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Abstract
How To Disappear Completely (And Never Be Found) is a collection of six short stories that explore
the theme of disappearance. The disappearance in each story works as a metaphor for the
character's condition: the failure to act upon a definitive moment, the realization that everything
is about to be lost, the inability to reverse an action. Another important theme that emerges is the
way in which children are the unwitting victims of these characters' failures. How To Disappear
Completely (And Never Be Found) uses a variety of narrative styles - from magic realism to
fragmentation of stories within stories - as means of rendering the subjective reality of the
characters in each story.
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The Foundling
For the first ten minutes of his lunch break, Michael Bextor, postal officer aged fifty-three,
stood at the cafe window and studied the young boy walking outside, back and forth from a park
bench to a garbage bin. He finished his coffee and stepped outside. It had rained earlier in the
day and it looked as if it was about to start pouring. The boy appeared scared, jittery, taking his
hands in and out of his pockets and shrugging his shoulders and upper back as if to alleviate the
tightness of his shirt. Standing across the street from him, Michael became convinced that the boy
was lost.
He crossed Melbury Road to Holland Park and noticed the unusual number of passersby
for a Wednesday. Some of them walked alone, some in groups. Some disappeared into the
interlacing trees that formed arcs over the walkways in the park; some blended into the chaos of
people and traffic that was Melbury Road. Michael squatted down in front of the boy, who wore
a pale blue cowboy shirt and light brown corduroy pants that were too tight for him, a fringed
dark brown vest, cowboy-style boots, and a large belt buckle with the letter M protruding from
the center. Fiis reddish eyes revealed that he had been crying.
Michael put his hand out for the boy to shake. "Hello there. What's your name?"
"Madison," he said, sniffing.
"Madison," Michael repeated and smiled. "Where are your mom and dad?"
Madison's vacant face focused on Michael for once. He shook his head and wiped his
eyes with the back of his left hand.
"My name is Michael. I work at the Post Office right over there." He pointed down the
street with his hand. "I was having a cup of coffee across the street, right there, and I saw you
here. You've been walking from here to there." He pointed to the bench and then to the trashcan.
"How long have you been here?"
"I don't know," he said and looked at his watch. "The big hand was on the four." He
showed his watch to Michael - a panda bear signaling time with its arms.
"And the small one?"
"I don't know," he said. "I can't remember."
"How old are you?" Michael got up and sat down next to him on the green park bench.
"Five," he said, gesturing with his left hand.
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"Where do you live?"
"W hat?" the boy said.
"Your house. Where is it?"
"Indiana."
Michael paused for a moment and sighed. "And your mom and dad?"
Madison shook his head and looked at his watch again.
"Let me see." Michael patted Madison's shirt pockets. "Have you got anything that
shows who you are or your address or a phone number?"
Madison retrieved a lime-green plastic watch and a wallet-sized color photo of a man
with Madison on his lap. The back of the picture had the date Feb 12 written in fading blue ink.
"Who is this?"
"Me and my dad," he said.
"W hat's his name?"
The boy hesitated for a second. "Madison?" he said as if asking.
"His name is Madison? And your name is Madison, too?"
He nodded, sniffed, and picked his nose. Michael took his handkerchief out of his back
pocket and handed it to the boy. The boy wiped his face with it.
"It's for your nose," Michael told him. "Wipe your nose with it."
The boy did and then ran to the garbage can and threw the handkerchief away. Michael
laughed. As the boy ran back to the park bench, Michael stopped laughing and merely smiled.
"Well, well. What are we gonna do with you?" Michael said, bringing his hand to his
forehead and letting out a puff of air.
"Can we look for them?" Madison said.
"Your mom and dad? I suppose we could. Did they say where they were going? When
was the last time you saw them?"
"U h ." Madison stared blankly ahead and shifted his eyes from left to right.

"Oh, right. You don't know," Michael said. "Let's see. Where were you when you last
saw them?"
"There." Madison pointed behind him to one of the walkways that disappeared into the
trees in the park.
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"Okay," Michael said. "And where were your parents?"
He shrugged his shoulders in discomfort and untucked the flaps of his shirt. "They went
into a white car." He pointed to Melbury Road.
"A white car?" Michael said, raising his eyebrows in surprise. "And they didn't take you
with them?"
Madison shook his head.
"Well," Michael said and took a deep breath. "Here's what we'll do." He paused. "I have
to get back to work so why don't you walk with me so we can find someone that can help us find
your parents?"
"But what if we leave and they come back? They're not gonna find me," Madison said.
"Well. We'll try to find a police officer who can help us."
"Okay. I have to pee."
"Yes. Pee." Michael said, standing up. "Yes. Why don't we go find the park restrooms? I
know there's one here."
"Okay," Madison said and got up as well.
The two walked side by side into the main park area, following the widest cobblestone
sidewalk. As people rushed past them, Michael held Madison's hand to avoid losing him. When
they got to the restrooms, Michael pointed to the door with the male figure on the sign. "Go on
then. I'll wait for you here."
"Okay," Madison said and walked in as two teenagers exited. An older man walked in
behind Madison. Five seconds later, a father and his baby son walked out.
Michael walked a couple steps away to read the announcements board located between
the men's and the women's rooms. One of the announcements offered a reward for a lost purple
purse, left behind on a bench in Holland Park. Another announcement solicited a person with a
truck to help with moving. A newsletter tacked to the board warned park visitors against a wolf
that someone had spotted in the early hours of the morning earlier in the week.
Michael saw the older man who had walked in behind Madison exit the restroom.
Another man in a suit walked in as a boy of about ten emerged. Michael went inside and saw that
the only other person in there was the boy who had just entered. He checked the three urinals
and the two stalls; Madison had disappeared.
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At ten minutes past midnight Michael sat up on the bed, shaking and in a cold sweat. He
was taking rapid and short breaths.
Emily, his wife of thirty-one years, coughed and turned on the lamp. She reached across
the bed from him, to the nightstand on his side, and took the pillbox. "Did you forget to take
your pills again?" she said.
"No," he said. "I took them."
She opened the W compartment and saw that, in fact, he had taken the pills before going
to bed. "What's the problem then?" she said, putting her glasses on.
"Do we know anyone from Indiana?"
"Nancy, the Wrights and..." she said, almost laughing and sitting up on the bed. "Why?
What is it?"
"When I went to lunch, to Irwin's right across from Holland Park, there was this boy, five
years old or so, blond hair. He was from Indiana, this boy. And he didn't know where his mom
and dad were. He was just there, walking back and forth." Michael motioned from left to right,
back and forth, with his hand. A look of confusion shrouded his face.
She looked at the pillow beside her then at Michael. "You're having a bad dream, that's
all." She took off her glasses. As she was about to turn off the lamp he said, "I took him to the
restroom and then he disappeared." He looked down, avoiding eye contact.
"What do you mean? Did you talk to him?" She sat up again and put her glasses back on.
"Yes. I took him to the bathroom and then he was gone." He glanced in her direction and
shook his head.
"And you're sure of this? When did this happen?"
"When I had lunch."
"This afternoon?"
He nodded and sighed. "I watched him for a long time and he was looking everywhere
and he was crying. He was lost and he said his parents drove off in a white car. I was going to
take him to work with me but he needed to go to the bathroom."
"You think he was lost, Michael? A five year old by himself, of course he was lost." She
brought her hands to her face and inhaled deeply. "Did you call a police officer at least?
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"Yes," he almost whispered and crossed his arms. "When I couldn't find him, I told a
police officer in the park."
"And this was in the Holland Park restrooms? Do you know what kind of place that is?
You just let a boy, five years old, go in there alone?" Yawning, she walked to the window and
looked outside
"You think he's still out there?"
"No," Emily said, staring outside. "I don't think he's still out there waiting after all this
time. Besides, I can't see from here." She did not turn around to look at him.
"God, I wonder what happened," Michael said. He jumped out of bed, darted across the
room, and looked through his pants. "The picture," he said and handed Emily the picture.
Emily walked over to where he was standing and took the crumpled picture of the boy
sitting on the adult's lap.
"Madison!" he said. "This is him. I had his picture, he gave it to me when we were
talking, and I just remembered right now that I put it in my pocket." He brought his hands to his
forehead. "I forgot I had it. I should've given it to the officer."
She took the picture, examined it in disbelief. "W hat... Why didn't you do that? God only
knows what happened to that boy. What are you, five years old yourself? Can't you think like an
adult? And you just remembered about the picture now?" With her arms covering her chest, she
walked into the dark bathroom and closed the door behind her without turning the light on.
"Why did you let him go in there alone?" she said.
It took him a full five seconds to respond. "I don't know."
She opened the door and stuck her head out. "You don't know?"
"I don't know," he said and moved in her direction. "And you know I forget things all
the time."
"But how do you forget something like that?" she said in a reprimanding tone. "That
picture. They could've found that boy with it" She slammed the bathroom door in his face.
"I forgot," he said. Michael began to sob. After turning off the lamp, he sat alone in the
darkness for a few minutes outside the bathroom. In between snuffles, he heard Emily crying
inside the bathroom.
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"Emily," he said, kneeling down with his head as close as possible to the slice of empty
space between the door and the floor. "Emily, shall I call the police now and tell them?" He tried
not to sniff in the snot in his nose.
"No, Michael. Don't worry about anything." He could barely hear her. "I'm sure
everything is fine and the boy found his parents. Don't you worry about anything."
"Do you think there'll be something in the paper tomorrow, about it? Maybe I should call
the police tomorrow and see if I can find out what happened, right?" He held the boy's picture to
his chest.
She opened the door and he nearly fell in, buffering the fall with his arms. "What are you
going to say, Michael? 'Hello, I am the idiot who abandoned the five-year-old this afternoon at
the Holland Park restroom. By the way, I just realized, about twelve hours later, that I've had the
boy's picture all along. Perhaps there's something I can do to remedy the situation.'" She was no
longer wearing her nightgown. She had on sweatpants and a sweatshirt. She turned the light on
and walked out of the bedroom into the living room.
He covered his face with his hands and looked at the room through his fingers. "I'm
sorry," he told her and sniffed. "I'm sorry, Emily. I forgot." He got up and followed her into the
living room. She had her shoes on and was putting on her coat.
"I'll be back in one minute," she said, taking the picture with her, not looking at him.
"What?" He stood in the middle of the living room, watching her unlock the door.
"Give me a goddamned minute, Michael. I want to be alone for one. Goddamned.
Minute."
"Why?"
As she opened the door, he took a deep breath and wiped his face with the edge of his
pajama.
"You know," she said before closing the door behind her. "I'm glad we never had
children." She slammed the door and the last thing he heard was her footsteps fading with every
step down the stairs.
He looked at the picture and went back to the bedroom to turn off the light. He sat on the
floor, in the darkness, and waited and waited and waited.
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Under The Table
For the past two Saturdays Norah had gone into the grocery store at 3:30 in the
afternoon, half an hour before Eddie's shift was over. She hurried with her shopping, sometimes
buying things she didn't need - extra soap, a bag of white rice, a five-pound bag of apples that
would go bad - and asked Wilson, the storeowner, if it was okay for Eddie to help her take the
groceries home. Wilson said yes, even volunteering to take the groceries himself. But she insisted
on Eddie. And this was the third time in a row. It was becoming a habit, a bad one. She could not
stop thinking about the next Saturday.
The first thing she noticed as she walked behind him into the house was a big, oval-like
sweat stain on the back of his brown shirt. She helped him open the door and studied the
droplets of sweat that adhered to the light brown hairs on the back of his neck.
"Just set them there, on the table," Norah said. She closed the door behind her and for a
moment stood pressed against it, as if to prevent anything else from coming in behind them. She
took in the silence inside the house. It felt peaceful, at last.
"Here they are," Eddie said, panting and wiping his face with his forearm.
"You're hot, honey," she said. "Let me give you something to drink."
"No. I'm all right."
She pulled out a chair and took the bags of groceries from the table to the counter by the
kitchen sink. She put the ham, the cheese, the eggs, and the carton of milk in the refrigerator.
Shielding her face from view with her shoulder, she turned around and saw Eddie looking
around the living room -at the immaculate white carpet, couches, and walls - at the pictures on
the wall, on the shelves, and even on the windowsill. She noticed him looking at the old blackand-white picture of a train that rested on the coffee table in the center of the living room. Eddie
reached for it and picked it up. She felt a quick itch, an electric one, on her neck, on her back, on
her scalp, and she scratched her head and shrugged her shoulders, but it wouldn't go away. The
rest of the groceries could wait for later.
"I took all those pictures," she told him, walking up from behind. The uncomfortable
sensation in her body began to go away. When she reached out to wipe the sweat off him he
turned around and she withdrew her hand, putting it behind her back and giving it a hard pinch.
"You take pictures?"
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"Yes," she said, both hands behind her back. What was she thinking, attempting to touch
the boy? What if he left? " I made the frames, too. I made all of them. Do you like them?"
"Yeah," he said, eying her from head to toe. She smiled; he must have noticed what she
was wearing: the long, navy blue dress, her curly light brown hair in a half ponytail just like she
had the week before and the week before that. It was like her uniform, her lucky dress. It was the
one she wore the first time he talked to her, the first time he had carried her groceries home. As
he walked back toward the door her smile faded. She ran past him and handed him a glass of
lemonade.
"You don't have to go just yet." She motioned for him to have a seat at the table. He sat
down and she stood at the door, her back to the kitchen, looking at the left side of his profile as
he guzzled the drink.
"Thank you," he said. "It's pretty good."
She said, "You're welcome. I made it just for you," and took the empty wet glass from the
table. She wrapped her hand around it in the exact same spot where his fingers had been a
second ago and felt the warmth there still.
He opened his mouth, about to say something.
"It's very hot outside," she interjected before he could say it, afraid that whatever it was
meant he had to leave.
She heard the whistle of a train inside her head; it was a sound that came and went,
something she had heard out of the blue for the past two weeks. The first time, it happened in the
shower. It was very faint at first. She thought the sound was coming from outside but the ringing
in her ears became unbearable. The second time it happened, it happened the next day, at the
supermarket, while she was leafing through a magazine. She heard the train and right there she
became convinced that this was madness, that it was all in her head. It happened again in the
middle of the night a couple of days later. It was the same sound every time. As their eyes met,
the train whistle faded.

"What school do you go to?" She sat directly across from him at the table, leaning
forward initially and then regaining her posture when she smelled his sweat and realized their
faces were too close.
"Lowell Middle," he said, looking down at the table.
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She waited, hoping he would say more. When he didn't, she asked, "What grade are you
in?"
"This is my last year there."
Very soft and only for about five seconds, she heard the train again. It was the first time
she had ever heard it twice in the same day. Eddie looked up and the sound died away as fast as
it came.
"Oh, and then what?" she said and leaned forward again.
"High school." He smiled. Along his jaw line, fuzz began to show. Under his nose, too,
she could see traces of very thin facial hair.
"Woodland High?"
"Yeah," he said.
She leaned back. "Do you want more lemonade?"
He shook his head.
"Well, I do." She got up and filled the same glass with lemonade. She placed her lips on
the brim of the glass exactly where his had left a mark.
"You're very tall for your age, I mean if you're barely in middle school. Is your mom
tall?"
"Yeah," he nodded.
"Tall mothers have tall boys," she said. "Do you look like her?"
He looked at his watch. "Kind of... I guess."
She tried to picture him as a young boy. Although she didn't yet know where he lived,
she imagined herself walking into his house one day: no one is there. She lets herself in. They
have left the front door open, by accident. In the living room is a wall covered with family
pictures, the biggest of which features his parents on their wedding day. The mother, taller than
the father, resembles her, Nor ah. Right beside it is a color picture, almost as big as the wedding
picture, of Eddie as a young boy. In it, Eddie is six months old and is wearing his navy blue
pajamas, looking directly ahead and flashing a toothless grin. In front of him, on the floor, lie two
wooden cubes with numbers, geometric shapes, and vowels etched on their sides. Baby Eddie
holds a small, red plastic train in his hands.
"Do you have any brothers or sisters?" she asked him.
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"Yeah/7 he said. "I have a sister."
"How old is she?"
"Six."
Next to the wedding portrait, on the other side, is her picture, Norah at six years of age.
"I see." She pressed her lips together and stared at him.
"Well, thank you," he said, looked at his watch, and got up from his chair.
"You're welcome," she said, sounding mechanical and lethargic. She felt as if she were
about to vomit, as if a hand was reaching inside of her through her mouth and ripping out
whatever it could find. She propped herself up with the table.
"I have, uh, practice."
She didn't believe him. "What do you practice?"
"Swimming... at four."
"Swimming at four," she said. "What pool?"
He did not answer immediately. He must be lying, thinking of the answer. "Our pool at
school," he said, looking in the direction of the living room.
She rubbed her hands together and let out a nervous laugh. "I have some stuff that I need
you to help me with in the yard. It's just some stuff that I can't move all by myself. And the
weeds, I have allergies. I wanted to ask you if you could do it, maybe tomorrow or later on today
or when you get a chance."
He stood there in silence.
"I can show you if you want. It's not too much really." She took the empty glass off the
table and into the kitchen, and set it on the counter next to a pile of dirty dishes.
"I'll ask my dad if it's okay," he said.
She came out of the kitchen with her purse. "Here, this is for today." She handed him a
five-dollar bill, pressing it hard against the palm of his hand and leaving her hand on top of his
for a second.
"Thank you," he said.
"You're welcome." She smiled, and held the smile, looking into his eyes until he looked
away.
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"W e ll..." He stepped back toward the door. Half-smiling, he extended his arm behind
him to reach the doorknob.
She crossed her arms and leaned against the wall. "I do have something that I would like
you to do right now." She thought she'd just tell him. What if he thought she was strange for it?
At least she would try.
He put his hands in his pockets. This wasn't the reaction she expected. He was either
supposed to run away or ask her what she wanted him to do. But instead, he put his hands in his
pockets and stood there.
"I'll give you five dollars more if you can help me." She watched his every move. She
watched him look around the house, glance at his watch briefly, take his left hand out of his
pocket and wipe his forehead. She noticed the scar on his left thumb, a chip that resembled a
triangle, and his nails, clean and short. She then noticed her own hands, trembling.
He sat at the table, back on the chair where he had been sitting a minute before. Her
shaking decreased. She felt better as the anxiety left her body, very slowly, from her face to her
feet. She too went back to her original place and sat across from him at the table.
She took a five-dollar bill out of her purse and set it in front of him. He looked at it and
then at her. What was he thinking? Take it, she screamed inside. Take it and think nothing.
You're young and you don't understand these things. Just take it. "You just have to answer my
questions."
"What questions?"
For a moment there, a brief flicker of clarity. She felt ridiculous, reduced to having to
offer money to a young boy to talk to her. She could go to a bookstore, to a park, to the library, to
church, anywhere, and strike a conversation with anyone. Eddie was what she wanted; it made
no sense to her. She'd come this far already. He was already in the house, sitting right in front of
her, listening.
"What's your mom's name?" she asked.
"Martha," he said. "Do you know her?"
She shook her head. There she is inside his house again standing before the wedding
picture on the wall. A veil covers Martha's face, but Norah can see that the face underneath
resembles her own. "And your dad?"
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"Edward/'
"Like you," she said, leaning forward, examining his face. She imagines the pores above
his upper lip becoming bigger as thick black-and-grey hairs grow out of them creating a pepper
mustache. Around his eyes the skin begins to wrinkle, not too much but enough to form crow's
feet without the need of a facial expression. His face grows bigger, his skin darker, his lips fuller,
his eyebrows bushier. There he is, in front of her, Eddie at age 40. For that one second of her
imagination nothing seemed strange to her about their conversation.
"And you're tall!" She smiled while she studied the rest of his face. "Like a baby, you
know. Like a baby that grew but didn't stop looking like a baby."
"I guess," he said, stretching his arms in front of him. She almost reached out and
grabbed them. She kept her hands under the table, drilling the palm of the left one with the
thumbnail of the right one.
"I would've had tall children," she said, studying his hair, imagining him as a baby, her
own, swaddled in white blankets, sucking at her breast.
"You don't have any?"
"No," she said.
"But you're married..."
"Yes, but we can't have any children."
"Where's your husband?" He turned around and looked outside past the door. She
assumed he was trying to see if there was a car parked outside.
"Out of town. He's a salesman."
"What does he sell?"
She looked him in the eye. He's interested, she thought. Or maybe he's afraid. Maybe he
thinks I'm lying. "Things..." she said and laughed. "Computers and things like that, you know,
for offices and schools."
"Does he leave town a lot?"
"Yes," she said. She remembered the last time he had been home, a month ago. Eddie
was now the one asking the questions; she had him, finally.
"My dad’s always home," he said.
"Why?"
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"'Cause he works here in town. Maybe he should be a salesman."
"So he'd leave town, every once in a while?"
"Yeah," he said. "I guess." His demeanor turned serious, thoughtful.
"Why?" she asked. She saw herself as Edward, a male rendering of herself, waving
goodbye from across the front lawn to Martha and Eddie, ready to get into a taxi. They stand on
the porch, uncertain of when they will see him again. His departure secretly makes Eddie happy.
"I don't know," he said. "He's mean sometimes."
"Yeah?"
"He always wants me to clean up my room,., and help him out with the yard and stuff
like that all the time."
"So you won't help me out with my yard?" she said.
"Well, it's different." He laughed and looked away, at the pile of dishes in the kitchen.
"Because I'm paying you?" she said, and she took it back immediately. What a stupid
thing to say, she thought. Of course it's because I'm paying him. She rested her elbow on the
table and her face on her hand.
"No," he said. "Well, yeah, but no."
She raised her eyebrows. "Then?"
"I don't know," he said, looking down at his lap. "It's just the way he asks me to do
things, you know. Like, he always wants me to do things right away."
"I see," she said, and the image of Eddie as a baby in her arms came back to her. "I would
never do that to my children."
"You said you didn't have children."
"No, I mean, if I had them."
"You can still have them." He rubbed his index finger against the edge of the table.
"What makes you say that?" she said, following his finger with her eyes. Perhaps he
became distracted when the conversation became about her, she thought with disappointment.
"You're young and... I don’t know. I think you could still have children," he said,
shrugging his shoulders.
"You think I'm young?" She blushed. And just as fast she forgot about the compliment.
Eddie could not possible know what it meant to age.
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"I think so... I don't know."
"Am I younger than your mom?"
"Maybe... I don't know... Yeah, I think so." He wiggled around on the chair.
"I'm not really. I wear lots of make up... to cover things up... you know."

//1Tguess.
^ _ //
He wasn't interested anymore. She felt old for the first time in a long time. Thirty-six
years old and no children, and with a husband who was gone most of the time. She wondered if
this was his way of rejecting her. She felt ugly sitting there. "When you see my face really, really
close, you can see these little cracks all over it." Without blinking and looking at a blurred and
distorted reflection of her face on the table she traced lines on her forehead, her cheeks, her jaw
line, and around her eyes. "Like china."
He looked at her face and shook his head. "I can't really see anything."
"You need to get really close," she said. And then she smiled again. "Look." She leaned
forward and he brought his face close to hers, their noses almost touching. He was staring at her
and she felt self-conscious: the powder around her nose, around her lips, and on her cheeks - the
small wrinkles around her eyes. She felt like a chalk statue at a museum, uncomfortable at being
watched so closely and so attentively. She focused her attention on his earlobe and felt a light
hunger. She wanted to bite it, its flesh so soft and appetizing. An earlobe was nothing; he
wouldn't miss it. She closed her eyes and inhaled his sweat.
"I can't see anything," he said and pulled away.
"They're there." She sat back on the chair, thwarted. "In the morning, when I wake up,
that's when I can see them real well and that's why I cover them up."
He grabbed a napkin and wiped his face.
"Maybe you should see me one of these days right when I wake up," she said.
He said nothing. He stopped playing with the napkin and looked straight at her. That got
his attention. She imagined him picturing the two of them waking up on his bed next to one
another. She imagined him being pleased but feeling guilty about the thought. She imagined him
picturing himself for the first time in his life waking up next to a woman, and that woman was
her, Norah, and it was also her who had put the image in his mind.
He said nothing to that.
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"I don't think my husband likes me." It was as if she couldn't believe she was saying it.
She didn't entirely believe it, either. She wanted to hear Eddie say, "I like you."
"What's his name?"
"Tony," she said.
"Did he tell you that he didn't like you?"
She shook her head and closed her eyes. "No," she whispered.
"Then how do you know?"
She sighed and looked at him. "Let's say that I thought you didn't like me." She pointed
at herself. "I would be sure of it even if it wasn't true... In my mind, I’d be sure of it."
"Why? Cause it's not really happening."
"I don't know." She shook her head. "Because what I feel is more real."
He said nothing, looked at her watch, and then at her. She took a ten-dollar bill out of her
purse and set it in front of her. When he did not take it, she pushed it farther in his direction. He
looked at the bill and then at her. She could tell he was afraid to take it. "It's okay," she said. "I'm
just paying you to listen."
He took the bill and put it in his right pocket.
"There was this one time..." she said, biting her lips. "It was a couple months ago. Tony
was of town for a few days, four days I think, and he was supposed to be back on that day, the
day that I'm talking about. I waited and I had lunch ready for him but he never showed up." She
closed her eyes. "I sat outside and waited and waited, but he didn't come back and he didn't call
me or anything. After a little bit this man arrived. His name was Sebastian and I'd seen him
before 'cause he’s a friend of Tony's. He said that Tony told him to come over and fix the roof
because I had a..." She paused.
"W hat?" he said.
She nodded, opened her eyes, and leaned forward half covering her mouth with her left
hand. She knew he was interested again. She looked right at him. "He wasn't a stranger or
anything. I knew who he was. So he went up to the roof with his toolbox and everything else. I'm
not sure what he did, but he said he'd fixed the leak. He wanted to know where Tony was. I told
him that he wasn't back yet. Then he asked me if he could have something to drink, so I made
him some lemonade and he drank it. Then I served him some of the food I'd made for Tony and
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we ate together. He was sweating so much, you could tell by all the little droplets around his
neck. And his nails where very clean and he was so gentle and soft-spoken, so educated. It was
just the way he talked. And then after that he left." He was sitting back on his chair, listening. She
covered her face with both hands. "Sebastian came back later that night." She sighed and looked
down at her indistinct reflection on the table and then up again at him. "Because... that's not how
I like to remember it."
He put his hands under the table.
"When we finished eating, I went to put the dishes on the sink and he came up from
behind me and he had a fork. He pressed himself against me and he was also pressing the fork to
my neck. I started to bleed and then he licked the blood. He wanted me to dance with him. I had
this old tape player and I played something, some waltz tape, and we danced. The whole time he
was telling me all these things: 'Norah, I’ve never been with a woman like you, ever/ I told him
to leave me alone, but he wouldn’t let go of me. He was holding me and he had the fork with him
and he kept poking me with it, right here." She rubbed her inner thigh. "And he pushed me to
the ground, in the kitchen. He got on top of me for the longest time and kept telling me, 'You're
gonna pay for making me feel this way.' He kept poking me with that fork and it was hurting me
so much. But I wanted him. And when I told him so, he got up and tore off my dress. He pulled
me by the hair and he dragged me under the table and with one hand he held both my arms like
this." She raised both arms up above her head and clasped them. "And with the other hand he
kept putting the fork in me so many times like he was stabbing me, over and over again. His
arms were so big and strong. He smelled so good, too, and I was so sad when he finished and
left. I wanted him to stay, but he just left me there under the table." She tapped the table. "This
table. And he told me I was so young and so beautiful and that he was gonna come back one day
and do it again, whenever Tony wasn't here." She looked down at the table and put her hand on
her forehead. She closed her eyes, sniffed the palm of her right hand, and there was silence until
she opened her eyes again. She looked at him and saw that he was looking back at her. “I wanted
to be forced," she said.
"W hy’d you want someone to make you to do all that?" he asked, sounding as if he was
about to laugh.
"I don't know... to get rid of this feeling, you know?"
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"Feeling what?" he said, raising is eyebrows.
She took a minute to speak, not because she was pondering the best possible answer but
because she realized that he'd asked the last couple of questions. "I don't know," she said.
"Do you still have the scars, of when he stabbed you?" he said, more seriously.
"Why? Do you want to see them?"
"No, no, no. I was just asking," he said, shaking his head and leaning back on the chair.
"When's your husband coming back?"
"I think he’ll come back tomorrow," she said. "Or maybe today."
He looked at his watch and got up from the table. "I'm gonna go now."
She stood up and opened her purse. "Here," she said, handing him another ten-dollar
bill.
"No, it's okay," he said.
"I want you to have it." She pressed it into his hand. She wished that the sweat on his
palm would not only dissolve the bill but also glue their hands together. "Here, take it. There's
one more thing I want you to do for me, Eddie," she said. "That's why I'm giving you the
money."
"What?"
"Wait a minute," she said and walked to the living room. She opened the bookshelf's top
drawer and retrieved a Polaroid camera.
"You're gonna take my picture?" he said.
"Is that okay?"
"I don't like pictures," he said.
"It's not of your face." She knew what he meant.
"Then what?"
"Your hand," she said. "Your right hand. Can I take a picture of your right hand?"
He chuckled and looked around the room. "Yeah, I guess," he said.

"Just put it there on the table," she said.
"Okay," he said, prolonging the 'o' sound. He set his hand on the table, looking up at
her.
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"No, flip it over. I want the palm of your hand. And don't extend your fingers out like
that," she said, showing him. "Put them closer together... but not too close."
He did as she said. She framed his hand exactly so that the tips of his fingers would
touch the edges of the viewfinder. He smiled to the camera, even though the picture wasn't of his
face. She snapped the picture, took the Polaroid, and fanned herself with it.
He opened the door and walked outside. She couldn't let him go without saying
anything.
"Eddie," she called out. "Don't forget to ask your dad."
He looked puzzled. "What?"
"About the yard. Whether or not you can work on my yard."
"All right," he said, nodding. He smiled and half-waved with his right hand. He turned
around, and left.
She stood at the doorframe and waved goodbye with the Polaroid. She watched him
become smaller and smaller in the distance, until he turned at the corner and she could not see
him any longer.
Her fear returned and she wanted to cry. She was all alone again. With the camera
hanging around her neck, she closed the door and leaned her head against the wall. She sat on
the floor with her legs extended in front of her. Looking at the Polaroid, she saw that the hand in
it began moving, curling its fingers in and out. She ran it through her hair, her neck, her chest. It
was as if Eddie was touching her. When she heard the sound of the train, she stopped. The
whistling became louder and louder. A sharp pain shot through her stomach. She set the camera
aside, raised her skirt up to her thighs and parted her legs slightly. Her thighs tensed up and the
whistling became so loud that she went deaf for a moment. A small red train came out from
inside of her fluttering, whistling - first the locomotive and then the three cars attached to it.
Eddie waved at her from the locomotive's small window and sounded the whistle one more time.
She brought her knees to her chest as the train circled her. After one full revolution she crawled
behind the train and opened the front door.
Holding the Polaroid in her mouth, she followed the train outside, crawling, across the
porch and past the disheveled front lawn. The train whistled as it made it to the curve and made
a u-turn before reaching the street. When Norah turned around to follow the train, she saw that
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her lawn was mowed and greener than it had ever been. The train made its way back into the
porch, guiding Norah back into the house.
"They left the front door open, by accident," she told Eddie, who smiled and sounded the
whistle just for her.
In the living room there was a wall with a black-and-white wedding picture at the center:
Norah, twenty-years old, blonde, with no veil covering her face, stood next to Eddie, twenty-two
years old, an oversized version of the boy driving the train that was now circling her feet. In the
picture, he was holding a fork in his left hand.
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Country Western
1.

North: Algonquin Park, Ontario, 1970.

Four days ago she'd woken up and found his side of her bed empty, no note, no explanation.
The truck was still outside so he couldn't have gone too far. She waited, and with the hours her
anxiety escalated. He'd threatened to leave her before, but he'd never actually done it - except
this one time and she wondered if it was for real. They hadn't argued in at least a week, so there
was no logical reason for him to leave. He seemed to have vanished. Later in the morning she
went to the ranger for help. He told her they would be on the lookout for her husband, Phillip
DeRossiers. She gave them his driver's license so they'd get an accurate description based on the
photograph - he'd left behind even his wallet. Three days later, when there was still no sign of
him, he was declared missing.

She woke up next to the boy. The first thing she did was reach out to touch him. She
hesitated, looked around the small cabin to make sure they were alone. Past him, directly in front
of them by the bed, were the suitcases - almost everything they owned was packed in them, and
for the past four days only the bare essentials - their clothes for the day, soap, a towel, toothpaste
and toothbrushes, a hairbrush - remained unpacked. She ran her fingers along the back of his
head, stroking his dirty blond hair. He jerked his head, grunted, but did not wake up. In one
quick movement, she pulled her hand back and tucked it under her the covers. Under her
nightgown she caressed her stomach. Her other child. The one on the way. At two months she
wasn't yet showing, but she felt the swelling and occasionally got sick in the mornings.
The light came in through the gauzy red curtains and illuminated the entire room, giving
their skins a faint orange glow, as if they were made of flames. She reached for the watch on the
nightstand: almost eight thirty five in the morning. She turned on her side to face him again.
While she kissed the back of his neck one, two, three times, she wrapped strands of his hair on
her index finger and pulled lightly. When he grunted again and was about to turn around, she
wrapped her arms around his thin, small body.
"Happy birthday," she whispered.
He opened his eyes and yawned. Her embrace impeded his attempt to turn around and
face her. He yawned again and closed his eyes, leaning the back of his head on her face.
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"Harry, wake up," she told him. "Happy birthday."
"W hat?" he said, his eyes still closed.
"It's your birthday. Wake up." She let go of him.
He sat up on the bed, uncovering them both. He looked around the room, as if he didn't
know where he was.
"Happy Birthday," she said.
"It's today?" he asked her and yawned, wiping his face with his hands.
She nodded and reached out for his hand.
"Oh yeah." He grinned and extended out his right hand. "I'm six now, Mom."
"You know what I think?" She sat up and propped herself with the pillows behind her
back and against the headboard. "I think your dad will come back today because it's your
birthday," she said, raising her eyebrows and gasping in surprise.
Harry jumped off the bed and ran to the window that faced the street. He parted the
curtain in the middle, and stood there looking outside for half a minute.
"The truck's not there," he said and walked back to bed. "Are we gonna do something
fun?"
"Like what?" She pulled him close to her.
"I don't know. Can we have a party?"
"Yeah," she said, combing his hair with her fingers. "Just you and me, though."

While he showered she took out of a suitcase the clothes he would wear and set them on
the bed: a red flannel shirt and denim jeans. She wished she had a cowboy hat for him. Along
with the shirt and jeans, she took into the small bathroom a clean set of underwear for him and
his boots. For the fourth time in his life, and for the fourth day in a row, she showered with him;
this was the first day he did not ask any questions. She touched the three very small moles that
formed a small triangle under his arm, by his armpit, just like the ones his dad had. He finished
first, dried himself, and put on the clothes his mom had brought for him. When she finished
minutes later, she dried herself with his wet towel.
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At the small grocery store down the road from the cabin she bought a bag of potato
chips, two sodas, candy bars and lollipops, and a pound cake.
"Are we going back already?" Harry carried the lighter of the two bags of groceries as
the two began walking back to the cabin.
"If your dad comes back, I don't want him to think we've left. Otherwise, he won't find
us." She craned her neck upwards to look at the cabin, tiny in the distance straight ahead of them
on top of the hill.
"Why can't we go home?" Harry asked her. "W e'll wait for him there."
She sighed. "He has no truck. How is he gonna get there? It's an eight-hour drive to
Toronto."
"Maybe he took a bus or something, or someone gave him a ride, and he's waiting for us
at home." He peeked at the candy inside the bag,
"I don't know what to do," she said. "I think we should wait one more day. We'll go back
home tomorrow. I promise."
"I don't like it here," he said.
"W e'll go home soon."
As they neared their cabin, the owner of the lodge was waiting for them by their truck.
He was a stout, grey-haired man in his fifties who reminded her of her father-in-law.
"Good morning," he said.
"Hello," she replied and held Harry's hand.
"I'm sorry but we still don't know anything about your husband. I know you said you
cannot drive the vehicle cause it's stick shift, but if you let me know in advance I can arrange for
a ride to the bus station."
It took her a while to respond. She was suddenly struck by the idea that her husband
may not be coming back. She tried to conceal her fear with an aloof "Thank you" and a friendly
nod, but even Harry could sense that his mother was in distress.
"It's horrible," she told him once they were alone inside the house, "the things grown
ups do to each other." She took the items out of the bag and spread them around the table. "Did
he think about how we're going to take care of ourselves?" She covered her face with her hands
and wept. Harry came to her and put his arm on her shoulder. She wanted to hold him in return,
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but instead she focused on the feeling of having someone else's arm on her once again, protecting
her. "Oh baby/' she said between sobs. "What am I gonna do? What are we gonna do?"
"Mom, he's really gonna come back," he told her.
"What am I gonna do?" she kept saying to herself. She closed her eyes and tried to
imagine, again, what had happened. Had she said something the night before, the day before,
that would have upset him? Was there someone else? What if he had used this short vacation as
an excuse to get away from them? What if he got sick and did not want to trouble them by
waking them up? Why leave his wallet and watch behind? She could not come up with answers
to any of the questions.
A match doubled for a candle that she stuck on top of the pound cake. "Make a wish,"
she told him and lit the match. She kissed the top of his head as he closed his eyes and blew out
the flame.
"Maybe he went to get my present," Harry said.

By four in the afternoon they were back in bed. Under the covers she lay down on her
back with her knees bent so that her legs would form a mountain. Harry's toy soldiers fought a
war atop his mom's body. With her eyes closed she listened to every sound outside and hoped
that the door would all of a sudden open.
Later in the afternoon, still in bed, she read him a story:

The Boys In The Trees
This story takes place in a small village inhabited only by Indians in the land that years
later would be known as Canada. It was a beautiful spot in the middle of the mountains
surrounded by the tallest and greenest pine trees anywhere. Everyone in the village got along.
Everyone had a task. During summer the men went south to hunt and bring food for their
families. Some of the younger men, those who were not old enough to go hunting with their
fathers, went to Red River to catch fish. The women stayed in the village to take care of the
children and taught them how to grow vegetables, to make clothes for the family out of the skins
of the animals the men had hunted, and to make bowls out of clay so that everyone could eat.
When summer was over and the men returned, they joined their sons at Red River and taught
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them new techniques for fishing. Because winters were so cold, the men could not hunt or fish so
the village would eat the food that the women had saved during the year. In spring, the men
went back to Red River to fish, and when summer came around they went south hunting again.
And this is how it was year after year.
One summer, while the men were gone hunting, three French soldiers on horseback
happened upon the village. At first the women were scared. They had never seen white men
before, nor had they seen horses. When they saw that the soldiers were friendly, they offered
them food. The three men ate vegetables and fish, and spent two days with the people in the
village, learning a few words from their language and showing some of the older boys how to
ride a horse. But the good times came to an end. On the third morning, the three men took the
prettiest girl in the village, Mahali, so she could become the wife of Guillaume, the youngest of
the three. The women and the children tried to set Mahali free, but the soldiers escaped on their
galloping horses, taking Mahali with them. The people in the village did not see her again until
next summer, when she returned.

"Where did they take her?" Harry said.
"Well, weTl have to read to find out," she said. Using her finger as a bookmark, she
closed the book.
"How old was she?"
"I don't know," she said. She opened the book again and scanned the lines she had just
read. "It doesn't say here." She showed him the drawings that accompanied the text. "She looks
pretty young in the drawings. How old do you think she is?"
"I don't know," Harry said, looking at the illustration. "She looks like she's 25 or
something."
She chuckled. "I think she's a little bit younger than that." She continued reading:

Exactly one year later to the day, as the women and the children slept, Mahali rode a
white horse into the village. She woke up everyone in the village and every last one of them
gathered around her, touching the horse and admiring her long, blue dress, unlike anything they
had seen. They felt the fabric, which felt like nothing they had ever felt before, and smelled her
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perfume, which made some of the children sneeze. She showed the women her jewelry: the rings
on her fingers, her bracelets, and her gold necklace. Some of the girls were afraid to touch it.
Mahali told them that she was now married to Guillaume, and that he was a good man, but that
the French were coming into the village to take everyone with them. She told them to leave and
to make sure that the village looked like no one had lived there for the past year. Without saying
goodbye, she took off and this time no one ever saw her again.
The women spent the rest of the night digging holes in the ground to bury their
belongings: their bowls, their clothes, and their food. They decided that they would hide in the
woods, and watch the intruders from a distance. Once the intruders were gone they would return
to the village. They were afraid that if they left, the men would not be able to find them when
they returned at the end of summer. Kailu, Mahali's younger brother and at thirteen one of the
oldest boys in the village, told the women that he would take all of the boys to Red River so they
could hide. The girls would hide in the woods with the women and once the intruders had left a
group of them would go to Red River and let the boys know that it was safe to return. As Kailu
led the boys down the trail that led to Red River, they could see the sky changing colors, from
black to dark blue to pink to orange to bright blue.
The women went into the woods, but not in the same direction that Mahali arrived hours
earlier and the French soldiers a year ago. They went in as far as they could see the village and
then they dispersed - some going deeper into the woods and some breaking up into smaller
groups. They went to different spots from where they could see the village. The woods were so
dense that it almost appeared to be nighttime again.
And it wasn't until nighttime that the French soldiers appeared. The first women to see
them whispered to the ones behind them that the French had arrived. The ones behind them gave
the ones behind them the message, and so forth until the very last group heard the news. The
soldiers looked inside the huts and around the area and quickly became disillusioned to find that
no one was around and that nothing remained. One of the women recognized one of the soldiers.
It was Guillaume. Fie was looking straight ahead and walking toward her. She wanted to run but
was afraid that if she did she might make too much noise and that her movement would alert the
rest of the soldiers as to the whereabouts of the women. But Guillaume kept walking, grabbed
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her, and called the rest of the men in his troop. One by one the soldiers caught the women, and
although some of them managed to escape they had seized most of them by midnight.

Harry interrupted. "Where did they take them, mom?"
"We don't know yet," she said, not taking her eyes away from the book.

When the boys reached Red River they sat by the riverbanks in silence. As the hours
passed they began to feel at home again and went into the water to play and catch some fish.
Kailu started a fire and the boys cooked the fish to eat. Once it got dark, Kailu came up with a
plan to stand guard during the night: a group of three boys was to stay awake while the rest
slept. If any of the boys saw an intruder approach, he was to wake the rest of the boys up.
The distant cries and shrieks of the women stirred the boys' sleep. After a few minutes
one of the guard boys heard rustling in the brush and words in a language he did not
understand. Kailu told the boys to stand in line side by side facing the river until the intruders
arrived. When they did Kailu told the boys to step into the water until it covered them, and to
hold their breath. The soldiers stood at the bank of the river as the boys walked into the water
and sank completely. They waited and waited and waited, and after five minutes one by one the
bodies of the boys began to float face-up to the surface. The moonlight illuminated the boys'
faces: their eyes open and showing only the whites, and their mouths forming a wide grin. The
soldiers ran, terrified, into the woods and back to the village. As they drew near to join the rest of
the men who were holding the women, they heard the boys' laughter. They ran faster but the
closer they came to the village, the louder the laughter became. The women looked around,
confused and scared since they recognized the voices but could not see the boys. Then, they
realized that the laughter was coming from the trees: the soul of every boy hiding inside a tree.
The women, too, started to laugh, some laughing so hard they rolled on the floor. The soldiers
gathered up their belongings and horses and left as fast they could, taking nothing with them,
their ears bleeding from the pain.

She put the book down and smiled. Then, she looked up till the whites of her eyes
showed and laughed out loud, bringing her head as close to him as possible.
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Harry covered his eyes. "No, mom. That's scary. Don't do that!"
She didn't stop. She got up from the bed and ran to the window laughing. Harry brought
his knees to his chest and hid his face.
She came to him, wrapped her arms around him, and lay down on top of him. He
struggled to extend his legs and turned to his side to he on his back. He wrapped his arms
around her neck, still sobbing. When she sat up, he did not let go of her.
"It's okay, baby," she said, her eyes closed, caressing his hair, smiling.
Harry kept sobbing, holding tight to his mother.
She took his head in her hands and kissed him on the forehead. "Come," she said, and
got up.
Harry followed her to the bathroom. She kneeled down in front of him and unbuttoned
his shirt. "Sit down," she said, and tapped the toilet seat.
She went into the bedroom and grabbed a pair of scissors out of a worn red suitcase.
When she came back into the bathroom she kneeled behind him and cut the ends of his dirty
blond hair. He ran his fingers along the grooves between the white tiles on the wall. As the hair
falling on his back tickled him, he jerked his shoulder to the side, itching, and scratched himself.
She let out an "ouch" as she cut her index finger with the scissors. Spots of blood fell on
his pale back and she brought the finger to her mouth. Rushing past him, she got a band-aid from
her purse by the bed and covered her wound. WTien she turned around to go back into the
bathroom to finish cutting his hair, she saw not Harry but Phillip sitting down on the toilet,
shirtless, his pants and cowboy boots on, looking right at her. She took a couple of steps forward
and stood at the doorframe, motionless, in front of him. It was as if her heart had stopped and she
had died and suddenly she was very cold. There was Phillip right in front of her. She thought she
must be crazy. She took a deep breath. As she tried to say his name his head and body became
smaller, his arms thinner, his face gradually younger until the person sitting in front of her was
Harry, who had pasted his recently cut hair whiskers to his cheeks, chin, and the area above his
upper lip where the mustache would be.
"WTiat?" he said, looking at his mom.
"Don't move," she said, and walked back to the red suitcase and retrieved a small tube of
Vaseline. She wiped the hairs off his face and covered his cheeks, chin, and the area above his
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upper lip, where the mustache would be, with Vaseline. From the floor she picked up the hairs
and reattached them to his face, pasting them so they would not fall off easily. She then closed
her eyes and kissed him on the lips, staying there and feeling his beard and mustache against her
face. She ran back to the red suitcase and brought into the bathroom Phillip's cologne; she
sprayed some on Harry, who was immobile and confounded. She bent down, closed her eyes,
and kissed him again, this time inhaling his scent and rubbing her lips against his from side to
side, feeling as his facial hair scratched the soft skin around her lips. She opened her eyes just a
sliver and saw Phillip kissing her back. She closed her eyes again, bit his lower lip, and kissed his
neck and his chest, inhaling his cologne. When she looked up, it wasn't Phillip she saw but
Harry, crying in silence and bleeding out of his mouth.
She pulled back and yelled at him, "Do you enjoy this? Doing this? To your mother?
You're gonna go to hell." She slapped him hard across the face, over and over again, trying to
drive the boy out of her vision of her husband.

2. South; Ruidoso, New Mexico, 2000.
Harold sits across the table from the girl, Elaine. Her mother, a plump lady in her mid
30s, sits on the opposite of the room, close to the door. She is only allowed to watch and cannot
intervene or say a thing.
This is Harold's third session with Elaine. "Hello Elaine," he says, smiles.
Elaine looks at him, turning her head to her side, and furrows her brow. She opens her
mouth but no words come out. "Buth," she says, overaspirating the 'b' sound, almost like a 'p.'
"Buth-day," she manages to utter in two choppy syllables with a long pause in between. "Buthday," she says again.
"It's your birthday," Harold says. He looks at her mother, who nods from where she is
sitting.
"How old are you today?" He enunciates the words very carefully. When Elaine does not
respond he repeats the question.
"S-six," she says. Elaine looks around the room, restless, and pushes herself away from
the table. Harold leans forward and regains her attention. "Are you having a party?"
"Pah-ty," she repeats and lets out an awkward laugh. "Pah-ty."
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"I see, you are having a party for your birthday/7 Harold says. He writes on the
comments section of the white form: "Does not produce - repeats words in broken syllables," and
the words "Party" and "Birthday" below it with their phonetic transcriptions.
"Buth-day," Elaine says. "Mommy Pah-ty."
"Do you like parties, Elaine?" Harold says. He writes: "Produces word: mommy uniform."
Elaine gets up and runs to her mother. "I'm sorry," her mother says to Harold, standing
up. "Sweetie, go sit down," she tells the girl.
Elaine turns around, lifts her skirt, and rubs her inner thigh and her crotch, laughing. She
urinates on herself and presses her back against the wall.
"Oh, don't do that," her mother says and runs to her. "I'm sorry, doctor," she tells
Harold. "I should-"
"Let's take a short break," Harold says, standing up. "Don't worry about it. This happens
all the time with other kids."
Harold checks his watch: 12:20. He writes on the form: "non-verbal, antisocial behavior.
Exposes herself. Touches private parts. Urinates." He stands up and looks at the urine stain on
the blue carpet.

Harold DeRossiers is not a doctor, but he never corrects people who identify him as such,
especially clients. At age 35 he is a recent graduate of the Speech Language Pathology program at
the University of New Mexico. He specializes in language development and for the past two
months has worked for the Albuquerque School District treating children like Elaine, who have
difficulty or are unable to produce language. His remark that Elaine's behavior is common
among the other children he works with was a lie. This has been, in fact, the first time Harold has
witnessed such behavior, and it disturbs him greatly for some reason he cannot pinpoint.
"Please tell Mrs. Serra I had to leave," he tells Emily, the clinic's front-desk assistant, on
his way out. "Tell her to reschedule, please."

Inside his car, Harold tries to calm down. He tries to suppress his nausea by closing his
eyes and taking constant deep breaths.

30

It hits him four days later, as he wakes up and looks at himself in the bathroom mirror.
Two memories hit him simultaneously and jolt him out of his state of partial wakefulness: It is
September 9th, his birthday; and there is the scar on his lip.
Although it is early he calls his friends Ryan and Becca to cancels a soiree at their place.
"I'm sorry," he says. "I know I said yes but I'm not really feeling up to it today and I
think it might be better if I spend some time alone."
Becca understands. "How about we make it next Saturday, when you're feeling better, a
week from today? That way it won't be right on the day."
"That sounds good," Harold says. "Thank you and again, I apologize."
Harold has told part of the story to Ryan and Becca, his best friends in Albuquerque: his
dad disappeared the morning of his birthday, when he turned six, and his mother died twelve
years later, on his eighteenth birthday. This is the reason Harold says he dislikes big birthday
celebrations
What he never talks about is how year after year, for his birthday, his mother would take
him and his sister Anais back to the same hotel in Algonquin Park, sometimes even staying in the
same cabin, and have a birthday party. Year after year she would give him the same set of clothes
to wear: the denim pants, red flannel shirt, and cowboy boots. When Anais on one occasion asked
why Harold always had to wear the same thing for his birthday, her mother's reply was simple:
"Because that's what he wore the first time we were here, and I like to see him wear that for his
birthday." They never brought up the clothes again.
Once he hangs up the phone he thinks of spending the day at home watching television or perhaps go to the theatre, to a movie theatre, and then go out to dinner by himself. What he
wants is to be alone. And then what? What to do or where to go after the play, after the movie,
after dinner? He showers, eats breakfast, and sits down on the same spot in the couch, by the
telephone, one hour later. He picks up the top magazine from the bunch that sits on the coffee
table: the September issue of Southwest Monthly, a one-year subscription he bought last Summer
from a coworker's middle-school son. Perhaps I should get out of town, he thinks while he leafs
through the New Mexico section of the magazine until he comes to a picture that hypnotizes him:
a lake emerges from among the vegetation, trees so tall that the photograph cannot capture their
tops; there are picnic tables by the lake and small boats resting on the shore; a group of children,
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two boys and a girl, laugh as they chase a dog into the water; two adults swimming in the
distance; and a pure, cloudless blue sky reflected on the water. Harold looks at every minute
detail: the boys are sporting watches, but the girl isn't; one of the boys is wearing an Atlanta
Braves baseball cap; there are four boats ashore, each a different color: white, red, green, and
yellow; one of the boys is African American; the girl's blonde hair is held in a ponytail; a coffee
mug sits atop an empty picnic table; and there's someone's shadow on the left-hand side of the
picture, someone outside of the frame apparently waving to either the children or to the
swimmers. The accompanying article reads:

Hondo Lake
If what you're looking for is a quiet place where you can spend Labor Day weekend, look
no further than Hondo Lake. Here you can get away from everything! It was only three years ago
that Hondo Lake opened to the public and it is quickly becoming one of the preferred
destinations for those looking for a quiet time in the Lincoln National Forest.
Just 20 minutes from Ruidoso, Hondo Lake offers a myriad of outdoor activities: fishing,
hiking, horseback riding, swimming, camping, and golfing. The lake area is open to the public
every day from 8:00 A.M. to 10:00 P.M. Purchase a fishing permit and rent a boat on site, or rent
horses to explore the area. Go hiking in the surrounding areas along trails that guide you from
light and short one-mile hikes to more strenuous five- and ten-mile stretches. A hamburger stand
and a small restaurant are open during the day to satisfy your appetite. For fine dining or a
greater variety of food, the restaurants in the Ruidoso area are extraordinary.
What's more, you don't have to go into town to find a place to stay. Encanto Inn offers
camping grounds and rooms for rent. For $8 you can sleep in your van or RV, or pitch a tent and
take advantage of the amenities in the area (restrooms, lockers, showers). Or call and make
reservations to stay in their comfortable, clean, and reasonably priced rooms. Mention this
publication when you call and receive a special Labor Day W eekend discount.

You won't be disappointed. If you are visiting the Ruidoso area, a short drive will get
you to the one of the most beautiful spots in the Lincoln National Forest. Come discover this
great hidden spot that the Land of Enchantment has to offer.
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Harold dials the 1-800 number that the publication provides for Encanto Inn. Although
the Labor Day Weekend special no longer applies, he makes reservations for the night at the
regular rate of $75.00. He packs clothes for the day and a novel he'd been postponing reading
since the beginning of summer: The Door and The Key.
At five twenty in the afternoon Harold arrives in Ruidoso and forty minutes later, after
turning into the wrong road, he finally checks into his room at Encanto Inn. The place is not
exactly what he expects. In his head he had pictured a motel, where the rooms are joined together
and one is allowed to park immediately in front of one's room. Instead, Encanto Inn consists of
small, one-story cottages, arranged in ten sets of two conjoined units that share a main wall.
These cottages are far apart from one another, separated by individual parking areas.
As he carries his suitcase along the pebble-covered walkway that leads to his room, room
twelve, Harold looks around and takes in the very tall trees - so tall that he must look almost
straight up above him to see where they end - the area is dense with them. He glances back at the
parking spaces and notices that only three other cars are parked in the lot. It smells of wetness,
the air heavy with moisture, the gray clouds inching across the sky. No one appears to be staying
in cottage number thirteen, Harold notes as he nears his room.
The cabin is small: there is a futon that folds out to a bed, a small stove, a mini-fridge, a
television stand with a television set on it, and a small table with two chairs in the living
room/kitchen. The small bedroom has a bed, a closet, and a dresser, and a small bathroom
adjacent to it. The walls are white and the carpet is light brown. This is all there is to it. Harold
sets his suitcase on the futon, sits down next to it, and changes his mind before flicking the
television on with the remote control.
He remembers his mother. He remembers waking up next to her in the middle of the
night on the day of his eighteenth birthday in Algonquin Park. Anais slept on the floor in a
sleeping bag. And he felt his mother next to him in bed. Harold got up and went to the bathroom.
Before turning the bathroom light off, he noticed something wrong. He could only see his
mother's silhouette: her mouth was slightly open, as if she was about to talk, and her hand on her
chest, her fingers curled outwards as if trying to grab something. And she was not moving. For a
long time Harold stood at the doorway, his sister asleep at his feet, snoring, and his mother did
not move nor made a sound. Harold did not know what to do, so he turned off the light and
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crawled back into bed, careful not to touch her body, and it was not until the next morning, when
Anais woke up, that her crying startled Harold out of sleep and they noticed the empty bottle of
pills and the glass of water on the nightstand.
So he steps outside to catch some fresh air. He is not hungry - he had a nice meal at a
roadside cafe in Socorro not too long ago - but he does not feel like reading. Maybe it's the
loneliness, or the sudden memory of his mother's death, that makes him uncomfortable. It's
something he can't pinpoint, the same thing that made him leave his apartment that morning in
Albuquerque. Then, he remembers what brought him here - the lake. He locks the door and
follows the signs that lead to it.
The sky reflects onto the lake's surface just as it did on the picture. Harold sits at the only
available picnic table. Three small girls run past him and one of them says "hello" and takes off
laughing. Five boats sail on the lake while four more sit still ashore. The main difference between
the picture and the scene in front of him are the various souvenir stands that surround the lake four at least, selling t-shirts, keychains, hats, and even rocks and wood crosscuts with the words
Hondo Lake engraved on them.
Three boys, too young to be teenagers and a bit older than just children, emerge from one
of the trails. Their ages are difficult to guess. Harold briefly makes eye contact with the youngest
one, who was sniffing something, perhaps glue, out of a blue paper bag. It is Harold who feels
embarrassed at finding him out and turns away. The boy, perhaps of Native American or
Hispanic descent, looks at him almost defiantly. His face makes him look like he is five years old
but his body is tall enough for a teenager. He hears the boy whisper something to his friends as
they pass behind him.
Harold sits there, thinking about what to do the next day. He has with him a brochure
that he picked up earlier during check-in at the Encanto Inn: too shy to go swimming in front of
strangers, he might instead rent a boat and explore the lake. Or he might go for a hike. He could
take the main trail at ten in the morning, after breakfast, and hike until two in the afternoon then, head to town, eat lunch, and drive back to Albuquerque. He had planned on reading, but
instead he moves from the picnic table to the edge of the lake. He removes his shoes and socks.
With his feet and ankles in the water, he watches as some people return the boats to the rental
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place. The lake gradually ceases to reflect the clouds above and instead reflects the stars and the
dark silhouettes of the trees.
The closer he gets to his room, the softer the steps behind him become. Someone is
following him and for a second Harold is scared - after all, there may be only two or three more
occupants at the Inn. But as he steps up to his small porch, out of the corner of his eye he sees that
it is the boy he saw earlier, the one who was sniffing glue at the lake. He turns around, faces him,
and sees that the boy is alone. He looks past and around him but his friends are nowhere within
sight; Harold assumes that they're around, hiding somewhere.
"Hey," the boy says. "Can I ask you something?"
"What?" Harold says, retrieving his key from his pocket and trying, erratically, to insert
it into the keyhole.
"You got a dollar I can borrow?" he says, and stops short of the porch.
Harold gets the key in and turns it. Before opening the door he takes a deep breath, takes
all of his loose change from his right pocket, which amounts to more than one dollar for sure, and
extends his arm toward the boy. "Yeah, here you go."
"Thanks." Without stepping onto the porch, the boy reaches for it. Harold notices blood
on the boy's right arm, hand, and fingers - small spots of red - and some drying under his nose.
"A.re you all right?" he asks, suspicious that the boy and his two friends may be up to
something.
"Yeah," he says. "I just need to get to town."
"What about the guys you were with?" Harold looks around again,
"They're gone. I don't have a ride back."
Harold nods. He works with children almost every day - and while he can't tell if the
boy is lying, he knows that he cannot ignore the blood on him. "What's wrong? You got blood on
you."
"Yeah, it's nothing," he says. "Thanks." He puts the money in his back pocket, turns
around, and begins to walk back in the direction of the lake.
"Wait," Harold calls out. "Are you sure you are all right? There's that blood. Come so I
can look at it." He opens the door and reaches in to turn on the porch light.
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The boy walks back and steps up to the porch. He is wearing worn out jeans, a navy
white short-sleeve t-shirt with a basketball stamped on the center, and a pair of sneakers, too old
and dirty to look their original white. His hair is a very dark shade of brown, almost black, and
wavy, curling out at its ends. He hesitates before extending his arm to let Harold see it. Harold
sees the blood, splattered across his arms, and it occurs to him for one second that it might come
from someone else. He notices dry blood around the boy's nose. "Where did it come from? Did
you get hit?"
The boy nods.
"Where did you get hit?" he asks.
"They punched me," he says.
"Who? Those guys you were with?"
"Yeah."
Harold closes the door. "Let's go to the office so they can give you some gauze and
alcohol or at least a band-aid or something. I'm sure they have some."
"No," the boy says. "I know the guy there. He doesn't like me. But I'm okay."
"All right. Stay here," Harold tells him. "I have a first-aid kit in the car. I'll go get it."
Harold jumps off the porch and runs to the car. He unlocks it, gets in, and locks himself
inside without losing sight of the boy. The boy is standing at the porch, under the light, picking at
the dry blood on his arm. Harold looks all around him, half expecting the other two boys to pop
up any second and try to open up one of the car doors. He feels his way under the passenger's
seat for the first-aid kit until he finds it. Before unlocking the doors and stepping out of the car,
he looks into the rearview mirrors to see if any of the boys are approaching. He sees no one.
"Come on in," he tells the boy and holds the door to his bungalow open for him.
Harold wipes the boy's arm with a wet paper towel. With a cotton swab damp with
alcohol he cleans the blood around his nose. He notices two more spots by the boy's ear and
wipes them clean with the cotton swab. Just as he presses the swab against the boy's nose, it
begins to bleed again, permeating the swab gradually. "Okay, tilt your head back," he says and
tosses the blood-drenched swab in the wastebasket. He pours alcohol onto a new cotton swab
and holds it against the boy's nose. "Hold it there," he tells him.
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The boy holds the swab in place with his head tilted upwards. Harold sits down on the
couch and after a deep breath notices the boy still standing by the door, leaning his head against
the wall. Harold gets up. "Oh/' he says almost laughing, realizing that the boy won't do anything
unless he is told to. "Come sit down so you don't get tired," he says, leading him by the
shoulders to one of the two chairs at the small table. The boy sits down and continues to hold the
swab in place. "Just keep it there for a bit," Harold says.
Staring at the boy he remembers trying to block his mother's hands from hitting him. He
pulled back and fell face first on the floor. He crawled out of the bathroom and under the bed,
hitting his forehead on the edge of the mattress. Under there he saw his mother's feet
approaching, and then her upside-down face as she bent down to look for him. "Come out of
there now," she said.
He looked down at the floor, covering his face with his arms, not answering or wanting
to look at her. When he looked back up, she was gone; he could not see her feet anywhere. He
waited until he could hear something. The first thing he heard was her breathing, on the bed
above him. He crawled to the edge of the bed and sprang out, darting into the bathroom. He
locked the door behind him and sat on the floor, pressing his back against the door. He wanted to
scream but instead covered with his mouth with both hands and cried in silence.
"Come out of there," his mother said behind the door. He inched forward and saw her
feet partially blocking the sliver of light under the door. She knocked on the door. "Come out of
there," she said again.
Afraid to get up, to even move, he sat there until he fell asleep. When he woke up hours
later he opened the door and his mother and the suitcases were gone. He called out "mom" but
no one answered. He ran to the door and opened it; the truck was still outside. He walked
around the cabin, hoping to find her, but no one was there. He went back inside and started
crying, his face sticky with dried blood from a nosebleed. He cried as loud as he could for what it
seemed like hours until the owner of the place came, wrapped him in a blanket, and took him
into the office, where his mother was sleeping on the couch.

Sitting on the chair, the boy removes the cotton swab from his nose; the blood has
stopped flowing.
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"So, do you live in Ruidoso?" Harold says.
"Yeah," says the boy, looking around the cabin. "Where do you live?" he asks after a
brief pause.
"Albuquerque," he says. "Ever been there?"
"Yeah. I went with my friend there once. He's got an uncle up there and we stayed with
for a couple of days."
"It's a nice place," Harold says.
"You got a wife and kids?"
Harold hesitates before answering. "No." He picks up the wastebasket and holds it to the
boy to dispose of the swab.
"How come? You're here alone?" he says, throwing away the swab.
"Yes. Well, I needed to get away from the city and," he pauses as the boy walks to him,
"relax."
"That's cool," the boy says, sitting down on the couch next to him, his arms crossed on
his chest. "I know this guy that comes here a lot. He's from Colorado, though, not Albuquerque,
and he comes fishing like twice a month. One time he caught this huge fish, like half the size of
me, and then they cooked it, cause he caught it at the lake, and everyone ate it. There were tons of
people there, and me and my brother were there, and we ate a piece, too. It was huge, that fish,
like really huge. The biggest I've ever seen."
"Oh yeah?" Harold says.
"Huge," the boy says, showing Harold with his hands the approximate size of the fish.
As he extends his arms, he accidentally taps Harold on the arm.
"So what's your name?" Harold finally asks, before there is too long a pause.
"Pete," he says. "You?"
"Harold," he says after a brief pause.
"That's cool," he says. "One of my uncles, his name is Harold too."
"Mmh," Harold murmurs, leaning forward and nodding his head. It is at this awkward
moment that Harold does not know what to do or say next. The boy seems fine now but he
doesn't seem to want to leave. "Do you need a ride back into town?" he asks.

38

The boy rubs his forehead with his right hand. "I don't know," he says. "Are you going
to town right now?"
Harold had not planned to go to Ruidoso that night. "In a bit. I can take you if you
want."
"I guess," he says.
Harold regrets making the offer. Maybe it is not such a good idea to drive this kid, a
stranger, to the city. Harold doubts there could be any trouble just for giving the boy a ride.
"Listen," he says. "I might want to get something to eat so I wanted to ask you for a favor. " He
pauses. "Can you go to the lake and buy us dinner, like hamburgers or something? I'll buy you.
Then just come back here and we'll eat it and then I'll take you home."
"You want hamburgers?" The boy stands up.
"Uh huh," Harold says and hands the boy a twenty dollar bill. "Get something for
yourself and just bring it back."
"All right. I'll be right back," he says, walks to the door, and exits. He comes back right
away. "You want something to drink?"
"Yeah, coke," Harold says.
"All right. I'm gonna get coke for me, too," he says and leaves.
Harold sits there and closes his eyes, half hoping that the boy will use the money to get a
cab and go back to town. He walks to the door and locks it, not knowing if they boy will come
back or not, but glad that the short trip buys him extra time to figure out what to do if he does in
fact return.
On his way back to the couch he sees a spider crawling up the wall. A thought stops him
dead in the middle of the room. He remembers one occasion during his last year of graduate
school, while fulfilling his required hours as an intern at a rural hospital, in which a patient, an
autistic woman in her thirties, was being treated for a paralyzing fear of insects. Harold had been
brought in to aid with any communication issues. The woman had stopped speaking and eating
since she had seen a spider crawl out of her shoe two days before. All efforts to make her speak
had been futile until her mother, in her fifties and her main caregiver, told the three specialists of
an episode from the woman's childhood: when she was nine years old, she had been bitten by a
spider on the leg. After a fit of rage, she refused to speak or eat. It wasn't until five days later that
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she finally ate, but it took almost a year before she spoke again. Her mother thought that her
daughter's phobia of insects began at this point. The specialist then ordered four nurses and
Harold to help in holding the woman down to her chair. He opened a small white box and placed
a cockroach on the woman's leg. She kicked and tried to fight, but the nurses held her down. She
twitched and tossed her head from side to side. "Make her watch," said the specialist, and it was
Harold who held her head in place so she could see the roach climb up her own leg. At that
moment, she screamed in terror and then cried. The specialist removed the roach from her leg
and brought it to her arm. She began to hyperventilate, expanding and contracting her chest as
she cried and then she closed her eyes and held very still and began to say the words, "yes, yes,
yes, yes," over and over again..
Harold then remembers being twenty three-years old and lying down in bed with a girl,
a friend of a friend, for the first time, caressing her body with his hand, nervous, almost shaking,
and staring at her for the longest time but feeling nothing. He closed his eyes and imagined that
the body he was touching belonged to someone who was not there: Carla, a coworker at the
university bookstore; Nancy, the clerk at the supermarket; Denise, the blonde girl in his sociology
study group; his mother, lying in bed next to him. And then finally he felt something, as he
imagined that the body he was touching was that of himself as a child, trapped in a motel room,
with his mother watching, envious, from across the room, unable to touch the child herself. In
this fantasy, it was Harold who had owned the child version of him.
He thinks of the only two other girls he has been with. In the end it is always the same
thing, always himself at the age of six, keeping his mother at bay by being the one who gets to the
boy. It is trick he plays with his own mind, always knowing that regardless of whom he imagines
in the place of these girls the ultimate reward is to get to himself.
Sitting there Harold has one of those moments that he knows will divide his life - like
when a family man with three children cheats on his wife, there is that moment when he must
know that he is risking everything, that what he is about to do is wrong, but that he will go
through with it anyway and would never be able to take it back. He thinks of someone like
Jeffrey Dahmer, and how the first murder must have been difficult, and how in a moment of
sanity Dahmer must have known that he was now a murderer and that he could never take that
back, and that perhaps that moment, of killing the first person, would replay in the back of his
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mind over and over again as the decisive point that turned him into a monster. Just as he begins
to think that it has taken the boy too long, that he's taken the money and left, there is a knock at
the door.
"You're back," Harold says, not with excitement or surprise.
"Here you go," the boy says, stepping aside past Harold and handing him the change. "It
was like fourteen something."
Harold nods and takes the money. The boy sets the two brown bags on the table and digs
through one of them. "I got you the country western one, with the onion rings and stuff," he says
and sets Harold's bag aside along with one of the drinks.
"Which one did you get?" Harold sits at the table and sips his drink.
"The country western one, too," he says. He takes a bite out of his hamburger.
"What other kinds were there?" Harold asks.
"The Billy The Kid one," he says with his mouth full, "the kids' meal one, the jalapeno
one, the bacon one. But the country western has all the stuff and you get onion rings instead of
fries."
"I see," Harold says. "I guess that's a good thing." He begins to eat his hamburger as
well.
"Yeah," he says. "Me and my friends we always get the country western one, This one
time last week we only had money for one so we cut it in pieces so we could all get some."
"Are they your friends from school?"
"No," he says and pauses to sip his drink. "They're just guys I know."
Harold nods as he chews. "What year in school are you in
"Sixth," he says. "But I'm not going to school right now, like this whole month."
"Why?"
"Cause I'm staying with my cousin, right? And he got kicked out. So right now we're
staying with one of his friends and they don't live close to the school so we can't get a ride."
"Well, who do you live with, or where do you live usually?"
"With my dad, but I'm just waiting for him to get back into town so I can stay with him
again."
"What about your mom?"
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"I don't know," he says between bites. "I never met her."
"Really?" Harold stops eating.
"Yeah."
"How come?"
"She, like, took off when I was one or something like that."
"And where's your dad now?"
"Florida."
"Florida? And he left you alone?"
"Yeah, he went fishing, He's got this friend there and he's got a huge boat, like the size of
this house, and they go fishing."
"And he
"They caught this huge fish once, like half my size." With his arms he measures the
distance from the floor to his waist. "And then my dad brought it home and we had to eat it for
like a week."
"Do you have any brothers or sisters?" Harold says.
"No," he says.
"And you don't remember your mom?"
"No," he says and takes a bite out of his hamburger. It is the end of their conversation.

"That was cool. Thanks for the burger," the boy says and wipes his mouth with a napkin.
He puts the empty soda can inside the paper bag and throws it in the trashcan by the table. "I
guess I'll see you later. Maybe I'll see you at the lake tomorrow."
This is it, Harold thinks. "Yes," he says. "Let me give you more money for the cab. I can
call it for you from the office if you want." Harold gets up and walks to the door.
"Let me see. What time is it?" He looks at his black, plastic watch. "No, the one that-"
Harold flicks both light switches off, the inside and the outside lights. "This is it," he
whispers and stands blocking the door.
"What the hell?" the boy says, not in panic but in surprise. He looks around and pushes
the light button on his watch, which gives his face a green glow. "Did the power just go off?"
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Harold says nothing. His heart beats very fast, as if it's about to explode out of his chest,
and his hands begin to shake. He takes a deep breath and then sees the silhouette of the boy
coming closer to him. The boy tries to grab the doorknob, but instead as he touches Harold's
navel he yanks his hand back. "Let me out," he tells him, taking a step back.
Harold stands there motionless. He realizes that all he has to do is turn the doorknob and
let the boy go. This is it, he repeats to himself in his head over and over.
"Let me out," he screams, and runs to the window and starts banging on it. "Let me out,"
he screams again. He tries to slide the windowpane open but the latch is too high and he can't
reach. He screams as loud as he can, crying, kicks the table and throws one of the chairs at
Harold, missing and hitting the wall instead. "Are you gonna fuck me?" he screams at Harold.
"Are you gonna fuck me?"
"I can't," Harold says, whispering, still not moving.
"Fuck you," the boy shouts. "Fuck you." He reaches into his pocket and takes out a small
knife. Harold makes out the knife in the darkness and hurls himself at the boy, slamming him
hard against the floor and crushing him underneath him.
The boy squeals with pain and scratches Harold in the face with the blade. Harold forces
the boy's arms apart and down to the floor, holding him immobile as if to crucify him below him.
Face to face, the wound on Harold's cheek begins to bleed and drip onto the boy's face. "Fuck
you," the boy says and spits on Harold and begins to scream and cry again. "Fuck you."
Harold feels the boy trembling and trying to move underneath him. "Harry, it's okay,"
he tells him. "She's not gonna get to you." In the darkness, there is no need to shut his eyes; the
boy under him is Harry.
"Fuck you," the boy screams again and fights to move.
The boy under him is not Harry; he'd never use those words, and he wouldn't fight back.
He would remain there and cry in silence, but not fight back - and certainly not hurt Harold.
"You're gonna go to hell," he tells the boy. "Cutting me like that." And Harold himself
starts to cry, almost as loud as the boy. He cannot feel anything, sexually or even physically. He
closes his eyes and cannot even picture himself there as a young boy anymore. He cries as he
remembers the moment when he could have turned the doorknob and let the boy go. He
remembers not opening the bathroom door when his mother asked him to on his sixth birthday
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and crying instead as he leaned against it. He pictures himself waking up as a child, on his sixth
birthday, and blocking the door with his body so that his dad would not be able to get out that
morning. His dad would hush him - "shhh. Be quiet" - and take him along instead of leaving
him there.

A loud thud outside him up.
"Dad?" Harold says. He realizes he's in that room in Encanto Inn, lying on the floor
alone. It is chilly and very early in the morning. He helps himself up to a faint ringing in his ears
and feels the dry, sticky blood itchy on his face. His wallet and watch are gone. There is blood on
the floor and next to it is the boy's knife.
He steps outside. From the porch he sees a family three units down packing luggage into
their van. An orange glow fills the sky. He shuts the door behind him and walks down the steps
onto the walkway that leads to the lake. When he gets there, it's deserted. The gate is open. He
sits down at a picnic table and stares at the lake. The orange sky looks red as it reflects on it.
Laughter in the distance jolts him. It is children laughing. Their laughter becomes louder and
louder until Harold turns around and sees that no one is there. The children go quiet. He turns to
the lake and the laughter starts again. And then it hits him; it's coming from the trees. As he turns
around, he sees a tree crack open and split in two halves that fall to the sides. He pictures Harry,
six-years-old and wearing his red flannel shirt, denim pants, and cowboy boots, darting out from
inside the tree and running in a straight line into the lake, The laughter stops. At the bottom of
the lake, Harry struggles to free himself from his mother's grip. He reaches for the surface, but
she's got him by the leg.

44

Beau Travail

1.
"I'm telling you," said Nicolas, carrying his brand-new car battery to the counter. "Vinz
did some beautiful work to my car. Maybe he's crazy in his private life, but the work he does is
beautiful. And you know what? That's his private life and I can't really judge that."
Richard set the replacement windshield wipers down in front of the cashier. "You see
someone every day and you think they're the most normal person in the world." He checked the
amount on the register screen and handed his credit card over to the girl across the counter. He
signed, said thank you, and made room for Nicolas to pay for his item. The cashier handed him
change and smiled at Nicolas and he smiled back. They held their gaze for two seconds before he
tried to make out the name on her nametag. It began with a C but he could not tell what it was.
Outside the Hometown Auto Parts store, Nicolas glanced at his car, a white 1995 Dodge
Neon, where he had left his five year-old-son Marc waiting. "I should get going. This was
supposed to be a quick one and I still gotta get back so Milo can put the new battery in," he said,
patting it with his hand. "You and Claire should come over for dinner some time. We'd love to
have you. Give me a call and we'll work something out." He began to pace in the direction of his
car.
Richard waved and walked across the parking lot toward his truck. "Will do. Maybe
early next week. That all right?"
"Yep," Nicolas said. "Later." He ran the rest of the way to the car, opened the driver's
door, and at that moment noticed that Marc was missing from the backseat and that the doors
were unlocked. He looked under the driver's seat, under the passenger's seat, and on the floor of
the backseat. He took a deep breath. He set the battery on the driver's seat, and slammed the
door shut. "M arc," he screamed and ran a full lap around the car. Squatting down, he looked
under the car finding nothing. He took another deep breath and looked around, rotating his body
first in one direction and then in another, looking all around him for the boy.
"Marc," he screamed and looked again inside the car to see if he had somehow missed
the boy the first time around. The back seat was empty. He spotted a large scratch, about two feet
in length, that ran horizontally along the back seat of the car. He opened the door to have a better
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look. It was as though it had been carved with a knife or with scissors. He then noticed that there
were other smaller marks, about ten in total, adjacent to it and running in all directions.
Leaving the door open, he ran across the parking lot to the sidewalk to get a better look
around and see if Marc was nearby. But he wasn't. Nicolas again looked across the street and
behind him, certain that Marc couldn't be far. He ran across the parking lot back into the store,
and asked the cashier, "Have you seen my son?"
"I'm sorry?" she asked, furrowing her brow.
"My son," Nicolas said, panting, "He's about this tall." He extended his right arm in
front of him at waist level. "Five years old, blond hair, and h e's..." He paused and closed his eyes
to focus, bringing his hand to his forehead. "He's wearing a navy blue shirt and it's got an
alligator, a picture of an alligator on the front." He craned his neck to get a better view of the
aisles inside the store.
"No," she said, her tone apologetic. "Let me see." She picked up the phone receiver,
dialed a number, and said over the store's sound system: "Martin, please come to register two."
She hung up the phone as Nicolas read the name on the tag: Carla.
"Thank you," he told her. He paced back and forth down the corridor by the two
registers to see if he could spot Marc walking around the store. "I left him in the car while I came
to get the battery and I think he might've come in here looking for me."
Martin, an older man wearing overalls, came running from the back. Carla explained the
situation and asked him if he'd seen the boy.
"I haven't seen him but I'll go double check," he said. He walked up and down each aisle
to see if the boy was anywhere in there. "Bruno," he told someone behind the counter in the back.
"Check the bathroom to see if there's a boy in there, about five years old."
Through the large store window, and past the orange neon lettering on the outside of the
glass, he checked on his car: the back door was still open; there was no sign of the boy.
Just as Martin finished inspecting the aisles, Bruno reported that there was no one in the
bathroom. "He's not here," he said.
Nicolas rushed outside. Martin and Carla followed.
"I'll go look for him this way," Martin said, pointing and running to his right.
"I'll go this way," Nicolas said and ran to the left.
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Carla stood at the store's main glass doors looking around the parking lot.
By now Nicolas was sweating. He rolled up his sleeves and with his sweatshirt he wiped
his face, red from agitation. He ran past the corner and headed to the back of the store. There, he
stood for a minute. As far as he could see, past the parking lots and roads, Marc was nowhere in
sight. He closed his eyes and leaned against the wall, feeling like someone's fist had been jammed
into his stomach. He heard Martin come running from the other end.
"Not back here?" he said and walked toward Nicolas.
Nicolas turned, opened his eyes, and shook his head.
"We should probably call the police," he said.
Nicolas said nothing. He brought his hands to his abdomen and pressed hard. To
suppress his anxiety he took a deep breath. As he exhaled, he felt his eyes fill with tears. "Yeah,"
he said.
Before turning to head back to his car, he saw his son in the distance, alone, standing at a
busy intersection, looking around in all directions.
"That's him," Nicolas said and pointed to the boy. "Marc," he screamed, forming a
megaphone with his hands. The boy was too far to hear him.
Martin turned around. "Where?"
Nicolas pointed again. "Over by that comer, where the light is."
Nicolas ran across the narrow street behind the auto accessories store, and across the
almost deserted parking lot for the thrift store. "Marc," he screamed as he got closer, but the boy
could not yet hear. Nicolas ran faster. As he got closer he heard Marc crying. "M arc," he said
again. This time the boy turned around and upon seeing his father run to him he merely stood
there, sobbing.
"What the hell happened?" Nicolas said, stretching out his arms to his side and squatting
in front of his son. He got no answer. Marc looked down and wiped his tears with the back of his
hand. "I'm talking to you, Marc," Nicolas said. "Look at me." He brought the boy's face up with
his right hand. "What happened?"
"I wanted to go home," Marc said, looking past his dad and avoiding his eye.
"W hy?" he said, upset.
"You took too long," the boy replied. "So I was gonna walk home."
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"Marc, you don't know how to get home. What did I tell you about not leaving the car?"
He grabbed the boy by the arm and led him down the sidewalk, back to the automobile store, to
the car. Martin met them halfway and noticed that the boy was crying.

2.

"What happened to the back seat?" He pointed to it and showed Marc the scratches,
running his finger along the largest one.
The boy pouted and remained silent.
"What happened, Marc?"
"I don't know," he said, staring at the gashes.
Nicolas slammed the door, took the battery from the passenger's seat and put it in the
trunk.
"Get in," he told Marc and walked around to the driver's side of the car.
Marc got into the passenger's seat and buckled up his seat belt. Nicolas inserted the key
in the ignition. Before starting the car he turned to his right side, took Marc's right hand, and
slapped it, hard, four times. Then, he started the car. "Why did you scratch the back seat?" he
said.
Marc pressed his lips together, holding back tears. He looked directly in front of him at
the dashboard.
"Why did you scratch the back seat, Marc? Why did you get out of the car? I told you to
stay in here, didn't I?" His tone was now more calm, but his voice still hard. "I don't want you to
get out of the car. I had to go look for you."
Marc sat there, not answering. With his finger, he drew imaginary shapes on the
window.
"Marc," Nicolas yelled and startled the boy. "Answer me. I'm talking to you. You know I
hate it when I ask you something and you don't answer." There was silence. As they approached
a red light, with both hands firmly on the steering wheel, he turned and said, "Okay. I'm taking
your comics away. Maybe that'll teach you. And I'm gonna sell them so I can pay to have the
back seat fixed." The car came to a stop.
"No," Marc said, crying, and kicked the dashboard and the glove compartment.
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"Cut it out," Nicolas said. He tried to grab a hold of Marc's legs.
With his fingers Marc scratched the seat, digging his nails in the space between his legs
and screaming in anger.
"That's beautiful, Marc!" Nicolas grabbed the boy's left hand and pressed it flat against
the dashboard. "Cut it out," he said while he mashed Marc's hand, punching it hard over and
over until he noticed an older man looking at them from the adjacent car. Marc screamed in pain,
tears running down his red face. He held his limp, swollen left hand in front of him, dangling it
from side to side, unable to control its movement.

3.
Nicolas paced back and forth, arms folded on his chest, around the waiting room area at
the hospital.
"Mr. Duvauchelle," the nurse behind the counter called. Tired, he walked to her. "The
doctor wants to talk to you," she said with a blank expression on her face that Nicolas could not
read. "If you go straight through those glass doors," she pointed to her right, "it should be the
third door on your left."
He nodded and said, "thank you."
After he knocked, a nurse opened the door and let him in. Inside, Marc sat on a chair
with bandages wrapped around his left hand, his face red and swollen, his eyes bloodshot from
crying fixed on a diagram of the human eye pasted on the wall. The doctor, a grey-haired, tall
man, stood next to the window holding a clipboard.
"You're with the child?" the doctor asked.
Nicolas nodded, glanced at Marc, and then made eye contact with the doctor. "He's my
son," he said.
"How old are you?" the doctor asked.
"Tw enty three," Nicolas said. The doctor wrote something down on the sheet. "Is he all

right?" Nicolas said.
"Yes," the doctor said. "Do you know what happened?" He set the clipboard down on
the table next to him. "You can have a seat." He pointed to the chair.
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"I don't know," Nicolas said, walking to the chair and sitting down. Briefly, his eyes
concentrated on the same poster Marc was looking at. The nurse retrieved a box of latex gloves
from one of the cabinets and left the room.
"You don't know, he doesn't know, but we've got this child here who's hurt and no one
knows anything?" the doctor said.
Nicolas looked at Marc, but the boy refused to look back at him.
"I know it was wrong," said Nicolas, bending forward and looking down at his feet. "I
went into the store, the auto store, and left him outside alone in the car waiting. When I got back
he was crying and my back seat was all scratched up. I saw that his hand was hurt so I drove him
here." He exhaled. "I know I shouldn't've left him alone. He gets into these things all the time."
"I asked him how he hurt his hand and he says he doesn't know," said the doctor.
"He won't tell me, either. I know I shouldn't've left him alone," Nicolas said. "This is all
my fault. I don't know why I just didn't take him into the store with me."
"Did you call the police?" The doctor said.
"No." He hesitated for a moment. "No, he was bleeding really bad and he was in a lot of
pain. I drove him here as fast as I could." He took a breath. "Do you think I should've...? Yeah, I
probably should've called the police. I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking. I just wanted to get him here
right away and I wasn't thinking of anything else."
Nicolas looked up at Marc, who was now examining the bandages around his hand and
tracing its edges with his right index finger. In an instant, his eyes gave way and he started to cry.
He covered his eyes and mouth with both hands and buried his face between his knees. It lasted
a few seconds.
"This is all my fault," he said. As he wiped his eyes he stood up and picked up Marc
from the chair, carrying the boy in his arms.
The doctor brought a box of tissues. Nicolas took one.
"You should really file a police report," the doctor said.
"Yeah," said Nicolas, patting his son in the back.
"I was a young father, too," the doctor said. "I did stupid things and I was careless, but
you shouldn't leave your kid alone like that."
"I know," Nicolas said.
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The doctor took his clipboard and tore off the lower portion of the front sheet after
scribbling on it. "I'm giving you a prescription and a follow-up appointment. The X-Ray doesn't
show any fractures, but I want you to bring him back just to make sure, and also so that we can
check up on him."
Nicolas took the paper. "Thank you," he said and gave the doctor a firm handshake.
The doctor watched father and son leave the room and followed them to the hallway. He
stood at the doorframe looking at them until in the distance they became silhouettes. He saw
Marc wrap his arms around his dad's neck and rest his head on his shoulder.
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Play
If I were Alex Petersen, I'd be the kind of guy everyone likes. My friends would do things
for me and give things to me for no reason. I'd never feel guilty about not always doing my
homework. My dad would give me an allowance of $20 a week. I'd get to eat whatever I wanted
for lunch and I'd usually have pizza for dinner. Fd be cool in my own way and I wouldn't care
what anyone thought about me. I'd be two years older. Fd be about a half a foot taller than me
and skinny.
Alex had been going to a different middle school, a private one, and then his dad took
him out of there and put him in Cole Middle. That's how I met him. I was eleven and in the sixth
grade and not nearly as good as him at Ultimate Race 2.0. Cole Middle had a videogame club that
met every Thursday for an hour after school and sometimes during lunch. Alex was the new kid
at the beginning of the school year. I didn't know who he was then but he never missed a club
meeting. He was the only one who had a full-color Game Boy and he had more games than
anyone. Whenever we had a club meeting there would always be a bunch of kids all gathered
around him, looking over him, to see if we could pick up any tricks.
I swapped a couple of games with him before we actually started talking. What I really
wanted was to invite Alex over to my house. That way we could play Ultimate together and I
could learn all the tricks from him. But my parents wouldn't let me have anyone over they didn't
know and my older brother Tom probably wouldn't've let us play anyway. I was good friends
with Alex but only at school and only in whatever was related to the club. He'd always say "hey"
to me in the hallway and a couple times we sat together at lunch. I didn't have that many friends
because I was kind of fat and what I liked about Alex was that he never teased me like some of
the other kids did.
I remember that it was almost at the end of the school year when I finally got to go to
Alex's house. I was friends with this other kid who was also in the sixth grade. His name was
Scotty and he was really short and skinny. Everyone thought he was a fag because of the way he
talked and because when someone picked on him he never did anything about it. Sometimes Fd
invite Scotty over for videogames but he was really bad. The first couple times it was fun to beat
him but then it got pretty boring. My mom liked Scotty a lot. She was always like, "Oh, he's such
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a good kid and he's got such good manners/' and everything, but the whole time I really wanted
Alex to come over to my house and play.
This one day me and Scotty were at the computers at the library after school. Alex was
there and he called me over as soon as we sat down.
"Hey Ricky," he said. "Come watch this cool video."
I put my bag down on the chair so no one else would take the computer. Me and Scotty
walked over.
"Check it out," he said. "They cut off this girl's head." And he clicked PLAY on the
player. It was a cartoon in Japanese or something. This girl with pigtails and uniform was riding
a bike and these two guys come over and rip off her clothes and with a knife they chop off her
head and splatter blood everywhere. Alex laughed and I laughed and Scotty was like, "Eww.
Gross," and he went back to his computer.
"They have some really sick shit on this site," Alex said. "Check it out, dude." He hit the
back button and went to the main menu. "They show this guy falling off his skateboard and he
breaks his arm." He scrolled down the page. "And this one has some guy who gets ran over by a
car." He clicked on this last one and when the little screen came up it wasn't a cartoon. It was a
home video that someone had shot with a camera. Alex clicked PLAY and there was this guy
standing in the middle of the street. He was like 20 or something. And his friends are driving a
car and right when they're about to hit him he jumps on the hood and rolls around and falls
down to the ground and hits his head. Alex and I laughed and he replayed it. The librarian came
up from behind us and she told Alex, "Shut that off."
Alex stopped the video.
"Close that. Close the window and if you want to keep working you need to go to one of
the computers that doesn't have the Internet." She closed the browser and took the browser.
Then, she walked back to her desk behind the counter.
"Bitch," Alex said under his breath and I laughed. He took his backpack and before he
walked out of the library he said, "Hey, you wanna come to my house and play?"
"Right now?" I said.
Alex nodded
"Yeah," I said and I ran to grab my backpack. "I gotta call my mom, though."
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"Hey, where you going?" Scotty said.
"I'm going with Alex," I told him and Alex started walking away without me.
Scotty closed his browser window. He said, "I'm coming with you guys." And he went
and got his bag.
"No, we're gonna be long," I said. "And you gotta be home in like 20 minutes." He made
this weird face, like he was disappointed, and sat back down in front of the computer. Even
though Scotty didn't care about playing or anything, I didn't want him to know that I had
learned game tricks from Alex and then tell everyone else.
"W e'll play tomorrow," I said. I wasn't mad at him or anything like that, but he
should've known that this was no big deal. It was like when my mom would tell me to turn off
the TV and she'd say, "it's just a show." I took my bag and ran out to look for Alex.
When I caught up he said, "Is he coming or what?"
"Nah," I said. I was panting from running.
Alex was like, "It's cool if he wants to come. I don't care."
"He can't really play, though," I said.
Alex lived about five blocks away from school. I thought I'd call my mom from his
house. On the way, Alex was telling me about all the games he had. He told me that because his
dad was always going out of town for business he always brought back games with him, even
the ones that are really hard to find. Like this one time when he went to a conference or
something like that in Las Vegas he bought him Spector 02.
"You know, you can only get that one in Japan," I said.
"I know but these guys had promo copies and my dad got me one. And, dude, the funny
thing is, he has no idea that Spector is like the hardest game to find here. So the next day he
shows up with it and I'm all screaming and shit and he doesn't know what's going on."
His house was a one-story house with a driveway. It had a front yard that had lots of
weeds and it looked like they didn't really take care of it. There was no car outside so I thought
that no one was home. Once we got inside, he dropped his backpack by the hallway and ran to
the living room. "Come on," he said.
I sat down on the floor next to him and from where I was sitting I was able to see the
kitchen and the dining room. There were lots of plates and cups everywhere, like they hadn't
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done the dishes in a long time. And there were candy wrappers and plastics bags on the floor. It
wasn't dirty or anything like that, but it was really messy.
He turned on the PlayStation. "I know what you wanna play," he said and he took the
Ultimate Race CD out of a binder. He popped it into the player and selected the two-player
option, and we played for about half an hour until Alex beat me.
"How do you get your car to flip like that without crashing?" I asked him.
He laughed. "You want me to tell you?" And then he took the disc out of the PlayStation.
"Come on," I told him. He was putting the CD back into its pocket in the binder when I
saw Specter 02. "Oh, we gotta play that one!" I said, almost shaking. "I've never played it."
"Dude, it's kind of boring now. You've never played it?"
"It's not like I can buy it," I said.
He put the game on but selected only the one-player option. "You play it then. For a little
bit. Then we'll play something else." He got up and got himself a bowl of cereal from the kitchen.
He brought it to the living room to eat it. After he started he handed me an extra spoon. "You can
have some," he said and he spilled a little bit of milk on his shirt. "Oh shit," he said. "I'm gonna
go change."
Out of the comer of my eye I saw him walk off into the hallway. When he was gone I
took two spoonfuls of cereal and then I went back to the game. I couldn't yet figure out what
exactly I was supposed to be doing or how to play the game. The coolest thing, though, was that I
was playing Specter.
When Alex came back, he wasn't wearing his t-shirt. He had a scar that looked like he
had scratched himself with a branch across the chest or something. It was a big red line, fresh like
it'd happened the day before. And he had no fat. He was holding the clean t-shirt and he had a
magazine in his other hand.
"Check it out. My dad's got a porn magazine," he said and he threw it on the floor next
to me. It was a Playboy. I paused the game to leaf through the magazine and I pulled out the
pages that come in the centerfold so I could look at the whole picture.
"He's got a whole bunch of them in his room," he said and he took the magazine from
me to look at it himself.
"And he lets you look at them?"
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"He doesn't know I look at them. I always put them back where he has them." He was
going through the pages and looking at the pictures. "Dude, they're so beautiful and they have
these huge boobs. Like, I wanna be a baby again." And he made this gesture like he was sucking
on a breast.
I laughed. "When are your mom and dad getting home?"
"It's just me and my dad," he said while he put the t-shirt on.
"Where's your mom?"
"Arizona." He was now looking at the TV and paying attention to my game. "Dude, you
wanna get all of the green ones first," he said and he pointed to the screen.
"Are they worth more points?"
"No, but if you get every single one of the green ones you go automatically to the next
level."
I said, "All right," and I tried to collect all of the green coins. I died halfway through
when my robot was hit on the head with a fireball.
"You suck," he said.
"Cause I haven't played before." I hit reset and then selected another game.
"I know. I'm just giving you a hard time." He went into the kitchen and brought two
cans of soda with him. "Let me play the next one." He set one of the cans next to me. I opened it
and drank half of it in one big gulp.
"So when your dad goes out of town, do you go with him or where do you stay?" I asked
him as I was starting the new game.
"With his girlfriend. She's pretty cool. And she lets me do whatever I want."
"Does she have a big place?"
"I don't know. She comes over and stays here."
We played for about another hour. Then all of a sudden after we finished a game he took
the disc out and turned off the PlayStation and the TV. We went into the kitchen and he looked
inside the fridge and said, "I wish we had something to eat. Are you hungry?"
"Kind of," I said, even though I was really hungry.
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He slammed the fridge door and took three Butterfinger bars out of one of the cabinet
drawers. He picked up his backpack off the floor by the door, in the hallway, and at the kitchen
table he took out a sheet of construction paper, markers, and scissors.
"What's that for?" I said.
"We need to make money," he told me. He cut out a small square of construction paper
and wrote the name JOEY on it with a red marker. "W e're gonna sell candy," he said and then he
ran off down the hallway into his room. When he came back he was holding this red baseball cap.
"I'm not selling no candy," I told him.
"Yeah, you are," he said and he put the cap on me. "Here." He pasted the JOEY nametag
to my t-shirt with a piece of tape. He handed me the candy bars. "Let's go. Oh, take your
backpack so it looks like you just got out of school." He ran back inside and grabbed my
backpack from the couch and gave it to me.
I stood there and didn't move. I didn't wanna do it. "It's stupid," I said.
He said, "Look, all you have to do is go to that house next door and you're gonna sell the
guy there the candy and he's gonna buy it from you. You just ask him for five dollars for all
three." He gave me this look like he'd just done a magic trick. "It's really easy."
"W ho's the guy anyway? And what if he doesn't buy it? I'm not gonna go from one
house to the next and-"
He cut me off with, "The fucker will buy it. He's really old and he's in a wheelchair.
Whenever I need money, I go sell him the candy and he always buys it."
"So how come you don't go this time?" I said.
"Cause I went yesterday." He opened the door. I took my backpack with me and
followed him. "Look if he doesn't want it you just come back."
"Why do I have to wear the stupid hat and the name tag?" I said as I was walking and
banging the candy bars against each other like they were drumsticks.
He shook his head like, "What are you talking about?" and said, "Cause I always wear
that shit... dude, just go!"
Outside it was hotter now than when we first came up the street. Or maybe what made it
worse was that I really didn't wanna sell the candy. I walked down the driveway and to the front
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of the pink house next door. When I looked back the door was shut. Alex wasn't standing there
anymore.
I knocked on the door and then I realized that there was a doorbell. And then just after I
rang it, he opened the door. The guy was in a wheelchair but he wasn't that old like Alex said. He
was more like my dad but with gray hair.
"H i," I said, That was all I could think of saying. He was looking right at me, at my
nametag, and at the hat, and at the candy bars, and at my feet, and then back up at me. "We're
selling candy for this project," I said. I waited for him to say something but he kept looking at me.
"It's for homeless children and we're raising money." I held the candy bars in front of me.
He asked me, "And your name is Joey?" He took the Butterfinger bars, all three of them.
He had this voice that was kind of raspy, like when someone smokes too much and they get old.
"They're five dollars for all three," I said.
"Come on in," he said and he moved away from the door to let me in. "Close the door." I
did and I could see inside that there was a lot of stuff everywhere, like newspapers and
magazines all over the place, in piles on the floor. There were clothes on the couches and on the
table. As a matter of fact, you couldn't even see the table top because of all the stuff that was on
it. It was kind of dark in there with the door closed.
He pointed to a little jar full of change and dollar bills that sat on one of the shelves.
"Hand me that, will you?" he told me.
I reached for it and gave it to him. He gave me five single dollar bills. "That's a nice hat,"
he said. After he said that I heard a noise coming from inside the house, from one of the other
rooms.
"Yeah, thanks for buying the candy." As I was walking to the door he said, "What's this
for again?"
"A school project." I put the money in my pocket and then I saw Alex come into the
living room from somewhere inside the house. I took a deep breath and reached for the
doorknob.
"It's all right Ricky," he said. He walked over to where I was and he stood next to me and
put his arm around me. He took my backpack off of me and set it on the floor by the table. I kind
of moved to the side a little bit but I didn't push Alex away. He took the cap and put it on himself
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and tore the nametag off of me. "I brought him for you. You like him?" he told the guy. "You
think he can be in the club?"
When he said that, I almost started shaking. I felt this knot in my throat like I was gonna
vomit or something. It's like all of a sudden I got this weird feeling for no reason.
Alex threw the cap on the guy's lap and took off his shirt. I walked to the door and
turned the knob again but it was locked. I was trying to unlock it but my fingers kept slipping
from the shaking. Alex came over and pulled me to where he was and said, "It's all right. You
just gotta help me out this one time. Dude, I'll teach you all the tricks and secrets for Ultimate,
but you gotta help me out here. I promise, it's gonna be over really fast."
I shook my head and I could hear it in my voice that I was gonna start crying. "I gotta call
my mom _and she's gorma_be_mad cause she doesn't know where I am." It's kind of funny that it
wasn't until then that I remembered that I hadn't called my mom. I thought of her worrying that
she didn't know where I was.
"Look, go sit there on the couch. You don't have to do anything," he told me and he
walked me over. I pushed some of the clothes to the side to sit down. When I was sitting I looked
up and saw that the guy in the wheelchair had unbuckled his belt and was touching himself.
Alex walked to where he was and the guy started to kiss Alex's chest and belly button and also
his scar. He looked over his shoulder at me once and from his look I could tell that he was up to
something but I didn't know what it was. When he turned to the guy I got up and walked to the
door to try to unlock it again. Still, I couldn't get the button on the knob to pop. I was turning the
knob and it was like my face felt really heavy. Snot came out of my nose and I started to cry but
without making any noise. So I wiped my face with my arm and I kept trying to get the door to
open. I kept turning around to look at Alex. He turned to the couch and when he saw I wasn't
there, he turned to the door and he gave me this weird look again.
He moved away from the guy and out of a small cabinet by the window he took out a
video camera. He mounted it on a tripod. It was one of those old ones that use the big VHS
tapes. He checked the inside but it had no tape in there. "You got a clean tape?" he asked the guy.
The guy looked around. "Use one of the old ones," he told him.
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Alex tore off the label from one of the other tapes. There were like 10 or something in the
same cabinet where the camera was. He put the tape into the camera and then the little red light
in front started to flash. To focus the camera on the guy he moved the tripod down a little bit.
I looked around the room to see if there was a phone anywhere. If there was one I
couldn't see where it was. Alex took off his belt and walked around the guy to stand behind him.
Just then he wrapped the belt around the guy's neck and pulled it. The guy started gagging and
pulling on the belt and trying to hit Alex over his head.
"Ricky, help me," he yelled at me. I walked over. I wasn't sure what Alex wanted me to
do. I just stood there and the guy managed to get a hold of Alex's wrist and was squeezing it real
hard. The guy's face was turning red and he was trying to scream or say something but he
wouldn't.

_

_

_ . __ __ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

_______ __

"Dude, help me," Alex said and I could see that he was about to cry cause his face and
eyes got all red.
"What do I do?" I screamed. "What do you want me to do?" The guy was fighting back
and he was about to get away.
"Push the wheelchair so he'll fall," he said. "Hurry." And then he pulled the belt harder
by pressing his foot against the back of the wheelchair to pull himself back.
I tried to come around but the guy then tried to grab me. "I can't get too close, Alex. How
do you want me to push him off the wheelchair? He's gonna get me." Just right then the guy
reached back and grabbed Alex by the hair with one hand and pulled hard. I pulled one of the
guy's legs as hard as I could. I pulled and pulled to the side even though he kicked me in the face
a couple of times until he tumbled and fell off the wheelchair.
The thing was, one of his legs fell on top of me and he was heavy and I couldn't get him
off me right away. "You son of a bitch," he screamed and grabbed me by the hair and slammed
my head to the ground two times. I tried to take hold of his arm but I couldn't
Alex got up and jumped over the guy. He took the camera, tripod and everything, and
beat the guy in the head with it over and over. It was like a gigantic hammer. The guy was
moaning and crying but pretty soon I couldn't hear him make any noise. Alex kept hitting him
even though he wasn't moving or saying anything anymore. When I managed to get the leg off of

60

me, I saw that my nose was bleeding and my shirt was covered both in my own blood and blood
from the guy.
Panting and sweating, Alex stopped. He put the camera down and kneeled down across
from me. I sat up next to the guy and saw that his face was all covered in blood. A lot of it was
coming out of his eyes and nose and his mouth. His mouth was open and his upper lip was kind
of moving a little bit, like he wanted to say something. I couldn't help myself. With this horrible
feeling in my stomach, I threw up right on his face and in his mouth. Alex reached over to the
couch and grabbed a shirt and handed it to me. I wiped my face and got up. I didn't want to say
anything and I was shaking really bad almost like I had a cold.
Alex grabbed the camera again and took it apart from the tripod. He held it over his
head, kneeled down next to the guy,_and smashed it into his face while he was screaming "Fuckyou-fuck-you." He would smash the camera into him with every word, like twenty times until he
got tired. I looked only at Alex but not at the guy.
"Alex, let's go," I said. I didn't want to look at guy's face. Instead, I looked around the
room and I picked up Alex's belt, the cap I was wearing, and the nametag. Alex took the camera
and I thought that he was going to start beating up the guy again but instead what he did was
break the door where the tape goes in and pull the tape out. He got up, picked up his t-shirt, and
looked around the room.
He pointed to the Butterfinger bars and told me to take them. "We gotta get rid of all the
evidence," he said. "No one saw you come in, right?"
I shook my head and said, "I don't think so."
He put on his shirt and I handed him his belt. He handed me the tape. "Put this in your
backpack, and all that stuff too," he said and he pointed to the things I was holding. "And this."
He handed me the jar full of money from the bookshelf. He took one last look around and I
followed him down a hallway. It was even darker inside the rest of the house. All the doors and
windows were closed and I couldn't see anything else in there. We got out through the back door
into the backyard.
"We gotta jump over that wall," he told me and we ran to it, I handed him my backpack
and he threw it over to the other side. He climbed first and when he was on top he pulled me up
with his arms. As I was climbing I scratched my chest against the wall. I turned around and
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looked behind me and saw that we'd left the backdoor open, but I didn't tell Alex. We both
jumped down into the other side and ran across the backyard into Alex's tool shed. There was no
lock or anything so we both went inside. The first thing I did was lift my t-shirt to see the
scratching. I was bleeding.
"I'll get you something, don't worry," Alex said. He looked at me like there was
something wrong with me. "Dude, you got blood all over your face."
"Yeah, my nose was bleeding."
"When he hit you?"
I nodded and sat down on the floor and covered my face. I felt that weird knot on my
throat again.
"It's all right," he told me and put his hand on my shoulder. "Look, I'm gonna go get you
something. Just wait for me here, okay?"
I said yes and when he left I wondered why he wasn't taking me with him. It was like he
didn't want me in the house or something. There was this crack on the door like the size of my
hand and that's how I could see what went on in the house even though I had the doors closed. I
saw him go in through the back door and turn on one of the lights. Through the big window that
faced the backyard I could see him walking around from the living room to his room and then to
the kitchen. After that, he came back outside. Once he started Panning and getting closer I could
tell he had a whole bunch of stuff with him.
He gave me one of those moist towel wipes to clean my face with and also a t-shirt of his.
"Change into this one," he said. It was a black t-shirt with a white star on the front and
the word ZERO spelled across the back in white letters. "Give me yours and I'll put it with my
laundry and then I'll take it to school to give it back to you after we do laundry."
I took my shirt off in front of him and saw my scratch again. Alex put a band-aid on it
but it didn't cover the whole thing. It kind of hurt, but not too much anymore.
And then he was like, "Here, I got you this," and he gave me a sandwich that I think he
had made, and two granola bars and a soda. I'd forgot how hungry I was and that the whole
point of me selling the candy was that we'd get money to buy food. While I was eating the
sandwich he handed me this magazine-type book that I'd seen at the bookstore in the mall. It had
all these codes and tricks to cheat on many PlayStation games.
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"Where did you get this?" I said, and he answered, "my dad got it for me last year, for
my birthday, but I want you to have it."
I asked him, "why?"
"You know, a gift." He opened my backpack and put the book in there. "Dude, just take
it. I already know all those tricks."
"Are you sure?" I said, and then he zipped up by backpack.
He got really serious all of a sudden and was looking around everywhere. When I
finished the sandwich he said, "Ricky, you can't tell anyone."
I didn't know what to say so I just shook my head and looked away, like it was no big
deal.
"I'm serious," he said and looked me in the eye.
"I know," I told him. "I'm not going to."
And then he made this face, like when you eat a lemon, and he sat down on the ground
and started to cry. It wasn't like he didn't want me to see him or anything cause he wasn't
covering his face. When we saw the headlights from the car pulling into the driveway, he got up
real fast and said, "Oh shit, my dad's here," and he wiped his face with his forearm. "I'll tell you
what. Stay here and when my dad goes to sleep I'll come get you."
"But that's gonna take too long," I said.
"Just stay here. I'm gonna come back." And he ran into the house.
I could see his dad come in. He was this big guy, like six feet tall, and he was kind of fat.
He looked like the football coach at Cole Middle but fatter. He sat down on the couch and put his
feet on the center table and turned on the TV.
For about 20 minutes he sat there watching a basketball game. He got up, turned off the
TV, and went into some other part of the house where I couldn't see. Right away, Alex looked
through the window at me and waved this gesture that I couldn't tell what it meant. He waited a
little bit and then ran outside to where I was.
"He's in the shower," he said. He was panting. "Here," he said, and he gave me his color
Game Boy. "Play till I come back and get you. That way you won't get bored cause I don't know
how long it's gonna be."
"What time does your dad go to sleep?" I asked him.
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"I don't know, like eleven or something," he said.
It was like I had no choice. I didn't want to stay there till eleven or something like that.
"Stay here and wait," he told me with this serious look on his face again.
I turned on the Game Boy and sat down on the floor. "W hy?"
"Well, what are you gonna do?" he said.
"I'll go home." I selected my game, Castle Quest, and started playing. I remembered,
again, that I hadn't called my mom. I knew that I was gonna be in trouble and that the sooner I
got home the better off I'd be. I checked my watch: 6:22 PM - I'd never stayed out this late
without permission. Plus, now that his dad was in the house I was getting kind of nervous. The
only thing I wanted to do was to go home and to be in my room and do homework, something
that any other day I'd be begging not to do.
"You can't just go home," he told me in a way that was more like a command than
anything else.
"Yes, I can. Why not?" I said. I paused the game to look at him.
"Shit," he said when the light in the shower went off. "Cause I have to tell you something
about what happened in there." He signaled to the guy's house with his eyes but without
actually looking at the house. "Just stay here," he said and he ran back to the house.
I closed the shed's doors and lay down on the floor. I used my backpack as a pillow so I
could keep playing GameBoy. It was dark in there and it smelled like gasoline, but not too bad
that I couldn't stand it.
Alex sat on the couch and turned the TV on. His dad came and sat on the other couch
and the two of them watched a show. Every once in a while Alex would glance at the shed. I
could see him turn around, I don't know if to make sure that I was still in there. After a bit I
stopped looking at them. I got really nervous because from the shed I could see part of the back
of the pink house next door. It was really dark there. For a while I thought that one of the lights
was going to go on. Maybe someone was going to come home and find him there. Or maybe he
wasn't dead and he wanted to call the police. Every little noise I head, I thought it was coming
from the guy's house. When I heard the sound of a police car some streets away, I thought it was
going to get closer and that they were coming. But it disappeared pretty quickly.
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What happened next was really weird because it's something that never really happens
to me. I fell asleep while I was playing the game and I had this weird dream that the guy in the
house next door to Alex was cutting me and my brother Tom in half with a knife. He had really
long legs and he had us strapped to a huge table. He did my brother first and then me, and when
I woke up I think I must've screamed and I had this really weird pain on the side of my stomach
like the dream had been real.
It was 7:51 when I woke up and it was much darker now. I had to push the green light
button on my watch to see the time. I looked through the crack and there was Alex's dad sitting
on the couch watching TV, but I couldn't see Alex. I had this weird feeling in my arm like it was
tickling me or something. So I opened the door real fast and with the light from outside I saw that
there were four spiders crawling up my arm. They were black and they had these big legs and
really tiny bodies. I reached inside the shed to pull out my backpack and there were a bunch of
spiders crawling on it too. I brushed them off and I left Alex's Game Boy there on the floor before
I took off. Alex's dad never looked outside. The whole time I kept thinking that if he turned
around and saw me and came outside I'd tell him that I wanted to give Alex his Game Boy back
and that I had just left it in the shed. I jumped over this little fence on the side of the house and I
walked out the driveway like nothing had happened.
I went back the exact same way Alex and I had come up. I even walked on the same side
of the street like I wanted to step over our footsteps from earlier. I made it to a gas station that
was two blocks away from school and I went inside. There weren't that many people in there. I
bought a slurpee and the guy behind the counter looked at me like I was crazy.
"It's gonna be $3.49," he said and he wouldn't take his eye off of me. It was like he knew
I was up to something. I took the five crumpled dollar bills out of my pocket and gave him three.
"$3.49," he said again. When I realized I'd only put three on the counter I gave him
another dollar bill. He gave me 51 cents back. I got out of there really fast.
From the gas station I kept walking down the street so I'd get to my house without
having to go near school. I had about ten more blocks to go from there. I kind of felt like someone
was following me or watching me. I kept looking back to make sure no one was. Some older kid
screamed something out of a car that drove by, but it wasn't at me. It kind of freaked me out
anyway.
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Sometimes I got confused and I wasn't really sure if I going the right way. The problem
was, I didn't recognize everything too well at night. I'd never been out this late by myself. The
first thing I thought about was Scotty. He was usually the one I'd walk home with since he lived
only a block away from my house. And now it felt weird not to have him to talk to. And even
though he was a wuss, I wished he had been there so I wouldn't have been so scared.
When I got to the first traffic light and I had to cross the street, I played this game in my
head while I waited for the white WALK sign to come on. I imagined that I started to walk
backwards. I get to the gas station but instead of going inside I keep going all the way back to
Alex's house. His dad isn't home so Alex and I play Ultimate and order pizza. It's like the day is
going backwards and instead of getting late it's getting early. It's also getting brighter outside.
Then Alex gets hungry again and he's like, "you gotta go next door and sell some candy so we
can get money."
I tell him, "I really don't wanna sell any candy."
And he makes me a nametag and puts the name JOEY on it. He gives me three
Butterfingers and we both walk to the pink house next door. We knock and knock but no one
opens the door. So we give up. We go back to his house to keep playing with the PlayStation and
after a while we get tired and we walk to school. In the library I'm sitting next to Scotty at the
computers and when Alex tells me, "Hey Ricky, come check this out," I don't go. Instead of that,
Scotty gets up and he says, "Hurry up, cause I gotta go home," and he looks at his watch. I close
my browser and at that point everything goes back to normal and we're back to moving forward
and not backwards. Scotty and I walk out of the library and we leave Alex behind.
I started to cross the street and this guy almost ran me over. He screamed, "Get outta the
fucking way, you fat retard," and he flipped me off. I froze right there in the middle of the street
and then I ran across the street when the DON'T WALK sign started to flash.
When I got to the corner that leads to my house, I could see that there were a lot of
people out on the front yard. I saw a police car parked in the front and I got really scared. My
uncle Jerry saw me and he yelled, "There he is," and he pointed at me. My mom was the first one
to start running and when she got to where I was she hugged me and started crying. It was really
weird. I was shaking and I felt that weird knot on my throat again and that feeling like I wanted
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to vomit. After a little while, my mom asked me, "Are you all right?" and she looked at my face
and at my arms like she was a doctor. I said, "Yeah."
"Where were you?" she asked me.
I said, "I went to a friend's house."
She was still crying. "Why didn't you call, to let me know?"
I looked at her and I told her the truth, "I wanted to, but I kept forgetting."
She nodded and wiped her face and then gave me a kiss on the cheek. "Let's go," she
said and we started walking to the house. She was walking next to me, with her hand on my
shoulder. I knew there were a lot of people there but I didn't look straight at anyone. I looked
down at the ground instead. I knew my uncle Jerry was there and that meant that my cousins
Brad and Phillip were there too. It was weird cause they never come to visit us. "H e's all right,"
my mom told my dad when ran to where I was.
"What happened, Ricky?" he said. I couldn't tell if he was mad or not. He just sounded
serious.
My mom said, "He's all right. I'm gonna take him to his room."
"Wait, wait," he stopped her. "What happened?" he said to me.
"I was at a friend's house," I said.
"You were at your friend's house all this time?"
1 nodded and looked around us. Even though all those people were there, standing
around, none of them were really saying anything. It was all very quiet.
"And why didn't you call?" He sounded like he was getting upset.
My mom cut him off. "We can talk to him tomorrow."
"No, no, no," he said and he stood between my mom and I. "Why didn't you call?"
"I forgot," I told him. I felt the knot in my throat again. I thought that maybe they already
knew what had happened. Maybe we hadn't killed the guy and he called the police and they
were going to put me in jail for the rest of my life. Instead it was my mom who started crying. My
dad hugged her and he said to me, "What's the name of this friend you were with?"
"Joey," I said. That was the first thing that popped into my head.
"And you know him how?"
"School," I said.
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He looked at my mom in the face and kissed her forehead. "You have him for any
classes?"
I didn't answer right away. "No. I just know him."
"What time did you go to his house?" He didn't sound angry anymore.
"I don't know. Like four."
"And then?"
"We went to his house and played on the PlayStation and that was it." I put my hands in
my pockets.
"And that's all you did all afternoon?"
I nodded.
"Until now?"
"Yes," I told him.
He let go of my mom and stood there in front of me. He crossed his arms and I could see
his chest rising like he was breathing heavily. He was looking down at the ground. It was like he
didn't know what to say. He finally asked me, "And how did you get here? You walked?"
"Yeah."
He took out his cell phone from his back pocket. "What's Joey's number? I want to talk to
his parents."
"I don't know," I said right away.
"Then we're going to his house. Get in the car." He took his keys out of his pocket and
walked to the driveway. Some of the people who were around us started to whisper to each
other.
"Let's just do this tomorrow," my mom told my dad.
"No, sweetheart. Ricky, get in the car," my dad said.
I walked over, opened the passenger's door, and got in.
My dad drove down the busy street I had just come from. I wasn't that nervous.
"Tell me where to turn," was all he said.
I told him to make a right on the street that lead to Alex's house. He did. After a couple
blocks I told him to stop.
"Where is it?" he said without turning off the car.

68

"Over there." I pointed to a big apartment complex across the street that me and Alex
walked by earlier on the way to his house.
"Those apartments there?" he said.
"Yeah, the yellow ones."
He drove over to the main entrance. There were like ten apartment buildings. "Which
way do I go?" he said.
"I think it's that way. I don't know," I said, pointing to one of the buildings.
"What do you mean you don't know?" He was getting annoyed.
I shook my head. "I don't remember which one it was. They all look the same and I had
never been there before."
"Was it one of the apartments upstairs or downstairs?"
"Downstairs," I said.
He looked around the place for a couple minutes and then he turned the car around.
"W e're coming back tomorrow when there's light," he said. And we drove away.
Back at our house, everyone had gone inside. Some of the cars were even gone already.
My pulled into the driveway and before he parked it he said, "Are you all right?"
"Yeah," I said with my hand on the door handle.
"Are you sure?"
I nodded.
"I don't want you to do this again," he said. "Okay?"
"Okay," I said and I opened the door.
I got out and went inside the house but he stayed in the car for a few minutes. When I
walked inside, my brother Tom ran out of his room and stood right in front of me.
"Oh, look what we got here," he said and he laughed. "Little fat boy lost."
"Get back into your room," my mom told him in that tone of voice that meant she wasn't
joking.
My aunts and uncles were sitting in the living room, but my mom led me directly to my
room. She turned the light on and she sat on the bed. I put my backpack on the floor next to my
desk and then I took my shoes off.
"Do you wanna take a shower?" she asked me.
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I shook my head. Behind the closet door, I took my pants off and changed into a pair of
shorts. I was about to change my shirt but then I remembered the scratch. And then I
remembered that the shirt I had on was Alex's so I took it off and then threw it back in the closet.
I put another one on really quickly.
"Do you think my dad's gonna be mad at me?" That was the first thing I asked my mom.
I was standing across from her leaning against the desk.
She said, "No, we were just very worried," and she pressed her lips together.
"But he's not mad at me?" I said.
"No," she said.
"Was he mad at me earlier when I didn't come home right away?"
She thought about it for a little bit. She said, "Yeah, bu t..." and she shook her head, "not
anymore." And then she started to cry again. She covered her face and she said, "We thought
something bad had happened to you."
"Nothing happened," I said.
She got up from the bed and pulled the sheets back for me. I got under the covers as my
mom turned the night-light on and the light in the room off. She sat on the chair by the desk
facing me. She was looking at me the whole time. I closed my eyes and then turned to my side
but I didn't feel comfortable. So I turned to face the wall, with my back to her, and I stared at the
wall for a long time and the whole time I could hear her breathe. And she sat there forever and I
couldn't go to sleep. Whenever I closed my eyes I saw myself lying down on the floor of Alex's
tool shed with the spiders crawling on top of me all at the same time. I could still feel that tingly
sensation on my arms and every once in a while I would scratch them.
I wondered what Alex was doing right at that same time. Maybe he couldn't sleep either.
And I thought about the guy in the pink house even though I didn't want to. It wasn't like I killed
him or anything. I was just there. But I was afraid that when someone found out they were gonna
put me in jail. The worst thing was that I knew that someone was going to find him sooner or
later. I don't know when it was but after a long time and with my mom still in the room I went to
sleep. And I didn't dream anything that night.
When I woke up I knew I was in my room, but it felt like I wasn't. It was like I woke up
somewhere else. I looked at the clock by my bed and it was 10:22.1 guess that meant I wasn't
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going to school. I got out of bed and went to the bathroom to pee. It was like there was no one in
the house. Everything was really quiet. From my room and got a clean set of clothes and then I
showered. My mom was in my room making my bed when I got out of the bathroom.
"How did you sleep, sweetheart?" she asked me.
"All right, I guess." I threw my dirty clothes in my laundry basket.
While I was putting on my socks and tennis shoes my mom said, "I served you some
cereal so you can have breakfast. It's on the table."
"Cool," I said and went to the kitchen. My mom had the TV on in the living room with
some cooking show playing. I took the milk out of the fridge and right when I was about to pour
some into my plate my mom screamed like she'd been hurt. She startled me and I spilled some of
the milk on my shirt and on the table.
"What happened? Are you alright?" I said. I walked back to my room to see what was
happening. "You scared me."
"A spider," she said. And I froze. I swear I almost threw up. I was standing at the door
and I saw her open my backpack while she was sitting on the bed.
She said, "It bit me," and she scratched her arm. The spider was dead on the floor. "It
came out of your backpack," she told me.
For one second 1 thought about running over and grabbing the backpack from her, and I
almost saw myself do it. But then she unzipped the bag and another spider came out. My mom
brushed it off of her and when it fell to the floor she stepped on it. She took my t-shirt with blood
on it out of the backpack. And then the jar with change. And Alex's red cap. And the videotape.
She asked me, "What's all this?"
I didn't answer right away. I said, "It's my friend's stuff."
She went through the bag again and then she got up. She walked past me to the living
room with the tape in her hand.
My legs and my arms were shaking. I got that weird knot in my throat again. I don't
know how but I managed to make it to the kitchen. I saw my mom pop the tape into the VCR and
push the PLAY button. It was all static. She pushed REWIND while it was playing and after a bit
it showed the guy's face mashed up on the ground from when Alex was hitting him with the
camera.
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"Oh my God," my mom said and stood up.
I knew that pretty soon she was gonna see me and Alex in there. I was careful not to
make any noise. I walked out of the house through the backdoor. I walked across the driveway
and crossed the street. It was hotter than the day before. I didn't know where I was going. I
thought about going to school first. And then about going to Alex's and hiding in the shed. But I
was afraid to go back there. And I was afraid to stay at my house, too. I had no idea what I was
doing or where I was going. I turned at the comer and I ran away as fast as I could.
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Travelogue
In his first letter, from Belgium, I read about how the minute he stepped off the bus he
could feel the rain coming. And in the picture he enclosed that's exactly how I thought of the air,
heavy with rain.
He regretted two things: not visiting the Netherlands, only minutes away, and not
sampling any of the various kinds of chocolate so characteristic of Brugge. Instead, he said that
his one and only meal there was mussels, and he used the German word for it, Miisseln. Maria, a
woman from Spain whom he met en route, told him not to leave Brugge without at least trying
them. And try them he did although he could not bear to look at them but instead focused on a
Magritte painting on the wall directly in front of him. At the very bottom of the painting, barely
visible, he said, was the sea, the North Sea, splashing waves along the shore. Above with a skyful
of clouds as a background, floated a colossal egg-shaped rock with a castle formation protruding
from the top. He said he wondered where the castle had been plucked from as it did not seem
that the egg rock had just emerged from the sea, but rather looked as if it was about to plunge
right in. From the letter I recognized the painting: " The Castle of the Pyrenees/'
He said he had a vision, a revelation that explained the origin of his "disgusting" meal, as
he called it: the gigantic Magritte rock drops into the ocean and a tidal wave charges through
rainy Brugge, its narrow streets transformed into inland waterways; its canals overflowing and
sending barges into shopping windows; desperate people struggling to resurface and trying to
hold on to traffic signs and balcony railings to keep the torrent, replete with pieces of chocolate
and lace, from swallowing them. In a matter of minutes, Brugge, and a quarter of Belgium, is
half-covered in cold water. Antwerp, Brussels, and Lille are now coastal towns. All that remains
of Ghent, Wetteren, Brugge, and Roeselare are sparse triangular rooftops, peeking above the
water. In the distance, the castle emerges from the ocean. Inside, where everything is soaking in
seawater, he sits at tables with a plate of mussels in front of him. Their shells crack open in
unison to reveal steaming, ugly, fetus-like dead creatures. A waiter comes by and covers the
mussels in white sauce. With his fork he detaches a mussel from its shell, pretends it's chicken,
and eats it. He concentrates on a washed-out watercolor painting on the wall directly in front of
him: it contains nothing but a clear sky. He finishes his meal.
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He then wrote about his walk following the peculiar meal and how the sidewalks there
were very narrow, the narrowest he'd ever seen, especially around the basilica that houses a spec
of the blood of Christ. He didn't tell me the name, perhaps assuming that I knew which one he
was talking about and that he was merely confirming its existence for me.
In the letter he said that what he found most interesting was a small one-room store that
sold nothing but dolls of all sizes dressed as witches. Some were as small as one of his fingernails
and others as tall as a person, and they filled the shelves against the mirror-covered walls. When
he looked up, the ceiling, also covered with mirrors, made the small place appear like a
monstrous kaleidoscope of colorful witches.

We became friends during college, when he spent a semester as an exchange student in
the States. He was the kind of person who was fascinated by everything foreign. He had pen pals
all over the world who would send him postage stamps, coins, old electric bills, newspapers and
magazines, food labels, price tags, and anything that a person would take for granted in his or
her own country. And all of these items he would compile in a huge scrapbook that he called
"The Book of The World."
After he returned home to London, from the States I would send him things that I found
on the street, things that I myself found interesting: a shopping list once left behind in my
shopping basket at the supermarket; a misdelivered postcard for someone named Tyler, whose
parents were visiting the Grand Canyon and wanted to tell him that they loved him and missed
him; supermarket and video rental receipts; and even a check I once found at the bus stop for
$14.95 that one Aaron Rodriguez intended to use to pay for his renewal subscription to Outdoors
magazine.
What we had in common was that neither of us had traveled much. He considered his
semester abroad in Los Angeles his first time out of Britain. He had been to Paris with his parents
when he was younger, but it had happened so long ago that he could barely remember a thing. In
my case, I had only been to California and Arizona, where I am originally from. I moved to Los
Angeles for college and never left the area, although I occasionally took a trip to Phoenix to visit
family. When he called me from London to let me know he'd finally be traveling across Europe, I
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was more excited than he was. I wanted to know everything about it and made him promise that
he would write to me from every place.
I looked forward to reading page after page about Paris. This was Paris after all, the city
of light. I wanted to know what Paris looked like from the Eiffel Tower, if one could see countless
white rooftops, just like they appeared in postcards. I wanted to read about the Louvre and the
Musee d'Orsay. Did crowds of people really gather around the Mona Lisa and was it true that the
painting itself was very small? I had read that for some people seeing the Mona Lisa for the first
time had been anticlimactic given that it was so small and almost impossible to see up close. Was
it like a revelation, like something you've been waiting for all of your life and finally it is there in
front of you? And what about the Venus de Milo? Can one touch it? And how big was Nike
anyway? I wanted to read about the long walks along the Champs-Elysees. I wanted to know if it
was true that at the lie de la Cite many painters gather outside of Notre Dame cathedral and
paint it from every possible angle. And was it true that in Montmartre you can barely walk
because the streets are so packed with tourists and artists?
Instead, all he sent was a picture with its description on the back: he wrote of a small
square on rue de Rivoli where people played chess with pieces the size of a person. He said that
passersby gathered around to watch while eating pastries and snapping photographs, and that
the two men playing wore blue-and-white stripped shirts and black berets. Every day at noon he
came to this same square and watched the two men play. Like the rest of the spectators, he are
pastries and drank coffee from a wax-paper cup over the course of the game.
The picture he enclosed showed the two men, but they were not wearing the outfits he
described. One had a black sweater and the other a navy blue sweatshirt, and both looked as if
they were staring at something on the floor among the gigantic black-and-white pieces. None of
the bystanders appeared to be eating any pastries or drinking anything for that matter, except for
a woman standing next to a black bishop and holding a water bottle.
This was Paris. Days of anticipation and wondering amounted to a photo with a brief
description that took me all but two minutes to read. Here was my Mona Lisa. Yes, it was quite
disappointing but I was glad I had received the picture nonetheless. I imagine that even those
who find themselves disappointed at DaVinci's painting upon finally seeing it are glad they saw
it - at least they can tell their friends about it. It occurred to me that perhaps there were more
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letters coining from Paris, and that this was only the first in a series, a prelude to an adventure.
After a full week of waiting, the next letter arrived and it did not come from Paris.

He wrote about the grocery store in Nuremberg and how people must have their own
shopping bags with them before going into the store. He said they did not provide plastic or
paper bags, but instead offered to sell him a larger canvas bag to carry the ten chocolate bars and
three bags of cookies he bought. He said that the store next door was selling something he'd
never seen anywhere else at the time: a deck of cards with pictures from Hitchcock s Vertigo on
the back. Each card, he said, depicted a different scene. I remembered seeing something similar at
the Northridge Galleria. It must've been at the same time he was in Nuremberg. It was an Altoids
tin can engraved with a black-and-white picture of Kim Novak about to jump off the church
tower as James Stewart tries to hold her. Because he was a fan of everything Hitchcock, and
Vertigo was his favorite film, I bought this for him so I could send it to him once he returned
home to London after his trip.
At the library, where I was working during summer to make ends meet between school
sessions, I consulted a world atlas the day after I received his letter. What happened between
Paris and Nuremberg? I traced two possible routes: he could have gone through Cologne and
seen the northwestern part of Germany, or he could have crossed into the south through
Saarbriicken and visited Stuttgart, or even Luxembourg. Regardless, he had to cross the Rhine. I
would've given anything to know what that was like. Germany had always been a mystery to
me. It started when I took introductory French in college. Our instructor was from Germany,
Mme. Hurst, who'd moved to France in her late teens and for the past twelve years lived in the
United States with her American husband. She was bom in Frankfurt in 1945. She talked about
how the city had been almost completely destroyed. Everything in Frankfurt was relatively new,
she said. I remember a story she told about Nuremberg. She said that somewhere in the city there
are three iron rings that bring good luck to first-time visitors when they find them. The trick is,
she said, you have to find them the first time you go. You cannot ask around. People won t tell
you. When she was a teenager, her family passed through Nuremberg on their way to Passau to
visit an aunt. They looked for the rings but after four hours they gave up.
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In my second semester I decided that French would have to wait because I wanted to go
to Germany and, among many things, look for the rings. I enrolled in introductory German. Our
instructor was a tall blonde named Sandra who came from Hanover and who had no desire to
stay in the United States past her required year of instruction as a student teacher. Her reasoning
was that life in Germany was simpler. She said the United States was too big and that everything
was about making money. She had a nose piercing and boyfriend who. A year after she left she
sent me a copy of Heinrich Boll's memoir Was Soli aus dem ] ungen Blofl Werden? which in its
original German took me a full summer to read, and of which I understood only about half. This
was the only time I ever heard from her. The note she attached read: ich hoffe dafi alles dir gut
geht. schreib' mal (I hope everything is going well with you. write back). I wrote her back a long
letter, thanking her and telling her that I had managed to finish the book with the help of a
dictionary; that I had later on tracked down an English translation of the book. I wrote that the
book had truly changed my life; that my favorite parts had been Boll's recollection of how his
family resisted the Nazi regime by displaying the smallest swastika flag possible and how he
learned more from walking around the city in ruins during the war than by attending school the
way he was supposed to. I told her that thanks to this book I was considering becoming a writer
and had begun to write short stories of my own. I said that I was looking into perhaps spending a
semester in Germany and how great it would be if we could meet again, that perhaps I would
visit her in Hanover. I mailed the letter and did not hear from her again. The next year I went
back to taking French classes. A replacement for Sandra had not yet been hired. Our department
of foreign languages was small and all the instructors had offices and cubicles in the same area, I
asked Mme. Hurst if she knew if Sandra had moved, or where she was living, since I had written
to her some months ago and had received no reply. She told me that the department had been
notified that Sandra had died in a car accident. I asked if she knew the date or the circumstances
but she did not know. I wonder if Sandra read my letter, or if anyone did.

His next letter arrived surprisingly fast, two days later. In it he said that the best goulash
was made in Vienna —that he could have eaten it day and night, even though eating in
restaurants there is exceptionally expensive. He described this place where he'd eaten twice a
day, a cafeteria in the basement of a flower and gift shop where people take their trays into a
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large section where the dishes and drinks are arranged amidst antique furniture and musical
instruments. He said that people paid at a cash register, just like at a supermarket, and then
carried their trays to a very elegant dining area where waiters and waitresses brought trays with
chocolate and wine while a pianist and two violinists play Beethoven from a comer of the room.
He described this place as the most outrageous yet fascinating sight in Vienna, where
sophistication meets McDonald's as people drink from tall wax-paper cups that bear the Coke
and Pepsi logos while they eat their fine meals and listen to classical music.
He wrote about a party he attended late at night at an inn located ten kilometers outside
of the city, where a large group of Brazilian tourists were staying. What was so unusual about
this party was that the ambience was entirely South American. Except for the food, the drinks,
and the weather, he said, one could almost feel as if in Rio. He said that the unofficial language in
the room that night was by default Portuguese. Two older gentlemen, both Austrian, played the
guitar and sang for tips the entire night. He said their repertoire consisted exclusively of "The
Girl from Ipanema," "Tico Tico," "Aquarela Do Brasil," and the song from Black Orpheus repeated
over and over to the delight of the guests, who forgot about their food and decided to drink and
dance instead. The party went on until three in the morning, and he said he felt no need to visit
Brazil after this.
There was one thing that made me jealous; he even included a picture of it: The Vienna
Conservatory of Music. He wrote nothing about it but I recognized the picture immediately: it
showed the vestibule of the conservatory's main hall, where the end of the film La Pianiste takes
place. He must have taken the picture after a performance, for it showed the backs of men
dressed in suits and women wearing elegant dresses. In the far right side was a brown-haired
woman wearing a bright green dress, half turning to the camera - the only person whose face
was showing. Was it someone he knew? I wasn't sure how to feel about his neglect to write at
length about this place after we had spoken about enthusiastically face to face. Instead, I think he
let the picture do all the talking even if I wasn't sure what he was trying to say.

It was Saturday when I checked my mail. The only piece of mail was his letter. He told
me the excitement evaporated out of his body the minute he set foot in the Gothic Cathedral in
Kutna Hora, about an hour drive from Prague. The bones and skulls of more than 40,000 victims
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of the plague decorated the inside of the cathedral. Everywhere he looked, he said, the skeletal
remains of people formed the most elaborate shapes. He described a great chandelier, about forty
times the size of a person, that hung from the ceiling and branched out in crisscrossed chains of
bones and skulls. He said he thought of how the skulls once had life and eyes looking through
their sockets and if they could only see where their remains had ended up they7d never be able to
rest in peace. This church, he wrote, was a celebration of death. Certainly none of the tourists
come here to pray. This is art, he said, that reminds us how insignificant our bodies are.

In the letter he said the drive from Vienna to Venice was the most visually satisfying and
most physically uncomfortable ride in his whole life. He described the Austrian and Italian Alps
as something one needs to see to believe, with small villages of no more than one hundred
inhabitants scattered in the middle of the mountains just as one sees them in calendars and
postcards. In a space of a one-day drive, he said, he witnessed the change from winter to spring
to summer outside his bus window - from white to green to greener. Because the road cuts
through the Alps, the bus drove through more than one hundred tunnels which made it
impossible for him to write or to read. Instead, he was forced to devour the beauty outside.

Venice is a tourist trap was all he said in his next letter and wrote nothing more on the
subject. He stayed in Treviso, twenty minutes from the vaporetti that take people to the Piazza di
San Marco in Venice. The weather, although hot and humid, was beautiful. He spent three days
in Treviso and did not even consider paying a second visit to Venice. He said that it was here that
everything began to feel strangely familiar, perhaps, he said, because he's part Italian. He only
ate one meal per day in Treviso and it was usually lunch since he would wake up late to walk the
streets, where people would wave and greet him with smiles. The place where he had lunch,
Tavolarossa, served a lunch so hearty that he would end up taking part of it to go and finish it at
night. He said that on occasion people would stop and talk to him about nothing of importance
such as the weather and the overwhelming number of tourists who continuously drive through
town to get to Venice but never stay in Treviso.
In the letter he described watching kids in their early teens play soccer for almost an
entire afternoon. He was invited to join them. He did and adults gathered around on the street to
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see this foreigner play. The kids argued about whose team he should join, oblivious to his
ignorance of the rules of the sport. It must have been exciting for them to have the foreigner on
their team even though he hadn't the dimmest clue of what he was doing. Unlike the adults, the
kids spoke much faster than he could understand. He simply nodded and smiled and the kids
smiled back. At the end of the long game, the kids walked him home to Villa Vicini, where he
was staying. They patted him on the back and shook his hand, and as they said goodbye the first
drops of rain began to fall. Tired, he sat on a chaise longue out on the porch, closed his eyes, and
dozed off to a raindrop lullaby, he wrote.
He said he dreamt he was young again, in his early teens, and that he lived in Treviso.
He dreamt the exact same events of that afternoon, but with him as a young man who had lived
there all his life. He dreamt in Italian, he said, the only time ever in his life. That afternoon, after
reading his letter, I watched a soccer game on television for the first time. I fell asleep halfway
through and woke up only to catch the last four minutes of the game; the final score was 1-0.1
couldn't remember what I dreamt, but I know that it didn't involve me playing soccer as I had
hoped it would.

He said in a letter that came almost a week later, that in some buildings in Florence near
Palazzo della Signoria one could see the water level marks from the flood in 1966. It was outside
Palazzo della Signoria, he wrote, that a Chinese girl, who spoke very little Italian and even less
English, approached him about drawing a henna tattoo on him for five Euros. He had a tattoo he
picked out of a small three-ring binder she was carrying drawn on the back of his left hand. He
said she paused three times during the course of the drawing, putting her henna ink away and
holding his hand as if they were boyfriend and girlfriend whenever a policeman approached. The
Arabic boys sitting on the steps of the palazzo would warn with a special whistle. To conduct
business on the streets of Florence people need a special permit, one that the many immigrants
that inundate the streets cannot legally get.
He said that the best ice cream he'd ever had he found at a gelateria in il mercato
between Piazza Doumo and Piazza San Lorenzo. The flavor, he said, was cappuccino with
almonds, served in a single hefty scoop in a large waffle cone. He sat down by the window,
looking at the shoppers outside buy name-brand fashions that would cost ten times as much

80

outside of Italy. An interesting item that shops were selling was an apron with the body of
Michelangelo's David imprinted from neck to knee so as to give the wearer the body of the
famous statue. Colorful soccer jerseys swamped every clothing stand visible from the gelateria.
The jerseys, he noted, did not bear the names of Baggio, Maldini, Baresi, or Vieri, but instead
spelled out BECKHAM in white bold letters atop a big number seven against Manchester
United's bright red background. He told me he visited this place once a day, every day, until the
tattoo faded, four days later.

The next day I got a postcard, also from Florence, the only place he wrote from more than
once, with a picture of the Ponte Vecchio. All he said was that the only thing he was now
carrying with him was a small backpack. He'd gotten rid of all of his clothes and books, and
jettisoned the larger alpine frame pack he'd acquired especially for this trip. He realized that
buying little things here and there only made the pack heavier. Instead, he opted to buy nothing
more and carry only the clothes that he had on. In the small backpack he carried his passport, CD
player, camera, disposable razors, and deodorant. Everything else he didn't need. It made his trip
better, he said, to not have to worry about things he would only end up giving away.
I'd be lying if I said I didn't find this bizarre at first, especially considering that he was
the kind of person who'd have a present for everyone for no reason, who'd never forget a
birthday, who once, out of the blue, picked up an expensive book about Edward Hopper for me
simply because I had mentioned in passing. It came as a shock to me then that now that he was
having the chance of a lifetime, to collect all of these items himself for "The Book of the World"
and be able to know the stories and the meaning behind them, he was giving it all up in the
middle. I figured he must've gotten depressed, or felt terribly lonely, to take such drastic
measures and abandon all of his possessions halfway through the trip. But the more I thought
about it, the more it made sense.

Rome, he wrote, was a waste of his time. I refuse to believe it. Although he stayed there
over a week he only wrote about one incident one afternoon after visiting la Piazza di Spagna,
where a scene from

TheTalented

Air.Ripley was shot. At

black-and-white picture of Gwyneth Paltrow he bought the Italian equivalent of the "How Do
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You Feel Today?" t-shirts. "Come Ti Senti Oggi?" it asked at the very top, followed underneath
by rows of yellow faces illustrating the various moods: © Felice! © Triste! And so forth.
He said in the letter that he took the metro to Valle Aurelia and looked for Via Aurelia,
the street of his hotel. He said the street was nowhere to be found and only after walking two
kilometers and asking at a newspaper stand did he find out that Via Aurelia is not in Valle
Aurelia but in Cornelia. When he tried to get back on the metro he realized he was out of change,
so he walked for another two kilometers until he finally reached his hotel. He said he took a long
shower and wore to sleep the t-shirt he'd bought that same afternoon. "Come Ti Senti oggi?"
"© Frustrato," he answered.

Pisa, he said, has no other attraction except the leaning tower. He described the
multitude of tourists snapping picture after picture of the campanile at Campo dei Miracoli.
Many would stand at a strategic distance so that if they extended their right arms the picture
would show them preventing the structure from falling. He said he ate rabbit at an outdoor place
near the tower and wondered what the rest of the city looked like. The picture he enclosed was
not of the tower itself but of people taking pictures of the tower. It showcased a pair of Japanese
kids, standing in crazy positions, one with his arms extended out to the side (as if holding the
leaning tower behind them) and another one kicking in mid air (as if kicking the leaning tower so
that it would crush the other one). Shoppers and passersby turned their heads to look at the kids'
stunt: some had smiles on their faces, other seemed about to burst out laughing, others appeared
plain puzzled. A third kid in the picture, perhaps the younger of the Japanese kids, looked
directly at me instead of at the scene he was a part of.
Although I received the letter from Pisa in the morning, I had so much work reshelving
books at the library that I did not get a chance to read it until the afternoon while I rode the bus
home. What would normally take 45 minutes turned into a two-hour ride home from the library.
Two boys of about ten years of age ran across the street at a comer. One of them stopped halfway
through when the red hand signal in front of them stopped flashing; the other one kept running
and flew up in the air after a navy blue pick-up truck swept him off the ground. There was a
screeching sound, honking, and then nothing but silence. The boy flipped over once in the air and
fell crashing to the ground, no blood splatter, no nothing; his backpack even remained attached
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to him as he collapsed belly first. The pick-up truck made it past the intersection and from it
emerged a girl, chubby and blonde with pink strands of hair, perhaps in her twenties, in tears,
covering her mouth with both hands and unable to move at seeing the boy lying down on the
ground. The boy's friend ran to him and kneeled down next to him, tapping him on the shoulder
as if to wake him up and talking to him the whole time. Facing down, the boy was not moving.
Everything was still and quiet, except for a loud ringing that lingered after a white Nissan sped
past the scene of the accident and ran a red light.
A man in a suit got out of his brown SUV, where his own children waited and watched
from inside, and ran to the boys. He dialed a number in his cell phone and talked into it. The
other boy started crying; confused, he looked around him and walked back to the sidewalk.
The bus stopped at the comer to let out a passenger. I had first seen the two boys running
along the opposite sidewalk, one slightly taller than the other and both wearing matching school
uniforms - navy blue pants and white short-sleeve shirts. Both seemed intent on beating the
other at getting to wherever they were going.
A police car was the first to arrive and pull up right next to the boy. Two cops got out
and one of them talked into his radio. People stopped their cars, some of them even getting out
and walking to the scene. The arrival of an ambulance lifted the silence. I looked back and could
see the boy's legs getting smaller and smaller against the ground as the bus drove away. None of
the other passengers, all of whom had seen the accident, said a thing for a while. Three blocks
ahead and across the street was the boys' school. Everyone, boys and girls dressed in the same
uniforms, made their way out the front doors, some running into their parents' car, some rushing
to catch the bus, some walking home, all of them unaware of the scene three blocks away. The
two boys at the accident must have been the first to get out.
I thought of that boy's mother. She must have blonde hair, like her son, and she is tall,
and at exactly two in the afternoon she looks at the clock on her living room wall and realizes
that her son must be just getting out of school. She knows that in ten minutes he will be home, so
she sets the table and warms up lunch. She sits down to finish her crossword puzzle and her
peace is interrupted as the baby begins to cry. She goes into the bedroom, picks her up, and
brings her along to the living room, where she crawls around and tosses a stuffed animal. At
twenty past two she peeks outside to see if the boy is coming. Fifteen minutes later she picks up
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the baby, closes the front door behind her, locks it, and walks to school to meet her son along the
way. As she steps off the driveway, she hears the phone ring and runs back inside to pick it up.
I looked around the bus and looked at each one of the passengers. Maybe the young
blonde with the shopping bags in front of me was a single mother, completely unaware that her
two young children, alone at home, had just answered the door to a stranger. Maybe those were
presents for them in those bags. And maybe the young man with the canvas backpack was a
student who had just failed a final exam but did not know it yet. Perhaps the young girl in the
very back, whose headphones shut off the outside world, was on the way back from the doctor s
and had just found out she was pregnant. She could not bear to tell her parents so she was
considering the possibilities. Regardless, she would keep everything a secret. And what about the
woman in her thirties sitting at the very front, whose face lit up and smiled as she read a letter?
Perhaps she had been trying to conceive for the past five years and the letter notified her that her
of the results of her pregnancy. She could not wait to get home to tell her husband. And the
driver? This was just another day for the old driver. The next day he would show up and
everything would be the same: same route, same scheduled stops, same people at the same times.
He would go home that night and wonder what it would be like if he just didn't show up to work
the next day. He would go to sleep knowing that one day he wouldn't wake up (damn that heart
condition!) and that on that day his regular passengers would notice his absence and only then
would they wonder about his life, about what happened to him.

What I received next was a postcard of the Promenade des Anglais in Nice in broad
daylight. The trip had worn him out already, he wrote on the back. He said that it was night
when he arrived, that he was exhausted and didn't feel like writing much, that he was sure I
would understand. But I didn't. I wanted to know whether the French Riviera looked the same in
real life as it did in To Catch a Thief. I wanted to know if it was true that one could visit the Monte
Carlo Casino only for 30 minutes or so despite paying the entrance fee. I wanted to know if
Monaco really stood on a rock and if there was a castle at the very top of it. Instead, he finished
the brief card by telling me was that from his hotel room window at that precise moment he
could see the Promenade des Anglais with its lights that seemed to go on forever, perfectly
outlining the edge of the bayside walk in the darkness. It was as if with the postcard he was
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asking me to picture the same image but without the sun and with the city lights on. I tried but I
couldn't, so the next day when I went to the library I checked out a photography book:
Photographies de la Cote d'Azur. Inside I found exactly the picture I wanted, in full color and
spread over two facing pages: “Promenade des Anglais de Nuit read its caption. At the library
copy center I asked for color enlargements of the two facing pages, as large as possible: eighteen 8
Vi by 11 sheets. At $3 per sheet, I paid about $60 and at home constructed my own version of the
French Riviera: Promenade des Anglais a Los Angeles. I pasted the eighteen sheets, six columns
by three rows, on my window, closed the curtains and waited until night. When it was dark
enough outside, I turned off all the lights inside and opened the curtains - and there was the
Promenade des Anglais. For one second, I almost believed I was there.

From Barcelona he sent me the most beautiful picture I've ever seen. He attached a short
note saying that he had taken it on the afternoon of July 21st somewhere along the way between
Montpellier and the Spanish border, but couldn't remember exactly where. Taken from the inside
of a moving vehicle, the picture displayed vast nothingness of terracotta land with hills and a
grey sky in the far background. As with any picture taken from a speeding automobile the
bottom part, the one that is closer the to vehicle, appears blurry since it's being left behind faster
than it's being perceived. The blurriness disappears gradually, from bottom to top. It reminded
me of a bus ride from Arizona to California one day. I was looking out the window the whole
time and the nearby objects, the ones within reach like traffic signs, darted by so fast that I could
barely see them at all; the very distant ones, the ones that were far and unattainable, like
mountains or a cactus in the far distance, lingered in my sight and memory until the bus got close
to them and they flitted by, or until they become so exceedingly distant that I shifted my focus to
something else. On the back of the picture, in blue ink, he wrote:
southwestern france, northeastern spain
the world is the same
everywhere
I looked at the picture again and noticed how similar it looked to the many pictures I had taken
from moving vehicles en route to Las Vegas and outside of Phoenix, Arizona. In fact, if the
picture had been black and white it could have been the cover to New Adventures in Hi-Fi. I'd seen
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this picture dozens of times and for a moment I believed that the world was in fact the same
everywhere.

He mailed the picture and the note from Barcelona but wrote nothing of the city itself.
Was the architecture as impressive as travel magazines make it out to be? Was it true that the city
blocks there are in the shape of hexagons and not rectangles or squares as we know them? I guess
I would have to wait to ask him over the telephone once he returned to London. Although I
waited and waited for a letter from Madrid, this was the last I heard from him. I wrote him to his
home address in London, but the letter came back as he no longer lived there. I called the last
number at which I'd been able to reach him, right before he left for the trip, but got no answer.
Emails that at first went answered began to bounce back once his account expired. I wrote a
friend of a friend but it turned out that I had been in contact with him more recently that anyone
else. I searched on the internet for his name, but none of the matching results seemed to point in
the right direction. What troubled me was that it wasn't in his character to just disappear. After
all, this was someone who never forgot a birthday. I became worried: I imagined there had been
an accident somewhere between Barcelona and Madrid and that perhaps he had died. I imagined
hearing the news that a bus had crashed into an eighteen-wheeler near Saragossa, that a
passenger train had derailed near Lerida, that a bus had driven off a bridge outside Guadalajara and upon hearing these news I would know, but I would hope that he was alive in some hospital.
I no longer cared why he had stopped writing, what had made him change his mind about our
correspondence. All I wanted to know was that he was alive. I waited - for a blank postcard from
Barcelona that couldn't possibly come too late no matter what, for a blank email that would
indicate nothing more than he had sent it and therefore was alive somewhere. But nothing ever
came. I convinced myself that it didn't really matter why he had disappeared.
I was procrastinating on a study about the phonological processes of regular past-tense
verbs in English when I came across a website for the Tourist Information Center in Vienna. I
found the exact same picture he'd sent of the Vienna Conservatory of Music, with the backs of
the elegant people and the profile of the woman in the green dress. The caption to the
copyrighted archive photo revealed that it had been taken in June of 1999, three years before his
travel, by someone whose last name was Reisener. Then again, I remembered that no description
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accompanied the actual photo he sent and that he never claimed to have taken it. Maybe what he
had sent was a souvenir photo he picked up while in Vienna, but I couldn't help but feel
somewhat disappointed since I had up to now believed that he had taken that picture himself.
About a month later while I rode the bus back home in the afternoon, a phrase in a book I
was reading about hikers in the Appalachian Trail caught my attention: one of the characters one
night, after a strenuous afternoon hike, got into his sleeping bag and "dozed off to a raindrop
lullaby." I looked at the publication date and learned that the hardback edition of the book had
been issued in 2001, the year before he sent the letters. When I got home I ran an online search for
the phrase "dozed off to a raindrop lullaby" and the search engine returned more than twenty
entries from booksellers who excerpted portions of the book in their websites. I pictured a
timeline like the ones you can find in a history book. The first dot marked the time when he read
the book, sometime in the second half of 2001. The second dot marked the time when he used the
phrase from the book in a letter that he sent to me in the summer of 2002. And the third dot
marked me in the present, reading the book and making the connection between the three dots at
last. It seemed to have come full circle. I ran an image search for Magritte and as the page loaded
the reproduction of "The Castle of the Pyrenees," with the gigantic rock about to dive into the
sea, jumped at me.
The next day I queried "witch store Brugge" on the same search engine but the results
proved inconclusive: the store he described apparently didn't exist. A search on "chess Rivoli
Paris" produced an overwhelming number of results but none pointed to the scene in his picture.
I called my friend Carmen, an exchange student from Germany, and asked her if people there
had to bring their own bags into a grocery store or if the store would bag groceries in paper or
plastic the way they do in the U.S. She said that very large stores would bag groceries but that it
is very common for smaller markets to not provide bags at all. I asked her if she'd been to Venice
and she said yes. I asked if she'd even driven through Treviso and she said she had stayed there
as a matter of fact, that it was very common for tourists to choose to stay in nearby Treviso and
avoid the very high prices of Venice. She wanted to know why I was asking all these questions
and I told her I was planning a trip for next summer. She offered not only a place to stay in
Regensburg but also to show me around. When I asked her if she'd ever eaten goulash she
laughed and said yes.
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I later found out that Kutna Hora had been closed the summer he claimed to have been
there. What's more, I found an online travelogue by a Katherine McGregor from Albion College
in Michigan that described the cathedral at Kutna Hora as having "a huge chandelier the size of
forty people dangling from the ceiling with crisscrossed chains of bones and skeletons branching
out throughout the church. I wonder if the souls of these people can see what's become of their
remains. How could they ever rest in peace?"
The letters were evidence that he had been in all of these places; the postmarks matched
every city he visited and the dates proved accurate to the length of his travel. I had no doubt that
he'd visited all of these cities but I suspected that he had made everything up. All I was left with
was someone else's fictitious memories. There was no such thing as the "truth." I decided that I
would take my own trip and write my own letters, take my own pictures, visit the exact same
places, and construct memories and experiences that belonged to me. I would go to Brugge and
eat the mussels while I stared at the Magritte. I would go inside the basilica and see the blood of
Christ and at the small store I would buy witches for my friends back home. In Paris, I would
stay a week and visit Truffaut's grave at the Montmartre cemetery. I would go to the Eiffel tower
and take pictures of Paris and try to recreate a 360-degree view from the tower. I would go to
Versailles, to the Louvre, to Notre Dame, and I would get an easel, a canvas, and watercolors and
I would paint every day of my stay simply because I wanted to, because something inside me
told me that I would die if I didn't. On the last day in Paris I would go look for the life-sized
chess game in rue de Rivoli and stay until it was over. I would get to Germany through
Luxembourg and take pictures from a moving boat along the Rhine. I would bring a canvas bag
and bag my own groceries in Wiesbaden, in Frankfurt, and in finally in Nuremberg, where I
would look for those rings and take a picture of me touching them. I would eat as much goulash
as I could in Vienna and I would visit Schonbriin and let pictures do the talking. I would wait in
Kutna Hora until the souls of the skulls talked to me and I would vow never to return again. I
would sit back and enjoy the ride from Vienna to Venice, listening to music perhaps, but not
bother to read or write. I would stay in Treviso but go to Venice frequently. I would eat stromboli
sitting at the Piazza San Marco and take pictures from a moving gondola. I would buy a silly
apron and a Beckham jersey in Florence and I would take multiple pictures of the Ponte Vecchio.
Instead of disposing of my luggage, I would buy an extra bag so I could fit all the new clothes
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that I planned on buying throughout Italy. I would get a tattoo, a real one, one that wouldn't fade
away. And instead of watching tourists shop while having the best ice cream in the world, I
would take it to go and go take pictures of II Duomo. I would visit the Vatican in Rome, the
Coliseum, Piazza Venezia, la Fontana di Trevi, and finally take the metro home from Piazza di
Spagna. I would go to Naples, Pompeii, and Capri, and bathe in the Mediterranean. I would take
a picture of the rocky Naples coast from a moving ferry. In Pisa, I would ask a Japanese tourist to
stand at a distance and take my picture while I prevented the leaning tower from falling. I would
take a taxi ride, no matter how expensive, from Nice to Monaco along the same road as Cary
Grant did in the Hitchcock film. And I would go in the casino and lose and I wouldn't care
because I would have done something that most people never get to do in the first place. From
Nice to Spain I would take a bus and I would be very careful not to miss the same spot where the
world is the same everywhere between Montpellier and Barcelona. I would take not one but
many pictures of that spot and I would continue snapping one every minute until the world
became unique again.
And I would take a journal with me and I would write every day about everything I saw,
about the exceptionality of every place and its people. I would record every smell, every sound,
every texture, so that nothing would be left to speculation, so that there would be no doubt that
everything I experienced really happened, so that whoever would read it would feel exactly what
I felt, so that there would be no gaps. I would attach the pictures and write prolonged
descriptions of every place, every landmark, and my sentences would be long in such a way that
they resembled narration so that when read out loud it would be almost like the omniscient
voice-over narrator of a documentary. I would attach receipts from every item I bought, every
meal I paid for, every train or bus ticket I purchased, every night spent at a hotel or a hostel. I
would attach candy wrappers, left-over postcards, brochures from museums and tourist
attractions, samples of currency, napkins from restaurants, canned-food labels, stickers, business
cards, and anything else I found that I felt said something about my experience. This would be
my travelogue, my "Book of the World," because everything would be related exactly as it
happened. I would show it to my friends back home and they would ask questions and I would
be there to answer them. And I would seek to publish it because nothing like that has ever been
done - because one day I would die, and the original "Book of the World," the thing itself, would
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deteriorate and die as well, but the idea, the concept of it, wouldn't. The idea would live on as art
and it would matter, and it would affect someone.
But I never made that journey. One morning one of my colleagues came into my office
and saw the picture taken from the moving bus tacked onto my corkboard and asked where it
was from. I told her that the previous summer, on a bus ride from Nice to Barcelona, I had
snapped the photo right before crossing into the Spanish border. She asked why take a picture of
such an odd place and I replied that it was the last possible snapshot of France I could take
knowing that I probably would never go back, that the picture captured the very last thing I had
seen of France but otherwise wouldn't remember. She said it was such a beautiful thing to do and
asked if I could make her a copy. I looked at the picture and agreed with her: it was a beautiful
thing. The idea of it was so beautiful that I could never recreate it even if I had gone there. No
truth was necessary; there was no such thing.
Although I never heard from him again there were times when I thought about running
into him, by complete coincidence, in an airport somewhere. For a while I thought that I would
ask him to tell me what exactly had been a lie. Then I thought I would ask him instead why he
stopped writing. Now I think that if that ever were to happen I would not approach him nor talk
to him at all. I would watch him from a distance until he disappeared again. The only thing I've
wanted to know, I don't know why, is whether or not he is alive - and just seeing him once more
would be enough, and then I would never wonder again.
But deep down I know that this won't ever happen, that I will never see him again, so I
don't worry about these things anymore. There are times late at night, right before I go to bed,
when I can't sleep. I lie on my bed in total darkness and I imagine myself alone in Treviso, out on
the wet street at night, waiting for the boys to come out and play.

