanced at Kevin for confirmation, who was aiming a vacant half-smile toward his
father’s knees.
“I don’t know what your game is, buddy, or what you’re trying to leach out of my wife, but
I’ve got some ideas about why they don’t let you in the church anymore.” Marty had the same
expression he’d been wearing all night, and the priest wondered if this was an extended joke.
“I think there’s been some misunderstanding,” said the priest, and immediately regretted his
words, the way they played into a classic script of implication. He hopped off the sink, wet pantlegs
clinging to the backs of his thighs.
“You’d better get out of my gallery right now, buddy.” Marty stepped toward the priest.
“You can ask Kevin what’s going on,” said the priest, but he was walking toward the
bathroom door, the threat of physical violence pushing him away like magnetic repulsion. The priest
walked through the gallery toward the exit, trying to keep an eye out for Barbara but also trying to
keep moving, and Marty followed several steps behind, still mumbling in a level tone. “I know
people,” said Marty. “Right here, tonight, there are cops in this crowd. Gangsters, detectives,
whatever. I know people.”
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Outside it was pouring rain. The priest turned around and saw Marty staring through the
gallery’s glass door, unable to pass its threshold, a dog with an electronic collar. He turned back
around and stood watching the storefronts, feeling the rain soak through layers of suit and undershirt,
wondering if he should catch a taxi. His car was at Barbara’s apartment and his house was an hour’s
drive into the suburbs. After a few minutes he heard the door open, turned around and saw that Marty
wasn’t there anymore and Barbara was coming out.
“Marty says you gave Kevin communion wine.”
He turned to look at her. Barbara’s makeup was dissolving in the rain, dripping off in streaks
and gobs, and her hair made a teenager’s flat plaster against her head. She looked simultaneously
prettier and more grotesque, like a melting wax sculpture of a decade-younger woman; the priest
wondered why anyone would risk wearing makeup, in a world where this might happen.
“That’s ridiculous, Barbara. Why would I do that?”
“Look, I’m not saying he’s totally right. I know Marty distorts things.”
“He’s not right about anything. Why would I get your son drunk?”
“I don’t know, Peter. I don’t know what to think.”
He turned to look at her, amazed how attraction seasoned his anger, layered it with bitterness
and turned it inward.
“Barbara, how am I going to sneak a gallon ju g of Carlo Rossi into an art opening? Did you
see what he was drinking from?”
“I’m not saying I know for sure you gave him any alcohol at all.”
“Of course I didn’t give it to him. First of all you have to acknowledge that it wasn’t me that
gave him the wine, that it’s a stupid ludicrous idea to even think so. I know you’re angry right now but
please do let logic penetrate in regards to this question.” He immediately hated himself for using the
word penetrate, hated the way everything was floating around, the constant slip and drift of word and
gesture so that everything always meant sex. This was what religion avoided, it pinned things down so
they stayed earnest and innocent; religion was the forcible erasure of subtext, and goddamn was he
missing it right then.
“Peter, what I’m saying here is you have to be aware of what people are going to think about
things.”
“I want first of all to deal with how you are thinking about things.”
“People have ideas about things, and it’s not your fault, but you have to respect them. And for
Christ’s sake get your impulses under control.”
He stood for a moment looking at her and then spun around and walked back into the gallery.
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He heard her following, saying “Oh God, Peter, don’t go back in there.”
Marty was standing in a cluster of people, smirking and making some air-caressing gesture of
emphasis with his left hand, and this confirmed the priest’s actions, the rightness of his perceptions, to
see this man telling sleazy anecdotes ten minutes after their confrontation.
“Marty. I’ve got something to say to you.”
Marty looked up, his smirk still frozen.
“I just wanted you to know that, first of all, I’m making love to your wife. Or your ex-wife or
whatever she is right now, really I think you should straighten out the status of that and quit your little
vocal slips.”
He waited a moment, curious how Marty would react, but the man just blinked. All these
people so unready for confrontation, so easy to render them speechless, himself included.
“I left the church in good standing, of my own free will, for any number of reasons, and
believe me, the desire to make love to women was one of them and I’ve had quite a good time doing
that. And I want you to acknowledge that, and also the utter stupidity of the idea that I might have
somehow snuck in a gallon jug of wine so I could molest your son in what’s clearly a public space. I
want you to acknowledge all that.”
Marty blinked a few times and then said, “Alright.” The priest formulated the words I ’m
fucking your wife, I ’m not fucking your son and ran them back and forth in his head, loving their
courage, their punch, their wisdom, trying to work himself up to speak them when he felt something
like a moth brushing his hand and made a violent flinch, batting whatever it was away, and then
turned and saw it was Barbara, the poor melting wreck of Barbara.
“Peter,” she said. “We should go.”
He was glad for it, this confirmation that his work was done, and he turned and as he walked
toward the gallery’s exit he heard Marty already back to laughing, but that was alright, he thought, let
him live happily, we all need our dignity.
Peter and Barbara stood waiting in the rain for a taxi.
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A Vast Tapestry of Madness

I flick the silver nipple and the Caprice’s power window hisses down, and there’s a moment
of relief that the window motor hasn’t burned out from overuse or shorted in the rain. All my friends
say they sense that me and this car should be together, but I’m the only one who can articulate why,
and it’s because we’re very similar physically: white and thin, and you can open us up to find a red
interior, one that’s only a little bit scuffed. And we were born the same year, give or take.
DeJuan has already lowered his window. This is one of those nights when the rain hangs in
the air instead of falling, bits of moisture swirling like dust motes in the wind of his arm, settling on
the lip of the can of Steel Reserve he’s holding between his legs. There’s an American Spirit in his
other hand, half-smoked, and he takes a final drag, ponders it for a moment, and flicks it out the
window. I watch in the rearview as the tip makes a glowing orange arc, then bounces once in the street
and settles in a mud puddle. Whereupon he taps another one out of the pack and brings it to his lips. If
DeJuan owned a car, it would be a big black limo from the seventies. But DeJuan has AIDS, so I
guess the limo’s air filter would be broken, chewed up by some kind of biomechanical sci-fi bacteria.
And nobody would be able to change the air filter, so DeJuan would run worse and worse as it
dissolved, until his engine clogged up with dirt and seized for good.
I push this thought in circles as I run a finger across my wing mirror, squeegeeing raindrops
from the glass, chasing down the metaphor’s esoteric reaches. I even think about sharing it with him,
but he just told us about this tonight and I don’t know yet if it’s something that can be joked about.
Someone hit DeJuan on the back of the head with a claw hammer once at a party, and he claims that
he was dead for ten minutes, that he can still remember his buddy’s voice coming to him through the
haze and calling him back. It’s a story he tells a lot, and he always plays it for laughs.
He flicks the second cigarette out the window and lights a third.
“Hey DeJuan?”
“Yo.”
“Remember that time the guy hit you with the hammer? At the party?”
“Ha ha. Yeah.” I’ve always envied that certain resonant chuckle that only black men can pull
off.
“You ever figure out who did that?”
He sticks one lip out, thinking, and I know he’s not so much looking for an answer as
weighing the presentation of the episode. “Nah,” he says. “I mean, I got my theories. I can think of
some people who were maybe, you know, jealous or something. And we all got our enemies, one way
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or another.”
“Yeah.”
“Some people thought I might follow it up, maybe hit one or two motherfuckers with a
hammer myself. But I was glad enough to be alive, I didn’t care to pursue a beef or anything. And,
you know, you hit a motherfucker with a hammer, you gotta know it’s the right motherfucker.
Something about it just means more than a punch.”
I had him write an account of the hammer incident once, when he was high on coke and LSD,
though I gave him colored pencils, and what he wrote was so abstract it barely counted as a narrative.
Still, none of this is new to me. The telling is more ritual than story. I wonder if the AIDS will ever
become something like this, something comic and mythical.
W e’re driving down Schuster Parkway, which sweeps in an arc along the shore of Puget
Sound, past eighty-foot silos and docked cargo freighters, beautiful coastal scenery if you find
massive hunks of concrete and steel scenic, which I do, so that works out okay. Schuster goes for
miles with no exits or turnarounds, and every road in Tacoma wants to dump you onto it. By the time
you find a way off, you’re on the other side of town from where you want to be. DeJuan tosses his
half-smoked cigarette out the window and lights another. I’ve been following his directions without
thinking too much about how they add up, but as I crest the off-ramp and see the suburban sprawl on
the edge of the University district, I realize that he’s sent me on a twenty-minute loop around the city
that’s landed us a couple miles from our house. This place even reminds me of ours, a huge old rental
in an otherwise bourgeois neighborhood.
“We almost could have walked here,” I say as we get out of the car. “Might have been faster,
too.” I don’t want him to think I’m being nice to him because of the AIDS thing.
I stay two steps behind as DeJuan steps up on the porch, scuffs across the warped boards and
chipping paint, and knocks on the door. There’s a dry scrabbling, like a giant insect struggling for
traction on a hardwood floor, and a woman opens it. She’s pale in a heroin-addict sort of way,
probably a couple years younger than me, her eyes dark-circled and focused on a point six inches to
the left of DeJuan’s head. Her smile is habitual, like a relic of an older personality, something leftover
from whoever she was at fifteen.
“Hey there, DeJuan.”
“Evenin’.”
“Come on in. I’ll tell Taco you’re here.”
She turns around and walks into the house, and DeJuan and I follow.
“I’m just gonna run upstairs and transact some things,” says DeJuan. “Might all work better if
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you stay down here.” He follows the woman up the stairs.
Somebody’s torn all the carpet out of the house’s lower story, and my footsteps echo in a
strange way. I can see glue stains on the bare wood where the pads used to be. My first thought is that
it’s some kind of security measure, that somebody upstairs wants to hear where I’m walking, and I
like that idea because it’s a fantastically paranoid thing to do, and takes equal paranoia on my part to
figure it out. So it’s a harmonic convergence of paranoias that it creates a nice little feedback loop of
madness. Of course, they’re likely just redecorating.
The living room is stacked with glass terrariums like Marshalls at a rock show, mostly empty
but a few packed with giant hairy spiders that crawl on each other’s backs, like they’ve got nowhere to
go, nothing to hurry towards, and they might as well crawl on each other as anywhere else. I tap the
glass and they don’t get any more excited. There’s a white paper sack next to one of the cages; it’s
exuding the smell of desiccated crickets, which always takes me back to first grade. I pull a cricket out
and tie a piece of string to its leg, and I’m about to open a cage and dangle it in front of some spiders
when I hear a door open upstairs, so I toss the cricket on the floor. There’s no rug to flick it under;
hopefully nobody notices.
DeJuan comes back down the stairs, followed by a kid I’ve never met, somewhere between
high school and drinking age. He has the half-mustache favored by generations of douchey teens, an
empty space defined and punctuated by a few sad wisps of blond hair barely visible against pale skin.
The gaping mouths of his sleeves and cuffs make him look scrawnier than he really is. In this city
there are certain types that exist in a state of infinite recurrence; he represents one of my least favorite.
“This better not be all stepped on like that last batch was,” says DeJuan. “This gives me the
shits again, I’ll come kick your ass.”
“Jesus. Don’t fuckin’ talk about it with Whitey here,” says the kid, gesturing toward me.
“He’s the money man,” says DeJuan. “He deserves to know what he’s paying for. And it ain’t
like you’re, you know. Samuel Jackson or something.”
“Then get your boyfriend to pay for your shit,” says the kid.
“Ain’t my boyfriend,” says DeJuan. “Just a friend looking to buy some decent drugs. Don’t
look like I took him to the right place.”
“Get your boyfriend to pay for your shit,” repeats the kid, as they reach the bottom of the
stairs.
“You got a problem?” asks DeJuan. “You want something?” He shoves the kid, hard, and the
kid bounces against me, and it sends me stumbling. I take a few steps away from the pair of them.
“I want you to pay me and take your fag shit and get out of here.”
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DeJuan holds himself still, takes a couple of breaths. “Better pay the man,” he says. I give the
kid ninety dollars, and the two of us walk outside, get back in the Caprice. DeJuan stares out the
window for a few minutes.
“Man, I’m sorry about that shit,” he says.
“It’s alright,” I reply, and then add, “Sometimes dealers are assholes,” trying to sound like it’s
something I know about.
“Taco’s a good kid. He just needs to get his ass kicked one of these days.”
“For a minute I thought it was going to be you that did it.”
“Ah, well. Waste of a good connection.” He takes a sip of Steel Reserve and holds it in his
mouth for a second, relishing it as though it’s not the most disgusting beer in the world. “I used to
hang with his brother,” he says finally. “That was back before I came out. I’d bring along some little
nerdy white gayboy, and make all them sit in the back seat. And they’d be like, Yo, DeJuan, who the
fuck is this, and why we gotta sit back here? And my boy would turn around and say --” here he
adopts an exaggerated lisp and gestures with a limp wrist -- “What’th up, gangthtas?”
We park a block away from the bar, down an unlit side street. I’ve taken the glass out of the
Caprice’s passenger-side wing mirror, and I keep it under the seat for DeJuan to snort drugs from, like
the cocaine equivalent of one of those magnetic travel chess sets. He sets the mirror down on the trunk
of the Caprice, chops out two lines of what Taco sold him, snorts one and holds his nostril shut with
the tip of one finger for a moment as he considers.
“Goddammit!” He slaps the mirror with one hand, and it spins away onto the ground, along
with the remaining line. “Motherfuckers think just because I don’t roll anymore, they can sell me this
cut-up shit!”
I kneel down, lick the tip of one finger and dip it in the spilled cocaine, rub it against one gum
and feel the numbness. “Seems like decent stuff to me. But you’re the expert.” I think about trying to
chop a line out for myself, but the mirror is broken, and he’s walking away, toward the bar, so I
follow.
Inside, it’s a Friday crowd. The memory of work hangs over them, suggesting the imperative
of a good time: the day seems tense and compressed in a way that Saturday won’t. This is a yuppie
pizza restaurant by day, complete with wood-fired brick oven, and everything here makes you think,
just a little, about the concept of money. These are middle-class white guys with real jobs, and their
simmering aggression is an ideological statement, the elected psychopathy of the bourgeoisie. The line
runs ten feet away from the bar, and the two of us stand waiting to be served. DeJuan has an attraction
to crowded places, probably because he has an easier time getting noticed in them than I do.
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The guy standing behind us nods at DeJuan’s head. “Nice hair, dude.” DeJuan’s bunched
curls are dyed a shade he refers to as raspberry, which suggests that someone -- either DeJuan or the
person who works for the dye company -- has never seen an actual raspberry. I hadn’t noticed this
until now, but tonight he’s used eyeliner to put silver streaks in it.
“You got a problem with my hair?” asks DeJuan.
“It’s just a cool shade,” says the guy. “Haven’t seen anything like it in awhile.” Either he
doesn’t pick up the angry note in DeJuan’s voice, or he’s choosing to ignore it.
“Don’t see why I can’t go to some yuppie bar and have my hair whatever color I want.”
“I’m trying to give you a compliment,” says the guy. “Don’t be a fucking asshole about this.”
DeJuan takes an abrupt step toward him, but the guy is expecting violence, and he swings first. The
punch doesn’t break DeJuan’s stance, and he dives toward the guy; the two of them go into a clinch
and each ducks a punch from the other, before the guy’s buddies grab him and pull him away. I’ve
instinctively stepped five feet back, and it’s only when the guy makes a couple of symbolic jerks,
pretending that he’s trying to get out of the other guys’ arms, that I realize my role in the situation was
probably to restrain DeJuan.
“Don’t give me any shit, you yuppie asshole!” yells DeJuan. “I’ll do whatever I want to with
my fucking hair!” And then he turns around and strides out, which I’m thankful for because I don’t
want to be the one who suggests we leave, but I can see bouncers moving in our direction.
W e’re driving to another bar, and in my peripheral vision, I see something coming out of
DeJuan’s nose. I’m playing Voivod on the Caprice’s stereo, spastically complex nerd-metal from the
‘80’s, and he’s trying to nod his head in time with it, except that the rhythms in the songs keep
shifting, so it’s hard sometimes to tell which movements are musical and which are just coke-inspired
fidgeting. The movements are flinging black drops from his nose, and I’m reaching for the glove box
to get a tissue out when I remember that he has AIDS. I yank my hand back, roll all the windows
down, purse my lips and sit very still.
***
I come home Saturday night from dinner and drinks with old friends from college, a pleasant
married couple whom I would never dream of inviting back to the house. To the extent that I’m still in
touch with anyone from college, I’ve become the token bachelor and lost soul. At home I discover that
all the furniture has been pushed to the margins of the living room, opening up a big center space in
the middle. People are dancing to slow techno music, playing with glow sticks and pacifiers and other
cliche ecstasy props, two people making out against the wall in one corner. Phoenix is on one of the
couches, and Craig-o is sitting at her feet; she’s rolling chunks of his hair between her palms, trying to
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make them coalesce into dreadlocks. Phoenix’s dreads are woven with artifacts, folded-over bottle
caps and jewelry, and shells, the kind you find on the beach and the kind you load a gun with, the
combination meaning to express a sort of belligerent pacifism, peace is good but don’t fuck with me.
Craig-o has a pile in his room of similar things that will one day go in his own dreadlocks, when those
cease to be hypothetical.
Phoenix stops for a second and squirts some kind of clear gel from a tube onto her palms,
then goes back to rolling the clumps, accompanied by faint tearing noises. “This feels good when
you’re high,” says Craig-o. “Usually it kind of burns.”
“You can feel the energy flowing your head,” says Phoenix. “It’s supposed to burn a little.”
She looks up at me. “Do you want to buy some E?”
I shrug. “Maybe one pill. Is it good?”
“It kind of sucks, honestly.” She wipes her hands on a washcloth draped across the arm of the
couch, then opens a leather purse sitting next to her and takes out an orange pill bottle and the bottom
half of the cellophane from a cigarette pack. She pours a pill into the cellophane and seals the open
end with a lighter.
“Fifteen dollars,” she says, handing me the pill. I give her a twenty, and she says, “I can't
break that.”
“Whatever. I didn’t know you guys were planning a party.” I try to tear into the plastic. “I
was actually going to eat this now. You didn’t have to seal it.” If I wrench it open with too much
violence, the pill will fall into one of the cracks between the sofa cushions.
“I felt like we needed to recharge the positive energy in the house,” she replies, going back to
rubbing gel into Craig-o’s hair. “It’s going to be hard for DeJuan. He needs to reconnect with the
people who love him.” I’m sawing at the plastic with the edge of one of my car keys.
“You don’t have any scissors in that purse, do you?” I ask, and she hands me a pair of
fingernail clippers from the end table. I swing the file out, jab at the cellophane a couple of times, then
use the clippers to make a hole in one edge. The pill is bitter and chalky, and dissolves in my mouth
before I have a chance to swallow it.
I’ve been watching DeJuan move around the room, his shirt off, his torso covered in baby oil,
light from the colored paper lanterns on the ceiling casting pools of red and yellow that reflect off his
chest and shoulders. He comes up to us now, shaking his crotch in Craig-o’s face in time with the
music. Craig-o makes a panicked expression and waves his arms around like he’s being harassed by a
bee, and DeJuan rubs his pectoral against my cheek. I sit still, trying to be nice about it.
“You should shave more often,” says DeJuan. “You’re all sandpapery.”
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"Yeah. Sorry.”
“You guys aren’t getting into the spirit of this,” says Phoenix as he walks away. “W e’re
supposed to be bonding.”
I try to wipe the baby oil off my face, but it transfers to my hands, and rather than spread it
further, I go to the kitchen to soap down. Probably this is a Quixotic gesture: in the morning the entire
living room will glow with a thin sheen of oil. I’m standing at the sink when a girl I don't recognize
walks in, moving in a slow, dazed sort of way.
“Hello,” she says, standing in the doorway.
“Hi.”
“Can I come in?”
“Of course.”
She has her arms wrapped around herself, more as a gesture of tension than a signal of cold,
and she’s taking short steps, legs close together, as if she’s processing a lot of sensory information
every time she moves. She’s wearing sandals, and as I watch her walk, it occurs to me that her feet are
shaped a bit like cat’s paws in a way I can’t explain.
“Have you ever taken ecstasy before?” she asks. “Do you know what I’m supposed to be
feeling right now?”
“Yeah. Did you buy the pill from Phoenix?”
“Uh, yeah. Yeah, I did.”
“I had one of those, God knows what’s in it. Not just ecstasy, I’m sure.”
“Oh, fuck. Okay. Fuck.”
“That’s the thing about Tacoma, we’re the last step on the supply chain. By the time things
get down here, they’re all watery. Flour in the cocaine and whatever. Those pills are caffeine and
speed as much as anything else. Or God knows what kind of chemicals. How much do you weigh?”
She squints in response to the question, which I guess is kind of rude out of context, and then
leans forward and pukes into the sink.
“Oh, crap.” She stands there blinking, looking at the puddle of vomit. The texture of her
eyelids reminds me of rice paper. “It looks like I made a mess.”
“It’s no problem.” I cup my hands together and scoop the vomit out of the sink, fingernails
scraping against the steel, deposit it in the trash can, use the sprayer to chase the puke residue down
the drain, remembering a moment too late that Phoenix gets angry when people leave puke in the
garbage.
“I’m really sorry about that,” she says. “It just sort of happened.”
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“You just took a bunch of stimulants, it's an understandable reaction. Your stomach’s going
to be pretty upset. Don't worry about it."
“You’re nice. I’m Anna, by the way.” She extends one hand.
“Julian. We probably shouldn’t shake right now.” I hold up one hand, still covered in bits of
puke, and then take it down quickly because my own pill has made me shaky and I don't want her to
notice.
“Oh, well. It’s my puke.” She grabs my raised hand and moves it up and down a couple of
times. “If I’d known that was going to happen, I’d have tried to find the toilet.”
“I’m sure it’s busy right now anyway. People puking or fucking or something.” I pull the lid
off of one of the kitchen cabinets and set it down on the floor. “Phoenix doesn’t like to have the
landlord over, so stuff tends to fall apart,” I explain. “Like the hinges on cabinets, stuff like that.” I
take out a box of baking soda and mix some into a glass of tap water. “You should rinse out with this.
It’ll neutralize the stomach acid so it doesn’t hurt your teeth.”
“Thanks.” She takes the glass carefully with both hands, like a child, and rinses for so long
that I start to wonder if she’s forgotten about the spitting part.
“That’s a really cool taste,” she says when she finally spits it out. “It’s like it can’t decide if it
wants to be salty or bitter.”
“Hold still.” She has a piece of something half-digested and pink stuck on her lip ring. I flick
it off; there’s something emerald-like underneath. I’m not usually into facial piercings, but hers
interest me; they’re laid out in an aesthetic way, composed like a photograph.
“I like your hair,” I say. It’s cut short and arranged in layers that seem thoughtful in the same
way as her piercings; they present the same sense of analysis, of the importance of details.
“Thanks,” she says. “I used to spend a lot of time on it. Now it’s cut so it just falls this way.
You have to learn to make the hair work for you.” Her eyes are still moving in an unsettled way, and
they catch the sculpture on the wall. “That’s awesome.” It’s a wooden cross, painted red and black,
maybe sixteen inches high, with a bird’s skull where the head of Jesus should be and wings spreading
out instead of arms, made from a latticework of small bones, above a torso assembled from old bits of
rusty machinery.
“My roommate Warren makes those,” I tell her. “That’s him out there.”
I point to him. He’s in the living room talking to a girl, his hands making big gestures of
drug-induced passion. She’s one of Phoenix’s hippie friends, and I’ve talked to her before; she’s cute
and fairly intelligent, but she has a long patch of hairs growing from the bottom of her chin that she
refuses to shave, as an extension of the same principles that keep her from shaving her legs. Their
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visibility changes as the light shifts on her face, and I can almost see rapid cycles of attraction and
repulsion in Warren's face.
“Are those real animal bones?” she asks.
“Yeah. He sleeps sometimes with this woman who’s a veterinary assistant, and she trades him
drugs for dead animals, stillborn litters, things like that. W e’ve actually got a dead puppy in the
freezer right now.”
“You’re kidding.”
“Nope.” I open the freezer and dig through the frozen pizzas and chicken breasts until I find
the puppy, and then hold it up by the edge of its Zip-Loc bag, a tube of brindled fur the size of a soda
can. His eyes are closed, limbs pulled against his body, and there’s frost in his eyelashes.
“Jesus.” She’s had an expression of amazement frozen on her face since I met her, most likely
from the drugs, but it seems to get a little more intense in this moment. “It looks like, what are those
little Egyptian things they stored organs in? For mummies?”
“A canopic jar! Yeah, that's a great comparison.” I’m pleased to have the word handy. “I
think it was born without an anus. I don’t know if that’s why it died.” I try to pass her the frozen
puppy, but the bag slips out of her hands and lands on the floor, making a hollow thunk. She stares
straight ahead for a moment and then steps forward quickly, kicking the puppy as she moves and
sending it spinning across the floor, just barely getting to the sink in time for it to catch her second
round of puke.
“Oh, geez,” I say. “I’m sorry.”
“Yeah, I pretty much don't feel guilty this time.”
“I shouldn’t have shown you that. I think I’m a little high too.” The vomit is more phlegmatic
now, easier to wash down the drain.
“I guess we’re even now,” she adds as I wash the puke out, and I’m happy enough not to have
her angry at me that I don’t argue with her, even though it crosses my mind that we’re not really even
if I cleaned the puke up both times. I retrieve the puppy and put him back in the freezer, and I find her
just outside the doorway, staring at a framed print on the wall.
“You have a lot of cool art in your house,” she says. She's looking at a painting of a cat's face
pushed to the edge of geometric abstraction, its leering eyes both manic and omniscient.
“It’s my favorite painting.”
“Are you friends with the person who did it?”
“That’s just a print. The original was done in the Twenties by a guy named Louis Wain. He
used to do cartoons of anthropomorphic cats, around the turn of the century. Cats playing cards, cats at
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the beach, Private Tommy Catkins in the trenches. Things like that. Then he went schizophrenic, and
they put him in an asylum, and he started painting things like that.”
She reaches a hand out slowly, runs one finger down the glass. “It looks very psychedelic.”
“Yeah, but it predates that. This was decades before acid was even invented. It’s got a purity
about it that I love. There’s no commercial motive to that picture at all. He just had the vision in his
head, and he had to put it down, and no one else was doing anything vaguely like it. I collect art by
people who are insane.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Here, I've got a book of his art in my room.”
I take her upstairs, happy with the direction things are going, and walk her through the art
book, the way the pictures shift from cheery cartoons into dense fractal nightmares, and then paintings
by other schizophrenic artists, music by Syd Barrett and Wesley Willis, letters that came to a
newspaper my dad worked at, rambling conspiracy theories on old typewriters. I show her the
comment cards an old woman would slip me when I worked at a fast food place in high school,
scribbled musings about stolen infants and fetuses in jars. These are in a scrapbook, slipped into clear
Mylar pockets, along with various other things in the same vein that have built up over the years. This
is all good entertainment when you’re high.
“I sort of collect insanity,” I admit. “That sounds weird, but it’s the best way I can think of to
explain it. I collect things that were created by insane people. That’s why I live with druggies. It’s a
way of giving up your sanity for awhile. They’ll get really high and write me letters and things. How
do you feel?”
She lies back on my bed. “I feel like shit. My head hurts and I feel like I’m going to puke
again.” She drums her hands on the mattress, wriggles her torso back and forth. “Plus I can’t hold
still.”
“Do you want something to help you rest?”
“That would be awesome.”
I put on some Pink Floyd so she’ll have something to keep her mind busy, and walk
downstairs. Warren is still talking to the girl with the beard, so I sneak into his room, slip two downers
and an OxyContin out of the bottles next to the bed, and pocket them. This represents the first time
I've stolen drugs from any of the roommates; I resolve to find some unobtrusive way to pay him back.
I get a glass out of the cupboard and fill it with tap water.
When I come back, she eyes the pills with suspicion. “What are they?” she asks. “I mean, not
that I don’t trust you. I haven’t had very good experiences with pills lately.”
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“The white one is OxyContin.”
“Ooh, I like those.”
“You might have a really nasty headache in the morning, it’ll help with that. This other one is
a benzo, it's a pretty strong downer.” I try not to hand her the pills in a way that encourages our hands
to touch, because that would be creepy.
“Neat, It's like Valley of the Dolls.” She knocks the pills back, drains the water.
“You're pretty much beyond where an over-the-counter sleep aid would do any good. Once
they kick in, you’ll probably feel pretty worn out. Your heart’s been doing a lot of work.”
“Thanks. If I’m on drugs, am I insane right now?”
“In some sense, yes.”
“I’ll write you a note then. For your collection.” I hand her pen and paper, and in big messy
she letters she scrawls JULIAN: Y OU’RE NICE. “It’s okay if I just go to sleep and we don’t have sex,
right? Like, you won’t be pissed about that or feel misled or whatever? I’m seeing someone.”
“I can live with that.” I try to think of some other nice thing I can do to keep my reputation
up. “Has anyone massaged your scalp yet?”
“No. Is that something I want or something to avoid?”
“It’s pretty much the best thing ever when you’re on E.” I start rubbing the tips of my fingers
across the top of her head, and she melts, sighing raggedly as she lies down slowly, eyes closed,
overwhelmed with sensory stimuli.
“Don’t ever stop doing that.” I keep massaging her scalp until my joints are stiff, until my
tendons are burning and I can’t move my hand anymore, and when I stop, she’s asleep.
I stay up for hours reading and listening to music, mostly because I still have whatever shitty
drug in my system and I don't want to steal another downer, looking over now and again at her
sleeping form. She's rammed her head into the pillow as hard as she can. It's a shame to see her mess
up her hair. I ponder what she might be dreaming about, but with the cocktail of drugs she has in her
system, probably nothing coherent. I think about going back downstairs, but the voices and music
have faded, and whatever they’re up to is happening behind closed doors.
***
I wake with a wrenching headache that I’m certain I’ve done nothing to deserve. It feels like
somewhere past noon. I have the sense that the universe has been returned to some unwanted state of
normalcy, that a moment of great weirdness has slipped away somehow, and then I roll over and
Anna’s not in the bed anymore. I get up to see if she’s still somewhere in the house, and find a boy
and a girl sleeping on a foam pad in the hallway outside my room, sheltered by a beige sleeping bag
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covered in brown and red stains. Old and new blood, perhaps. They’re about high school age, each
wrapped in the shelter of the other’s arms and legs. It’s all the more touching because I’m guessing
their fragile neediness will burn itself out in six months. Sometimes we find overnight guests sleeping
in odd places. I found one in the coat closet once.
I pull an old frying pan out of a cupboard, a blunt iron mass from decades before Teflon,
crack an egg on the side and lay a couple strips of bacon into it. Warren and Phoenix are talking in the
other room, and I ponder the pitches and cadences, Warren’s a series of gravelly points, the vowel
sounds spiking upward, Phoenix’s almost as deep but smoother, her softness implying secrecy. Then
DeJuan walks into the kitchen and brushes past me, the force of his shoulder making me think of the
other night at Taco’s house. He walks to the back door, stands and stares through the glass with his
arms crossed over his chest. Phoenix and Warren appear in the doorway, and Warren stands blocking
the exit as Phoenix advances into the kitchen.
“We don’t want to put you out in the street if you have AIDS,” Phoenix says. “But if you’re
going to stay here, you need to get tested, and we need to know who might have been exposed.”
“Julian, buddy, I need to borrow five hundred bucks,” says DeJuan.
“What for?”
“He can’t pay rent,” says Warren. “He hasn’t paid in three months.”
“Cover me this once,” he says.
“We don’t want to put you out on the street,” repeats Phoenix, “but you need to tell us who’s
been exposed. Tell us how we can contact them.”
“Julian, buddy, cover me,” says DeJuan.
“You don’t need to pay rent, but you need to get a second test, and tell us who’s been
exposed,” says Pheonix. She’s saying the words in a way that’s almost hypnotic, like she’s repeating a
mantra, each time at the same speed and pitch. She’s standing between me and DeJuan now.
“Julian, buddy, just let me borrow five hundred bucks.”
“I can’t afford to,” I say, turning and walking a couple steps closer to him. I have the money,
but just paying his rent one time would be like having a one-night stand with the clingiest woman in
the bar. He’s a resourceful guy, he’ll work something out.
“Goddammit,” says DeJuan, and for a second it looks like he’s going to hit Phoenix, but her
confidence seems to generate some sort of force field, and his punch goes in an awkward arc above
her head and bursts through the drywall. I can already see a dark line across the back of his fist when
he pulls it out of the hole, but he punches the wall again, straight and direct this time, and as he swings
his fist the third time, something dark and wet goes into my eye. I blink and twist away from it, rub a
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knuckle against my eye without thinking about what’s going on, and realize that he’s flicked a gout of
blood on me.
The three of us all stand very still. I turn to look Phoenix and there’s blood on her too, a
jagged line across her forehead, a big drop running down the bridge of her nose, and another trickling
down the side of her cheek like a teardrop. She’s frozen in the moment, a statue of a hippie saint
weeping blood. Her upper lip twitches, and then she extends her lower lip and blows a puff of air
upward, trying to keep the droplet away from her mouth.
“Now you’ve done it,” she says, and I wonder why she’s suddenly so angry, all her previous
trance-like composure gone. “You got it in his fucking eye! That’s a mucous membrane, you stupid
fucker! You don’t put AIDS blood in a mucous membrane, you stupid fucker!”
The shock of realization is a bit like drunkenness, the sudden onset when you have too much
too quickly, and in that drunkenness I watch as he twists the deadbolt, because the doorknob fell off
and now we use the deadbolt to keep the back door shut, watch as he walks out of the house, and then
I go into the bathroom, pour hydrogen peroxide into my cupped hand, and only hesitate for a second
before splashing it into my eye. The lid closes reflexively and I force myself to pinch it shut for a
three-second count -- I can feel it foaming against the surface of my eyeball -- before flushing it with
cold water from the tap. The burning goes in an uninterrupted spike from the surface of my eye to the
core of my brain. I’ve read about people getting drunk by pouring vodka into their own eyeballs, and
that probably hurts worse than this, but it’s hard to imagine. When I look in the mirror, that eye is the
most bloodshot I’ve ever seen it, but at least it’s shot with my blood now and not DeJuan’s.
I take the bottle of peroxide back with me to the kitchen and splash it all over the hole in the
drywall. I actually have no idea if hydrogen peroxide kills the HIV virus. I have the vague idea that
viruses can’t be killed, but that must be a misunderstanding of some kind, or maybe I’m thinking of
prions, like the things that cause Mad Cow. Looking into the hole he’s made, I can see a framing nail
sticking out of a board, its tip colored a dark red. He must have caught it on the first punch. No
wonder there was so much blood.
I walk back to my room, with the intention of staying there for the rest of my Sunday. I don’t
feel like being sociable, and I can’t focus on anything. I can force myself to think about subjects other
than HIV, but none of the thoughts stick, and I end up in a vacuum of unconnected panic. When I try
to read a book, the words crumble away from each other like dry snow without cohering into meaning.
The Internet is an endless round of contradictory information; not only can I not get a definitive
answer about whether blood in the eye is a good way to catch HIV, I can't even tell for sure whether or
not hydrogen peroxide kills the virus. There's a paradoxical comfort in the uncertainty: I have access
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to the largest body of information in the world, and it refuses to unambiguously declare me damned. I
find photos of Magic Johnson, the only famous person I can think of who’s spent a long period of time
living with AIDS, and he looks good, maybe even a bit overweight, but that’s not such a bad thing for
a man in his situation. I begin plumbing the edges of the sillier concerns, like the worry of never being
able to have sex without a condom again. My eyes start to hurt as the afternoon merges into evening,
but once I move away from the Internet's comforting uncertainty, it's back to panic mode.

Pissing at work has always made me uncomfortable. When I first started working here, I had
the vague idea that we weren’t allowed to share bathrooms with the kids, that there was something
indecent and maybe even illegal about peeing in the same space as a child, and I would always make a
point of using the ones next to the teacher’s lounge. The whole thing was a source of anxiety even
after I noticed that the teachers and the other support staff would generally just go wherever. This is an
extension of a larger set of concerns; I started this job right out of college, a time when I’d lost any
filters I might once have had, and I never trusted myself to avoid dirty jokes and f-bombs in front of
the kids. So I made a point of not talking to them, and in time that silence became habit. The faculty
are just as distant as the children. Some of them are only a couple of years older than I am, but they
seem more mature than me and somehow more infantile at the same time. I knew a few elementary ed
majors in college, and they always struck me as radically different types from the people who ended
up teaching middle and high school. They had a certain combination of ambition, piety, and
simplemindedness that I could never find any common ground with. Their job required a habit of
bringing their minds down to one notch above a child’s level. I can see in those people the seeds of the
faculty whose computers I now maintain. I feel like a guest worker in a foreign country, one governed
by rituals and etiquette that I don’t understand, with no reason to try and communicate. Today, as I
wash my hands, stooping to reach the kid-sized sink, I notice that my right eye is still bloodshot,
maybe more than yesterday.
There are a couple of notes for me at the front desk, which is the only reason I stop long
enough to interact on the way into the office.
“Good morning, Julian,” says the receptionist.
“Good morning, Brynn.” I’ve always found it funny that the extra n has to be there, and
sometimes when I say her name I make a point of drawing out the ending consonant. If she notices it,
she never acknowledges.
“Did you have a fun weekend?”
“If you look, you’ll notice that only one of my eyes is bloodshot,” I say, pointing to the bad
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one. “Not both.”
“Okay.”
“I squirted grapefruit juice into it this morning while I was having breakfast.”
“Just a nice question about your weekend there. No implications about your eye.”
“I had a very boring weekend. Uneventful. But thank you.”
“I actually didn’t notice your eye.”
“It was very painful.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It wasn’t your fault. A horrible breakfast accident.”
There’s a computer tower sitting on my desk that somebody dropped off over the weekend
because the fan isn’t working. I tip it over on its side and begin removing the screws from the notch
that secures the casing. When the case slides open, the resulting hole vomits dust all over my desk.
They should give me a separate workspace for things like this. I think about cleaning up the dust, but
I’ll probably generate a lot more of it before I finish. I never actually learned, in college, how to do
these kinds of hardware maintenance things; all the courses I took were in programming and
administration. My job is supposed to involve manipulating abstract constructs, not physical things.
Though of course these basic mechanical things aren’t hard to figure out. Sometimes I like jobs like
this, because they allow my mind to wander; sometimes I hate them for the same reason.
As children who grew up in the Eighties and Nineties, we were all taught to be paranoid about
AIDS, “we” in this case referring to an entire generation of American kids, and for that matter
Canadian and European kids; I’m not sure what the kids were being told in, for instance, Egypt, but
whatever it was, I’m sure it came with a lot of passion and authority. Here’s what we were trained to
be paranoid about. First were blood transfusions, which had ceased to be an issue years before I
started school, but they would still teach us that in health class, always in a retroactive way:
Transfusions used to be an issue. Now the blood is all filtered. Write this down, it’ll be on the test.
Next there was unprotected sex. I’ve never had sex with a man. I’ve had unprotected sex with women,
but it’s very hard to catch it that way, though of course they didn’t tell us that when we were growing
up. Last was intravenous drugs. I’ve done a few drugs in my life, but I’ve never shot anything up. I’m
not sure what’s holding the fan casing in place. I can’t see anything. I’ve unsnapped a couple of tabs,
and it’s not moving.
Here’s a list of additional things we’ve also become paranoid over, the pronoun we now
encompassing only those of us who live in Phoenix’s house: An HIV-positive man borrowing your
razor to shave and cutting himself with it. An HIV-positive man snorting cocaine, bleeding all over
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the straw, and passing it to you. This one really shook the house up, Warren especially. An HIVpositive man jerking off in your dinner -- it could easily be concealed, for instance, in a bowl of soup - for no reason other than sheer mischief, or perhaps the assertion of territorial dominance. That one
comes from Craig-o, who has lived with DeJuan before and swears it’s happened. Though he didn’t
see it being done, of course. If I hadn’t been sucked into all this, I’d be ecstatic about the fact that I’ve
seen someone deathly afraid of the possibility -- indeed, the existential threat -- that his roommate is
masturbating into his food.
I wedge the tip of a screwdriver into the crack between the fan housing and the computer’s
casing and tap one end with a hammer until it pops out. The screwdriver leaves a long scratch in the
metal, but the new fan will cover that, and I doubt anyone else will open this computer for as long as I
work here. I yank on the wire connecting the fan to the computer, gently at first and then harder, and
the sweep of my arm when it finally comes out kicks computer dust back into the air, which won’t
help the eye.
When I quit for lunch, I spend quite some time sitting and staring at my food, trying to decide
between apathy and hatred toward it. I haven’t been hungry since the blood got in my eye, but even if
I were, this limp sandwich and chalky apple wouldn’t be appealing. I haven’t needed caffeine all day,
which is unimaginable to a Northwesterner. I drank a single cup of coffee after I woke up, and then
spent the morning wondering how long it would take for it to leave my system, and whether my
stomach would feel less shitty once it did. Flipping through my phone, just for something to do with
my hands, I notice Anna programmed her number into it before she left.

I’m walking up the front steps of the house after work, and jump when something shatters on
the street a few feet away. It sounds like a thick, wet gunshot, and suddenly there’s a jade tree sitting
in the road, circled by a halo of dirt and pottery fragments. Warren is sitting on the porch smoking an
American Spirit.
“What the fuck’s going on?” I ask, gesturing at the pot.
“Frannie and Craig-o are both flipping out,” he says. “I guess she sucked DeJuan’s dick back
at the orgy, and so she’s afraid she’s got AIDS too, and now Craig-o thinks she gave it to him. They
locked themselves in Phoenix’s room, and one of them’s been throwing shit out the window.”
“It doesn’t spread very easily like that, does it? I’ve heard it’s pretty hard for men to get it
from vaginal sex. I mean, they don’t teach you that in school or anything. For obvious reasons. But
I’ve read it.”
“You want to try and to convince him of that? Make all our lives a lot easier.”
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Phoenix comes outside, and begins yelling at the upstairs window.
“Frannie, come down here and clean this shit up! There’s dirt and shit all over the road! And
you’re gonna be repotting this fucking jade tree!”
Instead of entering the house, I turn around and head for the Safeway down the street. This
seems like the kind of situation that might call for alcohol, and I’m the only one who always has spare
money.
“How’s your day going?” asks the cashier as I pay for my giant bottle of cheap white wine,
looking at the register instead of me, probably not expecting a real answer.
“One of my roommates has AIDS,” I say. “We just found out. W e’re all going to get drunk
now.”
She gives me a look I can’t read at all, and says, “I’m very sorry to hear that.” I get this
cashier a lot, and toss things like that out to see how she’ll react. It’s my way of testing the theory that
women are attracted to dangerous men. The results thus far haven’t been promising.
I sit on the porch with Warren, watching cars go by and drinking wine from plastic cups,
trying to enjoy the June evening in spite of whatever chaos there is in the house. Phoenix comes
outside carrying a broom, Frannie in tow.
“Here,” says Phoenix, “you can use this for the dirt.”
“Dirt?” yells Frannie. “Fuck that! This is a road! It’s supposed to be dirty!” She stabs the pot
shards with the broom handle, breaking them into smaller pieces. A passing car swerves to get around
her, and she makes no effort to get out of its way. Deep down I’m happy to see something shaking up
the perpetual laconic equilibrium of her relationship with Craig-o. Or maybe not so deep down.
“Goddammit, Frannie, watch out,” says Warren. “You’re going to get run over.”
“What the fuck does it matter?” Frannie yells. “W e’re all going to die anyway!” She lies
down on her back in the road, spread across the lane. “Come on, do it!” Another car swerves around
her, laying down on its horn. She sits up, grabs a big shard of pottery, throws it at the car as it passes.
It clinks sharply as it bounces off its taillight. “You stupid cocksucker! Does it look like I care if you
run over me?”
“You know, it’s really not the end of the world,” I offer. “There are drugs, treatments, it’s
really not a death sentence the way it used to be. Look at Magic Johnson.” Good old Magic Johnson,
the most awkwardly named AIDS patient in history. My words feel scripted, something you’re
traditionally supposed to say to a person facing AIDS, variations on something I’ve been chanting to
myself all day, but maybe they’ll help in spite of that. If she’s swallowed DeJuan’s semen, she’s had a
much higher chance of contracting it than me, but the blood in my eye seems more menacing
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somehow, both more random and more grotesque. Maybe that’s a self-indulgent thought.
“Get out of the fucking street, Frannie,” says Warren. “You’re going to get the cops called on
us. Come up here and have some wine.” That’s enticement enough, and Frannie comes and sits on the
porch, one hand still full of pottery shards.
On days like these, Warren’s bedroom is a zone of quiet. It has a meditative atmosphere, I
think, though I can’t explain why, because he’s not a tranquil person, though I guess he’s more
relaxed than most cocaine addicts. He’s studied martial arts; he keeps a pair of samurai swords in his
room and breaks them out sometimes for ceremonial things like cutting up watermelon. Maybe it’s
tied to that somehow. If I’m upstairs, in my room, I feel isolated to the point of rudeness, especially in
crises like this one. Warren’s room is on the main floor and it feels I feel shielded but not cut off.
Warren takes a mirror off his dresser, sets it on the table. He pulls one of those ubiquitous
orange pill bottles out of a dresser drawer, checks the label, dumps a couple of pills on the mirror and
chops them up with a razor. Every time I watch him do this, I’m struck by the art of it, the tight
control and loving grace of the motions. It suggests a connection to a timeless ritual, like an old
Japanese man trimming a bonsai.
“Are those Oxys?”
He shakes his head. “Prozac.”
“I didn’t know you were on that.”
“They gave me a scrip for it when I went in to get my disability evaluation. It was a nice
surprise. They basically said, yeah, your back’s fucked up, but hey, turns out your mind’s pretty
fucked up too.”
He gets a silver baggie out of his dresser and pours some cocaine on top of the Prozac, then
gets a dollar bill out of his wallet, rolls it up tightly into a straw, and holds it up to demonstrate. “Fresh
clean tooter, right there,” he says. “Never been shared. Very hygienic.” He lifts with the razor and stirs
with the bill, mixing the two powders together. “You’re supposed to take one of these in the morning
and then one before you go to bed. But I forgot to take the morning one, so I thought I’d try snorting
it. Just for shits and giggles.”
Warren’s thirty-five, only a couple years ahead of Phoenix, but he seems much older, his face
folded across the premature lines of a lifelong coke user. He’s not wearing a shirt, and his chest sags
in the way of a man who doesn’t work out like he used to. He had a job at WorldCom before they
went under, a profitable one, though with lots of stress and unpaid overtime. I know he was also a
successful coke dealer in Florida, and spent some time in prison because of it. I don’t know which of
these things happened first, or how much they overlapped.
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“Do you want a line?” he asks. I shake my head. I avoid heavy stimulants on days when I
have to work in the morning.
“W hat’s Prozac like?” I ask. “You’re the first person in the house to try it. Our bold drug
pioneer.”
“It’s alright, I guess. It’s not that exciting. It’s not like you’re super-happy all the time, you
mostly just don’t give a shit about things. I’m guessing these may be time-release or something, so
maybe I’ll get a stronger effect this way.” He chops out a line of the coke-‘zac. “It’s hard to explain
how frustrating it is when the stuff that’s fucking with your head is stuff you can’t change. It’s not like
I can do anything to make it so my back’s not fucked up. It’s not like I can go out and get a job. So it’s
nice to take something and just magically not care.”
He wipes the excess coke off the mirror with the side of his index finger and rubs it on his
gums. “You know, I’ve been thinking about something, and I wanted to run it by you. You’re as level
headed as any of us.” I’m not sure if this is much of a compliment, but I nod anyway. “Be honest with
me, deep down, do you really think DeJuan has AIDS?”
“I don’t know. I guess it never occurred to me to wonder if he might be lying.”
“Look, man. I’m on coke and Prozac, and what that adds up to is, I really love you guys. I
mean, I really, really feel great about all of us, even that fucker DeJuan. And I want this to be right.”
“I dunno.”
“DeJuan may be crazy, but he knows his way around being crazy, you know what I mean?
He’s said before that he’s always careful. Think about it, when you’re about to get it on with some girl
and you don’t have a condom handy, who’s the one person in the house that you know always has
some spares he can give you?”
“That’s not a situation I’ve ever had to deal with.”
He wrinkles his mouth, nods his head in concession. “Yeah, me neither. But I’ve heard you
can always knock on DeJuan’s door, and he’s got a giant pile in his room. And anyway, he hasn’t had
a second test. He didn’t show us the first test, he just came back and told us about it. He hasn’t been to
a doctor. I’m not gonna shit you here, I think he’s just trying to fuck with our heads. He knew we were
going to kick him out if he didn’t start paying, and he thinks he can get our sympathy, and maybe
some free room and board for awhile. If you ask me, I think he just didn’t think about all shit with the
bloody tooters. He didn’t think maybe we’d be worried we had it too.”
“Guys?” It’s Craig-o, poking his head through the doorway. “I think you’d better come out
here. DeJuan just came back.”
He’s sitting in the easy chair, Frannie and Phoenix standing and looking at him, and the group
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falls into ring formation around him, like interrogators.
“Where were you last night?” asks Phoenix.
“Out.”
“Did you have sex last night?”
“Ain’t had sex since I found out.”
“Where did you sleep?”
“Alderwood Park.”
“Oh, for fuck’s sake, DeJuan. There are gangs and shit there.”
“You think I don’t know that?”
“There’s probably fucking bears there.”
“Ain’t no bears in Tacoma.”
“Look, baby, you can’t go just sleeping out in the middle of the woods with the rain and the
gangs and shit. You’re sick. Please stay here with us.”
“Don’t tell me what to do.”
“Jesus Christ, why is this so hard? W e’re trying to offer you support here!”
“You think I can’t handle some fucking rain? Some gangs? Shit.”
Warren gestures inward. “Come on,” he says. “He’s had a hard time. Let’s all show him some
love.” This is strange behavior in light of the theory he was running by me a few minutes ago. Maybe
it’s a scheme or maybe the Prozac is just making him sentimental.
We huddle in a circle around DeJuan’s chair, our arms on each other’s shoulders. I can feel
Phoenix’s dreads, stiff and wiry, dangling against my bicep. Everyone takes turns saying reassuring
things about how we may be very angry at him right now but we still love him, and we’ll all take care
of each other for as long as need be. I’m not sure I want to spend the next ten years nursing a bunch of
hippies while we all die of AIDS, but of course I keep that thought to myself.
“You know what?” says Phoenix. “I’m sorry, but I’m actually not feeling this right now at
all.” She breaks the circle and we all drift apart, DeJuan standing up for a moment, thinking, and then
settling on the couch, Warren goes into his room to think creative things about drugs. This is the first
moment when things have settled down enough that I won’t feel bad for taking time to call Anna, so I
go upstairs.
“Hello?” she says after a couple rings, her voice neutral and maybe a little irritated, probably
not recognizing the number.
“Hey, um, this is Julian, I just was looking through my phone, and I saw that you’d left your
number here, so I was just wondering if there was any particular reason you wanted me to call you,
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you know. If you thought I might have wanted to get drinks or something, or whatever, you know, or
dinner, wondering what you were going for. Which I’d like to do. Have drinks or dinner or
something.”
“Hey, Julian! I’m actually seeing somebody.”
“Oh! Okay. Well, never mind then. Have a good one.” My arms are numb and tingling with
disappointment, but it’s nice that I won’t have to explain the AIDS thing to her, at least not from the
standpoint of a potential lover.
“But I did want you to call me.”
“Oh.”
“I appreciated what you did the other night, and I wanted to thank you for it.”
“Oh, okay. Well, you’re welcome then.”
“No, I mean, I wanted to do something for you. To thank you for it. Are you doing anything
right now?”
“I’ve got some, uh, some projects. I was working on. But nothing I can’t move around.
Nothing really inflexible.”
“Do you know where the Tully’s is on Ninth? At the intersection with Pacific? Let’s meet
there.”
“I need to take a shower and take care of a few things.” I don’t really need to take care of a
few things. “Would half an hour from now work?”
“Yeah, sure. I’ll see you then, okay?”
“Okay.”
I don’t know if she’s planning anything specific, and I hope I don’t have to come up with
anything. I’m not good at wanting favors from people. I masturbate in the shower and think about a
pudgy drunk girl who took her shirt off and got in my bed after I complimented her haircut. I told her
it wasn’t a good idea and sent her home with a nice note, but only after we Frenched for a bit and she
puked all over the comforter, so I suppose it’s not entirely to my credit.
She’s already there when I arrive, perched at one of the precarious shoulder-high tables, her
weird catlike feet resting on one of the rungs of her stool.
“I bought you a sandwich,” she says when I sit down. “And coffee. They have good coffee
here, better than where I work.”
“Thanks.” I sit down and start to unwrap the sandwich, suck a quick pull of coffee-flavored
steam through the hole in the lid, glad to have a focal point for my attention other than her. It’s a lot
less comfy being around her sober and in public.
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“Look,” I say, “you don’t have to do anything to thank me. I appreciate that it meant a lot to
you, but it was just basic hospitality.”
“Hm ... Okay, but no,” she says.
“No?”
“I’m actually really looking forward to this. You shouldn’t have unwrapped that sandwich, by
the way. Follow me.” She hops off the stool and walks toward the exit, and I follow.
We walk down Broadway, following the slope of the hill towards Puget Sound. Tacoma has
reached a stalemate in its three-decade fight between renewal and decay, and we pass hipster curio
shops full of ironic toys and old movie posters, boarded-up storefronts and porno shops, the jeweled
plastic landscapes of Indian restaurants, convenience stores with barred windows, their open doorways
exhaling stale musk. We walk by the bus station, where packs of Juggalos mix with men in business
suits, both groups tossing soda bottles and gum wrappers into the tiered block-long water fountain.
The coffee is cool enough that I can sip it now; it’s an indifferent black sludge.
“How’s your week been?” she asks.
“Fine,” I say, and then add, “DeJuan has AIDS, that’s been kind of weird,” figuring it’s the
best way to avoid silence.
“What? The guy who was covered in oil at your party?”
“Yeah. That whole thing was actually a reaction to that, it was sort o f . Trying to bring
everyone together? To create a more supportive environment for him? He’s run off a few times, he
doesn’t really want to cooperate with some stuff. Like getting another test, or telling us who might
have been exposed.” She takes a right onto Eleventh and it occurs to me that we’re not going in a
straight line; it’s more like a series of back-and-forth dodges.
“Why do you have to track down the people he’s exposed?”
That catches me off-guard. “To tell them, I guess.”
“Why’s it your responsibility? You work for the CDC now?”
“Well, it’s . it’s the responsible thing to do. It’s a kindness.”
“They’re the ones who had unsafe sex. I mean, we all fuck up sometimes. It happens. But
they take the risk, they should be worrying about their own bodies. You’ve got shit to do.”
“Plus some of the roommates are worried we might have it.”
“So, get tested yourselves.”
“And DeJuan isn’t paying rent while he’s sick. Which kind of irritates those of us who do.
Now that I think about it, that’s maybe turning into the biggest part of it.”
“So look for holes in his story. Talk to other people that know him. Play detective.” She stops

105
me. “That’s the guy we’re looking for up ahead. Agree with anything I say, and don’t speak more than
you have to.” That sounds like good advice, and I may adopt it as a broader strategy for dealing with
her.
She walks toward an old man sitting on a concrete bench, dressed in the characteristic
uniform of the homeless: stains on his gray overcoat, bunched layers of old sweater, gray beard and
stocking cap. There’s a Bible hanging around his neck, with a hole drilled through its spine and a
shoelace run through the hole to make a crude lanyard.
“Hey, Charlie,” she says, nudging the man with her finger. His eyes open and he smiles in
recognition. “I brought you a sandwich.” She hands it to him. “See, it’s still in the plastic.”
“Anna,” he says, slipping one finger under the sticker that seals the wrapper, lifting it off
without tearing it. “It’s lovely to see you.”
“I’m glad to see you too, Charlie,” she says. “I hope you’re doing well. This is my friend
Julian,” she says, pointing at me. “I was in a very vulnerable place, and he took care of me.”
He nods at me. “He who does this to the least of me, know that he performs the same service
to the greatest. Jesus said that.”
“Charlie,” she says, “you told me once that the police ran you out of your apartment. Have
they been leaving you alone lately?”
“They tapped my phone,” he says. “I couldn’t call anyone, because they were tapping my
phone. My apartment was full of bugs, and when I tried to call the exterminator, they would redirect
the call. I wouldn’t know who I was talking to. It wouldn’t be the exterminator.”
“That’s really sad,” says Anna.
He nods. He’s spread the cellophane out and disassembled the sandwich, laying the pieces
across the wrapper; now he’s tearing the lettuce into strips. “I tried to call CLEAR, and they tapped
my phone and kept the call from going through. They drained the energy out of my phone line, until I
couldn’t make calls anymore.”
“You must have been really scared.”
“The Muslims,” he says. He holds the slice of tomato in his palm, slides one side of the
cheese across it and then the other, tosses the tomato away and puts the cheese back in the sandwich.
“They have a book called the Holy Koran. And when you read it, a demon enters you, and you
become a Muslim. They tapped my phone, and they would call me and read the Koran, and they told
my landlords there was a demon in me, and the landlord threw me out of the apartment. Because I had
a demon.”
She pulls a small notepad and a pencil out of her purse. “Could you write this down for me?”
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she asks. “I’m looking for a new apartment.”
He takes the pencil, squints at the blank sheet of paper, and then begins writing, holding it
very close to his face. We stand and watch for a minute as he fills one page with writing, flips it over,
and fills another. He hands it back to her.
“Thanks,” she says.
He reaches into one of the inside pockets of his coat and pulls out a pink stocking cap, which
he hands to me. “A gift for you, young man.”
“Is it, like to protect me somehow?”
“Your head is cold.”
“Hey, Charlie, we have to go now,” she says, then leans down and kisses his forehead, which
is dirty, and there’s a smudgy place in the dirt where she kissed him, but maybe I can see that as cute.
“It’s been really nice to see you. Enjoy your sandwich.”
She waits until we’re maybe a hundred feet away and then tears the two sheets he’s written on
out of the notebook and hands them to me. “Here,” she says. “For your collection.” I take the sheets
and look at them, then look at her. She asks, “Do you like it?”
“It’s incredible,” I say. “Really incredible. Better than I could have expected.” I decide, in this
moment, that I’m in love with her. Love is a distinct and qualitatively different state from the more
objective process of attraction, which is something you have for anyone who meets certain criteria,
something algorithmic and very predictable. Being in love is more a matter of pointing and going “I
want that one” and then making whatever leaps of irrationality become necessary to stick to that
choice. It’s a very strange cultural construction, actually, impractical and anti-Darwinian; I think it’s
only survived this long because it makes compelling art. I’ve had a couple girlfriends, but I wouldn’t
say I’ve ever been in love. I think it’ll be an interesting experience, though maybe not a pleasant one.
If nothing else, it’s one more reason to try and resolve the AIDS crisis.
“I owed Charlie a visit anyway,” she says. “I used to volunteer at the Mission. I had to do it
when I was in high school, but I ended up enjoying it and stayed around after I graduated. He’d tell
me stories. I wish I had those to give to you. He was, I dunno. Off his game today.”
“Did you feel at a l l . I m e a n . I guess I just wonder if you feel at all like you were fooling
him. He meant that to help you out, and it’s going in my collection instead.”
“More than anything, he just wants someone to listen to him.”
“I guess.”
She shrugs. “He’s probably going to die alone, and probably not very long from now. I’m not
happy about that, but there’s no point in denying it. I don’t know how long it’s been since anyone paid
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attention to anything he said. It’s nice to bring it to someone who appreciates it.”
I decide that I ’d prefer not to see any flaws in her reasoning. “Anyway,” I say, “that was still
above and beyond. Really, it was amazing. I owe you.”
“Well, think about something and give me a call. Anyway, my building’s over there. I’d
invite you in, but, you know. Man lives there.” She nods in the opposite direction. “Have a good
afternoon. Hope you work things out with your friend.”

On my third visit to Fox Hollow coffee, there’s a guy behind the counter who looks like he
might spring from the same DNA as DeJuan, though his hair is longer and he’s wearing glasses. He’s
the only person in the store. This is a lead I’ve been provided by Warren, who’s assisting with my
quest to find out more about what’s really happening in DeJuan’s bloodstream; I have the money and
the mobility, Warren has the knowledge.
I order an Americano, just so I’ll have a reason to be here, and then as I pass the man my
debit card, I ask, “Are you Propa?” It’s a good way to approach the question, because if I have the
wrong person, he might think I mean an adjective.
“Yeah,” says the man. “What’s up?”
“You’re DeJuan’s cousin, right?” He nods, then he starts the espresso machine, and there’s no
point in trying to maintain conversation above the gravely whine.
“Do you still talk to him?” I ask as he slides my drink across the counter.
“You can’t get away from family.”
“Has he talked to you about having AIDS?”
He pauses, looks me in the eye for the first time, blinks. “AIDS, huh? It wouldn’t surprise me,
but he hasn’t said anything about it.”
“When’s the last time you talked to him?”
He looks me up and down now, clearly sensing that I bought my t-shirt at Macy’s and paid
five times too much for it, back when I was excited to have a real job. “How exactly do you know
DeJuan?” he asks.
“It’s kind of a long story.”
“Dunno if you plan on going anywhere.” He takes his apron off, comes out, sits down at one
of the tables. The sleeves on his shirt are rolled up, and he has tattoos on his forearms, blurred by time
into old shadows and abstract shapes. I tried to make up a cover story while I was driving over, but
now I tell him the whole thing, beginning with looking for interesting roommate situations on
craigslist five months ago, which is overkill maybe, but I run with it.
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“Of course he’s bullshitting you,” says Propa when I get to the blood in the eye and Warren’s
suspicions. “Why are you even asking me?”
I shrug, unsure how to respond, because relief is flooding me like warm piss and I don’t want
to say anything that might cause him to stop telling me what I want to hear.
“How much do you understand about DeJuan’s relationship with reality?”
“I guess I’ve never explored it in great depth. I know it’s a unique terrain.”
“Uh-huh.” He gets up and walks behind the counter, picks up a white porcelain mug, squirts
some coffee into it from a carafe, sits back down with me. “I don’t know how he’d behave if he
thought he had AIDS, but I don’t think he’d be lying around on your couch. I think he’d be making
some noise. He’d want to make sure people remembered him.”
“Heh heh. Yeah. Good ol’ DeJuan.” I try to play the affectionate friend.
“If he’s got a positive test, why doesn’t he show it to you?”
“He lost it.”
“He says he fucking lost it.” Propa sighs, turns his mug around a few times between his
hands. “Look, he’s family, and I wish him the best. But it sounds to me like he’s fucking with all your
heads, and I wouldn’t put up with it.” He stands up and puts his apron back on, evidently tired of my
naivete.

Alderwood Park makes a slash of raw nature through the heart of suburban Tacoma, a trail
that sits at the bottom of a steep narrow gully. The trail has a gentle downhill slope and if you walk it
for long enough you’ll end up at, of course, Schuster Parkway. Warren, Frannie, Craig-o and I are
sitting below the bridge that extends Proctor Street over the gully. The bridge’s underside never gets
any attention from cops or maintenance crews, and it’s somehow exempt from disputes of territory, so
there’ll be three or four people tagging it on any given night, gangsters and drifters working next to
artsy rich kids who want to be the next Banksy or Keith Haring. It’s become a palimpsest of graffiti; if
you went at it with paint thinner, you could find layers of urban history going back to the Seventies.
This is where DeJuan claims to have slept on the night he was gone, but then again he’s a resourceful
guy.
“It’s fucking obvious that he’s lying to us,” says Frannie. “He’s fucking with all of our heads.
It’s not even about getting a place to stay. He just wants the satisfaction of making us suffer.”
“What if we got him really drunk?” asks Craig-o. “Like, drunker than he’s ever been. We put
Everclear in his Steel Reserve or something. And then tell him we think he’s lying.”
“That’s probably not going to do the job,” says Warren.
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“We could do like in the spy movies, you know?” His voice is rising in pitch, caught in the
rapture of a great idea. “It’s all in how you phrase the question. We say something like, ‘Hey,
remember how you got drunk the other day and told us you never had AIDS?’ And he slips up and
he’s like, ‘Yeah, wasn’t it awesome how I fooled you guys?’”
“It’s not that simple,” I say. “Drunk people don’t say what’s true, they say what they want to
say. If a lie is important to you, you can get as drunk as you want and you’ll keep clinging to it.”
A group of teenagers slides past us, trying to keep their footing on the narrow path down the
gully, cans of stolen malt liquor bobbing in their jeans.
“Could we steal his blood?” asks Frannie. “If we can steal his blood and take it to the testing
place and say it’s our blood, they’ll tell us if there’s AIDS in it.”
Warren raises an eyebrow. “Our blood? Like, blood from all four of us? Mixed together?”
“Don’t be an asshole. You know what I’m talking about.”
“How do we get his blood?” asks Craig-o.
“It doesn’t matter,” I say. “The virus dies within fifteen minutes when it’s exposed to air. It’s
not a reliable result unless we can get him to the clinic.” All my Internet research has turned me into
an AIDS trivia machine.
“I still like the spy movie idea,” says Craig-o. “I’ll bet we can talk him into revealing
something, if we try. We don’t even have to get him that drunk.”
“Don’t they have truth serum in spy movies?” asks Frannie. “We should just give him some
truth serum.” It’s meant as a joke, but there’s a funny silence in the air after she says it.
Craig-o looks at Warren. “You could design something like that, right? You’re like a mad
scientist of drugs. You’re always coming up with cool drugs ideas.”
“W e llllll.” The appeal to Warren’s ego is opening up what we should all recognize as a
ludicrous idea. “I guess I could ask a few people if they know how that might work.”

We get the bulk of our ingredients from Christie, the girl who supplies Warren with puppy
skulls, but after we’ve made that pickup we visit a guy named Tank. His place isn’t where I thought it
would be: we go down a suburban side street full of Bigwheels and Neighborhood Watch signs and
stop in front of a modest brick house. The car in the driveway seems out of place, an old gray Civic,
one of its taillights held in place with duct tape, but when we knock on the door, the man who answers
does indeed seem like the kind of person who would go by the nickname Tank. He’s short, thick in a
way that involves an uncertain ratio of muscle and fat, with a shaved head and goatee. He opens the
door, nods at Warren, invites us in without sending any acknowledgment in my direction.
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There are thick red curtains drawn over the windows and guns on the wall for decor. All the
lights seem to be mounted on the floor. Tank pulls Warren to one side and they have a muffled
conversation; it looks like he’s trying to stand by a floor lamp so his face is lit eerily from below, but
maybe I’m reading too much into it. Three girls of about college age are sitting on a black leather
couch, bare legs curled up underneath them; the look they give us suggests that social interaction
would be not only undesirable but even unthinkable. The dim light washes their features out, and they
all seem beautiful in a way that’s both ghostly and generic. The overall effect seems intended to
suggest a nightclub in Hell, though tradition associates Satan with a greater level of taste and
sophistication.
After a minute’s conversation with Warren, Tank goes into another room and doesn’t close
the door. I peek through the doorway and see white painted walls, gun parts scattered across a folding
table, bright sunlight coming through an open window. He’s doing something with a scale, and I don’t
look too closely: This room doesn’t maintain his persona, so it isn’t meant for public consumption.
I’ve been trying to avoid staring too much at the girls on the couch, but gradually I discover
that I can stare as much as I want and they won’t react or even make eye contact. I wonder for a
moment if they’re not some kind of expensive mannequins. Warren makes a nod towards me when
Tank comes out, suggesting that I give him the money, and he passes it to Tank, who gives him the
drugs, the two of them slipping things between closed hands in such a way that both items are
invisible throughout the transaction. I find it interesting that Tank’s compulsion toward secrecy
extends even here, to an environment that’s not only set up to be an extension of his own
consciousness, but to advertise that it’s an extension of his own consciousness. Does it represent an
urge to hide things from himself? Or perhaps, on a subconscious level, he feels that his house is an
alien thing. Of course, it could just be a display for the girls on the couch. Or maybe it’s just force of
habit, and he pays for his groceries the same way.
“Is Tank a badass?” I ask Warren in the car, as we drive away.
“M-hm.” He nods. He doesn’t seem to have much interest in convincing me further.
“I’ve always assumed that people who go out of their way to seem badass aren’t, really. You
want a reputation, you have to do stuff to earn it.”
“You trying to get a badass reputation?”
“Ah, that’s never been a major life goal.”
“It works differently for different people. When I was a badass, I was always very low-key.
Sometimes people put on a big show, and they can’t back it up. But sometimes when people act like
you don’t want to fuck with them, it’s because you really don’t want to fuck with them.”
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***
That evening, Frannie, Craig-o and I sit in a semicircle around Warren’s bed, the mirror
resting in his lap, three glass vials sitting on it in a neat row. Phoenix is out on a date.
“I asked Christie what the best approach would be for what we want to achieve, and she said
we should start with ketamine,” explains Warren. “She was actually really excited about the project.
Had a lot of ideas for it. Kind of got me fired up too.” He pours the contents of the first vial out onto
the mirror. It’s a dark tan, the consistency of granulated sugar. I’ve looked ketamine up on the
Internet; It’s a disassociative, similar to PCP, which is in the same drug family, although ketamine
tends to be more psychedelic and people don’t get as violent on it. Apparently it’s popular in Mexico.
“Special K makes you pretty loopy and withdrawn, so I got this from Tank,” says Warren.
“It’s prescription speed. Very concentrated. We thought it would keep him chatty.” There are two
white pills in the second vial, and he chops them up with a razor and tries to mix the resulting powder
in with the ketamine grains. The two don’t blend well, and the end result looks like the fur of a spotted
jungle cat.
“Then Christie said to use a lot of this.” He pours out the third vial, something floury that
sends up a chalky cloud when he tries to stir it. “This is, u h . ” He squints at the label and sounds it
out syllable by syllable. “Chlordiazepoxide. She said they give it to small animals during surgery to
calm them down.”
“Like, dogs and shit?” asks Craig-o.
“She mentioned tranquilizing squirrels.”
“Why would they have a drug just for squirrels?”
Warren rolls his eyes and takes a deep breath before speaking. “Clearly it’s not just a drug for
squirrels, Craig-o, because Todd said to give it to DeJuan, and DeJuan’s not a squirrel. She used the
example of rangers tranquilizing squirrels in parks because it’s one of many things you can do with
this drug.” I think maybe he’d rather be doing this alone. “Christie said her boyfriend took a bunch of
this one night, and it was the most honest they’d ever been with each other.”
Frannie squints. “W e’re putting a stimulant and a depressant in it? What the fuck’s the point
of that? It’s all just going to cancel out.”
“Two depressants,” I say. “Ketamine is a tranquilizer too. A horse tranquilizer.”
“For Chrissake, the chemistry’s not that simple,” says Warren. “They all interact with
different receptors in your brain. The speed will keep him chatty and the, what the fuck’s it called,” he
reads the label again, “the chlordiazepoxide will keep him relaxed and the ketamine w i l l . I don’t
know. It’s ketamine, it’s a hell of a drug.” He drops a couple of Prozac tablets onto the mirror and
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begins chopping them up with the razor. “I’m worried that this may be a traumatic experience for him,
so I’m hoping these will keep his mood level.”
“You’re on Prozac, and you’re still in a shitty mood,” says Frannie.
“The trick now,” says Warren, ignoring her, “is to get it into his body.”
He carries the mirror, and the pile of truth serum (I suppose it would be more accurate to call
it truth powder) into the living room, where DeJuan is lying on the couch watching To Catch a
Predator.
“W e’re doing some E,” says Warren, setting the mirror down on the coffee table. “Do you
want some?”
DeJuan stares at it. “That shit looks weird.”
“It’s Craig-o’s,” says Warren. “There’s about four different pills ground up in there. Various
E pills that were kind of weak. Just shit he had lying around.”
He looks at Craig-o. “Why would you have leftover E? Is it good?”
“Uh, it’s okay,” says Craig-o. “It’s, ah, I’ve had better. But it’s worth doing.”
“I was just gonna take it easy tonight.”
“You know, it’s a mellow high,” says Craig-o. “You don’t get really crazy on it. You just
kind of lie around and chill. I did some a couple hours ago, and I’m high on it. I’ve just been chilling.
But in a happy way.”
“Alright.” Warren arranges the pile into three lines with a razor blade and hands a rolled-up
bill to DeJuan, who snorts a line. “It’s all grainy,” he says. “It’s like sniffing sugar. It fuckin’ hurts my
nose.”
“It’s pretty mellow stuff,” says Craig-o. “You’d better take it all. That’s about as much as I
had. Those three lines there.”
“What kind of weak shit is this?” asks DeJuan, but he snorts the other two lines.
“It’s all cut up with shit,” says Craig-o. “Baby laxative and shit. It’ll probably give you the
runs.”
“Yeah, that’s all I can get lately,” says DeJuan. “Just baby-shit drugs. Whole fuckin’ universe
is running down.”
None of us are sure what to do now that the drugs are in his system, or how long they’ll take
to kick in, or what it will look like when they do, and thinking about it now, there’s no reason to
assume that all four drugs will hit him at once. We haven’t talked about this part at all. More than
anything, I’m worried he’ll notice that we’re all sitting around watching him and get suspicious. I go
upstairs and try to read some R.D. Laing, but it’s like trying to focus before a date; I’m too eager to
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think, too excited. I’m about to see someone who’s high in maybe even a totally different way than
anyone else has ever been high before.
I come back downstairs forty-five minutes later and find the other conspirators standing
around DeJuan, who’s still lying on the couch. I wonder for a moment if we’ve killed him, but his
limbs are rigidly extended, and I can see his eyelids twitching. He’s smiling.
“How’s he doing?” I ask, trying to choose my words carefully, trying to avoid any overt
mention of what we’ve been up to.
“He’s been quiet for awhile,” says Warren. “W e’re not really sure if he’s awake or what.”
“Hey, DeJuan,” says Frannie, poking him in the arm and then jumping back, as if she’s trying
to wake a dangerous creature, a rhino or something, which is kind of appropriate because they
probably use some of the drugs in his system to treat rhinos. “DeJuan, how are you doing?” He
twitches when she touches him, but his eyes stay closed.
“Dude, we’re checking in,” says Warren, shaking him harder. “You asleep? How are the
drugs treating you? Talk to us.”
DeJuan opens his eyes and sits up. “There’s all kinds of lights around your head,” he says,
and then he begins laughing, but the laughter is almost silent, and so forceful that I’m not sure for a
minute if he isn’t retching or having a seizure. I look at his face, and he seems to be laughing, but then
I look back down at the rest of his body, and I start to wonder again.
“DeJuan, man, you okay?” repeats Warren. “Can you stand up? Talk to me, bro.”
“I don’t know what the, all the, all the shit you’re asking me,” says DeJuan. He pushes
himself up like someone trying not to spill a pitcher of water, working against his fucked-up
equilibrium and the pitching of his body, and he gets all the way to a standing position before he goes
down, his whole weight focused on his left knee as it drives into the coffee table, which splits down
the center, the old wood shattering into splintery pieces. DeJuan rolls over onto his back and tries to
push himself out of the wreckage, then sits back down and looks at the big slivers of wood sticking
out of his palms.
“Whoa, there, buddy, better watch out,” says Craig-o. “Those hands are pretty gnarly. Just
hold still for a second.”
“I’m a giant crab,” says DeJuan, trying to clench a fist. “I ain’t got fingers.”
Craig-o pulls one of the larger splinters out and holds it up to the light, and Frannie yells,
“Don’t fucking touch that!”
“What?” asks Craig-o.
“What if he’s got AIDS?”
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“The whole point is, we’re trying to prove he doesn’t.”
“I’ll get some surgical gloves,” says Warren, and he heads toward his bedroom.
DeJuan places his hands against the floor and tries to push himself up, driving the slivers in
deeper. Craig-o grimaces and turns away. “Aw, Jesus, man, don’t do that,” he says. “Please don’t do
that.” He kicks one of DeJuan’s hands out from under him. DeJuan lands back on his ass and seems
confused enough to stay there. “Give me your hands.” He takes one of DeJuan’s hands and begins
picking the slivers out. I feel like a piece of shit for not helping, so after a minute I take the other hand.
It looks like there are maybe four or five of them, but the wood is hard to see against his skin.
“I told you not to fucking do that,” says Frannie.
“If he has it, you have it too,” says Craig-o. “Why don’t you help? Jesus Christ.”
My fingers are sweaty, so it’s hard to grasp the slivers, and they’re buried deeply. Warren
comes up behind me and passes me a pair of tweezers. “I can’t find where the goddamn hydrogen
peroxide is,” he says.
“So, are we going to interrogate him, or what?” asks Frannie.
“I guess we can try,” says Warren.
“Usually in movie interrogations, they’ll start with some kind of baseline questions,” I say.
“Just to test where he is relative to, you know, how he’d be if he were sober.” I turn toward him.
“DeJuan? Hey, DeJuan? When were you born?”
“Your head is, your head is, it’s all rubber,” says DeJuan. “It’s all... rubber.”
“That’s a dumb question anyway,” says Frannie. “Of course he’ll tell you that. DeJuan? Hey,
DeJuan? How many men have you slept with?”
He lies on his back and stares at the ceiling, then begins using his feet and hands to turn
himself in slow circles, his shirt twisting with the torsional friction.
“How many men have you slept with?” repeats Frannie.
“I don’t know where the men go anymore. I don’t have any place to put them.” He giggles
sharply and continues to revolve.
“Do you have AIDS?” asks Frannie.
DeJuan looks at her, his eyelids half-closed. “Eggs,” he says. “I like eggs.”
“Not eggs, DeJuan, AIDS.”
He stops spinning on the carpet and holds his arms up in the air, swaying them back and
forth. The side of one fist bops Frannie on the forehead.
“AIDS, DeJuan! Tell us if you really have AIDS!”
He manages to stand up, tries to walk toward the kitchen, and only gets one step before his
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injured knee gives out, and his face goes into the protruding corner of a wall. He pulls himself into a
sitting position, and it looks like he’s chipped a tooth and split his lip, but there’s enough blood
coming from his nose that it’s hard to say for sure. Given how terrified we are of his blood, we’ve
made him bleed fucking everywhere.
“I peed,” he says. “I peed myself.” H e’s sitting slumped over, and the blood is running out of
various points in his face and pooling around his crotch.
Warren sits down next to him, places a hand on his shoulder. “You didn’t piss yourself, man.
You’re just bleeding. It’s okay. You’ve got a bloody nose. Just stay here and I’ll go get an ice pack,
okay?”
“Allllright,” says DeJuan. He stands up again, leaning to one side, and then takes a couple of
hobbling steps, experimenting with his injured knee.
“DeJuan, we need to know if you have the HIV virus,” says Frannie. “DeJuan!” He takes a
couple more steps, moving at a decent pace now, arms swinging to balance himself. There’s a wine
bottle on the dinner table, the stems of dried flowers placed into its neck. It seems incredible to me
that he could cause any more damage in such a short time, but he connects with the bottle and sends it
to the floor. The violence of it gives him a moment’s pause, and I can see him trying to get a handle
on his mind. I think about the benzos I gave Anna on the night we met, and wonder if we could get
him to take something like that, maybe dissolved in water or something.
“There’s AIDS in your body, DeJuan!” yells Frannie. “It’s in your bloodstream! It’s racing
through you! It’s eating all your white cells!”
When the cops pull up, he’s still running back and forth on the lawn, making howling noises
like an autistic child. The four of us stand and watch through the living room window as he’s Tasered
and taken away. One of the cops knock on the door, asks if he lives around here, and Warren says
we’ve never seen the man before in our lives, because there’s nothing we can do to calm him down
and no sense bringing the police into all this. DeJuan, of course, is in no condition to identify his
residence. The four of us stand by the front window until they leave, then sit watching television
together on the couch, silent in our complicity.
Phoenix comes home from her date a little past midnight, and slams the door hard enough that
I worry about the integrity of the glass. “Where the fucking goddamn hell is DeJuan?” she asks, taking
her overcoat off and throwing it down on the floor. “What in the holy goddamn mother of fuck
happened to DeJuan?”
“He got arrested,” says Craig-o, with a cowed innocence that might be genuine terror.
“I fucking know he got arrested,” says Phoenix. “Because the fucking landlord has spies in
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this goddamn neighborhood, and he called me six times while I was out. And you all are very lucky
I’m a good bullshit artist, or we would all be moving our furniture onto the curb right now. I had to
put my adult face on, and I do not like to put my adult face on when I am on a goddamn date. Now
what did that fucking son of a bitch do?”
“We gave him some E,” says Warren, taking charge of the situation now that it’s clear she
isn’t blaming us. “Not even very strong E. Stuff we’d taken ourselves. And he went nuts. Broke the
table and the vase, was running around outside. You know how he gets sometimes.” We all nod
silently. “I think he was pretty drunk, too.”
“That fucking asshole. I have given him free room and board and tried to care for him, and he
does this. I am sick of being generous, goddammit.”
“Did you have a good night?” asks Craig-o.
She blushes a little, and can’t help smiling. “Yes,” she says. “Yes, it was a pretty good night.”
She’s only had sex at home once since I’ve lived here; her bedroom is next to mine, and that night I
dreamt that a train was going by outside, one of those old-fashioned steam engines that makes a lot of
puffing noises.
Before I go to sleep, I sit in bed and flip through my scrapbook of madness, slip a splinter
pulled from DeJuan’s hand into one of the Mylar sleeves, its tip red with what may or may not be
AIDS blood, although that question seems distant and irrelevant now. Denial is a form of collective
delusion, reinforced by group dynamics, and by the need to tolerate one’s own reflection in the mirror.
In time, we’ll all come to believe that the story we’ve told Phoenix is an exact description of what
happened, and when we do, we’ll be mad. I try to state the events to myself in the clearest terms
possible, to lay them out as a set of facts, freeze them in the universe. The four of us made a drug
cocktail, using money I supplied, to find out whether or not DeJuan had AIDS, mostly because we
were angry about the possibility that he might be lying to us when he couldn’t pay the rent. It got him
higher than we expected, and he’s a difficult person to control when he’s high. Whoops, there I go
with the rationalization. I try to visualize the truth as something external to myself, a little blue ball o f
glowing energy that sits in a vacuum, even though I know truth doesn’t work that way, let alone when
there’s anything meaningful at stake.

I’m not sure on the details of it, but I’ve always believed that you’re only allowed to do
psychedelics so many times before it breaks down your connection to the reality most people share. I
have a secret vision of myself as an old man, retired, a widower, my children grown, my body failing,
dousing my aging brain in acid and mescaline, surrounding myself with pens and paper and musical
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instruments and recording equipment, making a record of the disintegration of my own coherence, my
will requesting that the leavings be synthesized into a vast tapestry of madness. I’ve never shared this
idea with anyone, but I share it with Anna, and she agrees that it sounds like a worthy project for the
end of one’s life.
This all comes out during the bus ride to the Point Defiance Zoo, as the two of us wait for the
mushrooms we’ve taken to kick in. The zoo is small, but it’s delicately landscaped, almost Japanese in
the use of tight curves and narrow passages to expand its perceived area. There aren’t a lot of animals,
but each one seems uniquely important. She grew up in Tacoma, but she’s never been there. This is
how I’m repaying her for the note she solicited from Charlie, a repayment for a repayment, something
that I hope will evolve into an upward-spiraling feedback loop.
Now that I’ve established (one) that I’m madly in love with her and (two) that she’s not
available, I’ve attained a delicate comfort around her, the pleasurable nihilism of futility. As the
mushrooms kick in, they cause a sort of multi-layered disassociation; I can step back and see the
thwarted lover within myself posing as an innocent friend, but another part of me sees the recognition
of that pose as being itself a shell of irony thrown over an attitude of true sentimentality, and an even
further-removed part of me sees that act of self-criticism as a way of acknowledging an emotion
without participating in it. Then the layers begin piling up at such a speed that I can’t keep up
anymore, thoughts become colorful flickering presences, and I realize that I’m definitely on
mushrooms.
It takes a little longer for the mushrooms to hit her, which is nice because it means she can
handle the cashier. But she gets a rush of energy when they kick in, skipping almost like a child from
one exhibit to another, standing in front of the cages and raising her face to the sky and breathing
deeply of the scents of the penguins and tigers and elephants. She looks happy in a really simple way,
and it makes me happy too; she feels pure and essential, like a symbol of something really primal and
lovely. Though the analytical part of my mind is intact enough to remember that when you’re on
mushrooms, everything seems like a symbol of something, and if you’re lucky it’ll be something
primal and lovely. The tiger, for instance, is a living incarnation of the fusion between danger and
sexuality, something that exists within us, if we can find a way to express it purely. That would be
silly stoner bullshit if I weren’t high, but now the simplicity and obvious rightness of it is blinding,
and I know these feelings will still resonate when I come down.
There’s a shark tank in the zoo, which is full not only of sharks but all kinds of other fish. I
don’t know why the sharks don’t eat everything else. Maybe they won’t eat anything but the specific
kinds of prey they consume in the wild. I can see a shark being like that. A shark should be fastidious,
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acting on an obsessively particular instinct. Frenzied in a precise way. You can look at the tank from
above, but there’s also a dimly lit room that faces its glass wall. The sharks have to keep moving to
breathe, because that’s how sharks are, so they swim around the edge of the tank in an endless loop,
materializing out of the dark and gliding past and then vanishing into the blackness.
The rhythm of the sharks is hypnotic, and after a minute or two I forget the glass is there, and
it’s like being underwater, so much so that the air starts to feel thick and I have to remind myself I can
still breathe. I look over at Anna, and she’s gazing raptly at the sharks, one hand raised to the glass,
smiling faintly. Her face and hand are lit up in soft white, and she looks more like a ghost than a real
person.
“Are you a ghost?”
She turns to me, still smiling faintly. “Am I a ghost?”
“Do you really exist, or am I imagining you?”
“I don’t know,” she says, still smiling. “Maybe you’re just as crazy as everyone else.”
Suddenly it seems perfectly plausible that she’s something I’ve conjured up, a thin cloak of reality on
top of a big walking nothing.
I extend one hand. “Prove to me that you’re real.” I’m smiling a little when I say it, trying to
suggest humor, but I wouldn’t be surprised if my hand went right through hers. She extends a hand in
return, and I brush my fingers across her palm, then push my fingertips gently against it. It’s solid,
dense, bones and tendons under the skin, and I have a moment of relief. She pulls away for a second,
then brushes her fingers across the back of my hand, and we’re going through a miniature drama,
telegraphing a dense set of shifting emotions: passion, desire, hesitation, worry, regret. The nonverbal
communication becomes indistinguishable from telepathy. And then the door opens, flooding the
room with light, and a woman with a stroller walks in, and the moment is over.
The two of us walk down to the dock where the ferries leave for Vashon. We stand on the pier
watching the afternoon sea. Red and blue and white shafts of light have coalesced into a net that
ripples and shimmers with the current. It looks computer-generated.
“What’s your boyfriend’s name?” I ask her.
“Huh?”
“Your boyfriend. The guy you live with?”
“I don’t know,” she says, in a dreamy sort of voice. Maybe the mushrooms have scrambled
her brain more than mine.
“You don’t know?”
“It’s a secret.”
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“Ahhhh.” This is profound, actually: names are powerful things. You can do a lot with
someone’s name.
“You shouldn’t even mention it,” she says. “Sssssh.” She raises her finger to her lips, and I
imitate the gesture, to show that I understand.

I know a lot of people who say that coming down from psychedelics makes them sad. They
say that they can feel the sensation slipping away, and they know they’re losing something that can
never be felt in quite the same way again. I can see the logic there, but life is full of moments like that.
Hell, life is all a moment like that. Coming off mushrooms always makes me giddy and cheerful, and
when I get home from my adventure with Anna, I decide to clean the house. None of us has seen
DeJuan since the arrest five days ago, and Phoenix has made it clear that he won’t be welcome back;
with the messiest occupant gone, now seems like a perfect time to spruce up. I’m already less
conscious of my role in the whole thing; it’s hard not to take the attitude that all’s well that ends well,
or some other cliche that I can repeat in a more knowing way now. We all assume he was lying about
the AIDS, without questioning why.
There’s a handgun in the trash. Somebody’s dumped a coffee filter on top of it, and it’s
covered in wet grounds, but I pick it up between thumb and forefinger and it’s heavy enough that it
has to be a real gun. After four months here, I’m still dumbfounded, but I have some idea of who
might be responsible.
“I can’t help noticing there’s a gun in the trash.” I stand in Warren’s room and hold the gun
up by its barrel, gripping it with the coffee filter to keep my prints off it, grounds dripping on the floor.
“Oh, that. Tank asked me to get rid of it for him.” Warren’s been stepping up his dealing
lately, taking it from an occasional trade between friends to more of a part-time job, trying to keep
some income while his back is fucked up. Phoenix doesn’t like this, but I trust him to handle his
business. But he’s also been doing a lot more coke, and I think he’s getting a better grade of coke,
stuff that’s had its toes stepped on a few less times.
“Why are you throwing it in the trash?”
“See, the trash is actually a really good place to dispose of a weapon, right? Because once it
gets picked up and dumped in the back of that truck, nobody knows whose fucking garbage that is. I
pulled all the bills and shit out first, nothing in that bag has our address on it.”
“Uh-huh.”
“They put it in the back of that truck, they mash it up, it all gets mixed together, hey, you’re
set.”
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“Uh-huh.” He’s making weird hand gestures as he speaks, like he can physically squeeze
meaning out of the words.
“I mean, it’s not like you can recycle the fucking thing, right? It’s not like they have bins at
Safeway, you know, the fucking glass and the aluminum cans and then the bin where you put the
guns. And I know nobody’s going through our trash, I’m not stupid, I keep an eye on shit like that,
and get this, this is the best part. They take the gun and they fucking bury it for you on public land
with all the garbage generated by everyone in the whole fucking city, in a big pit full of trash that no
one is ever going to dig up. How much better a way is there to get rid of something?”
Warren will sometimes offer points of advice on drug dealing, and he’s proud of how
counterintuitive they can be. Once when he was drunk he told me that if you can’t avoid carrying a big
stash of drugs in a car, you should never put it in the trunk. It’s better to carry it in the passenger seat,
so that if you get pulled over you can just grab the drugs and run, and be gone before the cop has time
to react. I suggested a couple of flaws in this theory and he added, on reflection, that it really only
makes sense if you’re driving a stolen car.
“We live two miles from Puget Sound. Why can’t you just dump it in the ocean?”
“Aw, hell. Everyone thinks that’s a good way to get rid of guns, but it’s the absolute worst
way to do it. Somebody sees you throwing a gun in the water, that’s suspicious as hell, they’re going
to notice you and they’re going to remember your face. What kind of sense does that make?”
He’s being so logical that I end up convinced he’s right. One of our neighbors is out trimming
his hedge when I drop the bag in the trash can. He gives me a funny look, which is what I always get
when we run into each other. I smile and wave.
“Good afternoon,” I say. It’s probably the guy who called the cops on DeJuan. I owe him a
favor.

DeJuan pulls into the driveway in a red BMW, one of the small ones from the eighties. It
doesn’t match his physicality in the way that the Caprice matches mine, but I still sense that it’s his
car, not something he’s borrowed. It’s not expensive, but it insists on a kind of sad pride.
It’s now three weeks since any of us has seen him, but Phoenix has told Warren, who’s told
Propa, who’s told DeJuan, that he needs to come and get the shit he’s left. Most of it is clothes; the
bed in his room isn’t his, nor is any of the other furniture he used. Warren has learned, from the same
source, that DeJuan bears no grudge, or rather that the idea of his bearing a grudge has never come up.
He did some drugs, got stupid, and was arrested. Thinking about it now, I guess an event like that is a
normal part of the fabric of his life. I envision him thinking about it in the same sad way you might

121
think about an ugly and painful skin condition that flares up right before a big date, and I don’t mean
to belittle the feeling by choosing that metaphor.
I’m familiar with his history as a gangbanger, and mood swings are part of what he does, but
still it shocks me to see DeJuan as he is now. He’s wearing a basketball jersey and old jeans.
Everything’s several sizes too large, and given his frame I know he has to make an effort to achieve
that. It smells like it’s been a few days since he showered. All the flamboyance is gone from his
movement and speech.
“Hey,” he says. “I came to pick up my shit.”
Warren gives him one of those huglike things with the handclaspand thequick

shoulder pat,

not looking him in the eye. He and Frannie have had their HIV tests and come out negative; it’s
another two weeks before I can be tested, but the doctor has told us that the blood in the eye is more
likely to spread hepatitis than anything else. It seems strange now that any of us ever worried. Phoenix
is upstairs, and she’s made it clear she won’t be coming down until DeJuan leaves.She doesn’t
understand why we aren’t more angry about his deception.
“It’s good to see you, man,” says Warren. “You want a smoke?”
“Yeah.”
Warren fishes out a pack of American Spirits. They sit on the couch and take drags. “How’s
kicks?” asks Warren.
“Not too bad,” DeJuan replies.
“Tank tells me you’re moving some product for him. Working on the distribution end of
things.”
“Yep, yep, yep.” Long pause while DeJuan sucks on his cigarette.
“How you get along with Tank?”
“Aw, he’s cool, we do alright. He don’t talk much.”
“Yeah, I work with him. He keeps pretty tight control on the books, you know. You want to
make sure he gets all his money, all that. He’s really not the kind of guy you want to fuck with.”
DeJuan rolls his eyes. “Aw, fuck, man. I know that. You know I know that.”
“Yeah.” Warren sounds unconvinced. “Where’s he got you selling at?”
“I do a lot of shit around Federal Way. Old hood. I know the territory.”
“How’s that treat you?”
“It’s alright. Had to kind of re-establish my corner, you know how it is. Had to jump some
guy a couple nights ago, you know. Do the old curb stomp. Just make sure everybody knows where
the lines are.” His voice betrays itself through its own casual edge.
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I ponder his new self as they continue talking. DeJuan was always a violent gay man, but he
embraced that persona, made the violence gay, invested it with pleasure and theatricality . He’s telling
stories now about women he’s fucked lately, each one a dispassionate recitation of a mechanical act,
and I don’t know if that callousness is deliberate, but it’s a logical extension of other things I’ve
observed. He’s regressed into an earlier DeJuan who was forced to be a hetero gangster, and coped
with that frustration by taking the most clinical approach possible to anything that might be a threat or
a source of stress.
Or maybe it’s closer to multiple personality disorder. In position of trauma, Hetero DeJuan is
incapable of acknowledging or sharing mental space with Gay DeJuan. Something about it, probably
just the gangster aspect, makes me think of Tupac Shakur, who I’ve always seen as one of our
culture’s great underappreciated madmen; he was a method actor who crafted his artistic persona so
well that he became lost in it, and in the end was martyred to it. He’s what David Bowie would have
become if Ziggy Stardust had been a violent, conflicted sociopath. Then the Tupac comparison gives
me a mental image of DeJuan’s body being riddled with bullets at a stoplight somewhere, of him
trying too late to jump out of his red BMW, staggering out and sinking to the ground, choking on his
own hemorrhaging blood. It’s an image that defies analysis, and suddenly I feel like a monster.

It’s a Wednesday, and Anna and I are the only people in the deserted back room of Meconi’s.
I get us a pitcher of Blue Moon, and she has some tequila shots; I don’t keep track of how many. We
play an incompetent round of pool, losing interest halfway through, and she ends up waiting until I
have my back turned, jumping on the table and stuffing the balls in the pocket by hand. I grab her
shoulders and pull her away, and we end up lying on the floor, wrestling over the one remaining ball.
She twists me onto my back, and I can feel the point of my elbow digging into the tile. I grab both her
hands in mine and work to pry the ball from her fingers. I’m almost there when she leans over and
bites into my arm, sinking her teeth in as hard as she can and twisting her head back and forth like an
animal. The pain is sharp and completely unexpected. I pull away and we both sit on the floor for a
moment, panting.
“Truce?” she asks.
“Truce.”
I rub the spot where she bit me, and the touch stings; When I pull my hand away, there’s
blood on my fingertips. She bends down to look at my arm, and then straightens up to speak, and I can
feel her breath in my ear.
“I think you’d better go wash that.” When I return, the bartender has cut her off and suggested
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we might leave soon.
I know it’s stupid of me to be on the road, and my driving is cautious, measured, fixated on
the speed limit and signaling a hundred feet in advance of turns. I’m paying so much attention to
details that I miss a turn, and without aiming for it, I’m heading down the onramp to Schuster
Parkway. A portion of one lane has been marked off for construction, and I plow through it, scattering
cones across the road. One of them sticks under my car, and I can hear it dragging across the
pavement. The Parkway is abandoned and empty, so I take risk and do a donut in the middle of the
road, swinging the Caprice around in a wide arc and heading back toward downtown. The cone is still
lodged down there, scraping away, the kind of thing any cop in the world would pull you over for. I
stop the car, get out, and give the cone a couple of yanks, but it’s firmly lodged.
“Here, I’ll get it,” says Anna, who gets down on her belly and wriggles under the car, yanking
on the wedged cone until it breaks free, shoving it toward me. I squat down and pull, toss it on the
sidewalk; it makes a soft rubber splat. She squirms back out from under the car. “We showed that
traffic cone who was boss, didn’t we?”
Her palms are black with road grime and auto grease, and there are streaks all the way down
her face. Her tank top is smudged with it, and there’s even a black streak in the little hollow at the
base of her throat. With her short hair, she looks like an orphaned Victorian chimney sweep, and I feel
a rush of affection so strong it makes my stomach hurt.
“That was wonderful,” I say. “Thank you. You’re really dirty, by the way.”
She looks down at herself, brushes at the dirt on her top, which rubs it deeper into the fabric.
“Wow! You’re right, I’m filthy.”
“I appreciate you sacrificing your hygiene for the sake of my car. Come over here, I’ll get you
cleaned up.” I open the back door, fish around in the detritus that’s collected in the back seat of the
Caprice over our many years together, and find a rag and a half-empty water bottle. I wet the rag and
start wiping the dirt off her cheeks.
She looks a little bit cleaner when I finish, though less like a Dickens character. There’s a big
smudge that goes right across her cleavage, and I think briefly about trying to see if she’ll let me get
that too, but decide not to push my luck, and hand her the bottle and the rag.
“I’ll let you do the rest.”
“What, you don’t want to clean my boobs off? I’m offended.” She wets the rag again and
finishes the job, then gets a pack of American Spirits out of her jean pocket and lights one up. “Can
we stay here for a bit while I have a smoke?”
“That would be fine. I need to try to clear my head before I drive again.”
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“That’s cool. Thanks for the ride home.”
“Yeah, I only drink and drive when there’s a woman involved.”
She smiles. “Am I the woman in this case?”
“Afraid so.”
“Well, that’s very sweet.” We sit on the hood of the Caprice and look at the sky. She pulls the
American Spirit pack out, turns it over in one hand, studies the cartoon Indian on the front. “It
embarrasses me that I still smoke,” she says. “Do you think I’m stupid for not quitting?”
“Have you ever tried to quit?”
“I’ve always assumed I wouldn’t be able to. I’m not good at giving things up. Fuck it, I’m
doing it right now.” She throws the pack into the street.
“Do you mind if I take that?” I ask. “I could probably trade it to one of the roommates for a
puppy skull or something.” She nods assent, and I walk into the road to pick it up. I’ve always been
fascinated by the complexity of the household smoking economy.
“Do you want to go somewhere?” she asks.
“Go somewhere?”
“You know.” She nudges me with her shoulder. “Your house. Or my apartment or
something.”
“Your apartment? What about...?”
“What about what?”
I watch her for a second, her look utterly blank, expectant, no idea what I might say, and I
have a rush of certainty that the boyfriend simply doesn’t exist. Her face falls in the silence; she’s
making the kind of offer where a pause is bad news.
“I don’t think that would be a good idea,” I say. “Thanks a ton, though.” The moment feels
poisoned by uncertainty. I reach over and ruffle her hair, curious if I can shake it from its normal
poise.
“Don’t treat me like a puppy. If you’re going to turn me down, you can at least give me a
hug.” I hug her, the point of her chin resting in the hollow of my collarbone, and we stay that way
until I can’t take it any more and I let go. Then I drop her off in front of her apartment.
The house is dark and quiet when I come home. Phoenix is sitting on the couch knitting.
“Hey, you,” she says when she looks up and sees me.
“Hey.”
“Is everything okay?”
Phoenix has endometriosis, and all of her reproductive organs have been removed. Unless
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society changes radically in the next decade, she’ll never be allowed to adopt. I have a moment of
deep sorrow for the loss of her motherhood.
“No, not really.”
She pats the couch beside her. “What’s up? Come over here, sit down and tell me about it.”
I sit down beside her, yawn. “It’s kind of a long story. I’d sort of rather tell it in the morning.
Can I put my head in your lap?”
“Of course.”
She’s wearing a light cotton skirt, and it rests loosely over her doughy thighs, creating a soft
pillow with a faint scent of patchouli and laundry detergent. She keeps knitting, and I nestle my head
into it, close my eyes, and drift off to sleep.

The next day I’m walking back to my office from the men’s room, head cloudy with
hangover and lack of sleep, when a child vomits in the hallway, and for some reason I stop and watch.
The puddle is a warm brown patched with dark maroon, probably the remains of a PB&J on wheat.
The child has no idea what to do, so he stands there looking down at the splatter on his shoes and
trying not to cry until one of the teachers comes up and takes care of things. It reminds me of the night
I met Anna, and I decide that something has to be done, though I don’t know what.
When I get home, I walk down to Safeway, pick up a six of Alaskan Amber, crack one open
and sit in front of the TV. I resolve to drink until my heart rate slows to normal, and then call her. I’m
not sure what I’ll say, but after a few beers, I might be cool with improvising. Four beers down, and I
start to feel like I’m almost there. I’m still panicky but if I hit the bottle much more I won’t be able to
express coherent thoughts, and that’s no good either. I walk into the kitchen, open beer number five,
take a long swig. I look out the window as I lower the bottle, and see Tank’s Civic driving by. It really
is a piece of shit.
He’s slowing, but not turning, like he’s just cruising past our house, looking to check the
address or something, and then there’s something shiny and black poking out of the passenger’s side
window, and then there’s nothing but thick deep noise, and the kitchen window is exploding, not just
the glass but the wood trim, splinters flying everywhere, sudden light shining through holes in the
wall, and I’m flat on my back.
So I’ve been shot. That’s really not cool. I try to sit up, but my left arm is just kind of
flopping around, and it doesn’t do anything when I try to move it. It’s kind of weird, actually, because
you don’t usually think about the process of moving your arm; it just sort of happens. I try to
consciously feel myself sending the signal to my arm, just to make sure that I’m really trying to move
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it. If I want it to move, it should move, right? I’m lying in some broken glass, which is the worst part,
because it’s digging into my ass cheeks. I can’t feel where the bullet hit, but I can sure as hell feel the
broken glass. When the blood dries, the glass is going to get stuck to the floor. Whoever cleans up
after this is going to have a hell of a time. Sharp glass all glued to the floor in dried blood. At least it’s
not AIDS blood. It would be irresponsible of me to bleed all over the floor if I had AIDS. That’s like
something DeJuan would do. Or Frannie. If Frannie got AIDS, would her used tampons be a
considered a biohazard? I laugh at my own wit. If I’m going to die, I wish I’d had the chance to tell
Frannie I always hated her. But then, that’s awfully petty, isn’t it? What would be a good use of these
dying moments, if that’s what they are?
My phone is in my left pocket, and that arm doesn’t work anymore, so I have to reach across
and dig around with my right hand, which is awkward to begin with, plus it’s shaking more than it has
any reason to be. My first instinct is to call Anna, because, you know, that’s what I was going to do
anyway. But maybe I should call my parents. Have I told them recently that I love them? Probably. I
always say it when I get off the phone with my mom, at least. And if I don’t end up dying, I’d hate to
think I worried them for nothing. I call Anna instead.
“Hey, you. How’s it going?” She sounds nervous and shy. That’s gratifying.
“Sort of a weird day. I’ve been shot.” No point beating around the bush, I suppose.
“You’ve been what?”
“Shot. Like, with a gun? Bang bang?”
“Oh my God! What happened? Are you alright?”
“I don’t know. I really have no idea. It’s only been a couple of minutes.”
“You mean you’re not in the hospital or anything?”
“Nah. This is a middle-class neighborhood. One of the neighbors will call 9-1-1 or something.
Hey, look, I just wanted to say that I love you. In case I die or whatever.”
There’s a long pause. “I love you too.”
“Yeah, I figured.” It doesn’t seem like a good time to bother with modesty. “I wish I’d taken
you up on that offer last night.”
“I’m sorry about that. I was drunk. I didn’t mean to put you on the spot.”
“It’s fine. It was still a pretty sweet thing to do.” And then Warren comes into the room,
jumping from one point of cover to another, holding his gun like a cop in a movie. He looks silly, and
Tank’s gone, so I’m not sure who he’s trying to impress. He sees me lying on the floor, drops the
whole secret agent act, runs over and kneels down beside me.
“Oh my God, Julian, are you all right?”
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“You’re a poser.”
He pulls my sleeve up, looks at the wound. “You’re probably in shock. I’m going to go try to
find something to make a tourniquet with.”
“I’m not in shock, I’m drunk! And you’re a poser.” I giggle.
“You’ve lost a lot of blood. You’re in shock.”
“Whatever. You fuckin’ poser.” I put the phone back up to my ear. “Hey, I’m sorry, but I’m
probably going to have to go now.”
“Oh my God, are you...”
“No, no, no! I mean I just have to get off the phone.”
As it turns out, I don’t die.

My eyes take several seconds to focus after I open them, and I can feel my pupils twitching,
spasms that run through my whole head and make my scalp and eyelids tremble. It’s painful and
annoying, but I can smell that I’m in a hospital, so I know what to expect when my vision settles.
There’s an absence of mental continuity, a gap that can’t be accounted for, like waking up from a
three-day bender or feeling your ego reassemble itself after a nasty psychedelic experience. But the
hospital environment tames the confusion, makes it even seem allowable and even right, without
making it go away. My left arm is in a sling, and the right one is being scorched by an afternoon
sunbeam.
I try to think about the time after the shooting, and I can’t figure out if I have real memories
or not. I can will into my mind an image of lying on a stretcher, looking up at the shadowed faces of
doctors backlit by a white examining light, but maybe that’s just an expectation pulled from TV and
film. It seems overly dramatic, because the only part of me that hurts is my arm, and even that’s more
of a dull ache, something that feels established and safe. I can’t remember any of the dreams I had
when I was under, but somehow I know the pain was present in all of them, a central component of
the world, as universal as the sun.
Nobody’s come to attend me, nobody even knows I’m awake, and I have no idea what day it
is or how long I’ve been here. I don’t even know how much time has passed since I woke up. The
confinement and the vacuum of information seem terrifying, but then I realize there’s nothing keeping
me from getting out of bed, and I feel kind of stupid. My clothes are sitting in a pile in a chair across
the room, and my wallet, keys, and phone are in the pockets of my jeans. Now that I’m no longer
tricking myself into feeling bedridden, the hospital seems warm and attentive instead of neglectful. I
have a mental image of a nurse folding each article of clothing, accounting for all these valuable
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personal items, putting them right in my line of sight. I thought I’d have to check these things out of a
locker upon release, but I guess I had it confused with prison.
I call work to let them know where I’ve been. It’s telling it is that this is my first priority, and
maybe there’s a lesson to be had. Brynn answers with the standard greeting, and I cut her off before
she can finish, because suddenly the call seems perverse and I want it to be over.
“Hey, Brynn, it’s Julian. Look, I’m sorry I didn’t come in today. I got shot.”
“Goddammit, Julian, where have you been? Tom’s been pissed off all day, he’s, I’m sorry,
you got what?” The double take is hilarious, in a corny way. I didn’t know people really did that.
“Shot. Like, with a gun? Bullets and whatever?”
“Oh my God, are you alright?”
“I think so. I feel alright. I haven’t really had a chance to talk to a doctor.”
“What do you mean you haven’t talked to a doctor? You haven’t even gone to the hospital
yet?”
“I’m at the hospital now.”
“Why haven’t you talked to a doctor? Are you still in the waiting room?”
I take a couple of deep breaths, trying to figure out why this has become so difficult to
explain. Neither of us are stupid. Maybe I’m still in an anesthetic fog, and this is the first thing that’s
made me realize it. Or maybe language is just an awful tool for conveying information.
“They don’t have any doctors here,” I say. “This isn’t that kind of hospital.”
“What? What do you mean, no doctors?” She sounds like she’s trying to read my joke as a
metaphysical riddle.
“I’m being an asshole. It’s just a normal literal hospital. I’m pretty sure I just woke up from
anesthesia. This is the first time I’ve been conscious since it happened.”
“How on earth did you get shot? Was it some kind of accident?”
“It was a stray bullet in a drive-by. Some kind of turf war thing, nobody I knew. I was just
walking to the store.” It’s a handy and effortless lie; apparently my mind is working after all.
“Wow. This city.”
“I should be back in a day or two.”
“Don’t hurry, Julian. Take the time you need to get well.” There’s a beat of silence, and then
she adds, “I’ll be praying for you.”
“I don’t think that’ll be necessary, actually. It looks like I’m through the worst.”
“Goodbye, Julian.”
“I said a prayer to get laid when I was in high school and it never worked.”
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“G o o d ie , Julian.” She hangs up the phone.

When Anna comes to visit she opens the door to my room in a whooshing arc, and I watch
her eyes flicker over my body. It registers that I’m fine, and I can see her reasserting control. Her
movements are almost acrobatic in their precision; even her smile is a display of control, a little self
induced trance that her mouth locks itself into. She walks over to me and sits in the chair beside my
bed, slipping off her sandals and folding her legs beneath herself.
“You look like you’re in good shape,” she says.
“The bullet went through the muscle. It’ll be awhile before I can use this arm again, but no
permanent damage.” I’ve extracted this bit of information from a nurse at a desk down the hallway,
who went the entire conversation without looking up from the folder she was working on. My
presence here seems to be viewed mostly as a nuisance, which is good because it gives me a clue
about how minor the injury is, relative to most shootings.
“Can I see it?”
“Go ahead.” I lift my bandaged arm towards her with my right hand, trying to make the
movement seem casual, even though it feels like I’m going to shit myself. She slips a finger under the
cotton pad, lifts up, looks at my bicep.
“It looks like strawberry jam ,” she says. I take a peek and confirm that she’s right, but my jaw
is clenched too tightly to respond. “You look a little uncomfortable,” she adds, and I nod, so she lets
the arm down.
“W e’ve got some things to talk about, Buster,” she says. “My boyfriend moved out.”
“Why?”
“Why do we have things to talk about? I think it’s obvious.”
“No. I mean why did he move out?”
“What does it matter? He’s gone.”
“I don’t want to make the same mistakes he did.”
“I’m not going to tell you about the mistakes he made. They’re stupid. It was all a stupid idea.
Let it go.”
“What’s your boyfriend’s name?” I ask. This is the simplest question in the world; it bugs me
that I let her off the hook on it before.
She pauses a little too long, and then says, “John.” Maybe she was just reluctant to share the
information. Or maybe the very genericism of the name is meant to convey something.
“What does he do for a living?”
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“He’s a software engineer.” Are these details being chosen with care? Is it meaningful that his
job is so much like mine? And if so, does it mean something good or something bad?
“What company does he work with?”
“Why does that matter?”
“I just thought maybe it was a company I ’d worked with. Or they made a product I’d used.”
Sometimes I wonder what life would be like if I weren’t so good at lying on my feet.
“I don’t want to talk about him,” she says.
I’m silent for a beat.
“This is a big deal. It’s been a long time coming. Longer than you’ve been around. So don’t
get a big head, mister.” The words are meant to convey a lightness that her tone can’t match. “I need
to go back to work. I’m on my lunch break.” Then she stands up and turns away, and I have a deep
sense of failure.
“Hold on,” I say. She stops without turning around. She’s wearing a tank top, and I can see
sweat glistening on the top of her back. There’s tension in the way she’s holding herself. If I ran the
tips of my fingers between her shoulder blades, could I watch the muscles unclench and relax, or
would they tighten up further?
I ask, “Can you kiss me?”
I can see her draw a full breath before she turns to face me, and she walks back toward and
me and leans down over the bed. Something about this position feels like a lie. I could have stood up
and walked around while she was here, and I didn’t. Her tongue is a rigid muscle and her lips form a
stiff ring, and she walks out the door without looking me in the eye. But the thing has been done.
After she leaves, I look around the hospital for places the story about the boyfriend could
have come from, environmental cues that she might have transmuted into fiction, Usual Suspects
style. I don’t see anything obvious.

The sun is needle-sharp and unblinking in the hospital’s parking lot as I stand and wait for
Anna to pick me up. The outside of Tacoma General is one of the city’s stranger bits of architecture, a
smooth-skinned tower with an odd rippling shape and giant circular windows. It looks like something
from A Clockwork Orange, not because it telegraphs any dystopian menace, just because it looks like
something a set designer in 1977 would conjure up to evoke The Future.
I had assumed that the process of being shot and hospitalized would be complicated, that
everyone in my life would have a role somehow, that some vaguely defined authority would let my
parents know and that all my extended family would show up at my bedside. But two days after
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surgery I asked the nurse when I could leave, and she said, in essence, whenever the hell I wanted to,
and here I am.
I have no idea how she can afford her car, a green Subaru wagon that can’t be more than five
years old. When I called to ask if she could pick me up, I wasn’t sure she had a car, or even a driver’s
license. I could have taken a bus or a taxi; I still have cash in my wallet. But openness paralyzes me
now that the obstacles between me and this woman have been removed and a request for this small
meek favor seems like the best way to re-approach her. I roll the window down and stare out at the
city as we drive, and neither of us says anything of substance. The silence is uncomfortable, but it’s
still easier than talking.
By unspoken agreement, she drives me back to her apartment. The kissing and the touches
and the ratcheting lurch toward sex are a blessing, something we both know is a crutch that keeps us
from facing the uncertainty of speech, and as the straps on her top slip down the sides of her arms, and
as I pull the whole thing down to her stomach, bra and all, I wonder how we ever could have born the
tension of facing each other without all this physical busyness to fill the awkward space. I don’t ask
about a condom, and she doesn’t mention one. She seems like the kind of person who would be on the
pill, and we can raise a colony of herpes together, if it comes to that. I don’t mind. In the moment
before I penetrate her I’m terrified that the whole thing will be over too quickly; too much time has led
up to this for it not to be one kind of disappointment or another.
“I’m sorry if this doesn’t turn out to be the best you’ve ever had,” I say. “I’m pretty rusty.”
“It doesn’t matter,” she replies, and I realize that she’s right, it doesn’t, and anyway, the pain
in my arm is distracting enough that I end up taking a little too long, and I think she wonders if maybe
something’s wrong. But she said it didn’t matter.
I feel a sense of peace afterward, like I’ve reached some plateau I can never be pulled down
from. She lies on her stomach afterward, her face resting in her crossed arms, and I can’t stop playing
with her back, leaning down to nibble on her shoulder blades, running one fingertip down her spine
and around the curve of her ass. I keep waiting for her to get annoyed by it, but she doesn’t seem to
mind. The presence of her seems strange to me; she’s here and she’s not a ghost and she’s not a
symbol of anything unattainable, she’s just this person, calmly letting me explore all the quirks and
details of her body because every naked woman is surprising. Maybe this isn’t just a crutch in the
absence of words; maybe it’s something more important.
As the night goes on, I feed her information about myself, trying to draw her out by
reciprocation, trying to find out who she really is. She never volunteers anything, but she feeds on
what she’s getting out of me, asking more and more questions and basking in the glow of information,
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a receptacle filling with the details of someone else’s identity. She makes us grilled chicken
sandwiches without putting her clothes back on, and we stand next to each other in front of the stove,
feeling the drops of hot grease fly off the meat and make pinpricks on our chests.

She leaves the next morning while I’m only half awake, presumably for work, though she
doesn’t say anything; she just kisses me above my eyebrow and leaves. I stay in bed until almost
noon, because it feels like a test to be alone in her apartment, and I don’t have any idea how to face
the challenge. It’s hunger that finally rouses me, and I scrounge around in her kitchen until I find a
box of Cheerios, then set off back to the house. It’s a long walk, and my arm jiggles in the sling every
time I take a step. I’m sweating in the June heat, and the wound is raw and chafing; it’s even worse
than the sex was. I try to walk slowly, then grit my teeth and just take it. The doctors prescribed me
Vicodin but it makes me grouchy and spacey, so I’ve been trying to wean myself off.
There’s a large sheet of white plastic bandaging the hole in the house, but the only occupant
who hasn’t bled away is Craig-o. He’s sitting in the living room, watching network TV because the
cable is turned off, eating cereal -- my cereal, in fact, but I guess it doesn’t matter now. He gets up to
greet me, hugging awkwardly around the sling and the bandage.
“Fuckin’ A good to see you again, man,” he says. “I didn’t think you were coming back. You
saw the news, right?” He gestures at an eviction notice sitting the coffee table. “We got the yellow
slip.”
I pick it up and study it. There’s nothing written in the space where the reason for eviction
should go; apparently the hole in the house says enough.
“I guess the landlord’s going to sell all our stuff eventually, or put it out on the curb or
something,” he says. “He changed all the locks, but I sneak in the garage door. Same trick DeJuan
used.”
“Do you have anywhere to live?”
“I’m staying with some friends. Phoenix gave me an address, but I haven’t been out to see her
yet.” He tears a strip of paper from the bottom of the eviction notice and writes the address on it.
“Where’s Frannnie?”
“She’s on some kind of vacation with her family.” He shrugs. “We haven’t seen much of each
other lately.”
“If you run into her again, tell her I always hated her.”
“I will.” He gives me another hug. I love him a little bit in spite of myself.
I load everything into the Caprice that fits, books and CDs first and then some small furniture,
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lamps and things like that. I don’t feel like getting a truck for the bed, so I write it off as a loss, which
is a little bit of a shame because I only bought it few months ago and it’s much nicer than Anna’s.
The last thing I load into the car is my souvenirs of madness, and I spend awhile going
through it before I load it up. The most interesting part is the scrapbook of letters and drawings,
inserted in Mylar sleeves, held together in a three-ring binder. They’re arranged in chronological
order, but only because I filed them as I obtained them, starting with the scrawled comment cards
from high school. When I was going to the University of Washington, sometimes I would take a bus
out to the U District and talk to the homeless people, and pay the weirder ones to write me notes.
Those are here, mixed in with the long, tense letter that Sarah Connor wrote me when she didn’t have
enough money to refill her Paxil. Last are a couple of drawings Phoenix did when she was on LSD,
and then finally Charlie’s letter, courtesy of Anna.
There was a time when this felt like a scientific text, like a casebook put together through
painstaking effort, something you could write lab reports and journal articles on. That seems more
pretentious now than I can easily express, and I see it for what it is: a scrapbook, a photo album, the
kind of celebration of personal history that I didn’t find anywhere in Anna’s apartment and that I hope
I’ll be able to help her build.
I spend an hour outside, looking around in the area where Tank’s Civic drove by, and after an
hour’s work, I locate a spent shell casing. Then I walk back into the house and root around on the
floor of the kitchen. The mess from the shooting has been mostly cleaned up, but I fish around under
the stove and find a piece of glass the size of a quarter. I hold it in my right hand, make a quick
incision in the palm of the left, and squeeze a few drops of blood onto the glass, blowing on it to dry
it. A little artifice, a couple of mysteries that aren’t meant to be penetrated, these are the things that go
to make up a life. I put them both into sleeves in the book.
The address Craig-o gives me for Phoenix is on Vashon Island, an enclave of retired drug
dealers and rich Californian emigres, twenty minutes away by ferry ride. I don’t know why I feel the
urge to seek her, but I do. I pull up a long dirt road toward a sprawling estate; she’s been hired as a
gardener for the season. It’s a wonderful anachronism that anyone still has a live-in gardener, though
maybe I shouldn’t be surprised that Phoenix has been resourceful enough to get a job like this one. I
pass her as I go up the driveway; she’s kneeling and doing something with a spade. I stop and get out
of the car.
“I heard you’d be here,” I say. “Nice digs.” Haha, it’s a pun on the spade.
“Warren told me about what you guys did,” says Phoenix as I walk toward her. “With
DeJuan. The drugs, all that.”
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“Are you angry at us?”
“I don’t need to be angry,” she says. “You’re shitheads. Karma will have its way. Getting
angry is just a waste of my own energy. It’s useless.”
I nod my head, unsure how to respond.
“You’re not scared of that, are you?” She watches my face for a second. I should be having
trouble looking her in the eye, but I’m not. “Yeah, well, you’ll find out,” she says. “But I do think
you’re all pretty terrible people.”
“Who was the bullet meant for? DeJuan? Warren?”
“How the fuck do I know? Maybe nobody.” She stabs the spade into the ground and stands
up, grunting just slightly. “What I hear from the gossip channels, yes, there are people trying to kill
DeJuan. People he owes money to maybe, I don’t know. But it’s not like DeJuan’s never had to deal
with someone who wanted to kill him before.”
“Yeah.”
She watches me again, and I know she’s looking for a reaction I’m still not having. “If they
do,” she says, “it’ll be your fault. Directly your fault. He had a safe place to be, somewhere he was out
of trouble. And your stupid tricks put him out of his mind and drove him out on the street, and God
knows what he’s got himself into now. How do you feel about that, rich boy?”
“Terrible,” I say. “We made a huge mistake.” The words come out flat, because I don’t
actually know how I feel. I’m being asked to pantomime emotions that I haven’t had time to develop.
Then there’s something warm and wet in my eye, it shuts instinctively and I’m squeezing my knuckle
against it, and there’s a moment of panicky deja vu before I realize she’s spit on me. The gesture
irritates and confuses me, which is sort of nice: I’m having real feelings now, strong ones that I don’t
have to fake.
“Get over yourself,” she says. “How long did you know DeJuan? Four months?”
“So it only took me four months to fuck up his life. Alright, I get it, I’m an asshole.”
“See,” she says, “that’s such a white middle-class male reaction. It’s so fucking arrogant. Like
you’re so used to being King Shit of Fuck Mountain, you think everything lives and dies by what you
do. You think you’re responsible for somebody who’s spent thirty-odd years being self-destructive,
just because you trick him into putting squirrel drugs up his nose one night. Like once you come
along, nothing that happened before has any bearing.”
“So, what? Do I feel bad? Did I do something wrong? Am I not supposed to feel guilty now?
What?” I’m on the verge of yelling at her, even though I don’t understand why.
“I don’t know,” she says, her voice rising now too. “Why am I supposed to have all the
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answers? I checked, it turns out I’m not actually your mother.” She pauses then, trying to let go of the
anger she isn’t supposed to be having, and we both realize that’s the saddest thing she’s said since I’ve
been here. “At the end of the day,” she says, “We all have to make sense of ourselves, and we invent
whatever dumb stories we can to make that happen. And you’ll get what you deserve, even if you
don’t understand why or how. Sometimes all you can do is pick a story and stick with it.”
There’s no way I can disagree with any of this, but if I agree, it’ll just sound like empty
pandering. I don’t know what I feel, and I don’t trust myself not to feel anger again. So I stay quiet.
“Get out of here,” she says. “I don’t feel like making an excuse for why you have to leave. I
just want you to go.” She picks her spade back up and starts gardening again, and I stand and walk in
the opposite direction. “Julian,” she says, and I turn around, ready for the final blow. “Be careful at the
ferry docks. Sometimes when all the cars are lined up, the cops will come down with a penny and
check the tread on your tires. Nowhere you can go to get away from it. They’ll write you a ticket if it’s
low.”
“That sucks.”
“Yeah,” she says, “turns out the Nazis won the war. Anyway, get home safe, you fucking
asshole.”

Anna’s not back yet when I return to her apartment. There’s a bottle of vodka in one of the
cupboards, and I pour three shots into a glass and top it off with orange juice. All I have left in me to
feel is curiosity, so I munch handfuls of Cheerios and sip my drink while I root through her apartment.
I look under the bed, first doing a visual check and then sticking my arm in as far as it will go,
pulling the mattress away from the wall and approaching from the other angle, and nothing’s under
there. I wash the dust off my hands and look in her dresser drawers, but all I find is socks and
underwear, a sack of weed, a very ordinary vibrator. She has no photos or birthday cards on her fridge,
no old letters, no passport or birth certificate or canceled old driver’s license. None of her books has
anything sentimental in it. At some point I notice there aren’t any birth control pills; maybe she’s on
the shot.
Finally I go around the apartment, collect everything that I’m supposed to see as having
belonged to the “boyfriend,” and toss it in the center of the living room. It’s not much: A couple of
Polo shirts, a blue toothbrush, a bottle of Axe shower gel, a couple issues of Maxim. Something about
the pile touches me. The items are so vulnerable in their insistence that a man lived here recently. I try
to figure out what this represents. Schizophrenia? A variation on multiple personalities? An avoidance
technique grown beyond its normal boundaries? These words don’t convey meaning anymore. They
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feel like talismans, fetish objects, bitter little pills from long ago that I still choose to suck on. Anna
walks in while I’m sitting and staring at the pile, goes back out into the hallway and stands out there
for a few seconds, then walks back in without looking at me and goes into the kitchen. I hear her
moving pans and dishes around, maybe trying to project anger, maybe trying to seem casual.
I ask myself, how would I behave i f I thought all these things belonged to a real person?
Then I visualize that thought as an object, and for some reason it’s a ball of wet string covered in
blackberry thorns. I concentrate, and the ball vanishes. Where did I learn this technique? I have no
idea. Phoenix, maybe. With the ball gone I think, What will I do with these things now that the person
who owned them is gone? and the answer comes clear. I pick up the pile of things, carry it into the
bathroom, dump it all in the tub, open the window and turn the fan on, and fetch a lighter from the
living room.
You’d think it would be easy to set a magazine on fire, but I run the flame up and down one
edge, watching the margins of the page smoke and curl without catching, then start tearing out pages
two or three at a time, balling them up, and dropping them on the shirts, which melt and puddle like
plastic as the magazine finally catches, and I’m stirring it all together with the toothbrush when I look
up and see her standing in the doorway.
“I used that toothbrush for cleaning,” she says.
I hold it up and look at it: the bristles have melted into a shapeless white lump. “Sorry,” I say.
She sits down next to me, arms around her legs and her chin resting on her knees. The fire
makes her complexion flicker with orange and yellow, the play of incongruous colors making me
think about the day we did mushrooms.
“Are you jealous?” she asks.
“Yes. I was quite jealous.”
“Did it make you angry?”
I gesture at the fire. “I was consumed with burning rage. Quite literally, as you can see.”
She smiles. “Good.” She squeezes my shoulder. “Don’t ever go through my stuff again, by
the way.”
After we’re done having sex, I roll over and ask her, “Should we be using a condom?”
“I’m not ovulating.”
“How can you tell?”
She glares at me in an exaggerated, cartoony sort of way. “Do you think I don’t know what’s
going on in my own body?”
“Well, I guess not. I’ve j u s t . I guess I’ve never met a woman who said she could tell.”
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“How many women have you asked?”
“Well, none.”
“There you go.” I hope somewhere, sometime, I can say anything with half that much
satisfaction. “Anyway, most women aren’t used to being aware of it. They don’t think about it. But
you know how you feel when you’re about to get a cold, but you haven’t yet? Just that general
weirdness, but it’s almost unconscious? It’s like that.”
That actually makes a lot of sense.
“I remember when I was growing up,” she says, “I always noticed that the girls who got
pregnant were the girls who wanted to get pregnant. Like, people acted like all this medical stuff was
important, but the girls who had babies were girls who I knew, deep down, they really wanted a
family.”
“Uh-huh.” The strange thing about it is that I’d always noticed this myself, though I don’t
think I’d ever seen it before.
“I knew girls who got pregnant who told me they were on the pill and using a condom. Same
time. And of course, your first response is, yeah, sure, whatever. If lying makes you feel better, go
ahead. But maybe because they wanted it so bad, they forgot the pill that morning, and let him stick it
in a few times before they put the condom on. Or their body just kind of ignored all the hormones in
the pill. Growing up, I always thought pregnancy was mostly about force of will.”
“What made you stop thinking that?”
“Well, I still do, really.”
There must be all kinds of logical arguments against this perspective, but I find myself
strangely unable to think of what they are.

There’s something about DeJuan’s funeral that bothers me, and I don’t know what it is, but I
don’t have any emotional reaction to it at all. There’s a church service, with a preacher who says some
things about the Resurrection, and Jesus being the Way and the Truth and the Life and some other
things like that, not very original, but it’s not like there’s much he could say about DeJuan, or at least
not much that would be appropriate. Once or twice he mentions him being a troubled young man,
which is an understatement for one thing and for fuck’s sake he was thirty-one but oh well. I never
would have guessed this, but it appears DeJuan came from money. I’m sure he was estranged from his
family but that doesn’t matter now and they’ve brought out the big guns. There are flowers
everywhere, and the coffin looks big and expensive, lots of brass fittings, but then, I don’t know what
a cheap coffin would look like. Maybe there’s no such thing, just by nature of the funeral industry.
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Then the service is done, and we all leave the church. Propa is one of the pallbearers, and he’s
taken off his jacket and rolled up the sleeves on his dress shirt, which makes him look likes the biggest
badass I’ve ever seen. There’s the procession down to the cemetery, which is only three blocks but
still irritating in city traffic, and then we’re all standing in a circle around the grave. I thought maybe
the church ceremony left me cold because I’m not religious. But the graveyard should be more
powerful -- I mean, this is where they put the dead bodies, it’s literal, it’s visceral -- and still, I mostly
feel bored.
It’s finally his aunt that gets me, or at least I think it’s his aunt; I overhear Propa calling her
Mama, so, you know. Add two and two. She’s wearing the whole formal funeral outfit -- black dress,
black gloves, even the little World War II hat with the veil. She makes me feel tacky in my slacks and
untucked dress shirt. Anna’s wearing her prom dress, which is the most formal thing she has, and sort
of looks like a Klimt painting rendered in fabric. She didn’t know DeJuan, but apparently a funeral is
like a wedding; if you’re doing it up right the guests all get a plus one. Anyway, his aunt cries through
the service and then she has a moment where she’s overcome with emotion and actually throws
herself on the coffin. And what gets me about it is, the whole scene is taken straight out of a rap video.
One of the tragic sensitive ones, like Bone Thugs ‘n ’ Harmony, or the self-critical Tupac songs, where
the rapper reminds himself that his mother will be crying when he’s gone. Or maybe it’s in a
threatening context, like, hey, think about your mother before you start beef with me. Either way, my
brain almost processes it in slow-mo as I’m watching it, just to wring the drama out of the moment,
and I catch myself wondering how much of the gesture is heartfelt and how much is a matter of
expectation. After the funeral, I should take a knife and carve the words some people do things without
any kind o f irony on the inside of my arm, deep enough so it scars.
But once I make the rap video connection there’s no way to quit seeing it, and then everything
about the service seems filmic. I even catch myself searching the treeline at the edge of the cemetery
for the estranged friend standing in the shadows, but I guess that would be me, and I’m right here with
the other guests, so never mind. I’m horrified by my own crassness, but it’s what you might call an
intellectual horror. Anna’s getting sniffly, and I’m the one who brought her, which maybe reflects
well on me. Maybe having a guest who can show emotion is better than nothing, or maybe she can get
weepy on command. That would be a handy talent, though it’ll probably fuck with my head when the
two of us have our first real fight. Warren has carpooled with us, and he stands with us at the
graveside. Frannie and Craig-o aren’t present, but maybe they didn’t know it was happening. Phoenix
stands on the other side of the grave from us, and after the service ends, Warren and I take a couple of
steps in her direction, seeing if she’ll hold still long enough to be approached, but she doesn’t stick
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around.
Without asking what the others want to do, I drive us to Maguire’s. Warren orders a pitcher of
Rainier, and the three of us sit at one of the outdoor tables. It’s overcast and drizzly, and the chairs
make cold damp spots on our pants. Nobody says anything, other than Warren when he orders the
beer, and we sit drinking in the humid silence, and then the kid from that house so long ago sits down
at the table next to us, looking around because the patio is part of the bar and he can’t be here without
ID. I think his name is Taco. He sits there for a couple of seconds, waiting to be acknowledged, and
then when that doesn’t happen he leans over to Warren and says, “I got some of what we were talking
about the other day. Good shit. Hardly stepped on. You slip me ninety, I go fetch it. Tableside service.
Or you want to be a little more discreet, we can all ride back to my place.” There’s something
puppyish about his enthusiasm as he gives the offer, certain he’s brought good news to a group of sad
drunks.
Warren sips his beer, lowers the glass halfway back to the table and thinks for a second, and
then brings it back up and swallows the whole thing in one long chug. “Jesus,” he says. “Jesus, Jesus,
Jesus, Jesus.” Taco looks puzzled, but I’m pretty puzzled too. Maybe he’s swearing, maybe he’s going
into some kind of religious trance. “Can we just not do this right now?” asks Warren. “I mean, we just
went to our buddy’s funeral. Can we have some time where we don’t think about dealing drugs? Can
we focus on any other things for any amount of time at all?”
Taco shrugs. “Good shit goes fast. Ain’t my fault if someone else gets it. You want me to
come back in, like, fifteen minutes?”
“Fuck. I don’t know.” He pours himself another one from the pitcher. “Maybe I need to quit
this shit.”
“Coke?”
“Just everything. Taking it, dealing it, everything. Christ, I’ll be thirty-five in a month. When
my mom was this age, she had a kid who was in high school. Fucking high school.”
“George Clinton is sixty,” says Anna, “and he still does crack.”
“W e’re talking about me here.”
“He’s got his own special little jar for it and everything,” she adds. “Hand-glazed pottery,
made specially to hold his crack.”
“This whole thing really made me think, how the hell am I supposed to get close to anyone
when my boss is shooting all my friends? I just don’t know if I want to be that guy anymore.”
“Now that I think about it, he may be closer to seventy now. I should look that up when I get
home.”
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There’s a silence then, probably a good one. Finally I ask, “How did everybody feel about
DeJuan’s funeral?”
“I thought it was sad,” says Anna. “I mean, I didn’t know the guy that well. He wiped his oily
nipples on my face once, that’s about it. But it’s sad he’s dead.”
“I think our whole generation associates intense emotion with TV,” I say. “There are all these
things that are supposed to be ritual and symbolic, like funerals. They’re images that are supposed to
carry weight. But they don’t mean anything anymore, because we see so many more funerals on TV
now that the image of a funeral just means TV. And we’re supposed to build a wall up where TV
doesn’t move us. That’s the healthy way to feel. Don’t let it get you, it’s just a TV show. I couldn’t
feel anything at the funeral because it was all a big cliche. And I hate feeling that way, but I can’t stop
it.”
“You know, I noticed something was wrong,” says Warren. “I thought it was just cause I was
on Prozac.”
“Maybe the answer is, people should design their own funerals,” says Anna. “If you could
design an ideal funeral for DeJuan, what would it involve? What’s the best way to remember his life?”
Warren and I try to give the question real thought, but Taco, assuming the silence means
nobody cares about our answers, says “Everybody would snort coke and fuck each other up the butt.”
“You know what?” I say. “Fuck you, Taco.”
“Huh?” He doesn’t seem angry so much as confused.
“Fuck you. Fuck your stupid ghetto homophobia and fuck your cocaine. And fuck your
idiotic nickname and fuck your little douchebag mustache that isn’t a mustache at all and fuck your
goddamn... your goddamn spiders. And fuck you for not caring at all that someone who’s supposed to
be a good friend of yours is fucking dead, okay, he’s fucking dead, and all your s tu p id . your stupid
negligence and not giving a fuck about people who are supposed to be important to you and y o u r .
Shit, I don’t know!”
My throat is catching and my eyes are tearing up and my big speech has collapsed in on itself,
so I stand up and swing one arm across the table, sending the pitchers and glasses flying, and then
walk away, leaving Taco behind me half-assedly mumbling something about how he wouldn’t talk
shit like that if he were me, but of course it’s irrelevant because I’m already running away from the
fight. I can hear Warren and Anna call my name but I don’t care, and then I’m getting in the Caprice
and driving away, because I don’t want to face any of them.
I take the first right, which puts me on Schuster Parkway, and there’s the same patch of cones
I hit the night I went out with Anna, but I’m ready for them this time, and I swerve into the other lane.
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Then I realize that section’s been blocked off for weeks, even though nobody’s doing any work here,
and the idiocy of it makes me furious, so I floor it and swerve back into the lane, but I’m
overcorrecting and then I’m in the median for half a second and it’s not like TV, there’s no slow
motion, but the Caprice is slamming into a tree.
I have a terrible headache, and all I can see is the fog of the cracked windshield. I sit and let
the whole thing process, then unfasten my seatbelt and open the door. It’s a Sunday afternoon, and
there aren’t any cars passing. I couldn’t have hit the tree more squarely if I’d been aiming for it.
There’s no question the car is totaled. The force of the impact knocked the front hubcap off, and it’s
lying in the grass on the other side of the Parkway. Something about that seems brutal and pitiful, like
a person being hit so hard he’s knocked out of his own shoes, which I guess really happens, or maybe
it doesn’t. I sit down, pick up the hubcap, stare at the intricate mesh of wire spokes, and begin
sobbing.
I don’t know how long it is before Warren and Anna come walking up. I’m not far from the
bar at all; they probably heard the crash from where they were sitting. Anna’s taken off the shoes she
was wearing at the funeral, and she runs up to me, stealing in like the night on little cat feet. She
squats next to me and puts her arm around my shoulders.
“Babe,” she asks, “are you alright?”
“I loved the hubcaps on this car,” I say. “These kinds of cars, you take the hubcap off, it looks
like shit. It looks like an old police car somebody picked up at an auction. It looks naked. With the
hubcaps on, it looks good. It h a s . dignity, it h a s . ” and then I’m sobbing again.
“Baby,” she says. “Baby, I’m sorry you wrecked your car. I know you loved this car, and I’m
so sorry you wrecked it.”
“It was a good car, man,” says Warren. “It served you well.” He slaps the massive steel
fender. “It gave its life to protect you. It went out in glory.”
I take a deep breath, let it out raggedly. The hubcap is smeared with snot and tears. “I’m not
crying about the car,” I say. I don’t know what I’m crying about.

